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Preface

Since 2016, the project group behind the Universal Short Title Catalogue 
(USTC) in St Andrews has been engaged on a systematic study of early mod-
ern book trade catalogues. Our interest in these catalogues is threefold. Firstly, 
they are an ephemeral genre, one that is often neglected or underrepresented 
in national bibliographies. Documenting surviving editions in libraries across 
the world has been essential to develop an understanding of their variety and 
influence. This work has also included the identification of book catalogues 
that, although documented in contemporary references, are now lost. Combing 
through newspaper advertisements and archival records, we have identified 
several thousand such catalogues, not previously known to scholarship. The 
surviving catalogues have played a second crucial role in our investigation, 
since we have been able to use them as bibliographical sources to augment 
our knowledge of the contemporary book world as revealed by modern library 
catalogues and national bibliographies. After having extracted, by hand, hun-
dreds of thousands of pieces of data from seventeenth and eighteenth-century 
catalogues, we are in a position to match this considerable tranche of data 
to the existing records of the USTC. This process, which is currently ongo-
ing, has already revealed thousands of references to books that can no longer 
be identified in surviving copies. The same matching process also allows us 
to attach references of contemporary ownership to editions that do survive. 
Some works in the USTC now have twenty, thirty or even sixty contemporary 
catalogue references attached to them. We have also studied these catalogues 
intensively as part of broader research on the history of the book trade in the 
Low Countries, the British Isles and Scandinavia. That this is a useful avenue 
of research was confirmed to us when we held a workshop at St Andrews in 
June 2018, where we heard and discussed a variety of insightful contributions 
on the history of the book trade and book collecting, as told through the study 
of book catalogues.

The volume before you is the result of that workshop, augmented by two 
substantial articles from contributors who did not present at the event itself. 
We wish to express our gratitude to all our contributors, whose efforts and 
patience have made this volume a pleasure to edit. Many thanks are also due 
to Arjan van Dijk and his colleagues at Brill, whose digital resource Book Sales 
Catalogues Online underpins the research in many of the essays presented 
here. This invaluable resource deserves to be known more widely, and it will 
undoubtedly continue to play an important role in any future research on 



x Preface

the history of early modern book distribution and book collecting. Finally, 
we would like to thank those scholars who have pioneered the study of book 
catalogues, as well as those students and volunteers who have worked with our 
project group in the gathering and analysis of book catalogue data.

St Andrews, November 2020
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