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Portraits of Provenance: Bookplates at the

Rosenbach of the Free Library of Philadelphia

Alexander Lawrence Ames

A verse found on an early twentieth century book-
plate for Muriel Alderman (fig. 1), likely designed
by Margaret Ely Webb,' encapsulates the spirit
behind the art of ex libris.

As a sea shell holds
within its spiral form
Jaint echoes of far
ocean spaces

so may a bookplate oft
reveal in nuances of
light and line

the owner’s traits

and graces

Bookplates, the verse infers, reveal important
characteristics of the readers and collectors whose
identities they signify. They are, in their own way,
portraits of readers, pasted into the very books
those readers loved.

In recent years, the attention of academics and
librarians has turned toward the study of prove-
nance, or using inscriptions and other marks of
ownership to explore patterns of readership and
collecting across time.> Of course, provenance has
always been (and remains today) an area of central
interest to bookplate enthusiasts, as the functional
purpose of the ex libris is to document ownership of
books. But the rising tide of scholarly attention to
book history and history of readership offers a
new opportunity to invigorate interest in the book-
plate as a worthy focus for scholarly inquiry and
public attention. An upcoming exhibition at the
Rosenbach of the Free Library of Philadelphia, one
of the United States’ premier centres for the study
of book collecting and connoisseurship, will engage
visitors with the many facets of bookplates as art
objects and historical evidence. Titled The Art of
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Ownership: Bookplates and Book Collectors, ca. 1480
— The Present, the exhibition will feature more than
one hundred bookplates drawn from ten museum
and library collections. It will shed new light on the
ex libris art form while sparking conversations
about the place of bookplate collecting and study in
the broader field of book history. Slated to open in
late summer, 2016, the exhibition focuses on
two interpretive themes. The first considers book-
plates as ‘portraits’ of their owners, sometimes
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1. Muriel Alderman by Margaret Ely Webb
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metaphorically, sometimes literally, in keeping
with the verse on Muriel Alderman’s ex libris.
The second theme explores the artistic and
production processes that supported the art of the
bookplate from the late middle ages through the
mid-twentieth century, considering how design
and printing processes shaped artist-patron inter-
actions, and vice versa. Together, these themes
emphasise the vibrancy and dynamism of the book-
plate art form, and the advantages of bookplate
study among historians, literary scholars, readers,
and museum-goers of all types. Bookplates were —
and are — portraits of provenance vested with
tremendous symbolic meaning and artistic value.

One of the delights of The Art of Omwnership is
that the bookplates of kings, queens, movie stars,
and presidents will be displayed with no more
pageantry than those of everyday readers and
book collectors whose personalities and passions are
otherwise obscured by the passage of time. Treating
bookplates as both works of art and historical
evidence, the exhibition will unlock fascinating
stories and inspire visitors to analyse each plate with
an eye toward unlocking its symbolic meaning.
After a brief introduction to the history and
mission of the Rosenbach of the Free Library of
Philadelphia, this article presents several represen-
tative pieces from The Art of Ownership exhibition
checklist to give a sense of the show’s goals and
methods.

The Rosenbach: A Fitting Home for
Bookplate Study

It is appropriate for an exhibition devoted to the
art of provenance to find a home at the Rosenbach
of the Free Library of Philadelphia, a museum
and library whose ornate, historic interiors stood
witness to some of the most important acquisitions
and sales in the modern history of book collecting.
Located at 2008—2010 Delancey Place in Phila-
delphia (figs. 2, 3 and 4) and nestled in the idyllic
surroundings of Philadelphia’s Rittenhouse Square
residential district, the 1865 townhouse at the heart
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2. The exterior of 2010, Delancey Place, home of the
Rosenbach of the Free Library of Philadelphia

of the museum’s facility was once the residence
of Dr A.S.W.Rosenbach (1876-1952), the United
States’ premier dealer of rare books and manu-
scripts during the first half of the twentieth century.
Dr Rosenbach and his brother and business partner
Philip (1863-1953), a fine and decorative arts
dealer who also resided at the Delancey Place town-
house, created the Philip H. & A.S.W.Rosenbach
Foundation and bequeathed to it the house, their
personal collections, and the company’s assets. The
Rosenbach Foundation opened to the public in
1954 and was renamed the Rosenbach Museum &
Library in 1979. The Rosenbach is home to a
sizeable fine and decorative arts collection as well as
what had been the brothers’ vast personal library,
containing jewels of world literature from early
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manuscripts of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales to
James Joyce’s autograph manuscript of Ulysses. A
sizeable number of books and manuscripts has been
added to the library collection since the brothers’
time. Pasted inside many of the Rosenbach’s
thirty thousand rare books are fascinating historic
bookplates, which have never before been
gathered, analyzed, and exhibited as a unit.’ The
presence of so many bookplates in volumes of
immense historical and artistic interest offers a fine
opportunity to consider the use of the ex libris in
provenance study.

As if the Rosenbach’s own collection of book-
plates did not offer enough of a pool from which to
assemble an exhibition, yet another auspicious
turn of events in the history of the museum will
contribute notably to The Art of Ownership object
checklist. In 2013, the Rosenbach affiliated with the
Free Library of Philadelphia Foundation, a private
foundation in a symbiotic relationship with the
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city’s public library system. The Foundation also
owns distinguished special collections, which are
housed at the Free Library of Philadelphia’s
Rare Book Department.* Unknown to Rosenbach
curators at the time was that a vast, uncatalogued,
and in recent years largely unexplored cache of
loose bookplates figured in the Free Library’s
collection, a treasure trove which has been plumbed
for pieces to complement the Rosenbach collection
items in The Art of Ownership. Curatorial staff
explored other regional collections as needed to add
further nuance and dimension to the exhibition.
Many of England’s and America’s most famous
bookplate designers and owners — Walter Crane and
Aubrey Beardsley, George Washington and Ellen
Terry — will be featured in the show. What is more,
steel-engraved and metal-relief printing plates,
as well as a lithographic stone, all of which were
used to make bookplates, will be displayed, in order
to illustrate the three major branches of early print-
making technology available to bookplate artists.

The Exhibition: Showcasing the
People behind the Plates

Given their rich artifact base from the Rosenbach,
the Free Library of Philadelphia Rare Book
Department, and numerous other collections, The
Art of Omnership exhibition team opted for an
unconventional approach to presentation of
artifacts in the gallery, one that reinforces the
exhibition’s focus on provenance study. Rather
than organize the show around bookplate style,
printing process, or visual content, they adopted a
narrative for the exhibition that emphasizes ‘the
people behind the plates’, to make the exhibition
accessible and engaging to visitors unacquainted
with the art form while underscoring the use of
bookplates in unlocking the history of reading and
ownership. Five themes emerged from bookplate
study that placed emphasis on ex libris makers
and users. The first, ‘Knights & Nobles’ explores
bookplates made for members of the European
nobility, as well as pieces that draw from bookplate
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design’s deep aristocratic heritage. The second,
‘Industrialists & Intellectuals’ examines bookplates
designed and used in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, as industrial wealth created
new fortunes (and new book collectors) on both
sides of the Atlantic. The third, ‘Artists, Authors,
& Aesthetes’ analyses how bookplates can assist
in unlocking personal and professional networks
in the world of the arts. The fourth, ‘Adventures
in Americana’ explores distinctively new-world
themes to appear in bookplate design, especially
on plates made for collectors and antiquaries with
interests in American books and manuscripts.
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IEXERCISE

| \Horfe,Dragoon,and Foot
FORCES

DUBLIN,

| | Printed by Andrew Crocke, Printer to the King’s
moft Excellent Majefty, at the King’s-Arms
in Copper-Alley, 1728.

——

5. Title page, James Wolfe, Exercise for the Horse, Dragoon,
and Foot Forces (Dublin: Andrew Crocke, 1728) showing
signatures of E. Wolfe and James Wolfe

49




THE BOOKPLATE JOURNAL

Finally, ‘Philadelphia Connections’ gathers book-
plates that shed light on the history and book
culture of the Philadelphia area. An assortment
of pieces drawn from each theme will suffice to
illustrate The Art of Ownership’s approach to
production process, personality, and provenance.
The business-savvy Dr. Rosenbach made a
professional specialty out of purchasing books from
the libraries of great English aristocratic families,
and selling the volumes to collectors who valued
the pieces’ noble provenance.’ Books once owned
by knights and nobles were highly sought after by
Rosenbach’s discerning clientele. Perhaps no piece
to be exhibited in The Art of Ownership typifies the
value Rosenbach and others placed on books with
detailed and intriguing provenance information
more than a 1728 edition of Exercise for the Horse,
Dragoon, and Foot Forces, published in Dublin by
Andrew Crocke in 1728 (fig.5) and featuring
the bookplate of George Keppel, Earl of Albemarle
(fig. 6). The earls of Albemarle were of prominent
Dutch family with close ties to the Prince of

6. Keppel, Earl of
Albermarle
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Orange. They came to England in the seventeenth
century, with the support of King William III.
The third Earl of Albemarle was a noted military
commander who played a pivotal role in Britain’s
American empire, conquering Havana, Cuba, in
1762.° It is fitting that his plate should be affixed to
a book on war-craft previously owned by the famed
war hero James Wolfe, who had once served under
his command and later died during the Battle of
Quebec in 1759.7 From the signatures on the title
page it appears that Wolfe inherited the book from
his father, General Edward Wolfe. Perhaps the
book was a memento of Wolfe and Albemarle’s dual
service; its provenance certainly speaks to the two
military heroes’ shared place in imperial history.
The bookplate itself, which may feature both
etched and engraved lines, seems typical of armorial
designs of the period. The earl’s shield features
three scallop shells. A ducal coronet and demi-swan
form the crest. Two ducally-crowned lions are
supporters.

If the early patriarchs of English noble families
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7. James B. Dill by E.D. French

distinguished themselves by means of military
heroism and service to the monarch, American
‘aristocrats’ of the nineteenth century earned social
status by generating capitalistic wealth. Many of the
most visually engaging bookplates featured in 7he
Art of Ownership date from the last decades of
the nineteenth century and the first decades of the
twentieth, as new forms of wealth and social
prestige reshaped what readers and book collectors
chose to highlight on their ex libris ‘portraits’.
Affluent New Jersey attorney James Dill commis-
sioned the legendary New York bookplate engraver
Edwin Davis French to create his bookplate, which
honours Dill’s contribution to legal scholarship
with an open book featuring Dill’s name and the
text ‘On New Jersey Corporations’ (fig.7). The
strikingly lifelike portrait of Dill in the centre of
the plate was engraved by Samuel Hollyer and is
surrounded by intricately patterned decorative
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elements that showcase French’s skill. While Dill’s
scholarship on corporate tax law may seem rather a
dry literary achievement to commemorate with so
elaborate a bookplate, the attorney’s reputation —
and fortune — rested on his expertise in shaping and
wielding New Jersey tax law for the benefit of
large businesses. As the author of New Jersey’s
General Corporation Act of 1896, he was perfectly
positioned to use the legal system for the advantage
of his clients. Indeed, this important piece of state
legislation helped form some of the largest trusts in
the Gilded-Age United States. Dill worked closely
with New Jersey leaders to assure the state’s
reputation as a friendly business climate for trusts
and became a staunch public advocate for corporate
interests around the country.® Unsurprisingly,
perhaps, given his lofty professional status, Dill’s
bookplate suggests that he was a man of no small
professional ego. In the plate, aside from the
large portrait, Dill’s commentary on corporate
law is placed in front of works by some of history’s
pre-eminent legal thinkers including Sir Edward
Coke, James Kent, and William Blackstone. Thus,
Dill drew on English antecedents as he situated
his own reputation among the late greats of legal
scholarship.

Not all bookplates featured in The Art of Owner-
ship dating to the turn of the twentieth century
belonged to corporate moguls. The ‘Industrialists
& Intellectuals’ thematic section, of which the
Dill bookplate is a part, also examines bookplates
belonging to various scholars and academics. One
such piece (fig.8) is found in a book of hymns
by Ann and Jane Taylor, which offers a veritable
genealogy of ownership since c¢.1810, from the
Royal County of Berkshire to Wellesley College to
Philadelphia.’ The book also comes with a heart-
warming story about the love of a husband for his
wife. Early owners of the volume included Charles
Tomkins (1804), who likely gave it to his relation
Harriet Tomkins in 1806. It was eventually
acquired by George Herbert Palmer (1842-1933), a
Harvard classicist whose bookplate features a
simple, classically inspired design.'” Palmer was
married to the distinguished Alice Freeman Palmer
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(1855-1902), who served as president of Wellesley
College from 1882 to 1887, and Dean of Women at
the University of Chicago from 1892 to 1894."
After his beloved wife’s death in 1902, George
Palmer donated a substantial collection of English
poetry to Wellesley in her memory, including first
editions of Robert and Elizabeth Barrett Browning,
Blake, Shelley and Tennyson.'? Dr. Rosenbach had
played a pivotal role in helping Palmer build the
memorial collection, and Palmer presented this
book to him in thanks in 1927, after a Wellesley
College book label was already attached to the front
fly-leaf. In a letter accompanying the gift, Palmer
Rosenbach’s

expressed his gratitude for Dr

assistance (fig. 9).

8. Harriet Tomkins; George Herbert Palmer; Wellesley College
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A sombre text to be exhibited in The Art of
Ownership is Benjamin Heath Malkin’s A Father’s
Memoirs of His Child, published in London by
Longman, Hurst, and Orne in 1806, which features
the twentieth century bookplate of Philadelphia
physician Stoughton R. Vogel (1907-66) (fig. 10).
While the volume offers many sentimental reminis-
cences of the author’s dead child, Dr Vogel may
have taken an interest in the text for its comments
on the child’s symptoms. Dr Vogel’s bookplate
features an unsettling question — ‘What do we
know?’ — wrapped in the form of a question mark
around a quill. Aside from its medical insights and
sombre sentiments, the book possesses further
significance from an art-historical standpoint
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