TRANSCRIPT: 
Broadcast on BBC Radio Scotland, Monday, 12 January 2009 1:15pm

The Book Café introduced by Clare English
CE: Now on this show we talk about books, obviously, but what about the bit right at the front, the part where we find out who owns the book – the bookplate ? They are fascinating and often quite beautiful in their own right, and they have been produced since the 15th century. Has the tradition survived well into this century, and how’s the future looking ?  If these questions interest you, then why not check out the Royal Botanic Gardens, Edinburgh on Tuesdays until Fridays, right up until the end of the month, daytime hours, because you will find therein an exhibition called “Not his now. Inscriptions, bookplates and annotations in some RBGE library books”. Let’s find out some more about the history of this subject of bookplates. Joining us now is Rob Betteridge, who is curator of rare book collections at the National Library of Scotland. Here you are – hello!  Explain what we are physically talking about here, Robert, when we say “bookplate”.
RB: Well, it’s usually a label that’s been printed from an engraved or etched block. Often, particularly early ones, are armorial, show the owner’s heraldic achievements, and as history goes on they become more and more pictorial as the importance of heraldry fades away.
CE: And this is where somebody would put their name to say this is who owns the book.

RB: They usually do have the name, yes, but sometimes they are anonymous, which can cause us problems from time to time. 
CE: Presumably, or am I completely wrong about this, it would tend to be wealthy people, with vast libraries, who liked to use these bookplates ?

RB: Certainly initially, yes, but by the 19th century, with industrialisation, books are more mass-produced, more people are literate and they have a bit more money, so by then they are more common among the general population; but, traditionally, it’s more of a wealthy man’s thing.
CE: Yes. Now it is an effective way to solve that problem of lending books to friends. At least if you’ve got “This belongs to” at the front, you’ve got a better chance of seeing them again.

RB: It’s considered an encouragement to return it if it has someone else’s plate, and of course it’s been commented on now why not put them at the back?  - so that, when they are finished with, the reader sees this and then thinks to hand it back.
CE: Good point, actually. And what about the whole showing-off concept as well? Is it a little bit pretentious? Can it be seen as that sometimes?

RB: I suppose maybe today people might think that. There’s no real reason why we shouldn’t use bookplates today, although I suppose putting a bookplate in your latest Jackie Collins or whatever seems a bit anachronistic.

CE: I don’t know!  Well tell us about some of the collections of rare bookplates that you have in your possession, because, as you say, they could be very ornate, some of them. 

RB: Well, the main collection of bookplates on their own we have is the Henderson Smith Collection, which came to the library in the 1950s from John Henderson Smith. He died in 1952. He was a member of the Ex Libris Society, which was one of the first bookplate collectors’ societies, although wound up in 1908. He was also secretary of the Book[plate] Exchange Club. That gave him a lot of access to other people’s plates, and the exchange of plates, of course, so that helped him build up his collection. 

CE: So what was the zenith of bookplatery, then? What was the sort of best time, for the whole thing, the fad?  - not fad, I’m just missing ..[words indistinct]
RB: Well, it didn’t really, although, well, right back from the beginning of printed books there were labels which were just the person’s name with maybe some ornament round the side. But then bookplates as we think of them now really take off in the 18th century, became hugely popular. I think one of these things it’s fashion. People see other people have them and then they want it, and then as opposed to manuscripts, books are relatively mass produced, so it’s a way to put your own personality into the book as well - I suppose in much the same way as people add their own ring tones to mobiles today.

CE: Yes, popular and collectible. Let’s hear from a man who’s obsessed with bookplates. I hope you don’t mind me saying that, Lewis Jaffe in Philadelphia. You describe yourself as a “bookplate junkie”. How on earth did you get into this?

LJ:  You know, it’s hard to trace its origin. I just started collecting and it took over my life, what can I tell you?   

CE: Blimey, and it’s an excitement for you, it really drives you, finding rarer and rarer plates. Tell us about that.

LJ: Well, there are, you know, some plates that are the Holy Grail, I suppose.
CE: Which ones? Go on.

LJ: Some of the earliest German plates, you know, 1500s; and in America the plates of Paul Revere and George Washington. There are some very desirable plates that probably I will never see other than in a museum.  
CE: Tell us about the ones that you do own, because you’ve got some real celebrities in there, haven’t you. 

LJ: Well they really run the gamut. They run from Stirling Moss to Queen Victoria, to Freud, Einstein. A very, very impressive, if I may say so, group of celebrities from all over the world.       

CE: And which is your favourite and why so?

LJ: That’s a tough question to answer. I have so many favourites. That’s a very hard question to answer. I suppose of my favourites is John F. Kennedy’s plate, President Kennedy’s. 

CE: Describe that to me if you could.

LJ: Well, it’s a very simple plate. It has the seal of the United States engraved, and it says “John F. Kennedy”. It’s not very ornate, but it’s just the idea that it came from his estate. 

CE: You also had Clark Gable’s books, I think fishing books – am I right?
LJ: Yes, I have some bookplates from Clark Gable, from his estate. In fact, he got married several times, and each time he got married the plate has his name and his wife’s name, so he kept changing bookplates or had several bookplates.
CE: Changing wives as well!

LJ: Exactly!

CE: Is there a particular theme or style, Lewis, that you tend to opt to collect more than the others? 

LJ: Yes, I suppose so. My colleagues in England tend to gravitate towards, you know, heraldry and armorial bookplates and I tend to like pictorial bookplates – bookplates that are etched or engraved with images of scenes or what have you.

CE: How expensive can they be?

LJ: Well, like any hobby, they can be frightfully expensive, but as a general statement bookplates are not expensive. 

CE: Right. You are going to admit to me how much you have actually paid for one of your most prized possessions?

LJ: I suppose, in American dollars, I paid close to two thousand dollars for a Paul Revere plate. 

CE: People are looking at me around the studio, going “Oh my gosh!”. For Paul Revere that is fair enough. Can you tell me how much these things – maybe I should ask Robert this: how much have these bookplates evolved over the centuries? Have they more or less stayed in the same sort of format?

RB: Well, certainly in terms of the size of the piece of paper printed on and where they go in the book, that’s fairly similar, but styles have changed, and when bookplate collecting became popular towards the end of the 19th century certain styles were identified as from different periods, but essentially with armorials it’s just a variation on how you display the shield, what kind of ornaments you have round it and that kind of thing. 

CE: Lewis I’m really, really curious to know what is more important to you: is it the bookplate and the ownership, or is it the book itself? Or do you care about the book itself?
LJ:  Well, if I got, an association copy, a book from the library of a famous author, in    which he made hand notations, that would be a very very valuable addition to my collection, and it would remain as an entity. So in that instance the book is important, but normally, I mean just as general rule, collectors are exchanging detached bookplates. 
CE: Yes. I’ve got a lovely quote for both of you, actually. Robert - maybe you could react to this - from a chap called Gordon Craig: “A bookplate is to a book as a collar is to a dog”.  Does that make sense to you?
RB: Well, it’s from the point of view of returning it to the owner.  Certainly it does make a lot of sense.
CE: And who still uses bookplates today, Robert, because has it gone out of fashion? Is it going to continue in this century?

RB: People still have them commissioned, because they are a good example of contemporary [word unintelligible] graphic design, but most of my interest is with when I find them in older books, so I am not too familiar about current trends and that kind of thing.

CE: Lewis, if I wanted a bookplate of my own, do you know how I would set about getting one? 

LJ: Well, yes. There are many competent [artists]. There are two ways, I suppose. You could go to …  you could buy a pre-printed bookplate at your local bookshop, or you could commission a bookplate artist. There are certainly many of them.

CE: Would it be expensive to commission an artist to do that? 

LJ: I guess, again in American dollars, somewhere in the range of $200 plus, for several hundred bookplates.
CE: Gosh!

LJ: It depends on whether they are etched or engraved or lithographed, the prices that you [pay].

CE: Well! It’s absolutely fascinating. I love the idea. I think I saw a lovely, Robert,  Aubrey Beardsley one, I think. I can’t remember which book it was. I just thought - maybe one day, if I’m very rich, I’ll have that done …. I think you should bring some in the next time. We can pore over them a little bit, but Lewis thank you very much. Indebted to you for your expertise in America. Thank you very much, and thank you also to Robert from the National Library of Scotland. 
If you want to find out more about bookplates, we’ve just been talking about, [go to www.]  bookplatesociety.org   and if you fancy having a look at that exhibition I mentioned, in Edinburgh, “Not his now. Inscriptions, bookplates and annotations in some RBGE library books” – Boy! That’s a snappy title! – that’s from Tuesday to Friday most weeks, until the end of the month, daytime hours in the library foyer of the Royal Botanic Garden in Edinburgh. The Garden’s website is rbge.org.uk 
