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Introduction



IN HIS SHORT STORY “Cheval de bois dans la tempête” (Wooden horse in the storm), the writer Claude Duneton describes his first encounter with a bookshop, and his first book purchase, in his native Corrèze around 1948. He was barely thirteen years old, but had earned a little pocket money and was seized with a sudden desire to buy a beautiful copy of Pierre Loti’s novel Pêcheur d’Islande (An Iceland fisherman). He was captivated by the book, which had green binding decorated with gold and occupied pride of place in a bookseller-stationer’s shop window in Brive-la-Gaillarde. He had never dared go in before, but now he took the momentous step of crossing the threshold. He would never forget what happened once he returned to his village: his mother scolded him severely for spending his money on something she considered useless, even outrageous.




It was ten years before I bought another book. At home, my mother pounced on me at the door – wasn’t I a bit crazy to pay three hundred francs for a book? Oh no, no, no! . . . Whatever was I thinking? (She was shouting.) Had I acquired rich people’s tastes? . . . “What’s the point of giving you money! Thanks for nothing!” . . . She was breathless with rage. Then she groaned: “What’s the point of me working my fingers to the bone? . . . You’re a complete idiot, aren’t you? Eh? . . .” She was sneering. And so it went on . . .


It’s never stopped. Although she’s dead and buried, I can still hear her sarcastic tone. Saying that sort of thing wasn’t for the likes of us. I’d set foot in another world, where the people looked like us but inhabited another realm, a different climate in fact. The very air they breathed was different . . . I’d made a fundamental error, as big as going to the vet for medical treatment or taking the cow to the doctor. Bookshops weren’t for people like us, pure and simple.1





This scene, forever etched in the narrator’s memory, brings to mind another, in Stendhal’s 1830 novel Le Rouge et le Noir (The red and the black), in which the patriarch Sorel sees his son Julien perched in a tree reading a book and calls him an “idler”. Even though the old countryman has just found his son a position with Monsieur de Rênal, the village mayor, because he is educated and a suitable tutor for the local worthy’s children, old Sorel, a craftsman and sawmill owner, cannot countenance anyone wasting their time reading. There is no point speculating about what his attitude would have been had he seen his son set foot in a bookshop, since there were none in small French towns before the railways arrived, bringing newspapers, magazines and books. Contrary to what you might expect, the history of the bookshop in France and around the world is not easy to trace, because it zigzags, forges ahead then suffers setbacks, makes advances and retreats, and it is worth bearing this in mind in order to understand why the encounter between people and books is neither inevitable nor as widespread as one might think.


Bookselling’s long history dates back several millennia, at least in the Middle East, China and the West. The Roman librarius, who appears in ancient works of fiction, was usually a slave responsible for copying out the manuscripts he sold in his shop.2 One such was the renowned Secundus, a freedman whom the poet Martial described in one of his epigrams published around 80 ce:




You who want my little books to keep you company wherever you may be and desire their companionship on a long journey, buy these, that parchment compresses in small pages.


Give book boxes to the great, one hand grasps me. But in case you don’t know where I am on sale and stray wandering all over town, you will be sure of your way under my guidance. Look for Secundus, freedman of lettered Lucensis, behind Peace’s entrance and Pallas’s Forum.3





In a different passage, Martial mentions another librarius, Valerianus Pollius Quintus, and tells the reader that many booksellers in Lyon sell his books, a sure sign of the increasing dissemination of his writings, which were sought after for their stinging wit. A century later, the grammarian Aulus Gellius confirmed in his commonplace book Attic Nights the role of the great Gallic city on the banks of the Rhône where scholars and sages met at the bookseller’s premises to read recently copied manuscripts and submit new ones for their appraisal. This gives the impression that bookselling is a very ancient profession, though as we shall see, it has not existed always and everywhere in a form we would recognise today: a shop where books are sold and where you can go to converse about their contents.


Remaining for a moment in the illustrious past, however, it is certain that Plato and Aristotle, in the fourth century bce, regularly visited bookshops where authors gathered, keen to hear their peers’ verdict on their latest writings. Diogenes Laertius reports something of this sort in his Life of Zeno, admittedly written seven centuries later, but other philosophers have corroborated the existence of such shops, and archaeology has provided further illumination, as we shall see, in Pompeii. The lava from Vesuvius preserved forever the front of a shop that is similar in several ways to those still seen throughout the developed world in the twenty-first century. The bills advertising the latest publications look modern and perhaps suggest an unbroken tradition of bookselling practices, but those practices in fact disappeared for more than a millennium before returning in earnest in the nineteenth century, a fact liable to mislead anyone attempting to write their history.


The Brazilian children’s book O Livreiro do Alemão (The bookseller of Alemão)4 by Otávio Júnior explores a world in which an eight-year-old boy discovers a discarded book that changes his life by unlocking the joy of reading. The book is of a type that would look familiar to us, namely two or three hundred pages of text presented with an attractive illustrated cover. However, near the favela in Rio de Janeiro where Júnior’s book is set is São Cristóvão market, where a different kind of bookseller offers customers who have come to listen to the modern troubadours of cordel literature (literatura de cordel – literally, “string literature”) small booklets of eight or sixteen crudely printed pages, pinned up on a washing line. These little printed books originated in Spain, where blind people in Madrid had the exclusive right to sell them from the sixteenth century,5 and in their contemporary Brazilian form they comment on current events in verse, with subjects as diverse as the Italian friar Padre Pio, Che Guevara, President Lula, and Tony Blair and Jacques Chirac at the time of the 2003 war in Iraq, and about Aids, STDs and the dangers of alcoholism today. These books are sold outdoors and look quite different from what we are used to, a reminder that, in ancient societies, the liber (book) could come in the form of a clay tablet, wooden board, wax tablet or a scroll known as a volumen. Only later did it become established in the bound form of the codex that we have known for the past two thousand years.


At a time when the digital download is finding its place in bookselling in the Western world and beyond, it is perhaps worth revisiting the definition that the Robert dictionary gave of a bookshop in 1973: “a shop where books are sold”. It adds that the profession of bookseller was “rare before the nineteenth century”. In fact, according to dictionaries in use in the fourteenth century, the French term for a bookseller, libraire, referred to a librarian who looked after books in a scriptorium (“place for writing” in a monastic community).


Two centuries later, for such figures as scholar and lexicographer Antoine Furetière, the libraire had become a bookseller, but it was not until the seventeenth century that the modern incarnation of the bookseller as someone who ran a shop became established. A further distinction is essential, though, because, with the advent of the printer, the bookseller was confused for the next three centuries with a craftsman who made books. The character of the bookseller as merchant settled down during France’s Grand Siècle (the seventeenth century), when Louis XIV was patron to writers and artists. However, because peddling, as in ancient societies, did not disappear in the West, the profession of selling books assumed multiple, even contradictory, forms.


In other parts of the world, such as South-East Asia and India, books were written on palm leaves – oles – from the first centuries ce; the reader would turn their dried, hardened pages bound together with cords. In these places, the book trade was inevitably different from in the West. In China, books were mostly made of bamboo slips, also known as “accordion books”, or of wood, each sheet being inscribed vertically, rather than horizontally as in India. In both cases it was the cords that made it possible to preserve and transport the books; subsequently, paper made of silk meant books could easily be rolled up and stored in cabinets or on shelves. Paper in the sense we understand it, which appeared around the first century, only gradually supplanted other materials, and its uses remained limited in societies where the political and religious authorities long held the monopoly on the routine use of writing.


The book, which existed in Mesopotamia in the third millennium bce and in Asia well before the Christian era, has been made of almost every available material – clay, wood, stone, palm leaves and birch bark6 – so that it can be exchanged, transmit information and express the will of the powerful. The figure of the scribe is found in Sumer, Babylon, Nineveh, Ur and Egypt, and later spread to Greece. However, booksellers are not ubiquitous, because their existence depends on a book trade of a certain size, which did not come into being in China, Korea and Japan for a long time. In the Americas, where other forms of writing were set down on codices and stones, booksellers only really appear in the modern period, the so-called era of “great discoveries” and voyages of circumnavigation in the fifteenth century. The same goes for Polynesia and Australia, and also Africa, where, with the spread of Islam, booksellers used cloth and metal, as well as parchment, to transmit the message of the faith, although little is known about their role. Here, caravans of travelling merchants transported manuscripts, irrespective of what they were written on, which explains the major role of the town of Timbuktu, near the Niger River in Mali, in trans-Saharan exchanges.


In 1643, a short anonymous text entitled Le Libraire du Pont-Neuf ou Les Romans (The bookseller of the Pont-Neuf or The novels) appeared in Paris. In this ballet scenario, which features the knights of the Round Table, Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, along with an assortment of other characters, and which puts novels of love at the centre of the plot, the real hero is the bookseller who is willing to brave wind and rain to ply his trade. Whether a pedlar with a sack or a vendor with a stall, he tries to sell fashionable fiction on the Pont-Neuf, the busiest commercial bridge in Paris, which connected the Left Bank – home of printers, parchment makers, illuminators and bookbinders – to the right, which was home to a growing population. A century and a half later, Parisian booksellers had wholeheartedly begun to migrate across the river: engravings show them offering their new titles around the Palais-Royal to passers-by strolling along the wooden galleries around the garden. Beside the boutiques selling fashion where one might see elegant ladies, but also glimpse prostitutes seeking wealthy clients, booksellers would soon have their champion in the person of Pierre-François, known as Camille Ladvocat, the “padisha of the bookshop”, who was immortalised by Balzac in Illusions perdues (Lost illusions), and who to modern eyes more closely resembles a publisher than a retailer. Playwright Jean-François Bayard describes him in the comedy Le Roman à vendre ou Les Deux Libraires (The novel for sale or the two bookshops), as “fêted by all”, managing reputations, showering journalists with gold, and equally likely to be encountered at the theatre as at the stock exchange. To be sure that the actor’s portrayal in Bayard’s play was convincing, Ladvocat lent him his floral waistcoat, leaving audiences in no doubt as to who the character was based on.


It’s clear that the term bookseller has multiple meanings and covers identities that we now tend to view as separate, but which historically took a long time to become distinct. Napoleon’s decree of 1810 on printing and bookselling, which set the administrative framework within which the book trade developed for the next seventy years, ignored publishing, and the term bookselling still included printing, even though it had begun its journey towards autonomy necessitated by the advent of the industrial revolution.7 Romantic writers were already frequenting certain bookselling professionals whom they held in high esteem, such as Salvi, who found for his friend, the author and librarian Charles Nodier, the rare editions and beautiful originals so beloved by Nodier, an incorrigible collector. Thirty years later, the novelist Anatole France’s father, Noël Thibault, provided a seemingly limitless supply of books for those fascinated by the history of the revolution. As a bookseller who specialised in the antiquarian trade, as it is known by booklovers, he is representative of a stage of the book trade’s development that peaked in the twentieth century. In the early 1870s, Pierre Larousse devoted three pages of his Grand Dictionnaire universel du xixe siècle (Great universal dictionary of the nineteenth century) to the bookseller, a figure who had fascinated him since childhood.8 Having discovered the world of books through the pedlars who called at the family inn in Toucy, in the department of Yonne, Larousse had wanted to become a primary school teacher and then a bookseller-publisher, before becoming the printer of his own great work, a nineteenth-century encyclopaedia, which adapted the ambition of Diderot’s encyclopaedia from the previous century to his own. Paying stirring tribute to the booksellers who, since antiquity, had given their friends and family a taste for reading, he cited the most famous among them, such as Claude Barbin, bookseller to Corneille, La Fontaine and Molière.


According to official figures, which Larousse reproduced, there were 1,098 booksellers in the capital and 4,520 in the rest of the country at the start of the Third Republic (1870). This clearly shows the extraordinary growth of a profession that capitalised on the French people’s increasing literacy, which began with François Guizot’s introduction of primary education in 1833, and on the progress of the railways nationwide from 1850, to sell them the books that they had previously borrowed from reading rooms. Although they were private businesses, reading rooms were more akin to lending libraries; they had their period of glory from 1780 to around 1850. Many booksellers started out in this business, including Adrienne Monnier, who in 1915 opened her shop in the Odéon district called La Maison des Amis des Livres (House of the friends of books) and which was frequented by famous writers such as Louis Aragon, Paul Claudel, Jean Cocteau, Pierre Drieu la Rochelle and Paul Valéry.9 While reading rooms declined in France in the latter half of the nineteenth century, their equivalent across the Channel, the circulating library, continued to grow, particularly in London, where Charles Edward Mudie and his competitors long held a monopoly over the book trade. Mudie dominated the publishing industry with his bulk purchases of fashionable novels, lending the three volumes of a novel to three different borrowers, as the British practice since the time of Walter Scott had been to publish “triple-deckers”, novels divided into three parts. When the copies he lent began to show signs of age, he sold them off to his counterparts overseas, and they thus found their way to far-flung places such as Australia and Brazil, supplying other reading rooms, including the magnificent Real Gabinete português de leitura in Rio de Janeiro, where they can still be browsed today.10 And so, through the second-hand trade, which was highly developed in the English-speaking world, Iberia and Latin America, booksellers gave a second life to volumes that had already passed through many hands, at a time when the price of books had fallen significantly in France and the United States, but not in Great Britain or in most other countries.


Bookselling appears in many different guises. In Africa, some pavement bookshops draw their power supply directly from the street lighting overhead and sell photocopies of the most popular titles, especially school textbooks. In Peru, booksellers sell more pirated books than genuine ones, and in South-East Asia, many travel guides, such as Routard or Lonely Planet, are also illegally reproduced. Most often, a bookseller is to be found at the heart of his or her shop, but the tiny narrow shops in Cairo’s bookselling district are a world away from, say, the Mollat bookshop in Bordeaux (France’s largest independent bookseller) or Barnes & Noble outlets in New York and Chicago. In India, epic tales of local bandits are laid out on the ground to entice bus and train passengers near stations and markets.11 In parts of the Muslim world, pavement bookshops offer Islamic (and sometimes Islamist) booklets. Set up near mosques, or in markets and other busy places, religious booksellers cater for everything related to the Qur’an and the sermons of prominent preachers. In earlier times in China, booksellers who were more like itinerant pedlars than shopkeepers with a licence and a fixed address waved copies of Chairman Mao’s Little Red Book in an attempt to sell books which current events made indispensable reading.


This book seeks to give an account of these very different realities, all of which have some connection with the bookshop. Several types of book-related professions have already been mentioned: librarians who preserved scrolls in Alexandria and Nineveh; merchants with shops in Athens, Rome, Lyon and the other great cities of the Roman Empire; and itinerant pedlars elsewhere. Around 1450, the bookseller became a printer and publisher in the modern sense, when Johannes Gutenberg and his companions in Mainz perfected the printing press, but he, or she, has worn many other garbs throughout history. In the Muslim world, the bookseller long occupied the functions of calligrapher and illuminator, such is the respect for the constantly reproduced sacred text in these societies where, as Islam spread, major booksellers who were rich merchants settled in Damascus, then Baghdad, Cairo and Persia from the seventh to the ninth centuries. In the Jewish world, the printing and selling of the Torah, the first five books of the Old Testament, gave rise to booksellers who transported copies throughout Europe, first handwritten and transcribed onto parchment, and then printed from the fifteenth century onwards.


In Byzantium, Kyiv and later Moscow and St Petersburg, the different traditions of the Orthodox world led to the survival in other contexts of practices that had begun in Greece or Rome. Athens’ bibliopoles – slaves or freedmen who copied and sold books – moved to Constantinople in the eastern Roman Empire, and then, after its fall in 1453, to Russia. The Church Fathers also needed many copyists to transcribe their stories and commentaries, and they proliferated again in the Middle Ages along with abbeys and religious orders. From the eleventh to the eighteenth century, universities organised the men of the book trade into corporations that were subject to increasingly strict regulation. The bookshops of Lyon and Paris became established and, in the capital of the developing kingdom, booksellers settled in large numbers around rue Saint-Jacques, and over the next five centuries spread throughout the city and all its districts. Law courts also played a role in the seventeenth century, as did theatres in the nineteenth, and then the universities, which became accessible to all in the twentieth century, not forgetting the banks of the Seine, department stores, the arcades and places of pleasure, all of which gave rise to specialist booksellers. Whether a bookseller or a stallholder, employee or self-employed, booksellers also organised themselves, first by joining the Cercle de la librairie (Booksellers’ circle), founded in 1847, and from the early 1890s, by forming a union. That union, a hundred years later, would demand that a single retail price for books be maintained to avoid bookshops being driven out of business by supermarkets and hypermarkets.


Thus we go from the bookseller defined as a craftsman or merchant who sells or binds his books (as in Furetière’s dictionary in 1690) to the book dealer depicted in his shop in the fourth edition of the Dictionnaire de l’Académie française (Dictionary of the French Academy) in 1762. From 1809, booksellers had their own specialist guide, Jacques-Charles Brunet’s Manuel du libraire et de l’amateur de livres (Manual for booksellers and booklovers), intended to help customers find their way through the maze of revolutionary seizures from aristocratic libraries that had brought hundreds of thousands of books back into circulation. The Bulletin du bibliophile (Booklovers’ bulletin) came on the scene in 1834, followed by many other periodicals, from the Papetier libraire (Stationer-bookseller) of the 1880s to the Bouquiniste de la Sorbonne (Sorbonne second-hand bookseller, 1908), not forgetting the Bulletin des libraires (Booksellers’ bulletin, 1892), the official organ of the profession until the late 1950s. From 1850, bookseller-publishers and printers became historians of their profession and in 1891 Paul Delalain published his scholarly research as Étude sur le libraire parisien du xiiie au xve siècle (Study of the Parisian bookseller from the thirteenth to the fifteenth century). Since the late nineteenth century, encouraged by the Cercle de la librairie, which is located on the corner of boulevard Saint-Germain and rue Grégoire-de-Tours in the heart of Paris’s Latin Quarter, numerous books have been published tracing the origins of the profession or focusing on a particular aspect of it.


Since the start of this century, booksellers have even secured their own place in literature, with a flurry of novels in which they feature, from The Bookseller of Kabul (2003) to The Bookseller of Damascus (2018), as if Islamic State’s destruction of books in Mosul and Timbuktu or the Taliban’s in Afghanistan had suddenly thrust the profession into the spotlight. By the early 2000s, many articles in the press had taken up the chorus of booksellers’ woes, now focusing on the growing power of online retailers and the take-off of e-books, which seemed to herald the end of an era. We have come a long way from Maurice Toesca’s Libraire amoureux (Bookseller in love), published in 1975, but from Libraire de la rue Poliveau (2005) to Libraire d’Amsterdam (2008) and Libraire de Berlin (2015), the character of the fictional bookseller has kept on spreading, and every city seems to want to treat the bookseller as a sufficiently representative character to merit appearing in fiction.


In La Libraire, the novelist Jean Michelon takes the reader into the erotic fantasies of a provincial bookseller who can only deal in her imagination with the desires that obsess her. This novel, a thinly veiled adaptation of Choderlos de Laclos’s Dangerous Liaisons, is at least a reminder that bookshops are far from an exclusively male domain, a fact reflected more often in films than in novels. While in Notting Hill (1999), the bookshop is little more than the backdrop for the encounter between a film star (Julia Roberts) and a young bookseller (Hugh Grant), it is central to The Bookshop, Isabel Coixet’s 2017 film (based on the novel of the same name by Penelope Fitzgerald), which tells the story of a young bookseller in an abandoned house in East Anglia in the late 1950s. In Marielle Heller’s Can You Ever Forgive Me? (2018), the world of antiquarian booksellers and autograph dealers in New York’s Greenwich Village provides the setting for the machinations of two con artists, Lee Israel and Jack Hock. Several booksellers, including the heroine Anna (Dolly Wells), fall under the spell of failed writer Lee Israel, snapping up all the fake letters from famous writers that fuel their trade. Anna, an independent bookseller who is passionate about her job and drawn to Israel, someone she considers a genuine writer, is a good example of a liberated American woman, in this case one who has probably derived the foundation of her freedom from the books she collects and sells.


In the third part of this book I shall return to bookshops in France and across the world today, but first I will trace the key stages of the history of bookselling: in Part One from high antiquity to the end of the ancien régime, and in Part Two from 1789 to the present. I want to underscore booksellers’ essential role, past and present, as mediators of the book, in the range of functions they fulfil almost everywhere in the world. They are guardians and preservers of a part of humanity’s heritage through the classics, which they enable the public to read, but they are also the discoverers of tomorrow’s talent, which they strive to bring to the attention of new readers. Obliged to innovate constantly so as not to be drowned out by the siren song of the online economy – Amazon in the West, Alibaba in Asia – booksellers have expended great energy in changing the face of their profession in the past twenty years. It calls for a great effort of the imagination from those who continue to believe that books remain humanity’s finest invention in an ever-changing world, in which the time for reading books is shrinking because of the incessant pinging of our smartphones. It may be with this fundamental aspect of the book in mind that, in some parts of Russia, parents of modest means still put pieces of printed paper in the cradle of their newborn, convinced that this will protect them from adversity and ignorance and destine them for a better life than their parents’.12










Part I



From the ancient world to the French Revolution










The origins of the bookshop



THE SUMERIANS INVENTED A cuneiform (wedge-shaped) writing system, which they impressed into clay tablets using a stylus, calamus or reed (a forerunner of the goose quill used in the West in the Middle Ages). Archaeologists found writing of a similar type on Crete in the form of Linear A and Linear B scripts, the latter an antecedent of the Greek alphabet. Around 2500 bce, Sumerian scribes were registering plots of land and recording harvests, but there were also writers and libraries, including the one in Nineveh, which was possibly the first in human history. Sumerian mythology inspired the Babylonian epic of Gilgamesh and the Hebrew Bible, which drew on Gilgamesh for the story of the flood.1 These civilisations, which are now well known to Assyriologists and which extended from the Persian Gulf to the mountains of Armenia, and from present-day Iran to Turkey, including Syria and Iraq, where many clay tablets have been found, produced hundreds of thousands of books. Stored in boxes, and used by the representatives of local powers, Sumerian tablets tell the story of how humans began organising themselves in complex societies, in Uruk, Babylon and Mari on the banks of the Euphrates, in Ashur and Nineveh (modern-day Mosul) on the Tigris, and at Lagash, Nippur and Susa in Mesopotamia.2


From Sumer to Rome


Were the Sumerians the first booksellers in history? It is difficult to be certain, but recognisable schoolbooks, dictionaries, prayer books and creation myths – in short, authored works that were probably kept, sold and exchanged over a long period – have been retrieved from the sand in these regions. As Samuel Noah Kramer writes, “In Sumer, a good millennium before the Hebrews wrote down their Bible and the Greeks their Iliad and Odyssey, we find a rich and mature literature consisting of myths and epic tales, hymns and lamentations, and numerous collections of proverbs, fables, and essays.”3 Not far away, a thousand kilometres to the west in Egypt, the Book of the Dead reveals genuine booksellers selling papyrus scrolls. Hieroglyphs were first inscribed on the pyramids in the mid-third millennium bce, and then on the sarcophagi of kings and dignitaries, but it is in the 18th Dynasty, in the mid- and late second millennium bce, at the height of ancient Egyptian civilisation, that we find the greatest number of books as we understand them.


The production of papyrus from the Nile basin and the use of styluses, reed calami and coloured inks suggest a sufficiently developed range of trades to enable some sort of stationer-booksellers,4 both craftsmen and traders, to become established in the big cities – Thebes in particular – and provide their customers with all they needed to prepare for their death, or rather the journey to the afterlife. All that was left blank on the scrolls containing extracts from the Book of the Dead that the deceased took with them was the name of the departed. Apart from such funerary practices, which were part of a religious ritual, the book was in common use in Egypt, especially under the Ptolemies, from the fourth to the first century bce, and the library of Alexandria is generally considered to have been the largest in antiquity, containing 500,000 volumes, as described by the Greek geographer Strabo in 24 bce. According to the Roman polymath Varro, a claim repeated by Pliny the Elder, it was the Ptolemies’ decision to prohibit papyrus exports to Pergamon in Asia Minor in the second century bce that may have led to the development of the parchment industry, which originated in the East, and which particularly encouraged the book trade’s expansion. Goat or calf skin now provided a larger writing surface and the codex – a book bound to a spine – won out over the volumen (or scroll) at a time when Rome dominated Europe and the Middle East. After Greece, which, as mentioned in the Introduction, had had an active book trade from the sixth or fifth century bce,5 the trade assumed its earliest modern forms in Rome, as Latin literature succeeded Greek, which had inspired it, and spread to all the great cities of the empire, including Lyon, Vienne and Narbonne in present-day France. In the first century bce, Cicero mentions in one of his Philippics a taberna libraria (single-room shop selling books) in the forum, which provided temporary refuge for Claudius as he fled prosecution by Antonius.6 Cicero, like Martial a little later, tells us the names of the great booksellers, or bibliopoles, who dominated the market: Secundus, Tryphon, Atrectus and Valerianus Pollius Quintus. Horace does likewise, citing the Sosius brothers, and Livy mentions Dorus. Many of them were freedmen of Greek origin, who had often started out as readers for their masters; they employed numerous copyists, known as librarii, in contrast to the bibliopola, who was the real merchant-bookseller who ran a shop. In addition to merchants and copyists, a kind of second-hand trade existed, selling the libelliones that Aulus Gellius mocked in his Attic Nights, a sort of bookshop recycling slow-to-shift stock, used and shop-soiled books. The plundering of Hellenistic libraries in Greece in the second and first centuries bce brought entire shipments of books to Rome of variable commercial interest, which also explains the emergence of these forerunners of the second-hand bookshop.


Rome’s booksellers in the first century ce had their own district, around the Argiletum, near the forum and the Circus Maximus, and they tried to attract the attention of passers-by with extracts from the latest works pasted on their shopfronts. Advertising was already part of their sales techniques, and displaying volumes, attached to pillars, helped whet readers’ appetites. However, some authors hated such showy advertising and in response circulated their work to friends and relatives to confine its appreciation to a select public. “No shop, no pillar can offer my little books to the sweaty hands of the vulgar,”7 Horace wrote in one of his Satires, favouring patronage and cronyism over the judgment of the plebs. In a society in which books were expensive in any case, even when they were as slight as Martial’s Epigrams, and where the majority of the population was illiterate and content to applaud the triumphs of generals returning to Rome by admiring the procession of illustrated wooden panels portraying their adventures,8 the bookseller was far from a common character. Yet reading Martial, you might think you were in the Paris of the late eighteenth century, where spiteful verse ended up being used as wrapping paper on the butcher’s stall. In Book IV he addresses this epigram to his book:




If you wish to be approved by Attic ears, little book, I urge and admonish you to please learned Apollinaris. None more meticulous and erudite, but none more benevolent and kind. If he holds you in his heart and on his lips, you will not fear the sneers of the ill-disposed nor supply mackerel with “tiresome tunics”. If he damns you, you may as well run straight to the bookcases of the saltfishmongers, fit for schoolboys to plough your backside.9





Books copied onto parchment were sold throughout the empire and exported beyond its borders; the trade continued to expand in the second and third centuries, but Pompeii, destroyed in 79 ce, is where we can best imagine today one of these tavernae librariae enticing customers in to buy a book the shop owner has hung from the pillar on his shopfront. The bookseller advertised new publications and recent translations on his whitewashed walls in large letters using red ink. This southern bibliopole, like his Roman counterpart, was a merchant trying his best to make a living (his shop sign can still be deciphered by the visitor to the ruins of the ancient city). However, by frequently acting as intermediary between authors and the public, he also undertook roles fulfilled by the literary agent or publisher today. It was the bookseller who paid the writers who entrusted their works to him and their success in part depended on him. Did a bookseller live in the so-called House of the Tragic Poet, where many scenes from the Iliad are depicted on the walls, or in the house of the poet Menander, both of which are adorned with magnificent mosaics? It doesn’t matter, because by walking through the streets of Pompeii or Herculaneum it’s possible, with a little imagination, to conjure up what a bookshop was like in the Graeco-Roman world. These stalls and shops, similar to ones found in Naples, Rome, Venice and Turin or, beyond the Alps, in Vienna, Lyon and Paris, spoke of the desire to read felt by society’s wealthiest, to whom shrewd traders offered works by the most sought-after authors.


The Far East


The West did not have a monopoly on producing books, of course, and, until very recently, Chinese scholars were convinced their country had begun doing so before Greece and Rome.10 In this part of the world, people started inscribing evidence of their existence on bronze objects, especially tripods, dating back to the sixteenth to eleventh centuries bce, during the Shang dynasty. Inscriptions on stone came later, dating from the second century bce, but some of these “books”, if they can be called that, measure two metres by one metre. In the fine Beilin Museum in Xi’an, the city that is also home to the extraordinary terracotta army, it is possible to wander through a forest of stelae engraved in many languages, some of which function as bilingual dictionaries, dispensing with the need for a Champollion (who deciphered the Rosetta Stone) to work out what these ancient texts mean. But, as with bronze artefacts bearing traces of writing, it is hard to speak of a market or even a trade in these objects.


With inscriptions written on strips of bamboo, probably from around the seventh to fifth centuries bce, actual books appeared, such as the work of military strategists Sun Tzu and Sun Bin. These works on bamboo, discovered in Shandong province in 1972, like the silk scrolls found in Hunan in 1973, are closer to what we call books – in other words, texts of varying length – but nothing is known about how they might have been sold. We do, however, know that the first collections of books on bamboo strips were organised by the central government in the second and first centuries bce, at the time of China’s unification under the Qin, thus giving rise to several national libraries responsible for preserving the country’s heritage and cultural memory. Emperor Chengdi, a Han ruler, ordered the first bibliographic classification of the country’s history around 25 bce, according to historians Liu Guojun and Zheng Rusi.11 They relate that it was under the Western (or earlier) Han (206 bce – 9 ce) and the Eastern (or later) Han (25–220 ce) that the much more extensive use of books became evident, as power remained one of the essential mechanisms for their preservation.


Manuscript books, written during the rule of the Jin – in the fourth century in the case of the History of the Three Kingdoms – began circulating after the development of paper-making, which was codified in 105 ce by Cai Lun, head of the imperial workshops. However, in the same period, Taoist seals of wood and bronze were found throughout the empire and testify to their widespread use for both religious and protective purposes.12 Four centuries later, wood-block printing brought the first developments of an activity that would be of consequence to millions of the faithful. As China, Korea and Japan transitioned from Taoism to Buddhism, they adopted the cult of images on a huge scale, which led to the proliferation of ways of making them, to the point that, by around 770, it became possible, in Japan’s case, to speak of “a million small pagodas” located in monasteries, each containing a block-printed talisman.13 At the same time, improved paper-making techniques enabled significant Chinese exports of this medium to Korea and Vietnam (in the second century), Japan (third century), Egypt (seventh century), Arabia (eighth century) and then Europe (around 900 ce), via the caravans of Arab merchants travelling the Silk Roads.14 As the use of paper became widespread, real bookshops came into being, which, in the year 4 ce in Changan (later Xian, in Shaanxi), then the country’s capital, and in Luoyang, another capital located in Henan at the beginning of the Eastern Han period, exchanged and sold the classics,15 much as European booksellers would at the Frankfurt and Leipzig fairs in the sixteenth century. As the historian Fang Yanshou writes, in the Tang period, around the ninth century, many shops selling almanacs, medical treatises and engraved Buddhist sutras were to be found in both Changan and Chengdu, in Sichuan. In his view, the commodification of books, or at least “the first sign of the book market”, began with the establishment of so many of these shops.16 These books, presented as scrolls and written on paper, took advantage of the invention of the printing press to reach almost every part of the country. The four main printing centres, which used movable type made of clay, and later wood or porcelain (metal was not employed until 1377, when it made its first appearance in Korea),17 were also centres where booksellers made works available to a well-to-do, cultured public – money and education being the two indispensable prerequisites for owning books at that time.


Is it possible to extrapolate from the case of China, splendidly illustrated in the twelfth century by the artist Zhang Zeduan in his painting The Long River during the Qingming Festival, and conclude that in Korea, Japan, Vietnam and even India, all bookshops looked alike? That would be going too far and overlooking other booksellers who were just as essential to the circulation of books: the pedlars and itinerant booksellers, who, as in Rome and Europe, travelled around with books in a bundle, on a cart, or on their own backs or that of a horse or zebu. Meanwhile, booksellers who kept shops, the profession’s elite, probably supplemented their book sales by selling paper, ink, brushes, glue and all the materials that the literati carried with them for writing and correspondence. In India, where oles – books made of palm leaves – have been found from over two thousand years ago, for which either a stylus was used to inscribe the palm leaf or a quill to form characters, little is known about the merchants who sold their clients such volumes before Islam reached the subcontinent. However, their early preservation and the care taken over their production are signs of both craftsmanship and trade, not just religious practice, so it seems reasonable to imagine that booksellers also appeared here quite early.


If China deserves pride of place over other parts of the world in terms of the early development of bookselling, it is probably because of the book fairs that were held on a fixed date, usually once a month, in the cities now known as Beijing, Nanjing, Suzhou and Hangzhou. Accounts that have been preserved give the impression that there was intense commercial activity in these cities as early as the Song period (tenth to thirteenth century) and on into the Yuan period (thirteenth to fourteenth century). These fairs predate the invention of printing in the West, which was when the great book fairs of the late Middle Ages began. They were events at which it was possible to buy old books, as in Europe, as well as books handwritten on strips of bamboo, or on paper made of silk or vegetable fibres. Also on sale were recent publications offered by two types of booksellers, one of which resembled modern publishers, along with printing plates, paper and ink for making one’s own prints, all of which were sold by stationer-booksellers, to use the modern term.


The question of the transmission of Chinese printing to the West rarely arises today, notwithstanding Thomas F. Carter,18 19 Étiemble and their followers, who are dwindling in number, but it long monopolised the debate, at the expense of less ideologically charged research into the dynamics of cultural transfer. As Jean-Pierre Drège notes, paper’s main contribution to the civilisation of the book was its portability.20 Unlike rolls of bamboo strips, which were heavy, cumbersome and unwieldy, and rolls of silk, which were too fragile and expensive, paper was well suited to wood-block printing, and, later, typography, and to spreading beyond the borders of the country that invented it. It took two centuries to reach Japan, and six more to get to Europe, but by then its widespread adoption was inevitable. Alongside these incontestable technology transfers, China had received Buddhist influence from outside. Indian oles inspired accordion books, one of the distinguishing features of Chinese books, such as “butterfly books”, assemblies of glued or bound leaves that local booksellers sold throughout South-East Asia and which are highly prized by modern collectors.


The Jewish world


The Ten Commandments, inscribed, according to the Old Testament, on two stone tablets by the finger of God, might be considered the first Jewish book. The tablets were destroyed by Moses when he came down from Mount Sinai and discovered the Jewish people worshipping a Golden Calf,21 but God dictated them again to Moses and they were piously preserved as a testament of the covenant between the Jewish people and their God. After the destruction of Solomon’s Temple in 587 bce, they were recopied as the Torah scrolls, which contain all of the first five books of the Old Testament. Thereafter, the Jewish people regarded themselves as the “people of the Book”, or “books”, since reading the Talmud, the canonical interpretation of the Torah, was just as essential as reading sacred texts; the Jews would soon go on to make a great deal of use of writing in a variety of forms. In Judaism, the figure of the copyist or scribe came before that of the bookseller in the sense we understand it, a characteristic common to the three “religions of the Book” since, taking the term ta biblia, “the books” in Greek, adapting it to the Latin meaning of “bible” (biblia), the Old Testament is common to Judaism, Christianity and Islam. In all three instances22 the copying of books of the Bible (covering the laws, prophets and other writings) in Hebrew or Aramaic, then Greek, Latin and vernacular languages in the case of Christianity, and Arabic in that of Islam, provided work for the thousands of copyists, illuminators, parchment makers and booksellers who traded in them for fifteen hundred years. Even today, although in decline, the calligraphy of biblical texts has a strong appeal, and the same is true of the Qur’an in the contemporary Arab-Muslim world. Given the particular history of the Jewish people and their successive subjugation by the Egyptians, Assyrians, Persians and Romans from the fifteenth century bce to the first century ce, their relationship to books and bookshops partly follows the form these activities took among these different peoples. But, as historian Jean Baumgarten puts it, albeit in a different context, “for the Jews, the book has always been much more than a simple object of culture, entertainment and knowledge; it possesses a fundamental existential dimension. Deprived of political institutions that could defend them before the authorities [. . .], the Jews projected onto the book a symbolic power, a sacred force on a quite different scale from what we see in Christian society”.23 This feature of their culture – taking the term in the anthropological sense to include religion, way of life, beliefs and practices of all kinds – permeates the entirety of Jewish history in its relationship to the book. The very fact that King Solomon could be considered the author of the Song of Songs, a book of the Hebrew Bible, underscores the importance of the written word. The same is true of the scrolls written on goat-, deer- and calfskin by the sofer, the scribe who piously copied the first books of the Bible to make a Sefer Torah. We might add that the tradition that believes the Septuagint Bible (the earliest Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible) was written by seventy-two translators, assembled in Alexandria around 270 bce by King Ptolemy II, only confirms this close relationship between the Jews – or at least the learned and the pious – and the book, viewed by them as a divine gift, and not, as it would be elsewhere, as a threat.24


To round off this consideration of the earliest phase of bookselling’s history, although it is probable there were Jewish stallholders selling books in Jerusalem after Titus besieged the city in 70 ce and established a Roman presence there, it was only after their dispersal across Europe that the Jews really used bookshops to satisfy their thirst for both religious and secular texts. Indeed, until around 1000 ce, books were considered magical-religious objects,25 and in most pious families remained enclosed inside their binding, then placed within a chest. From the eleventh century, as Jewish communities urbanised and relatively rapidly acquired literacy, the “open” book began to replace the “closed” one; it spread, particularly thanks to pedlars, first in cities and then in the countryside, as the progress of the printing press enabled the production of the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Hebrew Bible) at a more affordable price. Before that, it was in the field of translation – especially from Arabic into Hebrew, in the case of the writings of the philosopher Averroes, himself a translator of Greek thinkers, but also the works of Maimonides – that Jewish books spread to the first universities in Italy, France and Spain, thus contributing to the renewal of the study of antiquity in the West from the twelfth century.


Jewish books, printed in large numbers in Hebrew and Aramaic, and also in Yiddish from the mid-sixteenth century, could be found from Venice to Krakow and even Warsaw, also in Frankfurt and Amsterdam, Leipzig and Prague, testifying to local communities’ appetite for them. The earliest of these books were religious, but in time they also included entertainment and knowledge; they were handwritten before 1450–70, but increasingly printed from the early sixteenth century, and were distributed by itinerant printer-booksellers, some of whom were away from their families for months or years at a time, and by pedlar-booksellers, who carried a more limited stock. The most cautious, or the least enterprising, returned home every week for the Sabbath, as shown in painter and illustrator Alphonse Lévy’s Scènes familiales juives (Jewish family scenes), published between 1880 and 1910, and in Léon Cahen’s La Vie juive (Jewish life). With their bundles on their backs, exposed to all weathers and the dangers of the road, they can be classed as itinerant booksellers, since they had to show their wares and talk them up to try to convince potential customers that they could not live without owning at least some of these treasures.


As an intermediary between the worlds of the sacred and the profane, the Jewish pedlar-bookseller contributed greatly, from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries, to the proliferation of interpretations of the Talmud, and encouraged religious dissent, just as, in the Christian context, the pedlar-bookseller and printer of Bibles in vernacular languages played a large part in ensuring the success of the Reformation. In the Jewish case, this role was played by Hasidism,26 the best-known of these religious revival movements, but there were many others that also competed with the rise of secular cultures, encouraged by the appeal of books for leisure and, in time, of poetry and the novel. The Jewish printing industry, which was established initially in Italy, Spain, Portugal and the Ottoman Empire, left about one hundred and forty incunabula, which testifies to how rapidly Jewish communities appropriated the new techniques for reproducing sacred texts.27 However, by moving to Germany and settling in Central Europe, Jewish printer-publishers and printer-booksellers transformed the book produced on wooden presses into an object anyone could own. The rapid progress of Yiddish, though it does not feature in the series of incunabula found, left many traces in manuscripts from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. This encouraged the work of booksellers, who were an increasing presence at the great European fairs, in Frankfurt, where the Buchmesse (book fair) attracted professionals from across the continent every March and September, and in Antwerp, Ghent, Cambrai and Lyon.


Jewish booksellers were tolerated rather than accorded the same status as their Christian counterparts at these international gatherings, and so favoured peddling and selling their books on the road, as such activities were less subject to control than running a shop in a big city. The Jewish pedlar-bookseller – a figure who existed on the margins but interacted with people of all types, “a cultural intermediary who built bridges between the learned world and the world of ordinary people, between town and country”, as Jean Baumgarten puts it28 – exercised a vital function for Jewish books and particularly for popular books, calendars and almanacs, songs, popular novels and loose-leaf publications, meaning we need to expand our modern definition of the book well beyond the codex. In fact, the essence of the book is not a function of its size or its belonging to a specific universe, but its use. From this point of view, the hundreds of thousands of Jewish merchants, craftsmen and workers who flocked to the pedlar-bookseller to buy his wares turned what came off the printing presses into books. This relationship to the printed word was also found in Christian society in different circumstances: in Italy, in the fine Remondini collection of pious images preserved in Bassano del Grappa;29 in Spain, with the brotherhood of the blind in Madrid;30 and, later, in Brazil, in the literatura de cordel. So it seems beyond doubt that the book’s magical or symbolic character as talisman or amulet reflected back on the pedlar, too, making him part-magician, part-devil; his appearance might be eagerly anticipated, hailed and appreciated, but there was always the risk he would become a victim of his own success and be accused of all kinds of misdeeds at the first sign of an epidemic or other pestilence, occurrences that were almost as common as his visits.


The bookseller in the Islamic world


Even today, religious books account for between 15 and 20 per cent of publications in the Islamic world (including non-Arabic-speaking states such as Pakistan, Indonesia and Iran), compared to less than 5 per cent elsewhere. These statistics serve as a good introduction to an environment in which the calligraphic copying of the Qur’an retains high symbolic value, and where owning beautiful leather-bound sacred volumes is a strong sign of obedience to the precepts of Islam. The enthusiasm of twenty-first-century Muslims for beautiful religious books,31 a characteristic they share with pious Jews, is linked to the conviction that the Prophet Muhammad received revelation in a similar way as Moses two thousand years earlier. For a time, Christians also had a passion for beautifully illuminated Bibles, but by the nineteenth century the object had become distinct from its content, with societies and then missionary orders producing and distributing millions of crudely printed religious books. In the Islamic world, the preservation and collection of manuscripts long prevented printed books from replacing handmade ones, and the printing press, introduced to Egypt by Napoleon Bonaparte in the late eighteenth century, was even viewed as a suspect invention. After 1850, Arabic newspapers appeared almost everywhere in the Middle East, but the trade in printed books in Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco, Lebanon, Syria, Egypt and Iraq was driven more by colonisers than the desire of indigenous populations to use it as a tool of liberation.


We need to go back to the Prophet Mohammed and his companions to understand what made religious manuscripts the focus of such attention in the Islamic world that many observers were surprised by the rediscovery of private libraries in Timbuktu, at the time when Islamic State attempted to destroy them in 2012. Though initially rejected because of the sacred nature of revelation (which explains its slow development in Mecca and Medina), the book trade became established first in Baghdad and then in Damascus and Cairo as big cities blossomed into “provinces of Islam”,32 as the historian Houari Touati calls them. In Basra and Kufa in Iraq, where scholars were numerous at the beginning of the Hijrah (Muhammad’s journey from Mecca to Medina), book-related activities became professionalised and true booksellers emerged, just as Islamic culture became a civilisation of the written word in the latter half of the eighth century. The craftsmen and vendors in the book trade based themselves close to mosques and maintained a close relationship with the religious authorities. A century later, Isfahan’s booksellers’ market adjoined the Great Mosque and, significantly, the entrance to this holy place was through the “booksellers’ gate”, perhaps the most striking indication of the social status these traders had achieved.33 At the same time, similar phenomena linked to urbanisation, the development of specialist shops and the progress of Islamic culture are visible in Mosul, Damascus, Cairo and Baghdad, where there is evidence of a book market from 810 to 830. In Egypt, the Fatimids founded a new capital in Cairo in 969, and booksellers set up shop in greatest number in the “street of lanterns”, one of the city’s richest.


Like the Roman bibliopoles, the booksellers who developed in the Middle East at this time commissioned an army of copyists, illuminators and parchment makers to produce manuscripts which they sold at the highest price to powerful officials and dignitaries willing to pay dearly for an especially fine volume. As a huge library conveyed a caliph’s splendour and grandeur, the number of volumes it contained and their refinement confirmed the superiority of one prince over his peers or predecessors. The great merchant booksellers of Damascus, Baghdad, Cairo and Isfahan quickly grasped the importance of having as large a stock of manuscripts as possible and making the craftsmen who depended on their orders work around the mosques and later the madrasas (religious schools), when they too began to attract readers with the means to buy books.


The Arab conquest advanced from Egypt, Morocco and present-day Algeria to southern Spain, and enabled Cordoba to become the main market for books in the tenth century ce. Spain’s Arabic bookshops, located near the great mosques in Cordoba, Seville and Granada, added two functions to their expertise that we have not yet encountered in this form. Since the Qur’an attaches the greatest importance to the copy being identical to the oral teachings of the Prophet, the “verifier” became an honoured intermediary for collectors and a vital part of selling books. Like the auctioneer, or dallâl, who conducted open-air auctions of great libraries following the death of a prince or wealthy merchant, the book verifier was originally a scholar or cleric (ulama), but became a secular figure who was part of the book trade as the activities linked to distributing books were professionalised.34 As Islam developed, so too did the range of the bookseller’s activities: copyist, calligrapher, illuminator, pedlar, verifier, stentorian auctioneer, expert who could spot a counterfeit copy of a period manuscript, but also workshop printer and, later, from the eighteenth century, publisher-shopkeeper. In Iran, Anatolia and, a little later, Bukhara, it was the art of illumination that transformed Qur’ans into true works of art that are sought after by wealthy museums and collectors today. In sub-Saharan Africa, and particularly in Timbuktu, the medieval holy city along the Niger River, manuscripts of all kinds, both religious and secular, were lovingly preserved in what were known as wisdom cabinets, wooden boxes whose function was to prevent the parchment suffering the ravages of time and crumbling to dust.


Here as elsewhere, some booksellers became pedlars or itinerant merchants who accompanied camel caravans across the Sahara and Central Asia. They returned with paper, which was already being used in China and was to be found in Samarkand and Baghdad by the late eighth century, then in Cairo in the following one, and in Spain in the early eleventh century, before reaching Italy, where the first paper mills appeared in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Paper, which Harun al-Rachid made compulsory in the administration of the Abbasid Empire at the end of the eighth century because it was harder to scrape away than parchment and therefore less likely to be doctored,35 quickly became the ideal medium for both religious and secular literature, whether for scientific knowledge or entertainment. Between the eighth and tenth centuries, Arab booksellers became key players in the development of souks. As privileged intermediaries in their religion’s progress in the world, they managed to shape their political and social elites’ relationship with culture by creating a need to signal one’s distinction through book ownership.


All the evidence we have on the origin of the great princely and private libraries confirms the role played by the one-upmanship of the powerful, each wanting to outdo his peers. France’s Louis IX (Saint Louis), who was imprisoned in Cairo in 1250 during the seventh crusade, was impressed by the splendour of the library of the Ayyubid sultan, heir to Saladin and leader of the Mamluks, and returned home convinced that a Christian prince ought to make some of his own book collection available to the public.36 Although no direct influence can be detected, since the art of the illuminated manuscript had long existed in Christian countries, the aesthetics of Islamic calligraphy undoubtedly contributed to a spirit of competition between the two sides at the time of the crusades, thus reinforcing the importance of owning beautiful books and giving work to the booksellers whose survival was assured for a long time in Islam. Arab scholars grasped the importance of Greek thinkers and scientists, and translated their work, making a major contribution to the development of Europe’s rediscovery of antiquity37 and preparing the way for the Christian West’s great movement back to Greek and Roman thinkers that began with the birth of universities in the twelfth century. In Bernard of Chartres’s well-known metaphor – “We are dwarves sitting on the shoulders of giants” – which was widespread at the time, there is an echo of recognition for those who brought about this movement of renewal, the booksellers without whom the traces of the past would have taken longer to resurface, but also the translators who settled in Sicily and Spain.


The Byzantine world


Byzantium, the ancient capital of Thrace at the mouth of the Bosphorus, was renamed Constantinople in 330 ce and Istanbul a thousand years after that. Before it inspired the dreams of nineteenth-century French traveller and writer Pierre Loti, who set his first novel Aziyadé (1879) there, it was the object of much desire and ceaseless struggles between the fall of the Western Roman Empire in 476 and Sultan Mehmet II’s capture of the city in 1453. As the historian Michel Kaplan has pointed out,38 Western civilisation is indebted to this thousand-year empire for “the transmission of ancient Greece’s heritage: all the extant written works from the Iliad to the Church Fathers were transmitted to us by manuscripts copied out by the Byzantines. The large-scale transfer of these manuscripts to the West and then Russia began in the thirteenth century.” But, having established that Constantinople laid the foundations for the direct transmission of this double heritage, Kaplan adds something which is fundamental to evaluating the cultural transfers that happened at this time: “The West had received some of them well before, but mainly in the field of religion: it knew Plato and Aristotle, for the most part, only through the intermediary of Arabic translations, which were then retranslated into Latin or European languages.” This fact means that to the various functions associated with the development of bookselling throughout history can be added that of translator, which has been essential to safeguarding the writings of the past.


Translators, the ancestors of cultural intermediaries, as they are called today,39 were not strictly speaking booksellers in Rome in the early Christian era, in Baghdad, Damascus and Cairo at the beginning of the Hegira, or in Constantinople when it was the capital of the Eastern Roman Empire from the fourth century (which saw the great imperial library come together as its nerve centre). But the lay translator, who was neither monk nor cleric, did have some relationship with bookselling. It was probably such booksellers, about whom little is known, except that their manuscripts were expensive in Constantinople,40 who commissioned the translation of ancient authors and often lent the translator manuscripts in Greek, Hebrew, Arabic and other languages.41 Just as Secundus and his colleagues in Rome had many slaves to copy scrolls by the most sought-after authors, so translators occupied a lower rung of the social hierarchy when they worked for an intermediary, although this did not stop some of them enjoying a reputation for excellence. Faced with demand that outstripped what the monasteries could supply, ancient Byzantium’s booksellers were the heirs of their Greek and Roman predecessors, but it seems that they did not operate from shops until after the tenth or eleventh century.42 The Chartoprateia (paper market) was located not far from the forum and the library, then later the great bazaar, and later still, after 1506, the Beyazit mosque. It preceded the appearance of merchants with fixed premises, the ancestors of the Istanbulite booksellers who remain in the same district to this day.


After their sack of Constantinople on 12 April 1204, crusaders brought back not only gold and jewels, but also sumptuously bound manuscripts and gospels which they had seized from their owners. Later, in the fifteenth century, Byzantine scholars settled in Italy, whose great Renaissance libraries, the Marciana library in Venice and the Vatican library in Rome, owe much of their wealth to Greek manuscripts from Constantinople.43 Another of the Byzantines’ contributions to the West was the art and cult of images, which sharply divided the Catholic Church in the Middle Ages, but which, after the synod ordered by Empress Theodora in 843,44 led to the retreat of the iconoclasts and the victory of those who, like Pope Gregory the Great,45 considered it permissible to use images to teach the faithful about Bible stories, and even depict Christ as a man, since he had led an earthly life. The surprising defeat of the Byzantine bishops who rejected images – “iconoclasts” in the literal sense of the word – would make Byzantine art, with its mosaics and book illustrations, one of this civilisation’s most significant contributions. Booksellers were of course participants in these disputes, on which the prosperity of their trade partly depended. They must have followed these quarrels closely from the Chartoprateia district, near Saint Sophia, the largest cathedral in Christendom, whose exceptional dome was consecrated in December 563. Their subject was highly consequential and reflected the rivalries between different power centres.
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