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Chapter 12

Printed Private Library Catalogues as 
a Source for the History of Reading in 
Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century 
Europe

Helwi Blom, Rindert Jagersma and Juliette Reboul

To paraphrase a common saying: ‘Show me your bookcase and I will 
tell you who you are’. The situation is a little more complex for the 
researcher interested in historical readers and the contents of private 
libraries from the past. If some historical collections survived in their 
original form for a few generations, old and inherited libraries were 
often dismantled, collections broken up, and books deemed worth 
preserving scattered across many new libraries. Yet there are several 
ways to discover what historical libraries contained and, by studying 
them, to understand who their owners were. Various sources can allow 
us to explore the interests of historical readers and former reading 
cultures: traces of provenance, ego-documents, probate inventories 
and catalogues all contain information on books, collections and their 
owners.1 This chapter discusses printed catalogues of private libraries 
as historical sources. Our leading question will be: to what extent and 
in what capacity can printed catalogues of private libraries contribute 
to the history of reading and, in particular, the history of seventeenth- 
and eighteenth-century European readers? 

The first ground-breaking scholarly use of printed private library 
catalogues dates from 1910, when Daniel Mornet published his article 
‘Les enseignements des bibliothèques privées (1750–1780)’.2 His 
quest to reassess the influence of Enlightenment writers traditionally 
accepted as the forefathers of modernity led him to consider the utility 
of a corpus of 500 Parisian printed catalogues kept in Toulouse.3 In 
1917, following Mornet, Dutch researcher Sophie A. Krijn looked at 
100 Dutch catalogues compiled between 1700 and 1750 in order to 
analyse the spread of French books in the Dutch Republic.4 Around 
the same time, Harold Mattingly and Ian Burnett drew up a list of 
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all the book sale catalogues kept in the British Museum, including 
many for private libraries.5 Although interest in private libraries led 
to sporadic publications in the decades following Mornet’s article, 
only a handful of researchers made extensive use of printed cata-
logues of private libraries to study the history of ideas.6 The more 
general question of the contents and uses of different kinds of book 
lists and catalogues as historical sources and biblio graphical aids was 
developed from the 1950s onwards through numerous publications. 
The most influential among the early ones were those of Archer 
Taylor in the United States, Graham Pollard and Albert Ehrman in 
England, and the team of François Furet in France.7 When much 
work was undertaken on probate inventories in the broader context 
of social history and the history of mentalities in the 1960s and 1970s, 
the books in those inventories became the subject of an increasing 
number of separate studies.8 Some researchers explicitly stated that 
the information contained in probate inventories constituted a better 
base for the analysis of historical book ownership and reading cultures 
than printed catalogues, because the latter would have been drawn 
up only for larger collections considered to hold a substantial value. 
Dominique Varry, for example, reduced the utility of sale catalogues 
of private libraries to the study of bibliophilia.9 

Yet thanks to a renewed interest by historians in reception studies 
and book cultures in the 1980s, studies of printed catalogues of private 
libraries as well as book sale catalogues gained wider traction. Besides 
new contributions to methodological discussion on the use of book 
lists as a (book) historical and bibliographical source, a wide range of 
conferences and publications on seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
private libraries and their (printed) catalogues have seen the light 
in recent decades.10 In general, these studies and digital projects are 
region ally or nationally oriented, but their authors have chosen diverse 
angles of research in which quantitative or qualitative aspects play 
roles of varying importance. Some of them focus on book ownership 
and prosopographical research.11 Others are primarily interested in 
the role sale catalogues played in the book trade.12 The subject of 
classification and the ways in which printed catalogues were used in 
the long eighteenth century regularly resurfaces.13 Also at the heart 
of several articles and projects is the synchronical and/or diachron-
ical study of the presence of certain authors, and types of texts and 
books.14 Over the last few years, numerous projects concerned with 
the virtual reconstruction of libraries have been initiated. While most 
of them focus on medieval monastic libraries and handwritten inven-
tories, some pay attention to early modern collections and envisage 
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using different types of sources to reconstruct private collections and 
make their contents virtually accessible.15 The tradition of establish-
ing inventories of published catalogues of private libraries continued 
after the 1910s; however, studies on the material really took off 
from the 1970s onwards, driven by librarians and researchers alike.16 
The advent of digital humanities has opened new possibilities for 
large-scale research based on printed catalogues of private libraries. 
Our own project, MEDIATE (Measuring Enlightenment: Disseminat-
ing Ideas, Authors and Texts in Europe), aims to bring to light new 
perspectives on readers and reading cultures in eighteenth-century 
Europe, and especially on the circulation of books associated with the 
Enlightenment, using purpose-built digital tools.17 

Although the research of the last decades has shown the usefulness 
of private library catalogues in reception studies and for the history 
of reading, the caveats formulated by Dominique Varry have not lost 
their relevance, because they are inherent to the source. Printed cata-
logues of private libraries are part of a larger body of texts whose 
main purpose is to list books. This corpus includes all sorts of lists: 
catalogues designed by or for individual library owners, probate in-
ventories, inventories of trade stock, satirical catalogues, catalogues 
of public libraries, indices of forbidden books and bibliographical 
repertories. Lists of books come in different shapes and sizes, with 
notable distinctions regarding their form, purpose, content and use.18 
As far as the form is concerned, one could for example distinguish 
between handwritten, printed and digital lists of books. One could 
also look at the bibliographical format, whether the list appeared as a 
separate publication or whether it was inserted in another book. Some 
lists were compiled for commercial reasons, including lists of newly 
published books, auction catalogues and catalogues of circulating 
libraries. Others might have served legal purposes (probate inventories) 
or domestic ones, such as catalogues compiled for the personal use of 
book owners. Some were published to honour the life achievements 
or memory of the possessor of the books listed, or were intended to 
publicise the collection. We can also categorise these catalogues by 
their content, the nature of the collections, the way they are organised, 
or the presence of paratextual elements. The pluriform properties of 
the genre lead to many questions. Do the books compiled together 
describe existing/real collections or do they refer to some imagined 
ensemble, such as catalogues of ideal libraries and satirical catalogues? 
Do the catalogues describe an entire collection, a selection from it, 
or perhaps several collections put together? Do they list any other 
material besides books? Indeed, paintings, prints, curiosities and even 



252  Helwi Blom, Rindert Jagersma and Juliette Reboul

sometimes a complete set of household belongings may be recorded 
alongside the content of libraries. Finally, book catalogues were used in 
multiple ways, not only as a means to manage the contents of personal 
or public libraries, but also as bibliographical reference works, guides 
on the formation of the ideal private library or (more practically still) 
as an early version of the Bookman’s Price Index.19

There have been several attempts to categorise printed catalogues 
of private libraries and to create typologies of book lists, but the 
results have been at times confusing and conflicting. For example, Bert 
van Selm’s project ‘Book Sales Catalogues of the Dutch Republic’ is 
vague about the reasons behind its choices. Some of the  categories 
might overlap, like ‘auction catalogue private library’, ‘catalogue 
private library’, ‘manuscript private library’ and ‘memorial catalogue’. 
Similarly, the terms ‘ventes publiques’ and ‘catalogues de vente’ are 
used by Bléchet and in the database ‘Esprit des livres’ to describe a 
corpus that includes catalogues that were not intended to have a com-
mercial purpose.20 With regard to French catalogues, Nicole Masson 
has demonstrated that, depending on the approach and factors taken 
into account (that is, analytical bibliography, presentation, classifi-
cation, sales conditions, and others), different typologies of these 
‘catalogues de vente’ can be elaborated.21 In fact, comparing data 
from different regions is a delicate if not impossible task. For instance, 
if we take a look at the available data for France, the Dutch Republic 
and the British Isles (Figure 12.1), we find that the methodologies used 
by the main studies in the field and the type of catalogues included or 
excluded from their union lists differ substantially for each national 
context. This complicates any attempt to comprehend the develop-
ment of private library cataloguing at a European level.

A typology referring to commercial purposes should in any case dif-
ferentiate between auctions and fixed-price sales (ventes à l’amiable), 
as well as between retail sale (vente au détail) and bulk sale (vente en 
block). While this differentiation has been attempted by Alan Munby 
and Lenore Coral with categories such as ‘auctions’ and ‘lower fixed 
prices’, their list does not differentiate between private and book-
sellers’ collections. It is the highly permeable character of the book list 
itself that complicates attempts at a definition and categorisation of 
the material: the nature of private library catalogues is such that they 
tend to serve different purposes and mutate from one type to another. 
For instance, one might print a catalogue privately for one’s personal 
use, aim at the same time to promote the collection and perhaps hope 
that someone will be interested in buying it. Also, a handwritten 
domestic catalogue or probate inventory can at some point be turned 
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into a printed sale catalogue, and the latter can later serve as a biblio-
graphical manual. In fact, sale catalogues of private libraries often 
appear as items in printed sale catalogues, thus indicating a change 
in purpose. For instance, lots 1137 to 1165 of the library of English 
clergyman Michael Lort, sold in 1791, contain no less than fifty-five 
catalogues, forty-six of which refer to private libraries.22 Finally, the 
term ‘private’ itself hides the reality of the widespread public use of 
private libraries, which their owners frequently opened to relatives, 
friends and other casual visitors.23 This was the case not just for elite 
libraries but also for genteel and bourgeois private libraries. 

Previous research has pointed out that difficulties in using cata-
logues do not solely lie in defining a typology of catalogues: there are 
further pitfalls in trying to analyse and interpret their contents, in 
particular a potential confusion between book ownership and reading 
culture. Early critics of Mornet’s study of catalogues pointed out 
that a book owned is not necessarily a book read.24 Several studies of 
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century libraries containing thousands of 
books relate book ownership to consumerism, following observations 

Figure 12.1 Numbers of surviving editions of catalogues published between 
1599 and 1800, as recorded by Gruys for the Dutch Republic, by Bléchet and 
then Marion for France, and by Munby and Coral for the British Isles

Sources: J. A. (Hans) Gruys, ‘Rijklof Michael van Goens. Het mysterie van de 24.200 verdwenen 
catalogi’, in Ton van Uchelen and Hannie van Goinga (eds), Van pen tot laser: 31 opstellen over boek 
en schrift (Amsterdam: De Buitenkant, 1996), pp. 150–6; Françoise Bléchet, Les ventes publiques de 
livres en France, 1630–1750: répertoire des catalogues conservés à la Bibliothèque Nationale (Oxford: 
Voltaire Foundation, 1991); Michel Marion, Collections et collectionneurs de livres au XVIIIe siècle 
(Paris: H. Champion, 1999); Alan N. L Munby and Lenore Coral (eds), British Book Sale Catalogues 
1676–1800: A Union List (London: Mansell, 1977)
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by early modern European moralists and philosophers. Long before 
Jean de La Bruyère famously mocked a book owner showing off his 
leather-bound collection, blissfully unaware of the books’ contents,25 
Jean Lepautre had already produced an engraving illustrating the em-
bodiment of this type of ‘mad’ booklover.26 Published in 1693, the 
Menagiana contain a juicy anecdote about a French surintendant des 
finances who allegedly asked Gilles Ménage to purchase a complete 
library on his behalf: he worried that people would discover upon his 
death that he didn’t own one.27 While some collectors owned books 
they had never read or even opened, others read books that they 
didn’t own. They borrowed books from friends and circulating and 
subscription libraries, and listened to them being read aloud. Besides, 
books in libraries were not all necessarily purchased by the owners 
themselves: some were gifts, others were inherited. This troubles the 
question of whether a library (catalogue) reflects the reading interests 
of the owner. 

Printed catalogues of private libraries were not designed to give 
an inventory of all titles actually read by the owner, but nor do they 
always list all the books possessed by an individual. It is important 
to acknowledge that printed catalogues represent an image of the 
library frozen in time. Often they were compiled at a turning point in 
the life of a collection: the death of an owner, a (forced) sale due to 
bankruptcy, a departure, a loss of interest. Sometimes they were used 
as a way to clean up or restart a collection. Even manuscript domestic 
catalogues, offering better perspectives on the dynamics of book col-
lecting and the management of libraries by individual owners, are 
limited in their capacity to testify to the totality of the books that were 
part of owners’ (previous and subsequent) collections. Books that 
were actually present in the library of an individual might not appear 
in a published catalogue for numerous reasons. They might have been 
given away or kept aside for other purposes. A comparative study of 
inventories and printed catalogues of the same collection certainly 
shows that there can be important discrepancies between the ways 
books are listed in the two sources.28 Another reason for this kind 
of discrepancy is the fact that booksellers, at least in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, would sometimes add part of their stocks to 
what was presented as a private collection, despite legal restrictions on 
the practice.29 This is perhaps why Ann Middleton had a page inserted 
in the sale catalogue of her husband’s library (1750–1) stating: ‘I take 
this opportunity to assure the Public, that this Catalogue contains the 
genuine Library of Dr. Middleton, without any Alteration, and is sold 
for my Advantage’.30 Because of censorship laws in eighteenth-century 
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France, booksellers issued official catalogues that omitted forbidden 
books present in the collection for sale, but at the same time found 
ways to advertise and sell these clandestine publications. In some 
copies of eighteenth-century French catalogues we find handwritten 
lists of items that were part of a ‘vente secrette’ that took place in the 
fringe of the official sale.31 One should also keep in mind that wealthy 
owners could divide their book collection between different residential 
properties. The catalogue produced after the passing of Sir William 
Burrell in 1796 states that only his ‘town-library’ (811 lots) was up 
for sale.32 In 1791, following an illness, Burrell had moved perma-
nently to his country estate of Deepdene in Sussex, where he owned 
a second library. While some sale catalogues inform the buyer that 
the collection they describe is a complete library or only part of it, 
such assurances are often difficult to verify. The commercial character 
of sale catalogues also led booksellers to ignore cheap print and old 
volumes. Instead of listing these works in the catalogues, they thought 
it sufficient to inform the public that, at the beginning of each session, 
they would sell a number of unidentified books. This practice was so 
common in France that in 1792 the editor of the catalogue announcing 
the sale of the library of Laideguive de Becheville explicitly warned 
interested buyers that each session would start immediately with the 
sale of the lot numbers indicated in the printed order of sale.33

Another important pitfall relates to the way titles were recorded 
in catalogues. Certainly catalogues are in general more detailed than 
inventories. Yet despite the larger number of details given in cata-
logues, the description of an item does not always allow the researcher 
to know which work is presented, let alone the particulars of its 
edition.34 Titles can be shortened, authors’ names omitted, and it can 
be difficult to know which title or edition was owned in the absence 
of a year or place of publication. Then there are the obvious mistakes 
made by the compiler or the printer. These issues often come together. 
It is possible that mistakes of this kind happened during the compiling 
of the inventory of books, as compilers often worked in pairs, with 
one transcribing the titles read out by the other. Catalogues can 
also be vague about the titles and the number of books contained in 
certain lots. Expressions like ‘packet’ and ‘volumes dépareillés’ were 
commonly used to refer to collections of smaller books, ephemera 
and books deemed less interesting.35 The note in the inventory of 
the library of Cardinal de Richelieu saying that a description of the 
contents of a bundle of mixed titles ‘eust excédé le prix de leur valleur’ 
(‘would have exceeded their value’), probably reflected a principle that 
guided the work of many compilers.36 
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One of the main objections made to using catalogues as a source 
to study the history of reading is the fact that printed catalogues 
represent only the collections of a learned readership among the 
social and financial elites of a particular period. The question of 
the representativeness of any corpus of printed catalogues of private 
libraries is a complex one, because it is closely related to questions 
of survival rates. A study by Hans Gruys shows that the survival 
rates of catalogues printed in the eighteenth-century Dutch Republic 
oscillates between 6 and 21 per cent, depending on the city.37 In the 
Dutch Republic it was compulsory to publish a catalogue for every 
book sale. Hence, these figures are based on the discrepancy between 
the number of book sales given in local registries of book auctions 
and that of surviving catalogues. We cannot extrapolate from Gruys’s 
study to other European contexts any assumptions concerning the 
survival rates of catalogues, however. Survival rates depend on several 
factors. Voluminous catalogues as well as those of prestigious libraries 
and famous individuals stood better chances of being preserved. 
Catalogues of larger libraries, especially professional libraries and 
encyclopaedic ones, were sometimes preserved to be used as reference 
works.38 Chance often plays an important part in the preservation 
of individual copies: the Herzog August Bibliothek (Wolfenbüttel, 
Germany) put together by famous collectors Julius (1528–89) and 
August II (1579–1666), Dukes of Brunswick-Lüneburg, still contains 
a large collection of catalogues sent over by several European book 
agents in charge of buying books for each collector. After the end of 
a sale, used catalogues could sometimes be archived by collectors and 
librarians and hence preserved. 

There is also a clear discrepancy between the number of catalogues 
ascribed to male and female owners. As David Allan states: 

At the same time the nature of heritable property ordinarily descending 
under primogeniture also meant that documentary records tended by 
default to ascribe ownership to men even where female family members 
might in practice have been the most frequent users, even the original 
acquirers, of certain books.39 

The case of the Bodleian copy of the catalogue of the library of 
Charles-Nicolas Huguet de Sémonville (died 1729) is quite extra-
ordinary in this respect: unlike other known copies of this catalogue 
published in Paris in 1732, it also includes a supplement listing those 
of Huguet’s widowed daughter, Charlotte-Madeleine, who died three 
years after her father.40 
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Printed catalogues of private libraries further present the problem 
of anonymity, as the name of the library owner is not always (fully) 
stated on the catalogue. Initials, personal details and handwritten 
annotations (as far as these can be trusted) can nevertheless give indi-
cations of his or her identity. This can be problematic for the history 
of reading, as it seems that some of these catalogues were purpose-
fully attributed to private collectors when in fact they were composed 
of bookseller’s stocks. 

Linking books listed to specific owners can also be difficult in 
catalogues advertising more than one library. In France and the Dutch 
Republic, catalogue compilers usually divided collections according 
to ownership. In the British Isles, however, the contents of multiple 
libraries were often rearranged in one list. London bookseller James 
Buckland mixed several libraries when he compiled a sale catalogue 
of the libraries of Dissenting ministers John Killinghal and Edward 
Bentley along with those of ‘several other eminent persons deceased’.41 
None of the descriptions of the 1,089 lots indicates who the actual 
owner of each item was.

Despite all these shortcomings, pitfalls, problems and exceptions, 
printed catalogues of private libraries remain a unique and rich source 
for the study of the history of books and readers, thanks to several 
interrelated factors: 

1. Numbers. Thousands of catalogues of private libraries were printed 
in France, the Dutch Republic and the British Isles in the long 
eighteenth century. Although no surviving copies have (yet) been 
identified for a large proportion of them, the corpus of catalogues at 
our disposal is extremely rich. It is biased towards large catalogues 
and prestigious collections, but we can find records of smaller 
and more humble collections, especially from the mid-eighteenth 
century onwards, when the population of book owners became 
increasingly heterogeneous.42

2. Accessibility. Unlike most manuscript catalogues and probate in-
ventories, printed catalogues were generally produced in multiple 
copies, increasing their chances of being preserved.43 Thanks 
to the recognisable template of their titles and because they are 
books, printed catalogues of private libraries are easier to track 
down in catalogues of public collections than manuscript lists of 
books hidden within probate inventories, the latter not often being 
itemised in notarial archives. Further, many printed library cata-
logues from the seventeenth century onwards are now available 
online in specialised repositories like BSCO and the Philosophical 
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Libraries project and in databases such as Google Books, EEBO, 
ECCO or Gallica. 

3. Density of  the information provided. Taking into account the 
other factors, private library catalogues provide a quick and unique 
overview of what individual collections probably looked like at a 
certain point in time. Admittedly, ego-documents give an insight 
into which books were actually read and convey a better idea of 
reading experiences and practices. But these sources are rare and 
generally focus on few specific titles. Meanwhile, catalogues of 
stocks and new publications of booksellers do not provide infor-
mation on buyers.

4. Bibliographical detail. Library catalogues generally give more 
detailed descriptions of the editions that were owned than probate 
inventories and ego-documents. Besides specifications regarding the 
format, number of volumes, place and date of publications of some 
books, private library catalogues often indicate special character-
istics of individual copies, noting their physical appearance, such 
as the type of binding or the type of paper, and recording whether 
pages or volumes are missing.

5. An insight into the second-hand book trade. Sale catalogues of 
private libraries give us an insight into the recirculation of books. 
They offer information about the provenance of certain copies, 
especially those that were annotated or owned by famous persons, 
and thus enable us to follow the footsteps of particular books.44 
Further, the practice of naming the retailers of the catalogue illu-
minates (trans)national networks of booksellers and other book 
agents.

6. Annotated prices. The first thing scrawled prices can reveal is 
whether a specific book of the collection was actually bought or not. 
The handwritten prices in the margins of a copy of the catalogue of 
the collection of Balthazar Boreel (1673–1744) given to his widow as 
proof of the auction results clearly show that not all the books were 
sold.45 The study of the variation of prices for similar editions and 
titles over a long period of time and in different countries could also 
help estimate the fluctuating demand for certain works and editions. 

There is, however, considerable difficulty in interpreting any price.46 
The fact that some catalogues display two sets of manuscript prices, 
on the left and right margins of the text, only adds to this problem. 
When the catalogue itself does not provide further information, 
one can only speculate what both sets represent. Moreover, com-
parison of several copies of the same catalogue can bring to light 
in explicable differences between the prices recorded.47
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7. Named purchasers. Margins of commercial catalogues sometimes 
display handwritten names or scribbled initials. These could 
refer to the people who bought the lots advertised or to the com-
missioners representing them.48 If the names of those identified as 
individual buyers reappear several times during a sale or in different 
catalogues, the catalogues can help us to get an idea of specific 
reading interests.

8. Further studies. Catalogues contain (mostly anonymous) com -
ments that provide valuable bits of information for the study of 
the history of the book and reception studies. These annotations 
can pertain to the state or rarity of a certain copy, the quality 
of a particular edition, the description of the item or the with-
drawal of an item from the sale. The unknown owner of numerous 
eighteenth-century catalogues published in Lille apparently used 
them as a checklist, crossing out titles he already possessed himself 
(or didn’t want?) and indicating those he could find elsewhere, for 
example in the collection of his brother Joseph.49 Lastly, bored 
readers and children seem to have left existential questions and 
‘artistic’ doodles in catalogues. 

To conclude, catalogues of private libraries are a rich source in spite 
of their pitfalls. With the right methods, they can be used successfully 
to study questions such as the developing composition of readerships, 
bestselling literature and the existence of shared reading interests. In 
this context, we want to point out that the history of reading does 
not necessarily have to be limited to the actual act of reading. Indeed, 
researchers like Philippe Martin and Pierre Bayard have noted various 
and differing levels in the ‘appropriation’ of books.50 The starting 
point of our own research has been a long-debated question: what 
did people read in the eighteenth century, or, more accurately, what 
did people actually read in a period that we now call the Age of 
Enlightenment? Earlier uses of catalogues were limited in scope due 
to practical difficulties mostly related to a time-consuming manual 
approach. The ongoing digitisation of historical library catalogues 
and the democratisation of digital tools allow for large-scale studies 
of catalogues. With its purpose-built digital database, a data-driven 
project like MEDIATE has the potential to confirm or challenge tra-
ditional narratives of the reception of books, readership composition 
and readers’ tastes in Europe.51 Full transcriptions of catalogues 
of private libraries will allow us to map the presence of books and 
authors in thousands of eighteenth-century homes across Europe.52 
This bottom-up approach first will allow us to identify works that 
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were commercially successful at the time but have since been almost 
forgotten. Second, prosopographical studies of groups of owners 
defined by location, gender, profession, religious denomination, 
political and other affiliations might bring to light unexpected shared 
affinities for certain authors, books and genres. Meanwhile, each dis-
crepancy and deviation might indicate a personal reading interest. 
Finally, bringing together and analysing data from several regions will 
provide us with a solid base for the study of transregional phenomena 
in the history of reading. 
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