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Historian of the book Leah Price explains that, “transitively, the book that I touch after 

you’ve touched it blurs the boundaries between my body and yours.” Insistent upon physical 

distance from their social inferiors, members of the middle class sought not only to purchase 

different books than the lower class, but books outside their reach altogether. Middle class 

individuals attempted to widen the divide between themselves and the lower class through the 

use of activities like book collecting, while simultaneously moving closer to the upper class.  

  This transitivity, between different bodies who have handled the same book, is important 

for the middle classes, who are close physically—living in the same cities and spaces often 

difficult to distinguish from their supposed social inferiors—to the lower classes that they are 

trying to escape, use the difference between the books read by the lower and upper-middle 

classes to create a larger difference. The larger difference—of culture, not just space—that is 

implied by physical contents of the bookshelves of the various classes is precisely the difference 

that book collecting creates. 

Over the course of the nineteenth century, the British middle class, growing at a rapid 

pace, worked to define itself in opposition to the lower classes. Pierre Bourdieu, a French 

sociologist and cultural theorist, argues that individuals of the middle class used cultural status 

symbols to form an identity related to, but independent from, the upper class. Rare and beautiful 

books provided their owners with an opportunity for self-definition through the obtaining of 

cultural capital: the “competence in society’s high-status culture” that allows individuals to 

function and flourish in that society. In my thesis, I argue that books were seen as cultural 

objects rather than tools of information transmission by the middle class, and were used by 

members of this class in attempts to form an identity separate from the lower class and more 

closely aligned with the elites. 

Instead of treating culture casually, the newly comfortable took culture “too seriously.” 

Because they have had to study these cultural subjects, they are “likely to see [their] knowledge 

and techniques devalued as too narrowly subordinated to practical goals.” In short, Bourdieu 

argues that the middle class viewed acquiring cultural capital as a means to an end—the end of 

obtaining the status and legitimacy that comes with not being a member of the working class. In 

the process, he argues that they replaced “consumption of the work with consumption of 

circumstantial information.” In this case, books become objects consumed for their cultural 

importance, rather than objects of signification or information transmission. 

In order to differentiate themselves from members of the working classes, members of 

the newly comfortable classes of Britain worked to establish their “gentility.” One of the ways in 

which members of this class attempted to obtain this cultural capital was through book collecting 

guides—books written with the aim of instructing middle class consumers in the methods of 

obtaining the correct rare and beautiful books, and allowing them to build a book collection on 

their own. Book collecting experts, notably John Herbert Slater, expounded on the topic of book 

collecting at length in books published fairly regularly between approximately 1880 and 1905. 
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This subgenre of books includes books by many authors, but I have focused on Slater as a case 

study because of his prolific writing, position as an expert in the field, and his discussions of the 

motivations of book collectors. 
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 Books in public libraries are egalitarian. Each borrower, of whatever social status, takes 

their turn with the book and returns it, only for the next person to do the same. That next person 

might be of a higher or lower social status. This possibility—that an upper-class individual might 

borrow a book previously handled by someone of a lower class—engendered fears among library 

professionals in the late nineteenth century. This concern was so great that library reformers like 

Frederick Greenwood advocated the use of a “book disinfecting apparatus” that could clean 

books en masse: 

The simplest and best arrangement which has yet been introduced is … a metal fumigator 

made from 16th wire gauge sheet iron, with angle iron door-supports and side-shelf rests. 

… Compound sulphorous acid is burned in a small lamp, and a very little suffices to 

disinfect the books.1 

 

This extreme fear of contamination from books had a class basis as well as a biological one, 

despite the fact that Greenwood uses words such as “disinfect” to imply that the concern is 

purely biological. Indeed, biological and social uncleanliness were often conflated, as when the 

novelist Marie Corelli says that “to borrow one’s mental fair from Free Libraries is a dirty habit 

to begin with. It is rather like… making one’s dinner off another’s leavings.”2 At first glance, 

this appears to be an injunction against the physical dirtiness of lending libraries, until one 

realizes that it was the habit of servants to eat in exactly that manner—consuming the leftovers 

from the masters’ meals. Just as Corelli would never eat leftovers like a servant, she scorned 

already-read books. Corelli, a novelist and member of the middle-class literati, conflates physical 

dirtiness and the lower class. “The true lover of books,” she says, “will never want to peruse 

                                                 
1 Quoted in in Price, Leah. How to Do Things with Books in Victorian Britain. Princeton University Press, 2012, 

195. 
2 Quoted in How to Do Things with Books, 194.  
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volumes that are thumbed and soiled by hundreds of hands.”3 Corelli seems to be speaking as a 

member of the “genteel” middle class, which wanted to draw a strong line between themselves 

and the working class. 

 Historians agree that the organization of British society in the last third of the nineteenth 

century included precisely those lines—it was among the most unequal and divided eras of 

British history.4 By 1900, just seven thousand individuals owned 80 percent of the private land in 

the United Kingdom.5 This landowning class’s relationship to the lower classes was land-based: 

farmers paid rent to the large landowners for their fields.6 However, these aristocrats were not 

distinct from the upper scions of the business community—these families often intermarried with 

those who had made fortunes in banking. After the 1880s, “rich businessmen and professionals” 

outnumbered landholders in the highest economic strata of the United Kingdom.7 These two 

groups, those who did not have to work for a living and those whose work brought them vast 

sums, together formed the elite. 

In this era, a gentleman might earn £1000 per year. While it was preferred that he earn it 

from landholdings, that distinction began to break down as earnings from industry began to 

outpace earnings from land.8 A large and growing middle class, earning somewhat less than the 

elite—a clerk might earn £250 per year—saw themselves as “worlds away,” at least socially, 

from the less well-off working class.9 The upper middle class made up between 15 and 20 

                                                 
3 Ibid. 
4 W. D. Rubinstein. Britain’s Century: A Political and Social History. London: Arnold, 1998, 281. 
5 Michael Hanagan, “Class and Social Relations.” Europe 1789-1914: Encyclopedia of the Age of Industry and 

Empire. Detroit: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 2006, 469. 
6 Rubinstein, Britain’s Century, 282. 
7 Ibid., 283, 284. 
8 Christopher Hibbert. The Illustrated London News’ Social History of Victorian Britain. London: Angus and 

Robertson, 1975, 21. 
9 Ibid. 
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percent of the population, with large margins of error.10 The wealthier of these individuals—the 

professionals who “made their living selling specialized knowledge to clients who [required] 

them”—were educated at public schools and then Oxbridge.11 Traditionally, the professions, 

such as law, medicine and divinity, supported the close relatives of the traditional aristocracy. By 

1900, though, most of the men in these positions were “self-made.”12 Below these individuals 

were the trades and other roles that earned their practitioners more than £100—enough to require 

them to pay income taxes. The lower middle class, below that 15 to 20 percent, is more 

amorphous. These individuals “were distinguished from the working classes chiefly by status 

rather than income, with little or nothing in the way of a safety net, often had large families, and 

frequently held middle-class pretensions and aspirations.”13 They included shopkeepers, self-

employed artisans, and the most poorly paid of the professions, such elementary 

schoolteachers.14 The middle class were all of these people, who had increased in wealth so as to 

not be members of the working class but had not broken into the elite.15 Those who were not yet 

wealthy, but were perhaps newly comfortable, possessed the resources they needed to pursue 

those pretensions and aspirations, and one of the ways that they did so was through book 

collecting.  

Historian of the book Leah Price explains that, “transitively, the book that I touch after 

you’ve touched it blurs the boundaries between my body and yours.”16 Insistent upon physical 

distance from their social inferiors, members of the middle class sought not only to purchase 

                                                 
10 Rubinstein, Britain’s Century, 288. 
11 Ibid., 286, 287. 
12 Ibid., 286. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid., 290-291. 
15 Edward Palmer Thompson. “The Peculiarities of the English” in The Poverty of Theory & Other Essays. New 

York: Monthly Review Press, 1978, pp. 245-301., 295. 
16 Ibid., 197. 
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different books than the lower class, but books outside their reach altogether. The newly 

comfortable, those who had recently escaped the hardships of the working class, could not allow 

that boundary to be blurred between themselves and the lower class, because of the tentative and 

insecure nature of that boundary. Middle class individuals attempted to widen the divide between 

themselves and the lower class through the use of activities like book collecting, while 

simultaneously moving closer to the upper class.  

  The transitivity between different bodies who have handled the same book, was 

important for the middle class, who were close physically—living in the same cities and spaces 

often difficult to distinguish from their supposed social inferiors—to the lower classes that they 

were trying to escape. They used the difference between the books read by the lower and upper-

middle classes to create a larger difference. The larger difference—of culture, not just space—

that was implied by the varied contents of the bookshelves of the various classes was precisely 

the difference that book collecting creates. 

Over the course of the nineteenth century, the British middle class, growing at a rapid 

pace, worked to define itself in opposition to the lower classes. They could not, however, resort 

to the birthright definitions used by the aristocratic wealthy, which hardly applied to individuals 

who were close, both physically and fiscally, to the working classes, and who had only recently 

reached their position.17 Pierre Bourdieu, a French sociologist and cultural theorist, argues that 

individuals of the middle class used cultural status symbols to form an identity related to, but 

independent from, the upper class.  

Rare and beautiful books provided their owners with an opportunity for self-definition 

                                                 
17 Pierre Bourdieu, and Randal Johnson. The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature. New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1993, 235. Quoted in Simon Gunn, “Translating Bourdieu: Cultural Capital and the 

English Middle Class in Historical Perspective.” The British Journal of Sociology 56, no. 1 (March 2005): 49–64. 

doi:10.1111/j.1468-4446.2005.00046.x. 51. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-4446.2005.00046.x
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through the obtaining of cultural capital: the “competence in society’s high-status culture”18 that 

allows individuals to function and flourish in that society. Cultural capital can be in three 

states—embodied, institutionalized, or objectified. Embodied cultural capital is found as a 

“disposition” of the mind: the long-term habits of members of the elite, which exhibits “culture.” 

It is the acquired ability of an individual to demonstrate that they are of the elite class. 

Institutionalized cultural capital is recognized, for example, in an academic degree: a legally 

defined guarantee that the possessor of that degree has certain skills.19 For the purposes of this 

thesis, however, the third state is the most important. Cultural capital is in an objectified form 

when it is in the form of goods, such as “pictures, books, dictionaries, instruments, machines, 

etc.”20 However, it is the ability to actually utilize these objects to their full extent that allows an 

individual access to cultural capital: books can be purchased but not read, paintings owned but 

not understood.21 In this thesis, I examine the ways that cultural and financial capital interact in 

the area of rare and beautiful books, and seek to unpack and examine the ways in which the 

forms of these books contributes to the cultural capital they embody. I argue that books were 

seen as cultural objects rather than tools of information transmission by the middle class, and 

were used by members of this class in attempts to form an identity separate from the lower class 

and more closely aligned with the elites. These books could be used by the middle class, in short, 

without being read by them. 

In order to differentiate themselves from members of the working classes, members of 

the newly comfortable classes of Britain worked to establish their “gentility,” as Linda Young, 

                                                 
18 David Throssby, “Cultural Capital.” Journal of Cultural Economics 23, no. 1/2 (1999): 3–

12. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41810682., 4. 
19 Ibid.  
20 Bourdieu, The Forms of Capital, quoted in the above. 
21 Bourdieu, Pierre. “The Forms of Capital.” In Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education, 

edited by J. Richardson, 241–258, 1986.http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/fr/bourdieu-

forms-capital.htm. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/41810682
http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/fr/bourdieu-forms-capital.htm
http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/fr/bourdieu-forms-capital.htm
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who has worked on a similar topics in the first half of the nineteenth century, argues.22 One of 

the ways in which members of this class attempted to obtain this cultural capital was through 

book collecting guides—books written with the aim of instructing middle class consumers in the 

methods of obtaining the correct rare and beautiful books, and allowing them to build a book 

collection on their own. Bourdieu addresses the issue of self-study to obtain cultural capital in his 

book Distinction. He argues that petit-bourgeois autodidacts are unable to “play the game of 

culture as a game.”23 Because “adult learning was never as effective as learning at mother’s 

knee,” the newly comfortable would never have full access to upper-class culture, despite their 

study. This may be why “gentility,” as a word, acquired a sense of being “a low estimation of 

good breeding” as early as 1830: the middle class had co-opted it, and it had acquired a 

connotation of the middle-class strivers after status, losing its original position as a marker of 

simple upper-class status.24  

These book-collecting autodidacts needed navigational aids to assist purchasers in 

locating valuable copies, and in understanding how they should go about the practice of book 

collecting. Book collecting experts, notably John Herbert Slater, expounded on the topic of book 

collecting at length in books published fairly regularly between approximately 1880 and 1905. 

This subgenre of books includes books by many authors, but I have focused on Slater as a case 

study because of his prolific writing, position as an expert in the field, and his discussions of the 

motivations of book collectors. These books focused on purchasing and caring for the correct 

rare books, delivered with book collecting history and technical knowledge.  

Instead of treating culture with “distance and casualness,” the newly comfortable took 

                                                 
22 Linda Young, Middle-Class Culture in the Nineteenth Century. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003, 15. 
23 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 1984, 330. 
24 Quoted from Hints on Etiquette in Young, Middle Class Culture, 16. 
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culture “too seriously.” Because they had to study these cultural subjects, they were “likely to 

see [their] knowledge and techniques devalued as too narrowly subordinated to practical 

goals.”25 In short, Bourdieu argues that the middle class viewed acquiring cultural capital as a 

means to an end—the end of obtaining the status and legitimacy that comes with not being a 

member of the working class. In the process, he argues that they replaced “consumption of the 

work with consumption of circumstantial information.”26 In this case, books became objects 

consumed for their cultural importance, rather than objects of signification or information 

transmission. 

Price’s statement that reading the same physical book blurred the lines between two 

individuals might explain why John Blacker, a rare book collector, obsessed over books 

belonging to the wealthy and noble. 27 Amassing a library stocked with books purporting to be 

from the libraries of European nobles like Catherine de Medici, Grolier, several popes, Henri II 

of France, Diane de Poitiers, and Mary, Queen of Scots, Blacker’s own daughter-in-law 

compared his love for his books to “a man’s love for his mistress.” 28 

In purchasing books that he thought were from the libraries of popes and kings, Blacker 

took advantage of the blurring of the class lines that he was attempting to solidify. Ownership of 

books that were associated with the famous and high-class allowed Blacker to benefit from the 

transitive blurring of the lines between him and, for example, Diane de Poitiers. He acquired 

                                                 
25 Bourdieu, Distinction, 330. 
26 Bourdieu, Distinction, 330. 
27 This story has been put together through a series of articles published by Mirjam M. Foot on the events: “Double 

Agent: M. Caulin and M. Hague,” “Binder, Faker and Artist,” and, with Carmen Blacker and Nicholas Poole-

Wilson, “Collector, Dealer and Forger.” She accessed the private papers of the Blacker family and of Bernard 

Quaritch to write these articles, which are not otherwise available for scholarship. Thus, I have relied heavily on 

those second-hand accounts of events, rather than directly on the primary sources. 
28 Foot, Mirjam M., Carmen Blacker, and Nicholas Poole-Wilson. “Collector, Dealer and Forger: A Fragment of 

Nineteenth-Century Binding History.” In Eloquent Witnesses: Bookbindings and Their History, 264–280. London: 

The Bibliographical Society, 2004, 272. “Patience” is a Britishism for the traditional card game of solitaire. 
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some amount of her status and glory simply by acquiring her book, while also, through his 

acquisition of a rare and beautiful item, widening the divide between himself and the lower class. 

A businessman with possible connections to the East India Company, Blacker was a 

“keen amateur collector” who relied on Bernard Quaritch, a noted antiquarian bookseller, to add 

culturally valuable books to his collection.29 Quaritch, in turn, drew on a Frenchman, Theodore 

Hagué, a master binder who rehoused authentic early printed books, obtained in presumably 

uninteresting bindings, in elaborate boxes, caskets, and bindings, with what appeared to be 

excellent provenances. Despite indications that Quaritch had doubts about the books, he sold the 

forged books to Blacker until Hagué died. 

Blacker’s best opportunity to discover the fraud came in 1890 when Hagué himself came 

to England, visited Blacker in person and admitted his duplicity. Blacker, however, refused to 

believe Hagué, whom he suspected of trying to pull a double bluff and re-purchase at a low price 

authentic bindings for resale.30 The authenticity of the books in Blacker’s mind appears to have 

rested solely on the word of one man—an expert at Quaritch’s firm, one Michael Kearney, a 

“great linguist and polymath” with no formal training in rare books or identifying bindings.31 

Quaritch repeatedly insisted that Kearney was “the best in the world” at identifying rare 

bindings.32 Nevertheless, following Blacker’s death the books were taken to the British Museum 

for evaluation.33 There, experts pronounced the whole collection forgeries in 15 minutes.34 

                                                 
29 Blacker’s connection to the East India Company is dubious at best. Blacker’s profession is mentioned only in an 

uncited abstract by Foot. At one point the de facto government of the Indian subcontinent, the East India Company 

formally dissolved in 1873 after being nationalized and mostly dismantled following the 1857 Sepoy Rebellion. It 

seems unlikely to be the source of much wealth in those years, therefore. Research has failed to reveal any 

information about Blacker not contained in Foot’s articles. 
30 Foot, Mirjam M. “Double Agent: M. Caulin and M. Hagué.” The Book Collector Special number for the 150th 

anniversary of Bernard Quaritch (n.d.): 136–150, 146. 
31 Foot et al., “Collector, Dealer and Forger,” 276. 
32 Ibid. 
33 The British Museum at the time included the rare books now part of the British Library, so the Museum would 
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Despite the fact that Blacker was scammed, his family carefully tried to hide the truth 

about what happened.35 The desire that the truth not come out had to do with status: his family 

was worried about his reputation and, by extension, theirs as well. He would have been tarred as 

lacking cultural capital, since anyone lacking the ability to distinguish real from fake bindings 

was not a true member of the upper classes, no matter how much money they possessed. Carlos 

“was anxious that the affair should not be made public, lest his father, who had been made to 

look an utter fool, should become a public laughing stock.”36 

The Blacker family fell into Bourdieu’s category of the “autodidact.” Because they were 

not intimately familiar with the cultural materials they were interacting with, they feared 

mistakes would expose them as unworthy of inclusion in society, as “ignorant of the right to be 

ignorant.”37 This was a costly worry. If the Blacker family had been willing to threaten a public 

shaming of Quaritch, it is likely that Quaritch, concerned about protecting his reputation as one 

of the most important rare booksellers of the day, would have given them some financial 

restitution.  

Without taste, a member of the upper middle class would be looked down upon and even 

ridiculed. The lack of taste that Blacker exhibited by being repeatedly both unable to detect, and 

unwilling to accept that his bindings were forgeries threatened the standing of Carlos and his 

mother as tasteful members of the upper class—a backfiring of Blacker’s attempt at constructing 

an identity as a member of the cultural elite. Book collecting guides served to steer others away 

from the mistakes of Blacker, and allowed their readers to construct such an identity more 

successfully.  

                                                                                                                                                             
have had the experts in these subjects. 
34 Ibid., 275. 
35 Foot, “Double Agent,” 148. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Bourdieu, Distinction, 329. 
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John Herbert Slater is a mysterious figure. A British author born in 1854, he wrote more 

than twenty books published between 1883 and his death in 1921.38 However, he is otherwise 

absent from the historical record: his papers do not reside in an institution, nor does he have an 

entry in the Dictionary of National Biography. Slater’s interests ranged widely: he compiled a 

bibliography of Robert Louis Stephenson, and wrote pro-Church of England and anti-Socialist 

books.39 His focus, though, was on giving instructions on the buying, selling and collecting of 

rare books through a large number of how-to manuals.40 He also edited the journals Book Prices 

Current, and Book-Lore, and published an annual listing of the sale prices of “pictures and 

prints” for several years.41 

It is a measure of the lack of importance placed on book collecting in this period by the 

scholars and researchers at Oxford and elsewhere who compiled the Dictionary of National 

Biography, by the archivists who collect the papers of prominent Britons, and by the historical 

community, who research and write about such topics, that Slater, an active author and publisher, 

                                                 
38 Slater, John Herbert (Hereafter “Slater”). Robert Louis Stevenson; a Bibliography of His Complete Works. 

London: G. Bell and Sons, 1914.https://archive.org/details/cu31924029650896. 
39 Slater, Robert Louis Stevenson; The Established Church in Wales : Being a Short Account of Its Origin, Its 

Development, and Its Maturity. London: Anti-Liberation Society, 

189?. https://archive.org/details/establishedchurc00slat; and God and Our Right: An Historical, Legal and Ethical 

Defence of Tithe & Landed Property. London: Anti-Liberation Society, 1894. 

https://archive.org/details/godourrighthisto00slat 
40 Of the 12 unique, non-periodical publications listed on Archive.org, three are the above-described works, while 

the rest are bibliographic, and more or less focused on book collecting. He also wrote a work on copyright law and a 

how-to guide on becoming a lawyer (Slater, The Law Relating to Copyright and Trade Marks, 1884; Slater, A Guide 

to the Legal Profession: Forming a Practical Treatise on the Various Methods of Entering Either of Its Branches, 

Together with a Course of Study for Each of the Examinations, and Full Papers of Questions with the Answers. A 

Complete Guide to Every Department of Legal Preparation ... L. U. Gill, 1884). 
41 Slater, Round and About the Book-stalls. A Guide for the Book-hunter. L. U. Gill, 1891. 

https://archive.org/details/cu31924029650896
https://archive.org/details/establishedchurc00slat
https://archive.org/details/godourrighthisto00slat
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does not show up in the historical record beyond the published materials that he created. 

However, this lack of scholarly interest in book collecting is not universal. Earlier in the 

nineteenth century, at the beginning of the Romantic era, the Rev. Thomas Frognall Dibdin had 

played a similar role in the community of book collectors. He wrote several works on book 

collecting, most notably Bibliomania, a book that outlines the so-called disease of the same name 

through dialogues with fictional book collectors, most of whom were based on the author’s 

upper-class, book-obsessed friends. Later, he wrote the Bibliographical Decameron, a story of 

upper-class, book-obsessed friends spending ten days discussing early printed works and book 

collecting. However, he was most well-known for his bibliography, writing the Library 

Companion, which, similarly to Slater’s works, offered advice on the best books across all fields 

of writing.42 Dibdin also helped found the Roxburghe Club, the first book club, after the sale of 

the Duke of Roxburghe’s library in 1812.43  

While Dibdin’s subjects were broadly similar to Slater’s, his reception was quite 

different. He was accepted as an eccentric member of the British elite in the early nineteenth 

century. The Roxburghe Club was originally limited to only eighteen members, and it counted as 

members the elite of the United Kingdom—members of parliament and the aristocracy were at 

its first meeting.44 The club, from its founding, only admitted wealthy individuals—each member 

is still required to fund the publication of a Roxburghe edition of a rare book.45  

Dibdin as a person, as well as his works, appealed to the same people who made the 

decisions as to who entered the historical record. His status was high enough for him to earn an 

entry in both the Dictionary of National Biography—despite the fact that his works were “noted 
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44 Ibid. It eventually grew to 40 members. 
45 Ibid. 
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for their substantive and typographic errors,” he is noted to have “caught the taste of the time 

among the aristocracy” when he published Bibliomania.46 Dibdin was also included in the 

monumental eleventh edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica in 1911, more than 50 years after 

his death in 1847.47 Dibdin’s works were intended for this small audience of cultural elites: most 

of the characters in Bibliomania, whom he described as “pegs to hang notes on,” were based on 

the elite book collectors who comprised his social circle.48 These books were not intended as 

instructional guides to newcomers to the field—they were part of a larger conversation among 

the British elites about their interests, even when the books were not central to that conversation.  

By contrast, Slater’s books targeted a larger class of consumers. They were priced to be 

accessible to the middle class and printed in large editions. Their contents, too, were more 

accessible. Discussion of great book collectors was only a small section of Slater’s books—other 

sections covered the basics of book collecting, from the fundamental question of what gave a 

book value to how to identify the size of a book. Neither Slater nor his subjects were part of the 

elite conversation of his day—instead, they attempted to imitate it. Slater’s publisher released 

books that explained how to purchase rare china, learn to appreciate great art, and even raise 

hunting dogs.49 These other works, which will be explored in greater detail in section three, were 

aimed at individuals who were interested in but not experienced with these activities of the elites. 

Because Slater was not part of the elite discourse, he was excluded from coverage by elite 

institutions that recorded Dibdin and his readers.  

The shift between Dibdin and Slater—between the beginning and the end of the 
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52. doi:10.2307/25735166. 
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nineteenth century—mirrors the history of book collecting in general. What had been a full time 

activity for the extremely wealthy and well-connected in the Romantic era, with the landed 

aristocracy forming libraries in their country estates, became a widely-practiced hobby by the 

end of the nineteenth century. By that time, individuals who had disposable income on a smaller 

scale than the landed aristocracy of the early nineteenth century began to collect rare books on a 

similarly reduced scale. Quaritch put it succinctly in 1882: his business had become much more 

difficult, “all great collectors having died.”50 Rather than focusing his marketing efforts on the 

small, well-connected aristocrats he had once marketed to, the book dealer sold to a much larger 

group of individuals who were interested in books at lower prices. While Dibdin was part of a 

shared elite cultural identity, formed through hobbies in common, Slater’s books served to make 

accessible a version of that same elite culture—to enable middle-class individuals to show their 

affinity for and identification with upper-class culture. 

The Library Manual, by Slater, was published in 1892.51 It consists of a 40-page 

introductory section, followed by several hundred pages of books, along with their prices, 

organized by subject. This work provides a look into what information Slater considered the 

most important—because The Library Manual’s space is so limited, Slater would have been 

forced to put only the most important information in its introductory section. 

Slater’s goals in both The Library Manual and How to Collect Books, discussed below, 

are threefold. Slater argues for a specific interpretation of books as objects, provides an 

education on aspects of book history, and offers advice on constructing an identity through 

books—on accessing the cultural capital of books. Slater constructs an argument, which he 
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fleshes out in How to Collect Books, that books worthy of collecting are primarily precious 

objects to be preserved and cherished, and that that aspect of books takes precedence over the 

traditional use of books as objects of knowledge transmission. In doing so, he rejects the idea 

that one must be able to access the information within books to access cultural capital and 

instead argues that books as cultural objects can be utilized without reading them. 

Slater begins with a preface, stating that he had catalogued approximately 10,000 works 

in his second section, and that it would be incomplete had he catalogued 100 times as many 

works. Almost as an aside, one of the last sentences of the preface states that “modern works in 

print have not, as a rule, been referred to.”52 Here, Slater distinguishes between works that are 

worthy of collection and those that are not. He dismisses works that came off of the industrial 

presses of the late nineteenth century as unworthy of collecting—even though he believes there 

to be more than a million editions worthy of inclusion in his book. This is the first indication that 

Slater saw a difference between different types of books based not on their contents but on their 

forms. Many of the works then in print had the same text as books Slater recommended 

purchasing—early editions of the Bible, for example. Slater, though, cares about books as 

objects rather than as texts.  

The first chapter makes a few points, not all connected. The first is that “popular taste 

points out what books to buy and what to avoid” and booksellers respond to demand. 53 In short, 

rare books are part of a market, and books are bought and sold based on demand for them. The 

second point is that value depends on the condition of the book. Slater gives examples of ways 

books can have their values increased or decreased. Cutting or trimming the edges of books is 

the worst sin that can be committed: “the greatest enemy of books is an ignorant or reckless 
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binder, for he can, with a single movement of his shears, detract enormously from the value of 

any volume that comes to his hands.”54 Various other reasons a book can lose value are listed, 

from wormholes to being reconstructed from leaves of multiple copies—“made-up”—but 

trimming books remains the ultimate evil. None of the types of damage that can be done, 

however, would affect the text, except in extraordinary circumstances. Slater’s warnings against 

these types of damaged books encourage collectors to begin thinking of books as objects, which 

must remain inviolate for their value to hold, rather than physical manifestations of information 

which must simply remain readable to continue to serve this purpose. The importance Slater 

places on this topic is made clearer in How to Collect Books. 

Slater’s attempts to provide an education to his readers on the materials covered in his 

book are more apparent in The Library Manual than in How to Collect Books. It begins before 

the first chapter, when, after the table of contents, Slater provides a list of contractions 

“frequently used in auctioneers’ and booksellers’ catalogues and in the following pages.” This 

shows the amateur audience for whom Slater writes—they need an introduction to Latin 

abbreviations like “s. l. et a.”—“sine loco et anno,” [published] “without either place of 

publication or date being mentioned.”55 These are specialist terms, and providing access to 

them—especially to those terms in Latin, the language of the educated elite—provides an access 

point to part of the elite culture and to cultural capital. These terms are especially important for 

those who had not grown up learning Latin—the self-tutored individuals attempting to access 

culture that Bourdieu discusses. The individuals, self-tutored in this specific area, do not have a 

grounding in the British public school system that would have provided a Latin education. Many 

of the books Slater lists, as well, are printed in Latin: the fact that he recommends their purchase 
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to individuals who he expects to be illiterate in Latin points, once more, to Slater’s view of the 

book as an object. Books could be used for the construction of cultural capital, in Slater’s view, 

without their contents being accessible to their owners. 

The third chapter is mirrored by How to Collect Books, covering the sizes of books, how 

to read Roman numerals, and including a list of the Latinized and English names of towns that 

housed early printers. Chapter IV is a seven-page “dictionary of technical terms,” some with 

examples. These terms seem to be a combination of typographical terms and phrases used in 

book dealers’ catalogs—enabling readers to understand what a dealer means by black letter type 

or how various font sizes appear on a page. Slater’s goal is self-evidently educational with this 

section—he is providing information on this topic to those who lack it. By doing so—and by 

providing it in this manner, outside of traditionally established methods of education but instead 

to autodidacts in a how-to manual, Slater allowed his readers partial access to the cultural capital 

of rare books.  

Similarly, Chapter V provides a list of “general” and “special” works of reference in 

bibliography. However, it also offers, after a quick detour through the history of the colophon 

and title-page, a discussion of the need for the use of such reference materials. A collection 

requires “skill” to construct, Slater argues—“a mass of books brought together on no principle, 

and without any, or but little, regard to classification, can hardly be called a library, even 

although the collection may consist of many thousands of volumes.”56 The skills needed to 

construct a library could be obtained through self-education—improving one’s status and 

obtaining cultural capital. That cultural capital is formed when books are used by simply 

grouping them, but not necessarily by actually reading them. 
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Finally, Slater assists his readers in forming an identity using these books. His last 

chapter lists types of books and provides general guidance as to their values. First editions of 

modern English authors, works relating to America, works relating to Scotland, early-printed 

books, early editions of seventeenth-century authors, old Bibles, and works of natural history are 

classed as more or less in demand, with some types, such as early American works, commanding 

such high prices that they have largely disappeared from the market. Others, such as first editions 

of modern authors, are considered to be more speculative and subject to price fluctuation. Slater 

classifies antiquarian works, art books, and classical books as not in demand, with some 

exceptions when these categories overlap with others in more demand. For example, antiquarian 

books are valuable when they relate to Scotland, especially genealogical works which allow 

Scottish families to trace their heritage.57  

The last paragraph before the section ends consists of a reminder from Slater that rarity is 

not a guarantee of a price—that there must be “intelligence in the text” for the book to be worthy 

of “emptying a pocket:” it must be “much read throughout the world,” as Slater quotes Horace as 

saying (in Latin).58 This concession to views of books as means of information transmission is 

interesting—it contradicts the argument throughout the two volumes regarding the source of 

value of books. Instead, it places monetary value in the intellectual value of the book. This 

connects to Slater’s discussion of marketing books—that there must be demand for a specific 

book before that book can be considered to be rare. That being said, Slater’s discussions of the 

forms of books that are in demand, such as untrimmed books, points to the fact that, contrary to 

Slater’s own assertions here, books were in fact in demand as objects rather than as sources of 

information. Slater diversifies the ways that books can be used—as objects, not just as a source 
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of information. That being said, only books which are first acceptable as objects merit 

consideration as sources of information as well—a book must be in good condition to be in 

demand, regardless of its contents. 

 In the second and much larger section of The Library Manual, Slater lists the 10,000 

volumes whose prices he has researched. They cover Natural History, including “scientific 

voyages and travels,” “occult philosophy,” law and “general science,” the fine arts (including 

armor and “views” along with more conventional types of art), “antiquities” (including heraldry 

as well as archaeology and numismatics), the Greek and Latin classics, religious works, works of 

English literature, topographical works, “Old English Chronicles,” “literary societies,” and the 

works of “private presses.”59 These categories represent a British public school education in 

subject—they would allow their owners to project an appearance of belonging to the elite 

without actually being in that position. 

How to Collect Books was a later productions of Slater, and was billed as an instructional 

work. In the preface, Slater says that his book would attempt to answer questions likely to be 

asked “by the collector at the commencement of his career” and provide pointers to more in-

depth sources.60 From the beginning, we see that his book is aimed towards men without prior 

experience with book collecting. Again, Slater’s writing has three goals—educate the reader 

about rare books, inculcate an attitude towards books that treats them as objects deserving of 

reverence, and provide assistance in forming an identity around book collecting. 

The first chapter, “Hints to Beginners,” begins with a discussion of book collecting in the 
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modern age, and argues that book collecting is an outgrowth of the “science” of bibliography. 

Slater divides bibliography in two: scholarship concerned with books’ “form, degrees of rarity, 

the history of particular copies or editions, and the prices that can be got for them.”61 Slater 

promises to have nothing to do with the second division, concerned with “their substance, their 

contents, and a critical judgement of their merits,” except as far as the merits of a book affect its 

importance.62 Slater then defines rarity. Although a book can be scarce, and occasionally 

valuable entirely or primarily for that reason, scarcity alone does not make a book rare. As Slater 

puts it, “some books are very scarce in the sense of being difficult to meet with when wanted, but 

if nobody wants them they are not in an improved position on that account.”63 In short, a book is 

rare when there are fewer copies than people who want to read them: when demand outstrips 

supply. 

Collecting books requires a book-collector to purchase books “at a price that will not 

shame his judgement hereafter” and to “join his faith absolutely to literature in its highest form.” 

Seeking “the best and not necessarily the scarcest and most expensive editions,” collectors 

should accept “none but really good copies in their original covers if possible.” It is not 

immediately clear, of course, what makes a book “the best,” or even merely “really good,” other 

than the sample books that Slater chose.64 What will be lacking when the collector makes those 

purchases, however, is something “that may at first sight appear to be of little importance, though 

it is in reality of much.” That is “the knowledge that he has something which only a very few 

other persons can hope to possess themselves of.”65 The importance that Slater attaches to 

ownership of a rare item is difficult to pin down, but it is vital: even a collection of “the best” 
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books would be found lacking if those books were not rare. 

 After discussing the points of a book, Slater then discusses “imperfect” and “defective” 

books—books that are damaged, even in very limited ways, or that have lost pages, even blank 

ones. He strongly discourages purchasing such books, but he gives no reason. Presumably, their 

imperfections and defects render such books so manifestly undesirable that he feels no 

compunction to argue against their purchase. He advises against the purchasing of sets of “odd 

volumes”—putting together complete sets of multivolume works by purchasing individual copies 

separately. His argument against this practice is a purely aesthetic one: “a library formed on such 

a system…would be a mere thing of patches, in which no one could take any pride.”66 He offers 

the consolation that one could use such a collection as a lending library. Slater here, as 

elsewhere, seems to conflate a physical library with a collection of books, although a library 

room would be significantly more expensive to construct than a simple collection of books. 

Similarly, Slater goes into detail about what the collector should require in a specific 

book he might be considering purchasing, and how to maintain value once that book was 

purchased. The most urgent warnings are once again against cut books: those books that have 

had their pages cut down in the process of being rebound. The idea of cutting down a book is one 

which might appeal to the beginning book collector: it allows the pages to acquire a sharp, clean 

edge, and receive surface decorations such as gilding on the edges of the pages. However, a 

familiarity with book collecting in this era would warn against cutting books: books that were 

cut, especially those that have been trimmed close to the text, have consistently and markedly 

lower prices: Slater elsewhere refers to them as “dear at any price”—that is to say, not worth any 

amount of money.67 

                                                 
66 Ibid, 16. 
67 Slater, Round and About the Book-Stalls, 51. 



  21 

  

This is certainly an exaggeration—a book may lose much of its value when cut down, but 

it seems unlikely that a potential purchaser would turn down a rare book entirely simply because 

it has been trimmed. However, this attitude is demonstrative. It is not simply that trimmed books 

are not as valuable. The action of trimming a book to smooth its edges is a “barbarous and fatal, 

though exceedingly common, practice.”68 This contrast—a terrible mistake to make with a book, 

though also very common—is important. Most people clearly do not know the importance of 

keeping books “uncut,” even though collectors find that to be of prime importance.  

As a “barbarous” act, though, it is not only cruel, but uncivilized—it represents a lack of 

cultural capital that Slater is trying to correct. It is not necessarily obvious that it is even possible 

to commit a “barbarous” act upon a book—upon an inanimate object, the primary task of which 

is transmitting knowledge. Damage to cultural objects—to a painting or a cathedral—is an act of 

a barbarian in the most literal sense, but the idea that an individual book could be a cultural 

object, separate from the information it contains, is not a straightforward leap from a simple 

appreciation of its contents. A printed book’s contents are almost universally preserved in 

multiple copies—only the form of a specific book is unique. As objects which deserves respect 

and preservation, books in Slater’s view seem to resemble religious icons or works of art, not 

vessels for information. 

We then move on to Chapter II, “Some Practical Details.” In this chapter, Slater explains 

the technical details of book sizes and the idea of the signature as a part of the book. He 

discusses the preservation of books—recommending snuff, sprinkled across the shelves, to 

prevent bookworms—and methods of conservation and restoration. These methods are 

aggressive, ranging from ironing disbound pages in order to remove grease marks to applying 

dilute hydrochloric acid to remove ink. He seems intent on restoring books to a hypothetical state 
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of purity, exactly as they came from their original binder or the press, not just to a state of 

legibility or usability. 

Chapter III covers manuscripts, and is largely historical, focusing on explaining and 

exploring medieval, bound manuscripts, although Slater says they were not generally available to 

the average collector—prices have become “prohibitive.” This chapter does include another 

statement on rarity, however, when it says that the main reason for interest in any manuscript is 

that “it is unique; there is nothing else exactly like it to be had.”69 Slater does acknowledge other 

reasons for interest in manuscripts—access to authorial intent and art-historical information—but 

calls uniqueness the “chief” reason for interest. Uniqueness is important in an age of mass 

production, mass culture and mass consumption—it implies a distinction, obtained through 

financial capital, from the lower classes. 

Slater in the next chapter shames one John Bagford for collecting the title pages of 

25,000 books in the eighteenth century. This topic seems to be based on an understanding of his 

readers as beginning book collectors, who had not had much experience handling rare books. 

William Morris, a printer whose opinions on books mirrored Slater, argues that most individuals 

had only experienced books as cheap objects, the “utilitarian productions of makeshifts” that 

Morris complained of. They had no experience with the handling of rare books and would not 

have necessarily had so strong a reaction to Bagford’s depredations. Books that were worn out 

and unwanted in this period were still commonly used as wrappers by fishmongers, for example. 

Morris perhaps exaggerates the state of the common person’s experience with and attitude 

towards books as objects when he says, 

…I have seen a man take hold of his dearly beloved book-friend, the mislaying of which 

would destroy his night’s rest, and bend back the boards till the back cracked again; I 
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have seen him thump its familiar pages with his fist, dogs-ear its leaves, turn it face-

downwards on a dirty table, blot it with ink and smear the blot off with his thumb; in 

short so maul it that he deserved to have his books read aloud to him henceforward, 

instead of being allowed to read them to himself.”70 

Again, the book takes on features of other objects. Slater combines the idea of a book and the 

idea of a friend, giving the book agency as it is being mistreated. The book is given a body, 

which must be protected, not just an interior of information-carrying text. Thus, those who could 

afford the books that Slater recommends to the collector, but who were new to collecting, needed 

the lesson he provided when he shakes a metaphorical finger at Bagford, explicitly stating his 

objections to this treatment so that those untutored in notions of the value of books as objects can 

participate. “His methods were barbarous,” Slater fulminates, “and the damage he must have 

done almost incalculable.”71 This was an effort to teach reverence for the form of the book, 

rather than its content—a book is still readable without a title page, just as it is still readable with 

a broken back, dogs-eared pages, or stained with grease or ink.  

He goes on to attack the process of extra-illustration, or Grangerization, in which a single 

book, often James Granger’s Biographical History of England, hence the name, would be taken 

apart and rebound with illustrations taken from other works related to the topics in the book. 

Slater opposed this fad and warns his readers against it. Not only is it nearly impossible to finish 

fully extra-illustrating a volume, but it was common for its practitioners to destroy other books in 

order to supply their own. By the end of the nineteenth century, the fad had waned, and Slater 

reported the general feelings towards Grangerizers: 72 
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[They are] objectionable persons, reprobates with disgusting tastes, and even ghouls in 

that they prey upon the dead. No one has a good word to say for them; they are the 

pariahs of bookish society.73 

Even more clearly, Slater conflates the form of the book with the form of the human body—and 

defends it against assault. Only by viewing the book as a body—an inviolate whole—can 

Slater’s position be fully grasped. Once again, Slater’s demonstrates his disgust at the removal of 

any piece of a book, whether it be by trimming a margin or cutting a plate from its original 

home.  

The chapter also covers when books should be rebound. Slater’s answer to that question 

seems to be “not very often.” He refers to the novice collector when he says 

[L]ater on he discovers for himself that it is never wise to rebind a book so long as the 

original covers are capable of being repaired, though at first he is apt to rebind any book 

showing signs of wear and tear.74 

It is also vital, according to Slater, to give specific instructions to the binder not to trim the edges 

of the books. Slater here shows clearly his audience—men who have not spent significant time 

with rare books. Again, the individuals he is speaking to, and even workers in book-related 

fields, such as bookbinders, are presumed ignorant of the habits and best practices in the field of 

bibliography at this time, which was still twenty or more years away from becoming a rigorous 

intellectual discipline and remained the domain of book collectors. Treating books in the manner 

that Slater advocates seems to have been a minority habit during this period, and thus contributed 

to a sense of distinction for its practitioners—and provided an avenue for construction of cultural 

capital. Slater argues that the binder, as a tradesman and firm member of the lower classes, 

would not have had the experiences that explained the problematic nature of trimming book 

pages—something that would have to be explained by the higher-class book collectors. 
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Slater’s discussion of constructing identity through collecting books begins in the first 

chapter, with a discussion of the ways in which book collecting has shifted over the centuries. In 

the seventeenth century, Slater says that religious works were “the staple of all important 

libraries” along with the Greek and Latin Classics. Religion gradually faded from libraries in his 

telling, but the Classics remained, joined by “instructive books” like grammars and lexicons. A 

later fashion, this one for “libraries of general utility,” in which the owner attempts to create a 

universal library, reached its height in the end of the eighteenth century but collapsed. The 

fashion in Slater’s time was for specialist libraries—focused on a specific genre or subgenre of 

published materials.75 

How to Collect Books tells its readers to pick a subcategory in which to collect, and 

provides guidance within those subcategories. Slater urges the collector not to attempt to create a 

general collection, for several reasons. First, rare books had become too expensive to create a 

great general collection. More importantly in Slater’s eyes, there was “fashion” in book 

collecting, which was towards specialized collections when he was writing. The importance of 

following trends is important, but the fact that those trends must be taught indicates that these 

books targeted the rank amateur—there is no expectation that a person reading the guide would 

have even begun to collect books when they began reading.  

 Following the fashion is an act of acquiring cultural capital. By following a fashion, a 

prospective book collector can rest assured that they are investing correctly—not necessarily 

guaranteeing a fiscal return on their investment, but instead ensuring a cultural return. A 

fashionable book, after all, is precisely a book that has been approved by the arbiters of 

fashion—the upper class. If cultural capital is defined as functioning in a way that demonstrates 

competence in upper-class culture, purchasing the books approved by the books that are 
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approved by that culture would seem to be an excellent path towards obtaining it. Bourdieu’s 

discussion of cultural autodidacts is telling when applied to this section—they must avoid 

mistakes, such as choosing the wrong books or the wrong collecting subject, because they lack 

the familiarity with upper-class culture that allows them to treat it casually.76 In order to avoid 

mistakes, Slater offers them a pre-approved list of subcategories and books to collect. 

Another site for the cultivation of cultural capital and middle-class identity is in chapter 

X, which discusses the great collectors of past decades and centuries, creating by a bond by 

associating the 1905 practitioners of book collecting with these past illustrious people. As Slater 

says, when a book 

can be associated with any celebrated person by reason of the character of their binding, 

the manuscript notes or signatures they contain, or in any other way, they at once become 

objects of unique interest; the collector recognizes that he holds in his hand something 

which has not its fellow in the world. The feeling may be purely sentimental, but it is a 

very real one notwithstanding.77 

This “very real” feeling is not defined by Slater, but it is clear that feeling of a book collector in 

1905 that they are somehow in communion with a book collector of the past. Once again, the 

transitivity of touch blurs the lines between two classes. The connection between a middle-class 

book collector and an aristocratic book collector of past centuries would increase the value of the 

book which creates it because it provided a way to access historical cultural capital. By allowing 

the collector to draw connections to illustrious individuals of the past, Slater allow the nineteenth  

century man to become, in some sense, the 17th century aristocrat via the object of the book. The 

nineteenth century man can invent a pedigree, a lineage, or an imagined ancestry. This lineage is 

an earned lineage—an ancestry of taste that strengthens the hold of the nineteenth century man 

on the cultural capital he is attempting to create. 
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In this chapter, Slater also brings up the delicate topic of the affordability of these rare 

works, and discusses the way in which the role of money changed in book collecting over the 

course of the nineteenth century. Book collectors from the start of the century, he says, did not 

like to talk about the prices of books, and thought doing so was “extremely distasteful.”78 To 

them, money was no object: they were “for the most part well-endowed” and were able to devote 

their lives to book collecting.79 These are the collectors that the book collectors of 1905 wish to 

connect to. These historical individuals, especially the “celebrated” ones, provide a connection to 

the cultural capital of those individuals. By sharing a hobby, these individuals connect collectors 

in the late nineteenth century to the imagined aristocratic past of that hobby—allowing the book 

collectors of the late nineteenth century to attempt to inhabit the status of those who had their 

same hobby earlier in the century. 

In contrast, Slater suggests, book collectors in 1905 had less money to spend—and 

therefore had to consider the larger aspects of their purchases. It is irresponsible, says Slater, not 

to save and pass on as much money as possible to your descendants in order to better them: 

books are, after all, only “temporary” possessions, in the sense that everyone is destined for the 

grave, while money will last, theoretically, forever.80 A reasonable collection may be formed for 

a low price by a collector who must also save to pass on an inheritance, but that collector will 

have to give up on owning certain high points in their original formats. Slater gives the example 

of the original quartos of Elizabethan dramas—the collector who is not “well-endowed” must 

purchase those works in a more “modern” format.81 
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Slater also gives voice to a central contradiction in book collecting: that between 

collecting books as an investment, with the hope of making a profit from them, and collecting 

books as a pleasurable activity, often losing money. Slater seems to lose track of his position on 

this issue between the beginning and the end of the chapter. Even though “no book-lover worthy 

of the name buys a book simply because he thinks it cheap at the price, and hopes to make a 

profit upon it in the future,” Slater warns collectors that “to buy books and keep them as an 

investment is seldom or never profitable.”82 Despite the fact that he cautions against treating 

books as investments, he also acknowledges that they may be treated as such, and frowns upon 

such treatment on the grounds of the low probability of success. This is an acknowledgment that 

the material benefits of book collecting are an important party of the lure of book collecting to 

his audience—who he has acknowledged must be somewhat cautious with money.  

The book closes with chapter XII, on early editions and “freak” books. “Early” editions, 

defined by Slater as editions brought out before the death of the author, are important because 

they often have a literary connection to the author. The first edition approaches most closely to 

the author’s original intent, while later editions show the author’s evolution. Slater’s example is 

Alfred Lord Tennyson, who heavily edited his poems between the various editions of his poetry 

published during his lifetime and thus left valuable literary information in each of the volumes of 

his poetry whose publication he supervised.83 Thus, all of the editions published in Tennyson’s 

lifetime are valuable, because they contain traces of the author at work. Slater here treats the 

book as nearly an avatar for the author—books can be valuable because they both educate about 

the literary history involved, as well provide a connection back to the author. This connection is 
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a less literal version of the connection between two handlers of the same copy of a book, but 

transmits cultural capital in the same manner. 

Slater’s discussion of “freak” books stands out because of its difference from the rest of 

the book. He defines freak books as interesting because of their appearance, not because of their 

text in any way. This category includes books that are extremely tiny, that are printed on 

different colors of paper or materials other than paper, such as lead plates, palm leaves or oyster 

shells, books still attached to chains, books that were banned and burned, books bound in human 

skin, and odd bindings, such as the dos-à-dos binding, in which two books are bound sharing a 

back cover, with the fore-edge of one next to the spine of the other.84 Also included in this 

category by Slater are “first” books: the first book to exhibit some characteristic, whether that 

characteristic is using Hebrew type, containing marginal notes, or employing stereotype 

printing.85  

Slater seems to be interested in dissuading would-be collectors from going down this 

path. In comparison to other chapters, in which Slater makes it clear that he believes book 

collecting to be accessible to a wide range of individuals, he says that  

[T]o form a collection of books of this class, or having such peculiarities, would be no 

light task. … The collector of books who prefers to stray from the ordinary and beaten 

tracks and wander where he will, led by his own fancy and unfettered by rule, must of 

necessity be possessed of originality and self-confidence not likely to desert him in 

whatever direction his steps may turn.86 

In saying that such collectors must be “led by his own fancy,” Slater is in effect saying that they 

will lose many of the cultural benefits—the cultural legitimization and status—of book 

collecting. The “rule” that Slater laid down at the start of the book was to purchase the “best” 

books—and he gave no definition for what those books might be. In this statement, it becomes 
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clear that the category of “best” is a socially constructed one—and books that are the “best” in 

other categories are outside of the realm of book collecting as defined by Slater and thus cultural 

capital is not necessarily made available by pursuing these types of books in the same way that it 

is when pursuing other types of books.  

 The idea that the collector of freak books requires “originality and self-confidence” also 

speaks to the importance of cultural legitimacy to Slater’s idea of book collecting. By saying that 

the collector of such books requires such traits, he implies that others do not. Instead, their 

choices could be unoriginal and timid and still remain valid: their choices will be validated by 

the cultural capital they obtain through their purchase, which would not have been the case had 

they purchased freak books. 

Slater spends less time on education in How to Collect Books than in The Library 

Manual. He discusses many of the same issues that The Library Manual addresses. Chapter IV is 

a close and technical discussion of types of historical papers and the designs of the watermarks 

of noted printers, while Chapter V moves on to the history of the colophon and the title page, and 

includes a list of the Latinized names of towns given as publication locations on early printed 

texts and their English equivalents as well as a lesson on understanding Roman numerals. This 

demonstration that Slater did not expect his readers to understand Latin or even Roman numerals 

clearly indicates that Slater’s book was used as an access point by middle-class individuals to 

some aspects of elite culture.  

 Chapter VI discusses at length the history of printing and of early printed books, 

beginning with the wooden block-books of the pre-Gutenberg era and providing a history of the 

invention of printing, while Chapter VII focuses on illustrated books, beginning with a history of 

woodcuts and book illustration, Europe-wide until 1500, then focused on England. He charts the 



  31 

  

uses of copperplate and wood engraving, and gives advice to collectors on which specific books 

to collect. The next chapter focuses on “Celebrated Presses.” Three such presses get the longest 

sections and most effusive praise for their works—the Aldine, Elzevir, and Kelmscott presses. 

The Aldine press, founded in 1494 in Venice, was renowned for its scholarly editions of Greek 

and Latin works, as well as for its invention of italic fonts. The Elzevir press, founded in the late 

sixteenth century, printed small duodecimo-sized works that were valued for their beauty by 

collectors around the time of Slater’s writing, although he says that their prices have fallen far 

below their peak.  

 The Kelmscott Press sticks out among these three, both because it was contemporaneous 

with Slater’s writing and because it was a private press—as were all other “celebrated” presses 

listed by Slater after 1800. Of these post-1800 presses, the Kelmscott Press is the most revered: a 

full page and a half is devoted to discussing the merits of the printed work, the work and aims of 

William Morris, and his typographic accomplishments.87 Slater does mention that the prices for 

Kelmscott works have fallen below their 1899 peak as well.  

Chapter IX covers the history of bookbindings, the use of armorial bindings to show past 

ownership, and the use of fore-edge paintings as decoration. Who those past collectors are comes 

up in chapter XI, which consists of discussions of auctions. Slater provides both a guide to using 

past auctions as a guide to present prices, as well as a list of prominent auctions from 1800 to the 

present.  

 Slater’s three goals are manifest throughout these two books. He wanted to provide a 

bibliographic education that middle-class individuals, most if not all of whom were not able to 

read Latin. He wanted to provide them with an access point to elite culture by providing specific 

explanations of which books to collect, and he wanted to inculcate a specific view of books—as 
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objects, rather than as vessels for information. 

This view of books as objects, rather than as vessels for information, has its origins in the 

evolution of books as produced objects from the beginning to the end of the nineteenth century. 

The printing press had changed little between the middle of the 15th century, when it was 

invented, and the beginning of the nineteenth century. A vertical wood device, it required careful 

work by skilled craftsmen to set each letter of type individually and print a quire of pages onto a 

sheet. The craftsmen would then have to repeat the process for each subsequent set of pages until 

the entire book was printed, limiting print runs and the maximum output of the press. Similarly, 

the paper on which it was printed was handmade in sheets from cotton rags, as it had been since 

the advent of the printed book.88 The book, once printed, was sold loose as a collection of 

unbound sheets, then hand-bound. As this level of hand crafting might imply, books were not as 

common as they are today: “the average British consumer with the wherewithal to purchase a 

literary work in the second half of the eighteenth century would have been about 9 to 9.3% as 

likely to do so as a similarly situated consumer today.”89 However, books were still produced in 

quantities which made them widely available, and even the poor were often able to afford a few 

books. 

By contrast, a Western and especially a British book a hundred years later, at the turn of 
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the twentieth century, was in every sense a product of the industrial age, and was much more 

commonly available. Books were made from a new material, developed in the 1840s and 

ubiquitous by the 1880s: wood-pulp paper. Of lower quality than rag paper, it was significantly 

cheaper, produced on an industrial scale, and could be made in webs: continuous rolls, easy to 

use with the newest generation of printing presses, which were steam-powered rotary machines 

that occupied entire buildings and were capable of printing up to twelve thousand impressions 

per hour.90 Once printed, these books were bound mechanically, and by the publishers rather 

than a separate company. Bindings were no longer luxurious decorations—books were cased or 

glued into covers made of inexpensive cloth rather than sewn into leather bindings.91 These 

industrial increases in speed meant that the scale of book publishing could also increase: fewer 

than 3000 titles were published in 1840, as compared to nearly 8000 in some years of the last 

decade of the century.92 

It was in this environment, of a craft which had become an industry, that William Morris 

opened the Kelmscott Press in London in 1891. Morris was an eccentric, active in a number of 

disparate fields. He was well known as a designer, artist, and writer, and was also an outspoken 

supporter of a particular strain of craft-based socialism.93 The press only produced 53 titles in its 

seven years of operation, partially due to Morris’s stringently anachronistic and time consuming 

design requirements. He printed using hand presses that were already antiques when he acquired 

them, high-quality handmade rag paper, and handmade lead type. Many of his books were 
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printed in typefaces designed by Morris himself.94 Even the ink used on the presses was mixed 

by hand, because Morris was unable to locate a manufacturer whose products were up to the 

standard he held himself to: that of the historic master printers.95 By judges of the day, he lived 

up to that standard. “No printer of the fifteenth century did better; few did as well” is typical 

contemporary praise of Morris’s work.96 He made beautiful books, and his anachronistic working 

habits were both an intentional decision as well as the reason that contemporaries appreciated his 

works.97  

No other publisher was producing the anachronistically beautiful books that Morris was 

when he began printing in the 1890s. However, Morris felt that he was competing against the 

best printed works of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. His designs as well as his materials 

were copied from what he considered the most beautiful of the early modern printed books. 

Rejecting the book in its modern form as “revoltingly ugly and vulgar in aspect,” he argued for a 

return to the “fundamental structural principles of the medieval book.”98 In this statement, Morris 

expressed a view of the preindustrial book that was not based entirely in reality. He believed that 

all preindustrial books were objects of high craft. This is certainly untrue: ugly books, purely 

functional books, and books which were produced with little or no attention to their forms were 

certainly part of the preindustrial world.  

Morris’s goals were both aesthetic and political. By harkening back to a pre-industrial 

period, he sought to improve book design across the publishing industry. However, he was also 

making an argument about the nature of labor in a socialist economic system. He wanted to 
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return to a preindustrial state, when, in his view, the economy was based on the land, feudal lords 

were benevolent father-figures to their serfs, and craft was available to all.99 The political 

argument was largely lost on his readers: Slater was also the author of political texts that attacked 

socialist ideals, and he, who was outspoken on many other topics, would have mentioned 

Morris’s socialist views if Slater had found Morris’s views as relevant to the publications of the 

Kelmscott Press as Morris himself did. 100 In addition, Morris’s views were partially negated by 

the fact that he made his living catering to the wealthy. Despite his goal of making crafted 

products available to all, his products were small-run editions that sold for high prices. Most of 

his books cost more than a guinea.101 Morris’s books entered the secondary market, as well—

within the decade, Morris’s books had undergone “precipitous price increases” as those who 

were not able to obtain them directly from the press, which was private, purchased them at 

auction or from dealers.102 

Morris’s concern for the appearance of his books was artistic, not related to the reading 

experience of his books. For example, his typefaces, while attractive on their own, are fairly 

unreadable, harkening back to the black letter printing of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.103 

He chose works to be printed for the opportunity they would provide for him to showcase his 
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printing as well, rather than based on the importance or literary beauty of the texts themselves. 

He printed from texts with outmoded, medieval language, in order to match his designs and 

typefaces—both when reprinting and when printing new materials. He would even go so far as to 

change the spelling of words to achieve better line spacing.104 While his books were “quite 

unsuitable for reading,” they had an “insistent integrity,” in the words of contemporaries.105  

Scholars put it more bluntly: “Kelmscott books have no claim or merit when it comes to reading 

in the conventional sense.”106 Morris’s goal was for the book he published to be works of art, 

with all parts working in harmony. He opposed treating books as a text housed in an 

inconveniently physical body that needed to be created as cheaply as possible, which was his 

interpretation of the paradigm against which he was revolting. In his view, the book was a 

wholly aesthetic object, not a site for knowledge transmission. 

Books before Morris’s time were considered, if not unpleasant to look at, simply lacking 

conscious design. A contemporary of Morris referred to the status quo in that period as the “dead 

levels of dreary monotonous tradework all around.”107 Henry Stevens published a short book, 

Who Spoils Our New English Books? Asked and Answered, where he accuses in turn the author, 

publisher, printer, proofreader, compositor, pressman, papermaker, bookbinder and, finally, the 

consumer of being “shoddomites”—people who allow English books (contrasted with 

Continental and American books) to “run to false cheapness and to shoddy.”108 Another book 

refers simply to the era “between the mid nineteenth century and the early eighties” as “the dark 
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ages.”109 

In the revolt against this status quo, we can see the overturning of the midcentury printing 

norms. Instead of monotony of form, with publishers using generic templates to produce 

interchangeable books, it was the text that became the less-important element in a book.110 

Certain aspects of the information conveyed by a Kelmscott Press book—the margins, 

decorations, binding and illustrations take precedence over the text, which became a vessel for 

artistic expression. The expression, though, is not meant simply for the reader or appreciator of 

the book. These books offered a way in which their purchasers could express their embodied 

cultural capital—the fact that they had the good taste to purchase the correct books—through the 

expending of fiscal capital. One did not to be able to read the wok to gain its cultural value. In 

this respect, Kelmscott books resemble books in Latin, recommended by Slater to purchasers 

who did not themselves read Latin. 

The books published by Morris were released in small print runs: the Kelmscott Press 

produced most editions in print runs of 300 copies or less, orders of magnitude smaller than best-

sellers of the time.111 The impact these volumes had on the world of books and of appreciation of 

books, though, was outsize. Morris is seen as the founder of the discipline of book design by 

many, and even those who take issue with the exact chronology acknowledge his key role in 

moving book design from “one of many tasks absently assigned to the printer” during the 

production of a volume, to the discreet field of design that it became.112 As one scholar put it,  
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New publishers with new ideas began to appear on the scene while the old and 

established ones quickly established themselves to these new ideas to meet the challenge. 

They began to sell their wares dressed more attractively than hitherto and the customer 

was offered not only something refreshing to the mind but also pleasing to the eyes: 

attractively designed covers, wide margins, fine printings, nice paper, and beautiful 

illustrations inside the book.113 

Even later scholars, while disputing the exact origins of this impulse, and correctly noting that 

Morris was himself influenced by earlier, less well-known work by other printers, acknowledge 

that Morris’s role was important in popularizing this movement.114  

Despite his insistence on the high quality materials, handwork and small print runs that 

made most of his books the domain of those in the middle class or above, he argued that many of 

the design principles he espoused could be put in practice in mass-produced books with little or 

no additional expense to the publisher.115 Those principles were expressed simply by Morris in 

his lecture “The Ideal Book,” delivered in 1893: 

First: the pages must be clear and easy to read; which they can hardly be unless, 

Secondly, the type is well designed; and Thirdly, whether the margins be big or small, 

they must be in due proportion to the page of letters.116 

In these words, Morris lays out guidelines for what would become known as the Revival of 

Printing, which followed in the wake of the Arts & Crafts Movement, which also featured a turn 

towards handcraft and a move away from industrially produced goods.117 Morris was 

instrumental in both movements.118 However, the movement’s demands for handcrafted, high 

quality goods and a move away from industrialization quickly found allies other than Morris in 
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the publishing world. Other presses, such as the Doves Press, the Vale Press and the Bodley 

Head, also began exploiting this trend, producing books with designs that echoed Morris. These 

presses sold at price points significantly lower than those of the Kelmscott Press, and quickly 

contributed to a change in the nature of popular printed material.  

Because of the nature of the typefaces and design elements demanded by Morris and his 

followers, certain formats of literature were better-suited to printing in this style than others. For 

example, a book of poetry could be relatively quickly set by hand, with plenty of white space for 

distinctive design elements or woodcuts to be inserted. Plays, such as those by Oscar Wilde, 

were also popular choices for books to be worked over by book designers. This contrasts with 

the common format of the “three-decker novel,” a novel in three fat volumes, each page filled 

densely with text. The density of words on the page, and length of the chapters, left little space 

for the marginal decoration that Morris and his followers valued—and plays, poems and short 

story collections were printed in higher quantities in the following decades.119  

The Bodley Head was a printing house, founded around the same time as the Kelmscott 

Press, which specialized in “risqué or unpopular subject matter” that larger publishing firms were 

unwilling to risk. 120 Its publications provides an example of the ways in which Morris’s designs 

were not simply the “little oasis in the wilderness of general printing,” which “did not go far 

towards fertilising the dead level of dreary monotonous tradework all around” that many 

believed them to be.121 These books were, while not universally available, printed in larger print 
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runs and priced at about one quarter of the minimum price of books from the Kelmscott press. In 

contrast with Kelmscott books, which at their lowest price might consume several days’ income 

for someone in the middle class, the books of the Bodley Head were significantly more 

accessible.  

Despite these lower prices, the books were designed to appear as expensive and exclusive 

as possible. Using the remainders of other publishers’ large orders, the company was able to 

print on fine papers, with large margins and uncut edges: a Bodley Head-printed copy of Pagan 

Papers by Kenneth Grahame, for instance, features chain-marked papers and deckled edges. 122 

Such elegant books allowed members of the middle classes to create a “gentility” for themselves 

that separated them from the working classes, who read tightly-printed materials on low-quality 

papers and with small margins. These design elements, beyond signaling luxury and the 

appearance of upper-class culture to its consumers, also signaled the same to those who 

interacted with its consumers—broadcasting the fact that its owner had the taste to purchase such 

beautiful books. In this context, good taste is equivalent to Bourdieu’s cultural capital: the 

consumers of Pagan Papers make the argument that by purchasing a tasteful object, an article of 

objectified cultural capital, they themselves have good taste are individuals with “embodied” 

cultural capital.”123 Lacking in this transaction is any indication that the purchaser actually read 

the books. 

The books were advertised as having the same unity of text and volume that marked the 

Kelmscott books. The company featured the designers of the volumes in their advertising 

material, even when the designers were young and totally unknown. The Bodley Head appealed 

to a much larger “ready pool of literate consumers, capable of being reached through text-filled 
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catalogues and eager to purchase ‘Artistic’ (with a capital ‘A’) materials on a budget” than the 

Kelmscott Press did.124 The readily-accessible nature of Pagan Papers stands in contrast with the 

Kelmscott Press, whose market was much smaller and had much higher prices. With a huge 

increase in the size of the pool of possible middle-class consumers as incomes grew in the late 

nineteenth century, doubling between 1850 and 1900, the Bodley Head—one representative of a 

significant sector of the book publishing industry—appealed to an aesthetic instinct in the British 

middle class.125 This group was willing to purchase books at a premium in order to have books 

that appeared exclusive. 

The Bodley Head appealed explicitly to exclusivity: a significant portion of the Bodley 

Head’s marketing material mentioned their low print runs, advertising the 400 or 500 copies that 

were printed as a suggestion of scarcity and, implicitly because of that scarcity, importance—

even when the print run was not, in fact, that low. The printing with remainders also resulted in 

the print runs being limited—an attractive factor for a certain segment of the British book-buying 

public. Middle-class consumers hoped to advertise their good taste—to use objectified cultural 

capital to show off their own embodied cultural capital. The Bodley Head’s advertisements, 

sometimes for even smaller-run “special editions” with higher prices, worked to introduce a 

“confusion of scarcity with quality” into the mind of the buyer.126 A higher-income group of 

these consumers, with the same desires for exclusivity and recognition of their own purchasing 

taste—and their distinction from the lower class—but a larger budget, might have served as the 

market for Morris’s books.  

The books of Morris and the Bodley Head were certainly “Artistic,” but they were not 

                                                 
124 Stetz, “Sex, Lies, and Printed Cloth,” 80. Parentheses in original. 
125 C.W. “Did Living Standards Improve During the Industrial Revolution?” The Economist, 9–13, 2013. 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/freeexchange/2013/09/economic-history-0. 
126 Stetz, “Sex, Lies, and Printed Cloth,” 74. 

http://www.economist.com/blogs/freeexchange/2013/09/economic-history-0


  42 

  

necessarily “useful” in the ways books are often expected to be: textually. In the hand press age 

that they imitated, they would have been dismissed for their lack of scholarship and textual 

accuracy: Morris’s intentional introduction of misspellings for reasons of line spacing is perhaps 

the most obvious example of his lack of his concern with the textual accuracy of his books. 

Books, when primarily used as texts, were valued when their texts were high quality, and might 

also be celebrated by collectors when they were also of artistic quality.  

When books of purely textual value could be more easily and cheaply acquired—

produced on the latest steam-powered machinery—Morris and others reject the first requirement, 

of textual accuracy and accessibility, in favor of concentrating their energy entirely on the visual 

impact of the book itself. Morris himself grudgingly acknowledged this, saying that only the 

modern age of “superabundance of books” allowed for less concern for the form of the book as 

compared to the content.127 Books in the world Morris rejected were usually shells for their 

texts—produced as cheaply as possible and with few frills or refinements. However, Kelmscott 

books—and the books that were modeled after them—were valued not because of the text, but 

because of their physical forms.  

Collectors in this period were expected to be indifferent to the textual value of the books 

they owned, as Slater explains:  

“Between one edition of some interesting and instructive book and another there may be 

an immense disparity in cost, but very little textual difference, or even none at all. In 

some cases the cheaper volume may be the more accurate of the two. …”128 

It is not that there is a positive or negative relationship between the textual value and the fiscal 

value of a book, but simply no relationship. Slater’s statement here is radical, even if he fails to 

recognize it as such. He acknowledges that book collectors are not interested in the words of the 
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book, but simply their forms and the conditions of their production. Indeed, book collectors in 

this era might be more aptly described as collectors of objects: it was the appearance of a Bodley 

Head book or a Kelmscott book which gave them their value over similar texts produced at lower 

price points. The book, in the hands of William Morris or the Bodley Head, became a cultural 

object separate from its text. 

These books served as a return, whether wholeheartedly and explicitly in Morris’s case or 

in a less all-encompassing and less explicit way in the case of the Bodley Head, to the book as it 

was believed to have been in the hand press era—not necessarily the way that print culture in the 

hand press era actually functioned, but the way that individuals in the late nineteenth century 

believed that it had functioned. Kelmscott books were valued precisely because the press did its 

best to avoid any hint of the present day in their appearance. Bodley Head books were valued for 

similar reasons: although significantly cheaper, produced to less-exacting standards, and 

machine-printed, they too imitate the hand-press era in their high-quality papers, wide margins, 

and printed designs reminiscent of woodcuts. Looking at the Bodley Head and the Kelmscott 

Press, it is possible to see a connection: when books produced in the late nineteenth century were 

considered valuable and important, it was because and to the extent that they did not resemble 

products of the late nineteenth century. This was part of a larger trend in the nineteenth century 

towards nostalgia for a hypothetical preindustrial past—the same nostalgia that triggered the Arts 

and Crafts movement’s interest in handcrafted goods, and the Gothic Revival movement in 

architecture towards historical, or at least pseudo-historical, construction styles.129 

                                                 
129 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, s. v. "Gothic Revival," accessed April 24, 

2014, http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/239789/Gothic-Revival; Encyclopædia Britannica Online, “Arts 
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The book designs of A.E. Housman offer a case study in the ways that individual authors 

interacted with the bindings and physical constructions of their books. Housman, a classicist, 

author and poet, was a renowned scholar whose translations of several Classical authors are still 

considered the best available.130 He served as a professor of Latin at University College London 

and Cambridge University, but is perhaps best known for his books A Shropshire Lad, which 

became a sentimental favorite during the Boer War and World War I, as its prominent themes of 

the untimely deaths of young men became sadly relevant, running to over ninety editions in the 

century after its publication.131 

 In his letters, Houseman discusses several times the importance he placed on the design 

of his books, with which he was intimately involved. The first edition of A Shropshire Lad was 

self-published, and Housman designed the cover and title page. He clearly considered it a 

masterwork: 

The binding appears to me so extraordinarily beautiful that I cannot bear to lose sight of it 

by opening the book: when I take it down with the intention of reading it, the cover 

detains me in a stupor of admiration till it is time to go to bed.132  

Overlooking the immensely self-congratulatory nature of that statement, it demonstrates the 

importance placed on book design that rather than actually reading this book, Housman chooses 

to spend his time simply gazing in admiration at the cover: “pale blue paper boards with a white 

false-parchment back and a cream paper label lettered vertically in black. The title-page was 

printed in red and black.”133 Housman was so distracted and enamored by the form of his 

                                                 
130 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, s. v. "A.E. Housman," accessed April 24, 

2014, http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/273273/A-E-Housman. 
131 Stevenson, John W. “‘A Shropshire Lad’ Reappraised.” The Sewanee Review 105, no. 2 (April 1, 1997): 244–
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133 Ibid., 85. 
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publication that he was unable to move to the text itself. In other words, the form of the book 

took precedence over the text as perhaps even self-expression, since the author was captivated by 

the design, not just the readers. 

Housman was heavily involved in the printing of all of his books, and displayed some 

eccentricity there as well. He insisted on the use of “i” and “u” in the place of “j” and “v” 

throughout his books—a self-consciously anachronistic design choice that made his books more 

difficult to access by readers not trained to read books printed in previous centuries, when the i/j 

and u/v distinctions were less defined. Similarly, a red-and-black title page is reminiscent of the 

printing in early printed books, which sometimes used red ink for emphasis on the black-and-

white page. 

The subject of A Shropshire Lad deserves a more thorough examination in the light of the 

choices about its design that Housman made. At once “easily overrated by the middlebrow many, 

and easily underrated by the highbrow few,” it fits comfortably within the uncomfortable 

position of the group of individuals this thesis attempts to understand—not the elite, but neither 

the hoi polloi.134 It is a piece of easily-digested highbrow poetry—valuable to the middle class 

because they can understand it, and rated as unimportant by the elite at least partially for 

precisely that accessibility to the general reader. It is not a traditional paean to a lost idyllic 

countryside—the Shropshire of Housman’s imaginings is full of death, mostly of the young, and 

explicitly lacking in any spiritual or supernatural importance.  

However, it remains traditional in form: ever a classicist, Housman sticks to a traditional 

ABAB rhyme scheme in the cycle of 63 sets of couplets that make up the cycle of poems. While 

remaining within traditional forms, Housman used far from traditional subject matters, covering, 

beyond the meaningless deaths of young men, topics such as the alienation of city life as 
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compared to the countryside. Neither fully traditional nor totally modern, A Shropshire Lad 

occupies precisely the same liminal space in literature as its consumers occupy in society. These 

consumers were probably also attracted by its low price of 2s 6d, or approximately sixty 

American cents. They, along with Slater’s readers, found an affordable price to be a selling 

point—neither Slater’s nor Housman’s readers could afford to spend excessively on books.135 

Housman’s book shows the desirability of features that imitate rare books—the 

antiquarianism of his book’s design and printing is in conscious imitation of rare, collectible 

books. His designs, imitating the more expensive books printed in past centuries, enable those 

not able to afford rare books the opportunity to express their taste in less impecunious ways, in 

much the same way that readers of Bodley Head books and other plays, essays, and collections 

of short stories purchased books that attempted to emulate rare books at lower prices. 
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To understand the position that the subgenre of book collecting guides held in late-

nineteenth-century British society, it is vital to grasp the target audiences of the guides. Because 

the text of the guides themselves do not explicitly discuss their readers, it is difficult to answer 

this question directly. Instead, one must test other avenues to enable that understanding, using 

both the form of the book as well as related books and published information. 

The forms of the books themselves speak to the importance that was attached to having 

tasteful or correct books. The books are designed to fit in on the shelf of someone who 

considered themselves to be a book collector, while not being itself collectible. The design of the 

books is along the same lines as Bodley Head books: they imitate what they believe older books 

to have been like in order to appear to belong to a higher class of book. 

The forms of the guides provide clues to their goals and audience. How to Collect Books 

aspires to look more expensive and impressive than it really is. Bound in smooth brown cloth—

in imitation of leather—it has dark-brown stamping on the front and spine. The spine stamping 

imitates hand-bound books: lines suggest the raised strips on earlier spines that contained the 

hand-stitched cords supporting the pages. 136  The gilt title and author on the front and spine, and 

the gilt publisher on the spine, suggest quality and luxury at a minimum of cost, as does the one 

gilt edge of the text block. The paper is thick: mechanically manufactured but rag-based. The 

pages are uncut on the non-gilt sides, with raw and irregular edges. 137 Like the books of the 

Bodley Head, these books project an “Artistic” aura at a price accessible to the middle class. 
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They also visually imitate the design elements of the books of Morris: the title page of How to 

Collect Books is printed in black and red, featuring a small woodcut below the title and, on the 

opposing page, a reprinted illustration, not related to books, of a battle scene out of a fifteenth 

century Belgian manuscript book of hours—a simple way to import the historical elements that 

Morris and the Bodley Head used.138 Before the content of the book is even accessed, How to 

Collect Books teaches lessons about the proper nature of a rare book, as well as the correct 

treatment of those books once they have been purchased. Despite projecting an appearance of 

being expensive, it remained in reach of a large number of consumers. Slater’s instructional book 

was not designed with the wealthy in mind, who would be able to afford handmade paper and 

actual leather.  

The fact that the page edges of How to Collect Books are untrimmed returns to Slater’s 

argument that trimming books is a violation—a “barbarous” practice inflicted by the unknowing 

upon books. This design choice points to statements within the books themselves regarding the 

horrors that “the binder’s knife” inflicts upon the margins of books, and the importance of books 

being uncut and having large margins. It is repeated throughout these books that the “best” (most 

valuable) books are those that are as close as possible to the condition in which they left the 

printer. Both How to Collect Books and another work by Slater, Book Collecting, are gilt on the 

top edges, the only edge that is trimmed on both volumes. This is a practical design element—

making it easier to remove dust buildup—but also an aesthetic and therefore symbolic choice, 

and one that points to the class aspirations of these books: they hope to be considered expensive 

at first glance, even though they are relatively affordable. 

Perhaps the most important element to the purchasing of these books is the price, which 

gives an idea of the social class of the individuals consuming these books. How to Collect Books 
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is the only one of the ten book collecting guides that I have examined to suggest a price for itself. 

How to Collect Books contains an advertisement in the front pages for a series of other books on 

related topics, offered “uniform with this volume.”139 Because the price of a book uniform in 

appearance with Slater’s book is the closest we come to the actual price of Slater’s book, this 

provides an insight into the wealth levels of those reading Slater’s book. Although the prices 

differ somewhat, all are between 5 and 6 shillings: about the weekly rent for two rooms in 

London.140 This price, similar to that of Bodley Head books, put How to Collect Books outside 

the range of affordability for lower-class readers. It would, however, be affordable for someone 

in the middle class. 

Another avenue of understanding is the series to which How to Collect Books belongs. 

George Bell and Sons, the publisher, offered this book along with such titles as How to Look at 

Pictures, How to Identify Old China, How to Collect Old Furniture, and How to Identify Portrait 

Miniatures.141 Thus, the publishers placed book collecting into a larger series of hobbies that 

could be pursued as one preferred. Many collectors of books disapproved of the manner in which 

book collecting had become a mania and had become similar to other acquisitive manias. This 

example, from Fraser’s Magazine in 1897, is typical:  

The old race of book-hunters ... were men who not only bought books, but read them. 

They knew the insides as well as the outsides. ... But the bibliomania which flourishes at 

present is unconnected with any genuinely antiquarian or historical instinct. The picture 

mania was succeeded by the cracked china mania, and the cracked china mania has been 

succeeded by the book mania....142 

                                                 
139 Ibid., front matter.  
140 Patterson, Richard. “The Cost of Living in 1888.” The Victorian Web. Accessed February 23, 2014. 

http://www.victorianweb.org/economics/wages4.html. 
141 Slater, How to Collect Books, back matter. 
142 Quoted in Dettmar, Kevin J. H. “Bookcases, Slipcases, Uncut Leaves: The Anxiety of the Gentleman’s 
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The argument that book collecting in the late nineteenth century was in some way debased 

represents an argument that this type of book collecting represented a “fundamental confusion of 

the container for the contents.”143 However, there is a deep significance to this confusion. 

Because reading Chaucer or Milton in a cheap, paper-bound, mass-produced edition is 

fundamentally the same as the same work in its editio princeps, the “shell assumes an eerie 

significance.” 144 The “shell” became the only way to differentiate the different types of readers. 

Wealthier readers could afford more expensive and well-decorated shells—the Bodley Heads or 

Kelmscotts—while poorer readers were limited to mass-produced books. As seen in Slater’s 

writings, he too expresses an interest in the interiors of books, in books as objects rather than as 

broadcasters of text—it is this type of book collecting that Fraser’s opposes. 

Thus, the author in Fraser’s Magazine is opposing a further breakdown in the division 

between the cultured and the uncultured. In a bookish no true Scotsman fallacy, the author 

argues that, since the bibliomania he saw around him was different from and worse than the 

bibliomania that he himself enjoyed, it was no bibliomania at all. Instead, it was an acquisitive 

mania, pursued without true appreciation of books. Without this true appreciation of books, book 

collecting could not serve as a mark of culture, even though it was difficult to tell apart those 

with and without such a true appreciation. The “genuinely antiquarian or historical instinct” that 

Fraser’s searches for seems to be a coded way of saying that only those of the elite—who 

collected books in order to read them and had the ability to read Latin or Greek texts—were truly 

worthy of being book collectors. Slater’s readers, who in many cases were not able to know the 

insides of their books in Latin or other languages, were not interested in their interiors—only 

their exteriors and their forms. 
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Also advertised in How to Collect Books is Bell’s Miniature Series of Painters, for those 

who “wish to take an intelligent interest in the Old Masters” but who lack “the opportunity of 

going deeply into the study of art.”145 Each book focused on a different artist, listed 

alphabetically from Alma-Tadema to Whistler.146 Offered for a shilling, they included 

reproductions of eight of the works of the artist, as well as an essay on the artist, a short 

biography, a “list of his chief pictures,” and a photogravure frontispiece.  

Fully half of the full-page advertisement, however, consists of wonderfully evocative 

quotations from reviews. One review describes the books as “eminently tasteful,” while another 

calls them “artistically bound” and “wonders of cheapness, the binding, letterpress, illustrations, 

and general get-up being beyond praise.”147 The emphasis placed on the fine appearance of the 

books—which are also described as “dainty,” “delightful” (twice), and “exquisite”—while 

simultaneously remaining cheap points to the market the book was aimed towards.148  

The truly wealthy had the opportunity of “going deeply into the study of art,” through 

such activities as the Grand Tour of the continent or visiting the great museums, but the middle 

class did not. Thus, such less-wealthy individuals must, if they wished to “take an intelligent 

interest” in the classics of Western art, use these or similar books, which allowed them to appear 

intelligent in the subjects deemed important by the upper scions of society while remaining 

within their relatively modest budgets. This is another example of Bourdieu’s interpretation of 

self-taught individuals. Book collecting served as an outlet for these desires, allowing those with 

extra money, but who did not rise to the levels of the truly wealthy, to assemble in their own 

                                                 
145 Slater, How to Collect Books, back matter. 
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small way imitations of the large libraries of rare books possessed by the wealthier. They desire 

the accoutrements of culture without the substance: the books without the understanding of what 

they contain, or a brief understanding of art without the fuller learning that comes from 

immersion in art from birth. Taking an “intelligent interest” in art was a way of proving oneself 

culturally capable. 

Advertising provides another opportunity for exploring related publications. This analysis 

rests on the assumption that advertisers placed promotions for their products in materials that 

they expect their target audience to be reading. By comparing other publications that contain 

advertisements for the same products, a broader picture of the consumer of this text—the late-

nineteenth-century collector of rare books—can be created. The advertisements provide a context 

to the texts, and also point towards class aspirations. They assist in finding an intended audience 

and, through determining what the publishers thought related publications were, allow a wider 

scope.  

In the first edition of Slater’s Library Manual, a large section of advertisements is placed 

directly after the text itself. First is a ten-page “Catalog of Practical Handbooks,” which appears 

to be a catalog of the books published by L. Upcott Gill, the publisher. The Library Manual is 

itself included in the catalog, in the “General Literature” section, alongside such works as A 

Guide to the Medical Profession and Stock and Share Investments. Other sections include the 

care of animals and birds (including such works as Pig Keeping for Amateurs, Fancy Mice, and 

Poultry for Prizes and Profit), “Art and Virtu” (China Painting, Identification and Valuation of 

British Coins), gardening (Rose Growing for Amateurs, The Hardy Fruit Book), travel (The 

Upper Thames, Winter Havens in the Sunny South), “household manuals” (Sick Nursing at 
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Home, Hints to Untrained Teachers), “ladies’ work” (The Dictionary of Needlework, Practical 

Dressmaking), “mechanics for amateurs” (Practical Firework Making for Amateurs, Tuning and 

Repairing Pianofortes), natural history (Practical Taxidermy, British Marine Algae), and sports 

and pastimes (Bicycles and Tricycles of the Year, Cards and Card Tricks).149  

These activities point to a limited amount of wealth. They require possession of land—a 

garden for roses and fruit trees, not an easily acquired commodity in urban London. They require 

free time—to examine British coins, to practice card tricks, to paint china, or to care for fancy 

mice, at a time when factory workers were working 12 and 14 hour shifts.150 They require 

expensive supplies—pianofortes, bicycles and tricycles are not off-the-cuff purchases or in the 

budgets of the poor or even lower middle-class. In short, the activities in advertised in this 

catalog required a certain amount of money. However, they do not presume an unlimited amount 

of money. Poultry are being bred for profit, not just prizes; women are sewing dresses, not just 

doing decorative needlework. The upper classes still employed dressmakers and would hardly 

sell chickens for cash. Those of a somewhat lower class—the professionals, clerks, and rising 

middle-industrialists—might still need to sew their own dresses and might find it enjoyable to 

raise chickens, while not prevented by their class status from selling them.  

Following the catalog of books come larger, full-page advertisements, some with 

illustrations. One, for “Spratt’s Patent Meat ‘Fibrine’ Vegetable Dog Cakes (With Beetroot),” is 

particularly revealing. One of the largest typefaces in the advertisement other than the name of 

the product is a simple sentence: “Used in the Royal Kennels.”151 This endorsement of the 
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product by royalty indicates the aspirational nature of the articles advertised.152 It might also be 

an attempt to gain the trust of the consumers—a hope that consumers would see these dog cakes 

as being good enough for their dogs if they were good enough for the Queen’s dogs. Queen 

Victoria, presumably, presided over the social structure in the era of British history named after 

her. Lower-status individuals assumed that the Queen’s dogs would eat the best foods simply 

because of her status. Therefore, her choice of products was a guarantee of quality.  

These advertisements present a coherent picture. Book collecting forms part of an 

imagined persona of a “country gentleman,” a wealthy, landed man with certain approved 

hobbies. These books are intended to reach a level of individual below that: individuals who 

were unable to fully reach the status of gentleman, but who wanted to differentiate themselves 

from the lower classes by associating themselves with the activities and habits of the upper 

classes. By “taking an intelligent interest in” many of the same activities as they imagined those 

above them participating in, these individuals distinguished themselves from the lower classes 

whom they saw as being far removed, “in spirit if not in space” from themselves.153 Books about 

book collecting became important as the newly comfortable attempted to emulate the library-

construction of the landed gentry. The goods advertised in the backs of these books were not 

everyday goods, nor were they purchases necessary for the basic functioning of a household that 

might be made by a servant or a wife. They are larger purchases that would be made by the head 

of a household—the breadwinning, book collecting husband, committing time and money to the 

acquisition of cultural capital in order to allow the family as a whole to advance socially. 

However, this interpretation of these books assumes a straightforward consumption of 

each of them—that the purchase of a book implied the intent to use the knowledge within it. For 
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aspirants towards “genteel” status, this does not necessarily obtain. Then as now, an individual 

may purchase a self-help book without following through on its instructions—or may have 

purchased such a self-help book with the intention of using the book itself as a demonstration of 

his gentility. How to Collect Books, after all, appears to be a valuable book, based on its external 

appearance.  It is possible that How to Collect Books, beyond providing information on acquiring 

cultural capital, provided a measure of cultural capital in itself. 

These books were not the only place in which these advertisements were placed: they 

were often one part of a larger campaign of advertisements for these products. Advertisers hoped 

to target individuals who would be interested in their products with their advertising. By 

analyzing other locations where these advertisements were placed, it is possible to create a fuller 

picture of where in society the manufacturers and sellers of these products believed the 

consumers of these book collecting guides were located. 

I have focused on The Library Manual, which contained most of the advertisements not 

related to books. These advertisements, analyzed in the previous section, provide a window onto 

the larger social landscape in which these book collectors operated, and where else they might be 

spending their money. Two terms and one publication in particular stand out.154 Advertisements 

containing the phrase “portable greenhouse” appear mostly in the Belfast News-Letter, with other 

publications making fewer appearances.155 Those containing the phrase “dog cakes with 

beetroot” were much more widely spread, with occasional mentions in several dozen papers. 

                                                 
154I found this information by searching a database collection of newspapers from across the British Isles and 
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However, the Belfast News-Letter is again very important, with the most mentions of the dog 

cakes.156  

Between 1880 and 1905, the Belfast News-Letter sold no fewer than 37 advertisements 

containing the phrase “portable greenhouse.”157 Most of those advertisements were sold in the 

first half of the 1880s, which corresponds to the 1883 publication date of the book-collecting 

guide that contains the full-page advertisement on the same topic. To understand the type of 

person who would be purchasing the News-Letter, the historical context of late-nineteenth-

century Belfast is vital. Belfast was an industrial center, with internationally significant 

shipbuilding and linen industries—the R.M.S. Titanic, for example, was built in Belfast’s 

shipyards.158 Politically, Ireland was preoccupied with the question of independence: whether 

Ireland become an independent nation or remain part of the United Kingdom. The News-Letter 

was a unionist newspaper, supporting Ireland remaining a part of the United Kingdom. This 

position was supported by the Protestant majority in Northern Ireland, who consisted of planters 

who came from Great Britain centuries earlier. By the late nineteenth century, these planters 

were a large part of the island’s industrial economy.159 

There were many Protestant Unionists who were not truly wealthy, and the price of the 

News-Letter, at one penny, indicates that its proprietors were not only interested in reaching the 

wealthy. While the market for the News-Letter may have been larger than the middle class given 

its low price, the regular placement of advertisements for expensive items such as greenhouses, 

which had a starting price of £6 10s, or approximately $7,200 today, in its pages does suggest 
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that there was a group of wealthy readers large enough that advertisers could target them.160 In 

concert with Belfast’s place as a center of industrial activity, these facts suggest that, once again, 

the middle classes of the United Kingdom were the intended audience of these book collecting 

guides.  

Book collecting guides paint a picture of how book collecting functioned in the late 

nineteenth century: a picture of class aspiration and emulation, and a use of money to create a 

distinction between the reading habits of the upper and lower classes. Beyond these guides, 

however, rare books—as defined by Slater—and beautiful books, such as Bodley Head 

publications, became status markers in the ways in which they were handled and treated. To 

understand the physical treatment of valuable books, I have drawn upon The Suburban 

Gardener, and Villa Companion, a book published in 1838 by John Claudius Loudon, an 

influential Scottish landscape gardener and architect.161 A vast work, it covers in detail the ways 

in which those constructing a house should approach each individual room, as well as 

approaches to gardening. Loudon was well-known for being ahead of his time: his works were 

addressed to all those constructing homes, not just those constructing massive mansions. Only 

some members of the middle classes had sufficient funds to build their own homes according to 

their own designs. Loudon assumes a level of wealth above that of a clerk, for example, but not 

necessarily reaching that of the landed gentry or elites of business. Published more than 40 years 

before the time period I am examining, it is not immediately obvious that this book is valuable to 

this argument. However, as this work “helped shape Victorian suburban architecture,” its 
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influence is stronger and longer-lasting than might first be supposed, and it serves as an 

important source on the ways that the new suburbs of the United Kingdom were formed, or at 

least how they were expected to form.162  

 One of the chapters in Loudon’s book discusses the design of each type of room in a 

home, and Loudon spends several pages discussing in excruciating detail the physical makeup of 

a library, just after covering the drawing-room and just before the music room. His design 

choices are mostly driven, as they are whenever he describes a specialized room, by the needs of 

the activities that take place there. His ideal library is quiet, removed from the rest of the house, 

and a space of contemplation and serious study. He expects book owners to be using their 

libraries for intense studying and reading.  His opening sentence is revealing:  

This is a room which was at one time to be found only in public buildings and 

institutions, monasteries, palaces, universities, and other places devoted to learning, and 

in the houses of the wealthy and noble; but, in the present day, no villa, or suburban 

residence, having more than two sitting-rooms, can be considered complete without a 

library.163 

Books were well-protected in his library with lockable cases and glazed shelves—a holdover 

from the still-recent hand press era when all books were valuable. Similarly, research is 

emphasized—the goal of those “places devoted to learning” that until recently had a monopoly 

on libraries. The library should, “in a large house,” be far from the door, “so as not to be 

interfered with, either by family or by visitors.”164 This implies that a library was, in 1838, a 

place of solitude: it was the domain of the man of the house, rather than being a shared space. 

Loudon goes on to make design recommendations for keeping the books safe: “airing” the rooms 
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with a fire or “warm air introduced through a heating apparatus.”165 The library floor must be 

pugged—filled with clay or sawdust—to dampen sound, and the walls must be battened—filled 

with wood and insulation. “Where the books are very numerous, and the library is intended for a 

person of wealth,” the library should be two stories, with a gallery and hidden stairs going to the 

second floor.166  

After addressing the larger design elements, Loudon goes into detail on the appearance of 

the library. All wood in the room was to be oak, although Loudon allows that any of it may be of 

“deal, painted in imitation of oak, and varnished” in cases where “economy is to be practiced.”167 

“Deal” in this case refers to soft wood in general, cheaper than oak. Walls, where “not covered 

by bookshelves,” and ceiling should be either a “warm stone colour” or crimson.168 Loudon 

chose these colors and materials “so that the whole may harmonise, and impress on the beholder 

a feeling of quiet and repose.”169 Loudon also recommends an Elizabethan or Gothic style for the 

windows and ceiling, with deeply recessed bay windows and visible ribs on the ceiling, 

“embellished to any degree of richness.”170 Once again, Loudon makes concessions to the less 

wealthy—more embellishments were more expensive. Loudon argues that a library “should be 

quiet and sober in its style and effect,” but “should on no account be rendered gloomy and 

cheerless.”171 

Having discussed the appearance of the room, Loudon turns his attention to the books 

themselves. Every library, “be it ever so small,” should be classified, and in larger collections a 
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catalogue should be made.172 Maps are also required for a library and should be able to be 

“readily examined,” whether that means they are mounted on spring rollers or framed and hung 

on the wall.173 Reference materials might fill some of the empty wall space, but Loudon also 

recommends décor choices: portraits of admired authors, or vases, busts and statues on pedestals 

in “very large” libraries.  

For a “mansion,” Loudon recommends an octagonal library, with all walls covered with 

bookcases—even the space above the fireplace—and light from a lantern-style window in the 

roof. The lower section of the shelving, “dado high,” should project, providing space for larger 

volumes. Half the shelves should be glazed and lockable for security, while the other half could 

be open.174 Over the bookshelves would be “busts of celebrated authors, vases, models, &c.”175 

On a central table “might be arranged models of celebrated buildings, and some fine classical 

groups of statuary and other works of art.”176 In libraries within “small villas,” Loudon 

recommends using a similar model, with the library as an addition on the ground floor without a 

room above it, allowing for a skylight, which are vastly preferred to windows, “because the 

objects seen from these are apt to distract the attention of the student.”177 Books, then, are objects 

that are arranged in libraries—along with Classical art, portrait busts and vases. All of these 

objects provide a measure of cultural capital simply by being owned, not because they are 

interpreted or read by their owner. 

Loudon also discusses the possibility of libraries in homes that could not fit a separate 

room for a library. “Where there are only three living-rooms, the library and breakfast-room may 
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be combined in one; and this, in fact, is frequently the case in suburban houses.”178 Even in 1838, 

it seems, the position of the library was changing as books became more available. A home with 

only three “living rooms,” which Loudon seems to be defining as public rooms, is hardly a 

mansion, and its occupants hardly wealthy. That being said, a home of that size is not available 

to the average British family, nor is it even at the bottom of the size scale that Loudon addresses 

in his book: Loudon discusses homes small enough to have a single living room. When the 

library and breakfast room are combined, however, the library becomes a place for “light, or 

occasional, reading or writing.”179 “The room cannot be considered as a place of study” when it 

has other uses: the use of the book changes in form when isolated in a library.180 This indicates 

some of the changes that came with the industrialization of printing. As books became more 

common, their use became less exclusive to the man of the house, and the location of their use 

becomes less exclusive as well—it becomes common, if not acceptable, for maids, cooks, and 

other servants to read while working, for example.181 

In another example of the exclusivity of reading and book ownership that may have 

lessened between the publication of this book and the time of focus of this study, Loudon 

devotes half of a paragraph to designing a library layout for members of Parliament who need 

special arrangements to house the “statutes, acts of parliament, and other voluminous works not 

usually bound handsomely enough to be exposed on the bookshelves.”182 The fact that this small, 

rarified group—the House of Commons held around 650 individuals at this time, while the 

House of Lords held significantly fewer—merited such discussion in a book of much broader 

audience is indicative of the ways in which book ownership changed—Loudon appears to have 
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believed that a significant portion of those interested in building a home with a library would 

have been members of Parliament. As industrialization of the printing industry, already 

underway, took hold and increased access to books, this distinction must have seemed 

increasingly outdated to late Victorian readers. For members of Parliament, Loudon suggests a 

two-layer shelving system, so that more attractive works placed on the outer layer of shelves 

would cover “the statutes, acts of parliament, and other voluminous works not usually bound 

handsomely enough to be exposed on the bookshelves.”183 While much has remained the same in 

library design, and thus the private use of books, between the end of the hand press era and the 

publication of this text in 1838, the last clause of that sentence, “not usually bound handsomely 

enough to be exposed on the bookshelves,” points towards many of the changes that have begun 

to work over the course of the nineteenth century. 

 First, the end of the era of hand bound books meant that books could be considered not 

handsome enough for display: hand bound books were usually bound more or less expensively to 

match the rest of the library of the purchaser, regardless of their contents, and therefore there 

would have been no call to hide certain books as less attractive. That same division between 

more and less attractive books is an example of a larger shift towards considering the form and 

content of a book separately. The thought process that leads to disguising behind a front layer of 

attractive books the necessary but ugly books a politician would require to do his job is the same 

thought process that leads to the careful preservation and celebration of the first editions of great 

books, even as a late-nineteenth-century penny-press edition of a novel containing the same text 

as that edition was produced by the thousands. The cultural value provided by a library full of 

handsomely bound books was important enough that construction of a second layer of shelving 

was justified to allow the books necessary for their informational value but not valued as 
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physical objects to exist in concert with those books for which the opposite was true. 

 Another change is the idea that there are certain books that are worthy of display (“bound 

handsomely enough”) while others are not. Although Loudon does not go into detail on what an 

insufficiently-handsome book look likes, he specifies mass-bound books: books that were 

cheaply bound and available in large quantities. While this type of book only made up a 

percentage of the books in a library from 1838, as the century wore on and printed books became 

more commodified, cheaper, and more common, those cheaply bound books would come to take 

over the average person’s library—whether that was a single shelf of books or an entire room. 

Thus, those with the resources to display books in such a fashion later in the century used those 

resources on books that merit display. However, those books that merit display have shifted in 

form. Instead of a book needing to be selected as unworthy of display and hidden, later books 

had to be selected specifically as worthy and displayed—most books being the cheaply bound 

commodity objects that Loudon hides on a second layer of shelving. The books that are 

displayed and celebrated are the books that are collected, and the books that are collected are the 

ones worthy of display and celebration, not the books worthy of being read. 
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With all of these various access points to the individuals collecting books, it becomes 

possible to create a hypothetical group biography for the individuals whom Slater is targeting. 

Such a reader might be a clerk or another white-collar worker in London. He would be married 

and upwardly mobile, hoping to increase his wealth. His home would emulate the homes of the 

gentry: there might be a “portable greenhouse” or a “plain or artistic conservatory,” (sent free by 

rail), or perhaps he would be raising a few dogs on beetroot dog cakes.184 One of the living 

rooms, defined at the time as rooms that were open to visitors, of his home might be partially or 

entirely a library, which he might fill with the books recommended by Slater or with books that 

fulfilled some of Slater’s requirements, like the books of the Bodley Head or the poetry of A. E. 

Housman. 

In the late nineteenth century, not only society but also the bookshelf was highly 

stratified. With modern books that were fundamentally different from books from previous 

eras—mass-produced rather than made more individually—the materials that were available, 

such as the bindings, types of papers and printing methods, for example, acquired meanings 

beyond the books which they accompanied. Different types of books acquired specific cultural 

meanings—and owning the correct types of books became a symbol of cultural capital. Middle 

class consumers wanted rare books to define their cultural status, and created an identity using 

books as objects which themselves were seen as providing cultural capital, even when their 

owners were unable to read or understand the words. 

The middle class attempted to acquire the “gentility” that was required to function in 

upper-class society, as they first began to break out of the working classes and have higher 
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aspirations. In order to differentiate themselves from the working classes they just left, and 

which a spell of bad luck could send them back to, people of this class purchased books which 

carried the cultural signifiers of the upper classes: books that would be at home, perhaps, in the 

manorial libraries of the landed gentry but not in the slums of the lower class.  

These books were seen as cultural signifiers in their own right, not as signifiers that their 

owners possessed the knowledge contained within them. Their forms alone indicated a measure 

of cultural capital, to separate their owners from the lower class. Far from being the cross-class 

free-for-all of a lending library, private book collections brightened and strengthened the blurred 

lines between the middle class and those below. 
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