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This fifteenth-century coat of arms of Hilprand Brandenburg of Biberach is the earliest
known printed bookplate.

The bookplate’s history is almost as long as the printed book itself. The first recorded examples,
dating from around 1470-80, belonged to German monk Hilprand Brandenburg of Biberach,
depicting an angel with a shield decorated with an ox. Early bookplates were a mark of rank for



their wealthy owners, usually featuring their coats of arms. By the end of the eighteenth
century, more varied motifs had emerged, sometimes depicting visual plays on the owner’s

name or using books, libraries, flora, or fauna as an attractive emblem.

“Today, leading Chinese and Japanese printmakers create multi-color woodcut bookplates,
while artists in Eastern Europe and Russia produce mezzotints and aquatints,” said James P.
Keenan, director of the American Society of Bookplate Collectors & Designers (ASBC&D) and
author of Bookplates—The Art of This Century: An Introduction to Contemporary Marks of Ownership.

“The tradition of exchanging ex libris prints dates to the 1890s,” Keenan said. “Our mission [at
ASBC&D] is to assist book lovers with their bookplate designs and promote printmakers’

talents through exhibitions and publications, strengthening this global community.”

Keenan has more than 125 different ex libris bookplates in his name, but describes himself as a
small player in the field. “In comparison, several aficionados have commissioned hundreds of
different bookplates to represent various collecting interests within their libraries or simply to
be used for exchange.” He noted Ichigoro Uchida, a professor of English in Tokyo, who has
over 500 different bookplates in his name, and restaurateur Mario de Filippis of Arezzo, Italy,

who has commissioned more than 3,000 different bookplates.




At the most basic level, bookplates show who owns/owned a book —a step up from the
scribbled medieval curses that rained down destruction on anybody considering pinching a
book. (“Though pleasingly there seems to be a resurgence of book curses on contemporary
plates,” said Eleanor Baker, author of Book Curses.) That's what makes them particularly useful

for the rare book world, especially for establishing provenance.

Indeed, the identification of non-bookplate user Oscar Wilde’s personal library has been
possible only because of the bookplates that other people stuck into the copies they bought at
his bankruptcy auction. Oxford butcher Stanley Revell bought a large part of J. R. R. Tolkien’s
library, to which he added a self-adhesive bookplate of his own design —“From the Library of J.
R. R. Tolkien” —and which he sold to fund his collecting interest in the work of T. S. Eliot.

“Tracing provenance is an important aspect of my job,” said Sophie Floate, a rare books
cataloguer for five University of Oxford colleges. “Bookplates are invaluable in this respect.
That said, it can still be problematic tracing the actual person, since some bookplates are not

very explicit in naming, such as cipher-style or monogram bookplates.”

Jane Austen scholars Deb Barnum of Bygone Books and Peter Sabor, professor emeritus at
McGill University, have been using the bookplates in the library of the author’s brother,
Edward Austen Knight, to track down volumes and create the marvelous Reading with Austen
online catalogue (readingwithausten.com). You can virtually explore the library shelves as Jane
would have done and read what she would have flicked through or borrowed when she paid

her brother a visit.

“It is fascinating to find these books all over the world, most in the US, many in the UK, and
others found in Australia and elsewhere,” said Barnum. “Sometimes, people email to say they
have a book with the family bookplate; the most recent was a gentleman in Germany whose

father collected books on Africa.”

Bookplates can even help open up previously closed avenues of research. “There have not been
as many female book collectors as their male counterparts,” said Barnum. “The study of women
owning books has of late taken on scholarly dimensions, and it is fascinating! Bookplates are a
way to find this history —if a woman had a bookplate, she likely had a private library of some

consequence.”



