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Estelle Doheny soon after her marriage to oil tycoon Edward Doheny, circa 1900. She was the unseen telephone operator connecting his calls to oil investors and Doheny claimed he was entranced by her voice. They married after a short courtship.





PART I
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THE IMPERIAL CENTURY



The Gutenberg Bible is a masterpiece of world culture. Only forty-eight or forty-nine copies of this landmark work survive, and of those, only one has been owned by a woman collector. This is the true story of that book, the copy designated as Number 45, printed by Johann Gutenberg sometime before August 15, 1456.





CHAPTER ONE



Million-Dollar Bookshelf


AWOODEN BOX CONTAINING one of the most valuable books in the world arrives in Los Angeles on October 14, 1950, with little more fanfare—or security—than a Sears catalog. Code-named “the commode,” it was flown from London via regular parcel post, and while it is being delivered locally by Tice and Lynch, a high-end customs broker and shipping company, its agents have no idea what they are carrying and take no special precautions.


The widow of one of the wealthiest men in America, Estelle Betzold Doheny, is among a handful of women who collect rare books, and she has amassed one of the most spectacular libraries in the West. Acquisition of the Gutenberg Bible, universally acknowledged as the most important of all printed books, will push her into the ranks of the greatest book collectors of the era. Its arrival is the culmination of a forty-year hunt, and she treasures the moment as much as the treasure.


Estelle’s pursuit of a Gutenberg began in 1911, when she was a wasp-waisted, dark-haired beauty, half of a firebrand couple reshaping the American West with a fortune built from oil. Now seventy-five, she is a soft, matronly figure with waves of gray hair. The auspicious occasion brings a flash of youth to her face, and she is all smiles. But she resists the impulse to rip into the box, leaving it untouched overnight so she can open it with appropriate ceremony the next day.


Estelle has invited one of her confidants, Robert Oliver Schad, the curator of rare books at the Henry E. Huntington Library, to see her purchase, and at noon he arrives with his wife, Frances, and their eighteen-year-old son, Jasper. Estelle’s secretary, Lucille Miller, escorts the family through the mansion’s Great Hall to the library, and with a sweep of her hand invites the group to sit at the oblong wood table in the center. The Book Room, as Estelle affectionately calls it, is finished in rich redwood and had been her husband’s billiard parlor. Its walls had once featured paintings related to Edward Doheny’s petroleum empire, murals commissioned by the onetime prospector who drilled some of the biggest gushers in the history of oil. Today the room is lined with custom-built shelves for Estelle’s beloved books—her own personal empire, worth as much as Edward’s oil.


Her collection began almost as a lark, sparked by popular lists of books that everyone should own, but now contains nearly ten thousand exceedingly rare volumes available only to the fabulously wealthy and culturally ambitious—gilded illuminated manuscripts glowing with saints and mythical creatures; medieval encyclopedias; and the earliest examples of Western printing, 135 incunabula—books printed before the year 1501. Such seminal works of Western culture as Cicero’s De officiis and Saint Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologica rub shoulders with a sumptuous 1477 copy of The Canterbury Tales. This is the million-dollar company the Gutenberg Bible will keep on its shelf.


The two-by-three-foot crate waits at the center of the table, spotlighted by a bronze-and-glass billiard lamp. When Estelle enters the room, accompanied by her companion and nurse, Rose Kelly, the group stands silent. Lucille takes out a pair of scissors and passes it around. Estelle, dressed for the occasion in a pale blue printed silk dress, a gem-studded comb at her right temple, wants everyone to take part, so each person makes a cut in the knotted cord that winds the package.


It’s an emotional occasion for Lucille, too, a slim, long-limbed woman with center-parted, brown hair that curls up around her cheeks. Never without a pencil tucked behind her ear, she has a subdued beauty that’s easy to miss, a pale, symmetrical face hidden behind her glasses. Lucille has been Estelle’s steady partner in the quest for the Gutenberg, party to every promise, hope, and near miss for nearly twenty years. She almost allows herself to smile as she pulls away the box’s coverings and lifts the lid, but then she sees the shabby mess inside. “I could hardly believe my eyes,” she said later. “It just looked like a bundle of old tattered, torn papers. It was the most carelessly wrapped thing I ever saw.”1 The precious book has been enclosed without padding, wrapped in thin cardboard and then in dark corrugated paper tied with a heavy cord. Lucille mentally chastises the customs officials in New York who had opened the parcel for inspection and then shoved it back in the box “any old way, and tied a string or two here or there and along it came.”2


It will be a miracle if the book is not damaged.


But as she lifts it out of the last of the wrappings, the Bible appears to be fine. For an expert like Robert Schad, there is no mistaking the original fifteenth-century binding of age-darkened brown calfskin stretched over heavy wood boards. The copy now in Estelle Doheny’s possession is the first issue of the first edition of the first book printed with movable metal type, in near-pristine condition, its pages fresh and clean. The lozenge and floweret patterns stamped into the leather cover are still sharp and firm to the touch. Five raised metal bosses protect the covers, one ornament in the center and one set in an inch from each of the four corners. Two broken leather-edge clasps are the only reminders that this book, which has presented the Living Word for nearly five centuries, has been opened and closed often enough to wear down the heavy straps.3


Lucille moves close to her employer, standing on her left and tucking her arm under the spine of the heavy book so that Mrs. Doheny can more easily examine it. Estelle reaches out to touch the fine old leather and slowly lifts the cover and opens the enormous volume. With her gold-framed glasses perched on the edge of her nose, she glides her right hand softly over the edges of the book’s rippling leaves, taking special care not to touch the print. As she turns the crackling pages one by one, she is overcome with quiet joy. Her pursuit of this object of Western invention had begun long ago, during happier days, before her husband was embroiled in scandal. She feels the smoothness of the heavy rag paper under her fingers and strains to focus her gaze on the black Gothic letters, but the Latin text is lost in a cloudy blur and she can’t make out the printed lines. A hemorrhage in one eye and glaucoma in the other have left Estelle almost completely blind at the age of seventy-five.


Still, she knows well what she possesses, and just to be in its presence would be stirring to anyone who understands its significance. The European advancement of printing with movable metal type transformed every aspect of human civilization, and Johann Gutenberg’s execution of the work set a standard that few would match.


As Estelle runs her hands over the book, Schad, a poised man of medium build who’s dressed today in a black suit and tie with a crisp white shirt, points out a few of the qualities that make it unique. Every Gutenberg Bible is somewhat different from every other because while Gutenberg’s workshop printed the pages of each massive volume, the printers left it to the purchaser to have them bound and decorated. Guided by the owner’s taste and budget, a whole team of artisans might step in to customize the book—illuminators would be hired to paint the highly pictorial ornamental letters, and specialists known as rubricators added chapter titles and headings separate from the text.


The first owner of this Bible had not scrimped on ornamentation. The volume is filled with elaborate, richly colored illuminations and enlarged capital letters. In the upper left corner of the first page, a large capital letter F is painted in bright green and gold with ornaments of green leafy vines and tiny, bell-shaped flowers that trace the outer margin. The intricate foliage sweeps down the page and across the bottom, where in the far right corner the artist added a white-bellied blue bird with a bright yellow beak.


Such imagery stands in delicate contrast to the enduring richness of Gutenberg’s type. Jet-black and lustrous, the ink shimmers as if the pages were just recently printed, a quality that was long one of the great mysteries of Gutenberg’s art, a hallmark of the Bibles he printed in Mainz, Germany, before August 15, 1456.
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A striking green F and delicately drawn foliage distinguish the first page of the Doheny Gutenberg Bible, printed in Mainz, Germany, sometime before August 15, 1456.


Most scholars believe that Gutenberg produced about 180 copies, and among these, most likely 150 were printed on paper and 30 on animal skin known as vellum. The price of the book when it left the printer’s workshop was believed to be about thirty florins, equivalent to a clerk’s wages for three years. The vellum versions were priced higher, since they were more labor-intensive and expensive to produce—a single copy required the skin of 170 calves.4


Estelle’s copy is one of the forty-five known to exist in 1950. They’re in various conditions, scattered around the world in private libraries and museums: twelve in America, eleven in Germany, nine in Great Britain, four in France, two in Italy, two in Spain, and one each in Austria, Denmark, Poland, Portugal, and Switzerland.5 Fewer than half have all their original pages, a precondition of being designated “perfect.”


Hers is perhaps the most beautiful of the surviving paper copies. Despite its age, this volume lacks no pages and has no serious damage. Designated as Number 45 in a definitive list compiled by Hungarian book authority Ilona Hubay, this Bible has clearly received special care through the centuries, or at least supremely benign neglect.


Gutenberg’s printed pages were usually bound in two volumes, and nearly half of the known copies are considered “incomplete” because the second volume has been lost. That is the case with Number 45, which contains the Old Testament from Genesis through the Psalms. But it is one of the few to retain its original binding, created in Mainz contemporaneously with its printing. The calfskin cover is decorated in a distinctive pattern of impressions. A lattice motif of small diamonds, known by bookmen as a “lozenge diaper,” surrounds six different stamps: an eagle, a trefoil, a fleur-de-lis, and a seven-pointed star. Those details, and the cover as a whole, are in exceptional condition.


Lucille steps aside so that Schad can gently steady the fifteen-pound volume for Estelle. Of all the bookmen who have come and gone during her decades of zealous acquisitions, none have meant more to her than Robert O. Schad, a trusted adviser in her quest, who for the past twenty years has hand-selected the items purchased to strengthen the magnificent “collection of collections” at the Huntington Library.6 Like Estelle, he is completely self-taught, educated through decades of direct contact with the world’s most important books and the famous dealers who trade them. He has always treated her with respect, and always welcomed her questions, no matter how unsophisticated.


Schad signals his son to pick up the Kodak Duaflex twin-lens camera they’ve brought. Jasper rapidly snaps a half-dozen photographs, covering the bulb with a white handkerchief to protect Mrs. Doheny’s sensitive eyes. In one frame, Estelle holds the Bible, gazing down at its pages. As far as Schad knows, this is only the second time a Gutenberg Bible and its owner have been photographed together.


The day has become “boiling hot,”7 and the party retires to the mansion’s Pompeian Room. Beneath a twenty-four-foot-wide Favrile glass dome ceiling attributed to Louis Comfort Tiffany, the group fetes the Gutenberg Bible’s arrival with a luncheon whose menu Lucille saves for the ages: jellied consommé madrilene with crackers and relishes; fried chicken with hominy and hot biscuits; mixed-green salad and a platter of fresh peaches, pears, and persimmons; and a dessert of cream puffs and cookies, with tea served in glasses chilled with an abundance of ice.


According to Lucille’s daybook, the luncheon ends promptly at 2:30 p.m., when she returns to the Book Room to put the Bible back in its shipping box, preserving the tattered wrapping. As she tucks it away, she notices a stiff white card that reads simply: “Customs Officer: Please handle with GREAT CARE and repack in same manner. Thank you.” Below the handwritten note is printed, “With the COMPLIMENTS OF MAGGS BROS. LTD.”


“I am keeping the book,” Estelle hurriedly writes Ernest Maggs, one of London’s revered book dealers, early the following morning. She dispatches a check for twenty-five thousand pounds sterling, the equivalent then of $70,093.8


It is a check that she is delighted to sign. Thanks to a strong US dollar and the recent devaluation of the British pound sterling, she has managed to secure one of Western civilization’s great artifacts at a bargain price. With payment tendered, Estelle Betzold Doheny becomes the first and only woman to purchase a Gutenberg Bible as a private collector.9 Her deep need to own this holy book not only reflects her faith as a devout Catholic but also reveals her shrewd mind for the bottom line.


She tells Lucille she has never felt richer or more content. The book is a panacea for the deep personal losses she has faced, and, she believes, it is a gift from God. It not only lifts her heart, it changes her very image of herself.
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AT 8:15 THE next morning, Lucille pulls into the circular driveway of the Doheny mansion in her black Ford Model A. Her first job is to catalog the newest addition to the library, as she’s done since the summer of 1931, when she answered an ad in the newspaper for a temporary typist and signed on, not knowing “a rare book from a pulp novel.”10 Slipping an unruled, white, three-by-five-inch card into her charcoal-gray Royal Aristocrat manual typewriter, she begins: “BIBLIA LATINA [Mainz: Johann Gutenberg, before 15 August, 1456].” In the right-hand corner, she adds the book’s acquisition number, 6979, and underlines it. Then she fills in details of its format and binding, using information sent from Ernest Maggs:




On paper; Gothic type; 324 I. [through the Book of Psalms]; 15 ⅞ in. x 11 ½ in.; double columns of 40–41–42 lines; contemporary stamped calf over wooden boards rebacked, 5 metal bosses on each cover, remains of clasps





She wants to make sure that the news about the purchase doesn’t leak. She’s nervous about keeping the book on the premises, certain that it is “only a matter of time before the secret got out,” and reporters and lookie-loos will be on the front lawn demanding to take pictures.11 Still haunted by the spectacle of the Teapot Dome scandal, when there was no escape from paparazzi and the lurking press, she and Estelle do all they can to avoid bringing attention to the Doheny residence at 8 Chester Place. No one outside the household is told about the book, including the guards posted at the entrance of the gated residential compound in the West Adams neighborhood of Los Angeles.


Lucille is hypervigilant. Each night before she drives home, she checks and double-checks to be sure that Number 45 is safely locked inside the vault that’s hidden behind the thick velvet drapery in the Book Room. She obsesses about making sure the lock is really locked, and more than once she walks back to the Book Room to check it again. “It was up to me to keep the Bible in the book library safe,” Miller said later. “I’ve never been so scared in my life.”12


She is used to handling incunabula, but taking responsibility for a book this significant rattles her. Over the next few days, she calls a handful of experts, saying obliquely that she is seeking advice on how best to preserve a fragile, folio-size, leather-bound book printed on paper from the fifteenth century. The name Gutenberg is never mentioned.


Cautions abound. The book, she is told, must be kept in darkness most of the day because exposure to light could cause ink and pigments to fade, and anytime it is open for display, light levels must be measured and controlled. Inside the vault, it must be securely positioned on a shelf to avoid any accidental damage by bumping. She’s advised to keep the vault as cool as possible, and to watch the relative humidity—if it’s too high, mold could grow; too low and the pages could become desiccated and brittle. Fluctuating levels would be a horror, causing the book to expand and contract, which might lead paper to cockle, ink to flake, and covers to warp.


Ideally, she’ll keep the book between 55 and 68 degrees Fahrenheit, with 35 percent to 60 percent relative humidity. But that’s a fantasy. Los Angeles is in the midst of a mid-October heat wave, and the Doheny mansion isn’t air-conditioned. They’d unpacked the Bible on the hottest day 1950 had seen, and even opening every window of the three-story, 24,000-square-foot residence hadn’t been enough to keep the mid-morning indoor temperature from reaching one hundred sweltering degrees. Somehow, though, the Bible must be kept bone-dry, cool, and stable. Lucille’s great fear, which leaves her “positively terrified,”13 is that the book will develop what she calls “rabbit back,” a badly warped spine caused by a drastic change in the elements.


As the experts talk on, the perils seem endless: insects, including a category known as booklice, or Liposcelis divinatorius,14 and bookworms, which apparently love incunabula’s ancient rag paper.15 Dust, dirt, smoke, or soot, which could absorb and hold moisture, can accelerate deterioration through acid hydrolysis (the chemical decomposition of paper). And there’s no consensus on how much the book can safely be handled. Some advisers suggest turning the pages as little as possible to avoid any damage to the spine, while others insist that paging through it at regular intervals will allow it to “breathe.”


Lucille’s head spins. “It was like having a new baby,”16 she recalled, saying that she was gobsmacked by the weight of the responsibility. She is somewhat relieved when Robert Schad laughs and tries to talk her down, telling her not to fret. He says that almost any librarian can attest that incunabula were built to last in a way that modern books are not. Books printed on the acidic wood-pulp paper used during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries are likely to disintegrate within a hundred years. But paper made from linen rags in the fifteenth century can easily last one thousand years or more. The paper found in the Gutenberg Bible is far more stable than that found in any current dime-store novel.


“Not to worry,” he tells Lucille. The Gutenberg Bible will likely reach its one thousandth anniversary. “The book will take care of itself,” he says. He cautions, however, to dust it only once every six months.
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The Doheny Gutenberg Bible as it appeared soon after its arrival in Los Angeles in October 1950. The dark spots on the left and right edges of the book are knots of vellum that served as a primitive index system marking different sections of the book.


Alone with the Bible, Lucille begins her inspection. It is larger and heavier than she had imagined. The finished pages measure about sixteen inches tall and twelve inches wide, a size known by experts as a “royal folio.” Even without a magnifying glass she can see that the paper has the watermarks of three different papermakers—a stag or bull’s head with a cross-like star; a bunch of grapes, which falls between the columns of type; and a simple line drawing of a sprig or branch from a tree, which appears on the inner margins. These marks and their variants are found in all the existing paper copies of the Gutenberg Bible17 and can be traced to manufacturers in the town of Piedmont, a region in northwest Italy.18


Every great beauty has a flaw, and Number 45 is no different. Lucille dislikes the three “hideous little knots”19 of vellum that hang along the pages of the Bible’s fore edge. She has never seen anything like them before. In fact, they are a primitive index system, used as thumb markers to identify different sections of the Bible. Such knots are exceedingly rare, and no other Gutenberg Bible is known to have them. She can only guess that in the fifteenth century there had been dozens more attached to the book. Over the decades most had fallen away until now only three remain.


Lucille lingers over the leaves. The first printed page is a universe of its own in terms of sheer beauty. Two dark columns of letters float on a creamy field of paper, perfectly squared. The margins are clean and even with no ragged edges. It is a “miracle of pure mechanics,” Lucille says. She can’t read the Latin of the thirteenth-century text, the so-called Paris version of Saint Jerome’s translation, which was the definitive Bible of the Middle Ages. But she is moved by its careful balance, its presence.
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TO APPRECIATE THE “miracle” that captivated Lucille and set so many in pursuit of Number 45, it helps to imagine the conditions that produced those pages sometime before August 1456, in the Rhine River town of Mainz, Germany. Imagination is key, because the story of Johann Gutenberg and his Bible is dominated by ellipses, with unknowns and conjecture far outpacing any certainty. Gutenberg, wittingly or not, wrapped himself in anonymity. Each of his Bibles has more than a thousand pages, but not one is signed, dated, or marked with the place it was printed. No notes about his process, if he made any, survive. And there lies the paradox at the heart of any attempt to understand the history of a Gutenberg Bible. This most famous of books has origins we know very little about. The stories we tell about the man, and how the Bibles came to be, have been cobbled together from a fistful of legal and financial records, and centuries’ worth of dogged scholarly fill-in-the-blank.


The well-accepted version goes something like this: Johann Gensfleischzur Laden zum Gutenberg was born into a patrician family in Mainz around 1400. His father held a position at a local mint, and scholars guess that Gutenberg came in contact with the art of casting gold coins and may have been skilled in goldsmithing and other forms of metalwork.


The leap from there to printing is shorter than it may seem. Goldsmiths were at the center of a creative surge in the early 1430s, and German craftsmen, likely using modified goldsmiths’ tools, were developing techniques for carving images into metal plates, creating a new form of engraving. Like artisans across Europe, they were also searching for ways to create what was known as “artificial script,” a vehicle for producing written text that didn’t rely on the slow, steady, trained hand of the scribe.


Gutenberg was likely part of that search. In 1439, he formed a partnership with three men, promising to teach them proprietary techniques, ostensibly experiments for creating artificial script. Legal papers that document the breakup of the partnership make reference to “formes” and “presses” and “a secret art,” noting that the partners agreed to pay Gutenberg to train them and took an oath promising not to disclose what they learned. There are no records of that time, and nothing documenting what he did afterward. But when he resurfaced four years later, he seems to have been fully prepared to begin printing in a way that represented a striking departure from the past.


Single-page printing had existed for centuries, with the text of whole pages carved into wood, inked, and pressed onto paper. But what Gutenberg developed was a sophisticated process based on the use of single metal letters, which could be combined and recombined to create an ever-changing stream of words. The underlying idea of movable type wasn’t new. It had been tried in eleventh-century China but proved to be unwieldy, given the written language’s thousands of distinct ideograms. The more contained Western alphabet finally made it feasible to consider using single letters, not pages, as the building blocks of mechanical printing.


Gutenberg’s contemporaries had already begun to puzzle out how to make that work, experimenting with carving letters from wood or metal and arranging them into words to be stamped on parchment. The problem was that carving, and re-carving, hundreds or thousands of letters one at a time to produce a book would be extremely time-consuming, and the letters would be subtly different from each other. A scribe could probably go faster and do a better job.


The key was to design and fabricate attractive type that could be produced easily and yield armies of durable letters. That’s what Gutenberg was prepared to do by the time he set up shop in Mainz. His innovation involved carving individual raised letters, or components of them, from metal, punching them into a softer material to create a mold, then pouring in molten metal that would, when it hardened, produce an identical replica. That process, and the fast-hardening alloy of tin, lead, and antimony he developed, would allow practiced fabricators to expediently cast type, which they could melt down and recast as needed.


Printing meant arranging the letters into words, the words into perfectly straight lines, and the lines into even blocks of text to be inked and pressed onto paper or vellum. And each small step of the process, which sounds so mundane today, required invention.


Gutenberg created frames to hold the type in place and fashioned presses from those traditionally used to press olives or grapes. He designed Gothic-looking letters to mimic the calligraphy of the scribes and refined techniques to ensure that even pressure would be applied to blank sheets placed atop the inked, raised type. As well, he located paper that would absorb ink readily and formulated deeply pigmented, varnish-based metallic inks that wouldn’t smear or fade. His ingenious assembly of these elements, and processes for using them, would allow him to create a book that could be reprinted comparatively quickly, easily, and accurately.


His first projects were modest. Several single-leaf papal indulgences—widely used church documents that offered the forgiveness of sins, often in exchange for a “donation”—have been attributed to Gutenberg’s workshop, along with a short Latin grammar book and a lunar calendar.


It is incredible that (as far as we know) just those few initial trials made Gutenberg feel that he was ready to attempt a complete Bible. But a burgeoning market may have pushed him to try. The German cardinal Nicholas of Cusa had recently insisted that all monastic libraries should have a consistent and accurate copy of the Bible, and Gutenberg could likely count on substantial orders from churches, convents, and monasteries. A single handwritten Bible could take as much as two years to produce. Even squadrons of scribes couldn’t hope to satisfy the increasing demand.


Gutenberg’s highly ambitious, learn-on-the-fly project would be a work of 1,200-plus pages using 270 different characters—punctuation as well as upper- and lowercase letters and letter combinations and variations, all designed to mimic the script and space-saving shorthand developed by scribes over centuries. Stephan Füssell, director of the Institute of Book Studies at Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz, has estimated that the complete printing of the Bible required the casting of an astonishing one hundred thousand individual pieces of type.20


To use them, and turn his press into an assembly line, his workers had to master an array of skills—reading the Latin of the source Bible; rapidly and accurately arranging the type, upside down and backward, in frames to duplicate the text for printing; spacing type line by line and employing the scribe’s art of using hyphenation and abbreviations to ensure that it lined up perfectly in two columns of equal width. Not to mention learning to ink the type, work the presses, and pull clear, unblemished pages, tens of thousands of times.


Number 45 was proof of the workshop’s unlikely success. The artistry that still floated from the page didn’t look like the haphazard work of beginners who would set things right next time. It was uncannily precise, thoughtful in its detail, and beautifully executed. For Estelle and Lucille, the printed pages seem emblematic of the hand of God.





CHAPTER TWO



Treasure Neglected


BUT REVERENCE IS never a given. The four owners Number 45 meets before it makes its way to Estelle’s Book Room are all men of significant means, often with wealth comparable to hers. But the sheen of their libraries sometimes glows brighter than their regard for the ancient texts themselves. Just because they can afford a Gutenberg doesn’t mean they love or understand it. That’s especially true of the first known owner, an Irish-born aristocrat, Archibald Acheson, 3rd Earl of Gosford, who buys the book in 1836.


Gosford lives in an imposing castle, which is the centerpiece of a village known as Markethill in Northern Ireland, and though he is a fanatical collector whose acquisitions fill shelves that reach to a fifty-foot ceiling, he has a curious lack of regard for the Gutenberg Bible, progenitor of the works he vacuums up at auction. Where Estelle Doheny sees a divine hand in its craftsmanship and story, he sees a rather disappointing old book. For him, it is an afterthought, an awkward fit in a collection built around a nineteenth-century sensibility inclined to judge a book in no small measure by its cover.


In an early portrait, Gosford’s intelligent eyes gaze out from a placid face framed by chin whiskers and parted hair that brushes a broad forehead. The son of an Irish Protestant lord whose ancestors are said to have helped James VI of Scotland secure the throne of England in 1603, he is born into a family drawn to talk of literature, often with literary stars of the day. But he sets aside any fascination with character or story when he begins collecting in the 1820s.


Books like Number 45, which had been secreted in the libraries of European aristocrats and monasteries for centuries, have been shaken loose by the French Revolution and Napoleon’s occupying forces, licensed to “requisition” them for the French national library. The chaos of war has allowed tens of thousands of illuminated manuscripts and early printed books—including nine of Gutenberg’s Bibles—to make their way to Britain for the first time. It’s a looking-glass time when Britain’s men of means are buying rare books for sport, going after them with the unhinged intensity that the Dutch once aimed at tulip bulbs.
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Archibald Acheson, 3rd Earl of Gosford, purchased the Gutenberg Bible in 1836. He was swept into a British craze for rare books but wasted no love on his Bible.


They measure themselves by the size of their libraries, spawning a fashion for ever-bigger, ever-more-beautiful collections and rooms to house them. The ranks of collectors had once been thick with book lovers and scholars. But now, as Britain’s elites and merchant classes extract wealth from the nation’s thrumming industries and trade routes, men like Gosford often enter the market with a different stance. They regard books as trophies. Status symbols. Decor. There’s a fad for fancy hand-tooled bindings, colored leather that looks good on the shelf.


Gosford says that that the craze for books entered his bones when he was nine, as he pulled the illustrated volumes off the shelf in the family library. An introverted and awkward boy, he often retreated there with his mother, Mary Sparrow, listening to her read poetry, losing himself in adventure stories, and perhaps lingering at the edge of the conversation when her friend Lady Byron, wife of the famed poet, came to visit. This is where Gosford’s grandmother Anne Acheson once entertained Jonathan Swift, the author of Gulliver’s Travels, who flirtatiously made her the center of a risqué one-hundred-line rhyme.


The library became a refuge when Gosford was thirteen and his father, a politician embroiled in battles between Catholics and Protestants and mistrusted by both, sought legitimacy and status through an audacious project: replacing the family home with a 242-room Norman Revival castle. The all-consuming, fortune-guzzling folly, complete with Romanesque turrets and a central keep, demanded armies of workers, and construction chaos would bang around Gosford for the next forty years.1
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Early drawing of Gosford Castle, the largest castle in Northern Ireland, designed by British architect Thomas Hopper in the 1820s. A never-ending construction project and family folly, it was never completed.


Given the two strands of Gosford’s DNA—a mother’s love of books and a father’s obsession for endless construction—it hardly seems surprising that bibliomania engulfs the son soon after he leaves home in 1824 to attend Oxford University’s Christ Church. Gosford is, by then, a reserved and shy odd young man with a slight facial tic and stutter. But he finds a welcoming home when Beriah Botfield, an outgoing botany student and book lover, pulls him into the rowdy theater of London’s crowded book scene.


Bookshops and auctions throw together men of different classes, with the tradesmen and paper mongers who find and sell books mixing, not always comfortably, with the elites. That democratizing ground serves Gosford and Botfield well. Despite differences in temperament and social standing, they become companions, making the rounds of auction houses and enjoying the hush of presale viewing days when they can inspect and compare rare volumes at their leisure.


Gosford may not have walked in with a clear desire to build the largest and finest library in Ireland, but he’s quickly overtaken by the quest. The potent blend of money, adrenaline, aesthetics, and high-status bidders draws him in, and bibliomania sets its hook. Gosford has money to spend, and Botfield has the taste and knowledge to guide him, astutely showing his friend what to buy, and when.


The ultimate prizes are the works of the great Venetian printer of the Italian Renaissance Aldus Pius Manutius, whose books are known as Aldines. A humanist scholar, Aldus was the first to print Aristotle, Thucydides, Herodotus, and Sophocles (among others in the Greek canon) and was likely the first printer to compare manuscripts to derive the most accurate version.2 The handsome volumes were designed for learning and pleasure, some small enough to be held in a reader’s hand. Reflecting the refinements that catapulted typography forward from the medieval style of Gutenberg, the Aldines were svelte and elegant, the embodiment of an idealized classical world.


In 1501, Aldus printed the first of his octavo editions of the classics, a format based on a sheet of paper folded three times. He called these books, which could be tucked in a pocket, libri portatiles, or “portable books.” Early precursors of the cheap and popular volumes just beginning to roll off England’s new steam-powered presses, the Aldines helped spark the concept of personal reading, the prototype of today’s ubiquitous paperback.3


Gosford is attracted to the handheld Aldines for one simple reason: he fancies the way they look. The highly legible and elegant typography captivate him. The Aldine Press was the first to use a roman typeface, the inspiration for the modern Bembo, praised for its simplicity and readability. The earliest printed works, like Gutenberg’s, were designed to economically squeeze words onto expensive paper or vellum. But the type produced by the Aldine Press with “pure Renaissance inspiration and design” focuses on the ease of the reader. This is the aesthetic that would dominate European typography for the next two centuries,4 and Aldus’s work becomes not only the centerpiece of the massive new library going up at Gosford Castle but the engine driving Gosford’s obsession.


Gosford buys a copy of the definitive catalog of the Aldines, Renouard’s Annales de l’imprimerie des Alde, published sixteen years earlier, and makes it his scorecard. His desk is crowded with towering piles of auction catalogs that he fills with scribbled notes and repeated calculations. He quickly masters the specialized vocabulary that describes a book’s condition and binding, symbols like c.m., meaning charta maxima (large paper) or c.t. for corio Turcico (Turkish leather).5 Focused on the particulars of size and shape, the color and texture of a binding, he can fall in love with a volume knowing little about its substance, the way a person might collect train tickets without ever thinking to take a ride. But because the books he seeks are so rare, he fits easily among the elite book hunters who desire the earliest printed works from the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, men who will soon be nicknamed “The Fifteeners.”
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GOSFORD PREFERS TO enjoy his books in secret, “fondling his treasures alone.”6 He pursues collecting with the same drive as an addict. He is a voracious consumer of thousands of rare volumes he will never read and never share. Similarly obsessive collectors are pushing prices to unprecedented heights, but the Gutenberg Bible is not on the most wanted list. Not yet known as the most celebrated book in the world, it was given only “scant” attention for three centuries until7 Britain’s most distinguished book collectors finally begin to take notice.


Young bibliomaniacs like Gosford revere collectors like George John, the 2nd Earl of Spencer, patriarch, five generations back, of the clan that would produce Princess Diana. In 1789, Spencer had felt the irresistible pull of London’s book row, which was just then absorbing waves of freshly dislodged incunabula and other early volumes. A naval officer, Spencer had shown little prior interest in collecting but found himself intrigued by black-letter books—volumes printed in heavy Gothic lettering like that used by Gutenberg and others, including William Caxton, who learned the art of printing in Bruges and brought it to England in the 1470s.


Lord Spencer’s interest in the Gutenberg Bible materialized as the scattered dots of its origin were being connected, triggering interest in a book that had largely been forgotten.8 In 1763, French book authority Guillaume-François de Bure recognized its importance when he discovered a copy in the library of Cardinal Mazarin, the chief minister to the king of France. He quickly cited it as the earliest substantial book printed with movable metal type. “We do not hesitate for a single moment, in according it the highest rank,” De Bure wrote in an influential guidebook, “not only above all other editions of the Bible but above all other printed books whatsoever.”9 (For all that, though, he christened the books Mazarin Bibles, in honor of the owner, not the printer.)


In 1790, Spencer purchases a Gutenberg Bible from London bookseller Thomas Payne II and carries it home to the family library at Althorp. The price is reportedly £80 (adjusted for inflation about $14,000).10 That single purchase produces a ripple effect, piquing interest in other Gutenbergs, helping to lay a foundation in the marketplace. Four years later, the first Gutenberg Bible auctioned in London sells for the steep sum of £126,11 demonstrating its budding desirability.


By 1809, the Reverend Thomas Frognall Dibdin, who worked as chief cataloger and book scout for Spencer, first coins the term bibliomania to describe the “disease” that produces wildly inflated prices, and the book lust that would inflame legions of individual collectors like Gosford.


Dibdin believed that coolheaded scholarship was bibliomania’s cure, but as Spencer would soon prove, even that didn’t guarantee immunity from the mania of bibliomania. The disease consumes him completely in 1812, when the king-size library of the Duke of Roxburghe comes up for auction. Spencer and his cousin bid up the price of the only known 1471 first edition of Boccaccio’s Decameron, taking it to an astronomical £2,260—$192,968 in today’s dollars.12


The British press covered the auction details with breathless prose, and the dueling cousins were described as “book maniacs” of the highest order. The battle over one book “astonished the whole book world,” noted Dibdin at the time. “Not a living creature could have anticipated it: but this might be called the grand era of Bibliomania.”13 The Roxburghe sale was a watershed moment, the first time a four-figure number is reached in an auction for a printed book. Set against the continuing wars with France, which had so recently dispatched its aristocrats, and the working-class squalor at home that Charles Dickens would soon describe, the spectacle of seeing such money thrown at one rare book might have left some hearing echoes of “Let them eat cake.” But what it mostly seems to fuel over time is envy, fashion, and a desire to join in.


By Gosford’s time, printers are designing inexpensive editions that emulate the volumes showing up at auction. Newly minted library furniture is available to house such books in the homes of gentlemen or well-to-do tradesmen who clamor for libraries of their own. And extremely wealthy, newly intoxicated bibliophiles like Gosford keep lining up to throw themselves full throttle into the bidding.
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GOSFORD HAS THE misfortune of finding his passion just as the market crests, and the young earl rarely has a chance to pay prices that are less than exorbitant. Collecting practices at this stage of the game are quirky, reflecting bibliomania’s high regard for surfaces over almost anything else. It is common for collectors to seek out the finest paper copies available or the “tallest” copies printed on vellum, and to tear off the original covers of books that are centuries old, spending huge sums on luxurious custom bindings in a wide array of leathers (crushed morocco, turkey, scored calf leather), or forel (parchment), often emblazoned with a family crest. Some of the earliest books, medieval volumes whose covers or pages have darkened with time, are prime candidates not just for rebinding but also for bleaching to lighten the paper or remove marginalia left by centuries’ worth of previous owners. The pages might be “enhanced” with illuminations or illustrations designed to show off an owner’s coat of arms or taste in art. It is also common to remove pages from one book to “complete” another or to break up volumes and sell or collect single leaves. Even curious and informed collectors like Spencer see no need to hold back from tearing apart their treasures to make them more “perfect.”


Newly collectible books also risk being sold for scrap before they reach booksellers. Some of the same vendors who source the rare-book trade sell their “ugly old books” to shopkeepers and fishmongers who need paper for wrapping their wares. There are still disconnects in the valuing of these medieval relics, which are entering the world of commerce at the dawn of the Industrial Age.


Gosford mostly ignores books he doesn’t crave. Those he does, though, he pursues single-mindedly, and over the next twenty years, he acquires dozens of Aldines. He marks up his Renouard catalog, noting items he has purchased and correcting or supplementing Renouard on points of pedigree or description.


His collecting companion, Beriah Botfield, is pulled by the desire to handle the first books that made classic works available to eager Renaissance minds. But Gosford is purely interested in the details of their production, rooting out peculiarities that distinguish one volume from any other, obsessing over issue dates, binding variants, misprints, and textual snafus. Dealers regard him as a “point maniac,” a collector who loves a book’s “points,” or attributes, to excess.14 He studies his purchases the way an entomologist catalogs the wings of insects. There’s a calming order in classification that is lacking at the perpetual construction site that is his family home.


Once he moves back to the castle in Markethill, Gosford returns as frequently as possible to London, where he engages in extravagant buying sprees in competition with reserved aristocrats and vulgar American tycoons. During the last three months of the year, known as “the season,” he goes from auction to auction, hauling in new specimens. When he takes them home, he meticulously examines each page to verify the number and order of the printed sheets. Assured that his purchase is fully intact, he pencils on the endpaper collated and perfect or simply c & p. A book thus cataloged and shelved might not be taken down again, unless he needs to compare some aspect of it to a new acquisition.

OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


 

Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Part I: The Imperial Century



		Chapter 1: Million-Dollar Bookshelf



		Chapter 2: Treasure Neglected



		Chapter 3: The Bibliophile



		Chapter 4: The Patriot











		Part II: The American Century



		Chapter 5: The Mighty Woman Book Hunter



		Chapter 6: The Lost Gutenberg



		Chapter 7: The Countess and Her Gutenberg



		Chapter 8: The Nuclear Bibliophiles











		Part III: The Asian Century



		Chapter 9: The Unexpected Betrayal



		Chapter 10: The Virtual Gutenberg











		Epilogue: Final Bows



		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		Bibliography



		Index











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start













		i



		iii



		iv



		v



		vii



		ix



		x



		1



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		89



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		193



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294











OEBPS/images/f0024-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f000x-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
e LOST
(“Gutenberg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
we LOST
(©Gutenberg

The Astounding Story of One Book’s

Five-Hundred-Year Odyssey

MARGARET LESLIE DAVIS

A
Ly
AtnicBooks
London





OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg
udpicepifola Cndining an
sl pribicu beomi
B bifone b cpiau

o it ot
Bramida o
3331 glrino cputaa ool
0 anlano-n6 pna
gy Glat palpd avulacs
o o b o
Bubiaonlione agin? i urais

oo Wl ot
Rou00 abylc plos-ata il
e oo s nouatcad
uibk Din pragwas Ay
o e e o e i
i g G i que
quonbimagua graaDictatialn-
ol poagi

nue0t0 mAd v pan
‘apru ind? o Tan quia
i waio v i o
ot dogufae o manau.
ol i gl
‘muolamuml o gy
s sl o

POROLOGVE

gzl v o
Aplon il mag? o g
o fueplvo uepagoia
Dyl il
almugo atias-mallageas.op.
il i o prnar
oo piyfon ampne
il putic ab baguanas.uc
braamin o e
o o
Bilos:enana oy act:
£ofubin o ubic Do,
Tunep daniaas babilonios dal.
-08-alioe-partos-rws.
simin-aabys poldngs-i
aallganbriprgcab s
weiguolophitan amofilimar
Tols mafamaibe oo, g
il ubiy i g
et anp vk, S
efuper o it o uolus.
silus:ptyiofiaus, 1 [

e
e
il oigoioqus

o e apud it .
Ajocminitiobomabie ogho.
abinio i,
bus . iy pol s e
wim iy bamaba o
i aplo i inta.
iy e aus el b
e o lamts mogicutit v
adus Sin s biepl s
ortcahfciouo fond: Wt
itinass g ol e






OEBPS/images/f0022-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/parti.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0015-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The astounding story
of one book’s

five-hundred-year odyssey

MARGARET LESLIE DAVIS.






OEBPS/images/dia.jpg





