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Members of the Grolier Club and honoured guests, may I begin by expressing

thanks to two people instrumental in me speaking to you tonight? First, to

my host Declan Kiely, Executive Director of the Club, whose scholarly and

curatorial acumen are equalled only by his generosity of spirit. The second
(distinctly less congenial) person the late British Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher, whose intervention in British academic life enabled me to become a

rare book dealer.

The year was 1983, and Mrs Thatcher thought English Universities over-
burdened by Arts Departments, at much the same time that | was feeling
overburdened by my duties as a member of the English Department at the
University of Warwick, and Chair of its Faculty of Arts. I'd joined Warwick
in January of 1972, and by the early eighties was looking for an alternative
way to make a living, something less anxiously competitive, and more fun. If I
resigned | was entitled to a tax-free severance payment of £27,000, sufficient

for my young family of four to live on for a couple of years.

Since then, my life has been spent in the relatively sedate English rare book
and manuscript trade, and I shall confine myself to my own experiences, in the

form of this modest memoir. The transition from academic to business life was at




once simple and complex. I had been “in school” as the Americans would have
it, since I was five, my life and internal thythms defined by terms and semesters,
with protracted holidays over the summer months. And suddenly life as a full-
time dealer was dangerously unstructured, and equally unpredictable. Things
didn’t happen, and then suddenly they did. Books came and went steadily but
randomly. My young employee the late, wonderful Peter Selley counselled being
more proactive, and wrote to various collectors and writers to ask if they might
consider selling their material, a practice of which I rather disapproved. It felt a

trifle too proactive to my ear.

I was having coffee with the novelist Howard Jacobson, who mentioned his
burgeoning archive. I said I could deal with it when the time arose, and that |
would never mention it again. Six months ago - some 27 years later - he came

back to me, and we will be offering his papers in the new year.

Reticent to the point of timidity? Perhaps I'd been in England too long? I went
up to Oxford in 1966 after graduating from UPenn, and I'd begun unconsciously
to assimilate the snobbish English distaste for “trade,” which in England is not

so much something you do, as something you are.

While still teaching at Warwick I was approached by our visiting professor from
the University of Wisconsin. Might I help them to acquire the archive of DM
Thomas, whose “The White Hotel” had been an enormous success in America,
and came a close second for the Booker in 1981 (which was won by “Midnight’s
Children”). Thomas was intrigued, and asked me if he should cash in now - and
for how much - or wait until he had produced more work? I didn’t know what to

say or do, had no idea how to catalogue or to market an archive.
There were, 1 gathered, three models:

An author might sell or donate his or her papers to an institution, such as the
British Library or the Bodleian. In America, Robert O’Neill of Boston College
approached scores of contemporary British writers, offering a home, but not a

payment, for their papers.

Alternately, a dealer might offer to purchase an author’s papers en bloc. Kulgin
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Archive image: Kazuo Ishiguro, from When We Were Orphans.



Duval and Colin Hamilton, who dealt largely with Scottish writers, were quite

happy to pick up the relevant boxes, write a cheque, and then find a home for them.

By way of contrast, the firm of Bertram Rota, who did the bulk of post-
War dealing in British literary archives, acted on commission for their many
authors, and sold multiple archives to Texas, Tulsa, the Lilly Library, the Berg
Collection, and many other American institutions, as well of course to the
British Library. Anthony Rota once told me that he “had never failed” to place
an archive, presumably because his firm financially foregrounded the needs,
budgets and good will of their institutional customers. A writer only has one

archive, an institution can buy dozens.

There was thus a further possibility: privilege the interests of the writer rather
than the institution. I soon did so. My more aggressive pricing didn’t endear
me to many of the American librarians. (My initial reception from Lola Szladits
at the Berg was somewhat north of frosty). But writers talk to each other, and

it soon became known that I was often cutting better deals for many of them.

[ suppose the question, I said to D M Thomas, is at what price would you be
tempted? I compiled an amateurish list of his holdings: holograph manuscripts
and typescripts of the novels and poetry notebooks, how many pages and
iterations, and whether they were lightly, heavily or extensively corrected in
holograph. Wisconsin bought the archive for £20,000, and further material a
Jew years later. Offered more they demurred - budgets were tight! - and soon their
acquisitions archivist ceased to answer further letters, or to return phone calls. 1
wrote to the Director of the Library to complain, and receiving no answer, sent a
polite but firm letter to the President of the University, insisting that his library

had a scholarly obligation to insure the continuity of the archive.

As 1983 was the onset of my life as a full time rare book dealer, the year
1996 sparked the beginning of the end. I did not recognise this at the time,
seduced like the rest of the biblio-world by the range and depth of the
new website Abebooks.com, which soon offered instant access to millions
of books from thousands of dealers. My customers largely loved it, as it

located yet another way — like representing themselves in the auction rooms

— to cut out the middleman. It took me many years to recognise that this
turbocharged access to rare books was destroying the animating archetype
of our business. Graham Greene, himself a keen collector, once remarked
to me wistfully that he so envied me my life. Why was that? “The thrill of

the chase, it’s a treasure hunt!”

Not so very long thereafter the chasing was merely across a computer screen.
Rare books were no longer rare, though still expensive. Dealers and collectors
increasingly attempted to redefine rarity, to maintain the excitement: hence the
ludicrous overvaluation of the condition of collectible books, and particularly
of dust wrappers. I once had an assiduous collector who, when I rang offering a
thoroughly desirable book, inquired “is it the best copy in the world?” Another
assembled more than 8,000 first editions, which were his duplicates, having

been superseded in the process of upgrading.

This is boring. No chase, no thrills. I began to focus on the sale of literary
archives, which are not merely unique, but academically worthy, and for which
there are almost no private buyers. You’d need to be exponentially madder than
the average collector to abandon your tidy shelves of pristine first editions for

the detritus of a literary archive: the sheer musty, asthmatic box-filey mess of it.

And now, I hear the counsel of William Blake: “to generalise is to be an
idiot,” which is my favourite generalisation. Tell the stories, and tell them
improperly. | have resisted the temptation to make this unreliable little memoir
too narratively smooth, for it describes a curiously jagged, jumpy form of life.
Opportunities emerged, developed or vanished, lay dormant only to reappear
many years later. Stories were punctuated and interrupted by other stories, and
so it went on, except when it didn’t. So that is how I tell it, a bit like what your

incoming President calls “the weave,” only sane.

I have sold dozens of author and publisher archives and inevitably some
of the process requires discretion. There may be contractual obligations, or
matters of personal and family privacy. Or perhaps I, acting as agent for one of
my authors, may be instructed to keep my mouth shut, when it much prefers

to be open. I have always been forthcoming about where my rare books come



from, how much I paid for them, and whether I could offer decent terms and/or
a discount. This has the obvious drawbacks, but it has the advantage that those

of my customers who believe me, trust me.

When I deal in archives I am by nature and practice as indiscrete as
possible, not because I am a gossip, but because too much of the business — the
transactions between libraries, authors and the book trade — is unavailable for
consultation. Of course, some information is out there, perhaps hidden away
on library websites or press releases. But it is, frankly, almost impossible to
learn the details of many archival sales, which means that all too few authors,
agents, publishers, dealers, and librarians can learn how the trade actually
works. I doubt very much if there are a six dealers in the UK who understand

this market adequately.

In 1989 was introduced to the Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai by our mutual friend
Olwyn Hughes, whose brother Ted had been instrumental in promoting Amichai’s
work in the UK. Yehuda wished to sell his archive and sent a comprehensive list.
1 suggested a price of £60,000, and Yale was soon anxious to make the purchase.
Amichat then wrote to announce that he had “consulted his friends and his
lawyer.” Had he included his accountant we wouldve had the fatal trifecta of

ignorance. The lawyer advised that Yale must pay in advance of shipment.

More authors were now approaching me for a valuation of their papers and
possible sale. Aside from the ubiquitous Anthony Rota, almost no English
dealers wanted the business. Too secretive, too messy, and insufficiently
profitable relative to the time it takes. [ began by charging 10% to my authors,
eventually raised it to 20%, then invented a shifting scale that was regarded as
if it were a shifty scale, went back to 20%, or 30%, sometimes split between
seller and buyer. This was adequate if an archive actually sold, but some didn’t,

and I had to swallow the costs of archiving and cataloguing.

The widow of a recently deceased poet offered her husband’s papers - which my
colleague spent several days in a damp country retreat examining, and then
produced an admirable catalogue - only to withdraw the commission shortly

thereafter, and use our catalogue to make the sale herself.

A doubly grubby experience. From the beginning I got younger and stronger
others to do the heavy lifting and damp and dust-inhaling. And because I'm
not very good at it, the cataloguing as well. My role is to go to lunches with
the interested parties and hope to make some deals. (When my son Bertie was
eight, hearing about my excellent meal at The Ivy, he observed sadly that he

would never be able to join my business. Why was that? “Because | only like

MecDonald’s”).

Yale of course refused to pay for Amichai’s archive in advance. I offered to pay
Jfor it myself, have it shipped to my office and thence to New Haven. Amichai said

no, no deal, goodbye: “How can I be assured you wouldn’t then sell it for more?”

Nine years later he sold it, to Yale. Perhaps for more? You can understand
his wariness. Authors have almost no idea what their archives might be worth.
They have working notions mixing hope with ignorance: figures get rounded
off and up: £50,000? £100,000? More? Lots or pots more? Two major English
novelists - household names, both - initially suggested a million dollars for their
archives. Why should my life’s work be worth less that my latest film contract, or

publisher’s advance?

The answer, | suggested, was that their papers were not their life’s work,
but the terminal moraine of it, the stuff: boxes of manuscripts and research
files, letters and cards, diaries and journals, photographs and memorabilia.
This material is not dross, it may be deeply and indeed troublesomely personal,
and | have known writers who obsess for years about what should be included,
what should be embargoed, and what retained. And if this can be harrowing,
imagine the responses of some of their friends and relations whose letters were
included in the archive, and released, sometimes without a by-your-leave, into

public access.

This stuff is the very material from which biographies and literary chronicles
of all sorts may be crafted. So how does one, how did I, learn to value it?
The answer in the first instance is relatively simple. Get the target right. An
American writer’s alma mater is likely to pay more for their archive than

another institution. The National Library of Scotland will value Scottish writers



most highly. Libraries may collect women authors, Jewish or Catholic writers,
or subjects relating to war. That sort of thing. But the real key to getting one’s
valuation, not right but at least not implausible, is comparators; what have
other, if you may similar, author’s archives sold for, and to whom, and crucially

what was in them, and where would they best fit?

Ruth Fainlight, now in her nineties, is a poet of high quality and the widow of
Alan Sillitoe. We recently sold her archive to the Lilly Library, where Alan’s papers
and those of her brother Harry reside. Libraries like it when archives interact,
and speak with each other. Ruth’s certainly does, having numerous letters from

Sylvia Plath, who is heavily represented at the Lilly.

Having spent years myself looking at letters and manuscripts in various
libraries, it has been agreeable to think that [ am advancing the cause of literary
scholarship. But my main concern, as a dealer, is to raise money for my clients:
for their retirement, to educate their grandchildren, to live more comfortably at

an age when their back-lists are starting to look a little too back-ish.

Surprisingly the price resistance in this market sometimes comes from “the
enemy within.” A senior official at one of our national libraries told me that he
thought it was a writer’s obligation to gift their papers to the library. I replied
that this seemed to me immoral: every time it happens, it means that the next
author through the door will be under pressure to be commensurately generous.
Alan Bennett could afford to donate his papers to the Bodleian, few of my

clients are in a similarly secure financial position.

“What a generous thought,” I replied to the Library Officer, “are you going to

be donating your pension to the nation as well?”

&

In 1993, Peter Ackroyd approached me through our mutual friend and literary
agent Giles Gordon, to place his archive. He was an astonishing phenomenon,
so productive, so knowledgeable, able to channel voices and historical pertods
seamlessly. We made a list of his already voluminous production, and offered it to

the British Library for £55,000. “I'm certainly not paying so much for the work

of a forty-four year old!” said their Manuscripts Librarian, a trifle testily. “Next

B

thing I know I'll be offered another ten books for twice the price.’

“Ah yes,” I said, “won’t that be great! He is the greatest writer about London
since Dickens, so there’s plenty to be getting on with. And you, of course, are at

the very heart of London. What a perfect match!

&

Tom Rosenthal, owner of André Deutsch Publishers commissioned me to sell
their publishing archive, which I offered to Tulsa for £125,000. I was contacted
shortly thereafter by Anthony Rota, acting as their agent. How did I arrive at
this surprising asking price? How much did I value the Updike letters at? The
Naipaul letters? The Geoffrey Hill letters? I gave answers, which detonated
factal expressions ranging from incredulous to scandalised. What were the
comparators? I cited some relevant figures for each writer, knowing it didn’t

matter. It was a done deal.

&

Ah, Geoffrey Hill. As a university teacher, Hill had hand-written his lectures on
all of the major figures of English and American literature from Chaucer to the
present: sufficient for multiple books of essays had he chosen to publish them.
There was also interesting personal material, including one note in which he
identified himself as “the most important poet since Yeats.” Emory had made
an unsatisfactory offer, and The Bodleian asked for three months to raise the
£250,000, which I was unable to promise.

I then rang Chris Sheppard at the Brotherton Collection in Leeds, which
spectalises in the papers of Yorkshire-born writers. Might he be interested in Hill’s
archive? “Can you put it on hold?” He asked, and before I could reply, “I will
get back to you in three hours.” It didn’t take that long.

Why are some institutions so expeditious while others are nigh-pathologically
laborious? I wish I knew. It has something to do with the size of the library, whether
it is a public institution, what the source and nature of its funding protocols are,

and most particularly who you are dealing with, and how close to the top they are.



I want to sell archives, libraries to buy them. But our commonality of interest
only gets us so far. I wish to place material quickly, make my commission, and
move on. I'm impatient. My institutional customers move slowly, and need to
exercise scholarly and fiduciary restraint, terms that I have come to detest.
Never having worked in a library, | asked a senior archivist friend if he would
give me a couple of paragraphs on how the internal process of acquisition works
at his institution? He is by no means long-winded, but what I got were a couple

of pages, detailing (no less than) twelve stages.

From my point of view, such a lengthy process is frustrating when it isn’t
infuriating. But I try to imagine life on the other side: accessions librarians are
besieged by an importuning queue of dealers and private owners - of various
degrees of incompetence, offering archives and manuscripts, often ill-described
and of little interest - all of whom want regular feedback. With processes so
laborious, and so much else to be getting on with, librarians frequently abstain
from answering queries until they actually have something to say. It often takes
a frustratingly long time for an email of the most apparently innocuous sort
“just checking in, any progress on the archive?” to get answered. At the very

least, I thought, there might be a recorded phone message.

“Please hold, we are trying to connect you. Your archive proposal
is important to us. You are 68th in line and should be contacted by

our representative in eight to ten weeks.”

And there I am gripping my iPhone, floating and desolate, lost in transaction
with this electronic absence.

Unable to sell Ackroyd to the British Library, I rang Vincent Giroud at The

2

Beinecke. Might he want Peter’s papers? “Yes,” he said, “send them.’

In 2009, I brought Peter an inscribed copy of my recently published Outside
of a Dog, which is subtitled A Bibliomemoir, a term I coined, and hope one day
to be credited with in the OED, which still doesn’t include it.

“It’s based on the premise that you are what you read or have read,” I burbled,
“so I tell the story of my life from the 25 books that have influenced and formed

me, from Dr Seuss right through to....”

“Darling,” he said, “why don’t you write about something interesting?”

When I was approached by Granta to sell their Magazine archive, the question
of how to value it was clearly different from valuing a single author’s papers. My
mind reverted to the Deutsch archive, and Anthony Rota’s methodologically
suspect procedure in valuing the individual files of letters, rather than that of

the entire publishing business and its attendant records.

But how to establish further comparators? The archives of The Paris Review
had recently sold to the Morgan for what was then the equivalent of £500,000.
Granta’s holdings, especially under the early editorship of Bill Buford, offered
a compelling range of the emerging writers of the new generation, But The
Paris Review archives had its roots in early modernism as well as contemporary
literature, having material from Eliot, Hemingway, Pound and the like. It was

worth more.

In 2019 The British Library acquired the Granta Magazine archive for
£275,000, remarking with delight how well it dovetailed with their holdings
of many of the most prominent contributors. This was heartening, because the
archive combined literary and business material. So | was quite sanguine when
I later received a commission to sell the records of The Arvon Foundation.
Founded in 1968, and enthusiastically supported by Ted Hughes, Arvon is
a creative writing organisation in which students pay to spend a week at one
of five rural residential centres, where various courses are offered by a wide
range of well-known authors. The archive is rich in correspondence from scores
of writers discussing their methods, manifold frustrations and occasional

pleasures in teaching their Arvon students.

The archive should have been an easy sell, and I didn’t push the price. But
again and again | was told this was not a literary archive, but the archive of
a literary business. Category mistake! I eventually had the good idea to offer
it to the University of lowa Library because it would fit so perfectly with the
records of the lowa Writers Workshop. The Workshop has an endowment of
some $12,000,000. Not interested, they said.

A similar problem of miscategorising has occurred with the archive of the



Artwork: Mrs Thatcher, Gimson’s Prime Ministers. Archive of Martin Rowson.

extraordinary Martin Rowson, who has published and illustrated some twenty
books, but is perhaps best known as the long-time controversial contributor to
The Guardian. 1 offered his archive enthusiastically. Ah, it was immediately
damned by the C-word. “Sorry, we don’t collect cartoonists!” But, hold on,
slow down. Martin Rowson is a coruscating political commentator, his fierce
satiric images engraved on the national consciousness. He is the Hogarth of
our times. His archive contains manuscripts and correspondence, and over
8000 drawings, illustrations and cartoons, which can sell individually for
up to £500. They would make an astonishing exhibition, and the price of
£200,000 seems almost too reasonable. When it finds the right home it will

make a compelling exhibition.

With archives size matters. Allen Ginsberg, Norman Mailer and Tom Wolfe’s
papers fetched between two and two and a half million dollars. Each might
be regarded as not merely a literary archive, but also as “Americana,” and
therefore of more widely defined research interest, for instance, to sociologists
and social historians. Wolfe’s papers measured some 140 shelf feet, Mailer’s

400, Ginsberg’s a whopping 1340 (which is almost exactly a quarter of a mile).

In 2013 Kazuo Ishiguro was beginning to feel that his papers were colonising too
much of his domestic space. He kept his material carefully, and before releasing it
attached yellow posi-it notes to scores of the files, identifying what they were, and
when they were conceived. It is the only annotated archive I have encountered,
an astonishing testtmony to the author’s meticulousness. There were carefully
delineated multiple successive iterations of the Booker-winning The Remains of
the Day (1989) beginning with a short play entitled The Butler. A slim novel had
emerged from a hefiy pile of early iterations.

I was told that Texas had recently purchased the archive of lan McEwan (who
represented himself in the negotiations) for two million dollars. McEwan’s

archive measures a tad over 30 shelf feet...

In terms of excellence, Ishiguro was palpably a comparator, though he had
published fewer books and had a less extensive literary correspondence than

McEwan. So how should the McEwan sale price affect my assessment of the value



of the Ishiguro archive? Was it a benchmark or an outlier? To work this out, you
need not just the story, but the story behind the story. Texas had a significant
donor, hence had not needed to use their limited yearly budgets. A donor! In the
UK library world such charitable largesse is very uncommon indeed: the English

donate blood, occasionally even a kidney, not money for library purchases.

&

I haven'’t yet had a reply from the President of the University of Wisconsin, where
D M Thomas’s early archive still resides, despite my offer to buy it back. In the
following decades Thomas produced an astonishing depth and variety of work,
which I feared would be impossible to place. Institutions dislike a broken archive,
especially as so much weight is given to an author’s formative early life and
work. In 2017, nevertheless, the British Library bought his remaining papers,
and has since followed by buying a further tranche, with a final one in the works.

A further tranche? It’s only reasonable; writers go on writing, and every
so often, usually between seven and ten years, enough material will have
accumulated in readiness to join the rest of the archive. This can be a nice
earner for the writer, but it’s difficult for the library, who cannot budget for what
they do not know is coming. (My client, the irrepressible Liverpool Poet Roger
McGough, calls this “tranche warfare”™).

Of course, the major factor in valuing an archive is what the market will bear.
There is no doubt that it is now depressed from the high point of fifteen and
more years ago. The crash of 2018 and subsequent effects of the Covid years hit
universities in both the UK and the USA badly, and their libraries were early to feel
the cuts. Accessions budgets were trimmed, staffing was cut: libraries made fewer

accessions, and found it increasingly difficult to store and to catalogue them.

In the current straitened financial situation, many libraries are beginning to
ask for, if not to demand, that the initial price for an archive include “future
accruals.” This is hardly onerous if the writer is in their eighties or nineties, like
my friends and clients Ruth Fainlight and James Hamilton-Paterson, who were

happy to accede. As indeed I was with my own archive at the Lilly Library.

But what if Kazuo Ishiguro, selling in his late fifties, had made such an

agreement? And then won the Nobel Prize!

&

Rachel Cusk began selling her surviving papers at an even younger age. “l was a
single mother raising two kids” she told me, “and we moved a lot. I didn’t have
‘a wife’ to pack up after me, and I threw a lot of stuff away.” What manuscript

material she managed to save fit into two large boxes.

Her books are lauded internationally, and we suggested an asking price
commensurate with her burgeoning reputation.. “Not negotiable,” she said.
“I’ll bet women get less money for their archives!” I consulted several colleagues
experienced in such sales, to ask if Rachel was right? They talked me through the
major examples: authors, institutions. dates, prices and backstories. Do women’s

papers fetch lower prices? Yes.

The archive included Rachel’s computer, which gives full access to her emails. “Are
you sure?” I asked, thinking of her controversial book “Aftermath”, which was
about her acrimonious divorce, many details of which would be found therein.

“Yes,” she said.

The emails certainly added research value to the archive, but what of monetary
value? Steve Enniss, Director of the HRC at Austin, was clear: they aren’t unique,
so they are not worth anything financially. He was of course aware of the paradox:
valuable, but not valuable! My answer to this problem lies in the Bill Clinton
Sformulation: don’t ask, don’t tell. When emails are included in my offerings, they

are part of the total package and never valued independently.

This sale happened in 2017, which is already beginning, sadly, to feel like
the good old days.

The health of the market in literary archives is, of course, intimately related
to the subject of English both at school and in universities. The overall
pattern is clear. Since my days teaching at Warwick, challenges to “the
canon” have lead slowly to the inclusion of more women, and then more black

writers, and inexorably towards a generalised insistence on “diversity” and



“inclusiveness,” and what is now called the “decolonisation” of the syllabus

and study of literature.

Cause and effect are unclear, but English today is a less attractive subject
both at school and at university. Student numbers are very substantially down,
departments of English in both America and the UK have been cut back in
staffing, some have closed entirely, or amalgamated with others locally. What
might the future hold?

In the near enough future an archive will be confined to the contents of a
writer’s hard drive, so how will one one determine its value? Financially? Like
all markets it will sort itself out. But in terms of scholarship it seems ironically
possible that the more electronic archives become, the more available they will
become. Could they all be stored in the cloud, and accessed by Al instantly,
let us say, to compile a volume of Selected Letters by Salman Rushdie? What

we are witnessing is a change in a form of life, not its demise.

This will of course leave archive dealers out of work. I don’t mind: I've had
frustration and excitement, modest profits in financial terms but huge ones in
the people and the stories I have met and gathered. At an age when most of my
contemporaries have retired from their retirement, I still enjoy my work, except

on the days when I don’t.

It’s been a privilege. I have been, for some forty years, privy to and a part of
the ongoing, compelling narratives of literary life. It is perhaps as competitive
and anxious as my life as a University teacher was, but it’s a lot more fun:

conjoined with academic study, out but still in, a perfect resolution to that life
decision [ made in 1983.

Thanks again Mrs Thatcher, thank you Declan.
And thank you all for coming tonight.
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