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As a left hander, my natural inclination in reading 
magazines (only -- not books) is to read back to front, which 
admittedly makes no sense. Occasionally my wife informs me 
of other tasks I perform oddly. For some reason she chuckles 
when I tie my shoes. It’s a right brain left brain thing.
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So the notion of reviewing books in reverse – covering 

sinistral thinking, too, in reviewing a newly-released edition 
of a 75-year-old bibliography text that’s well known but little 
read by bibliophiles and might be just the thing for those in the 
autograph world seeking to enlarge their bibliographic know-
how.

Bookseller memoirs aplenty populate this column in recent 
years, nearly all from long-established high-end specialist 
antiquarian book and historical document dealers and usually 

Bythell’s is not a carefully-crafted memoir, though, but simply 
a daily off-the-cuff diary chronicling the frenetic day-in-day-
out of a used bookshop (named The Bookshop) – a completely 
different and utterly spontaneous beast.

If you’re wondering what bookselling is like in the real 
world, though – the day-to-day realities at the other end of the 
spectrum -- Remainders of the Day is it.

“Antiquarian” may just be an eleven-letter word for 
“old,” yet in the book world the former carries connotations 
of rarity, primo condition, and luxurious quality. Conversely, 
“secondhand” may just be one letter shy of “antiquarian,” but it 
carries connotations of used, commonplace, and inexpensive. 
And making a living handling secondhand books, often 
paperbacks, means handling a huge volume at low prices. At 
about 100,000 volumes, Bythell’s bookshop is considered the 
largest secondhand bookshop in Scotland.

Remainders of the Day shows us bookselling in the muddy 

more. In earlier times it was half- jokingly considered a very 
pleasant way to make very little money, but apparently Bythell’s 

enough that closing in on a quarter century his shop has 

Bookselling in America and bookselling in Scotland may seem 
similar in many respects, but in many ways we operate on 
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different planets.
A bit of background: Wigtown lies in the Galloway region 

of rugged southwest Scotland and proclaims itself a “book 
town,” a marketing ploy begun in the 1970s in the tiny town of 
Hay-on-Wye on the Welsh-English border. Wigtown likewise 
was a down-on-its-luck village whose industries had died; a 
handful of booksellers who loved the idea of operating in a rural 
idyll revitalized its decimated downtown and resuscitated its 
economy. Wigtown’s 890 residents make my town of Galena’s 
3200 residents in the rugged northwest corner of Illinois sound 
like a booming metropolis. To give further context, Illinois is 
almost twice the size of Scotland and the population of Chicago 
and suburbs nearly double that of Scotland.

In Remainders of the Day, Bythell exudes the dry, acerbic 
worldview of many a bookseller, the classic curmudgeon – but 
beneath this taciturn gloom beats a witty, lively book person 
who is remarkably sociable and deeply engaged in the fabric 
of this quirky community. It runs from February 5th, 2017 to 
February 4th, 2018, its format identical for each day: He notes 
the number of online orders (usually a couple to several) and 
how many of those orders were found, makes laugh-out-loud 
observations about the day (ranging from one sentence to a page 
or two, but generally a few short paragraphs), and closes with 
the “Till total” (in pounds) and number of paying customers.

the staff at The Bookshop: How will we fare tomorrow? Who 
will come in? How much will we sell? Bythell gives the stream-
of-conscious nature of a diary some shape and framework by 
injecting at the start of each month a paragraph or two from 
R.M. Williamson’s 1904 book Bits from an Old Bookshop, then 
giving his modern take of Williamson’s remarks. Diaries are by 
nature splintered, though, so other than this, each of Bythell’s 
entries prove so wildly, relentlessly eclectic and arbitrary that 
characterizing these daily jottings presents quite a challenge. 
Let’s have a go at highlighting some recurring elements:
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Books: Compared to my own rural area of the Midwest, 
rural Scotland bursts at the seams with books. A mind-numbing 
barrage of books arrive at The Bookshop, much of it dross 
or cheap shelf stock. Typical is 9 April: “At 3 p.m. a woman 
brought in 200 railway books which had belonged to her late 
husband. No Thomas the Tank Engines in this collection…. I 
gave her £175 for them. Just after she’d left, a man came in 
with 300 military history books…. This is normally a good 
subject, but the shelves are full at the moment, and a lot of his 
books were missing dust jackets and not in particularly good 
condition. I selected about thirty of them and gave him £50. He 
insisted on leaving the whole lot….”

Stuff in, stuff out – the above scenario plays out frequently, 

ton (literally) of unsellable dreck and drive it to a not-nearby 
recycling center, or bring it to a charity that pays a modest sum 
for one ton of books. That’s a lot of hauling and sweating for 
no return. But never a week passes without Bythell visiting 
some distant farm or estate, often dilapidated, where he roots 
through much trash to extract, if not treasure, at least material 

Remainders of the Day without running into him acquiring 
stock either on a road trip or in the shop. November 14: “Woman 

Gave her £10 for them. M.C. Beaton is a Scottish writer (and 
former bookseller) who wrote the wonderful Hamish Macbeth 
series….” He buys next to nothing from other dealers, but “After 
twenty years in the trade, I still feel my pulse quickening on the 
rare occasions in which I visit another second-hand bookshop. 
It’s not quite the same as a house clearance or sorting through 
a private library, but there’s something about bookshops that 

People: Why is it that persons from other countries often 
seem more articulate and entertaining than one’s fellow 
citizens? Is it simply a function of differing cultural norms 
and customs? Do Americans strike other nationalities the same 
way?
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To call Bythell’s cast of locals eccentric would be 
understatement. There’s “Sandy the tattooed pagan” who 
provides walking sticks the bookshop sells. “Sandy is one of my 
few regular customers; he’s covered in tattooes, and claims to 
be the most tattooed man in Scotland…. He is charming, witty, 
intelligent and a captivating storyteller. I often wander through 

customers who are entranced by his stories.” There’s Petra the 
belly dancer, who conducts belly dancing lessons in the shop 
once a week that almost no one attends. There’s his employee 
Nicky, who always turns up late, does as she pleases and is 
such a diehard recycler she scavenges expired food from the 
grocery store dumpster for her much-dreaded Foodie Fridays. 
Best of all is Bythell’s unforgettable Italian “grandmother” 
– actual relationship unclear - an occasional employee 
whose questionable command of English doesn’t prevent her 

expletives at him. (Her regular attempts at cooking demolish 
that stereotype of grandma’s home cooking: On February 17 he 
records: “Granny cooked supper. It was utterly vile. Revolting 
dry home-made bread with some sort of burned vegetable on 

something which I have yet to identify for the second course. 
Man cannot live on bread alone, particularly if it’s baked by 
Granny.”) It all feels like the cast of a BBC sitcom – and these 
are just a few from a large cast of friends, neighbors, family 
and locals.

And always, always, there’s the revolving door of foot 

by turns endearing and infuriating, annoying and just plain 
bizarre. On 19 January, for instance:

Tall, stooped old man with the hate came in at 1.15, this 
time wearing a tweed cap instead of his usual Crocodile 
Dundee number. As always he was obsequiously 
friendly and headed for the antiquarian section, where 
(again, as always) he made great play of thumbing 
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to the erotica section for a couple of hours.

Or on 9 February:

An elderly couple brought in two boxes of books at 
lunchtime. The husband pointed at the smaller box 
and told me, conspiratorially, ‘That’s the good stuff,’ 
as though we were involved in some sort of narcotics 
exchange. As it turned out, they were nearly all 
unsellable, but I gave them £15 for the few that were 
reasonable.

Based on Bythell’s many comments, it seems there may be 
a large kernel of truth to the belief that Scottish people are—
well, let’s just say frugal or thrifty. Exchanges such as this 
abound: “A young man with an eyepatch bought a biography 
of John Wayne (priced at £4) and asked if he could have it for 
free. I’m not quite sure why. I told him that I’d be prepared 
to do an exchange for the £5 note I could see poking out of 
his wallet.” Or this: “Email from a man who is interested in 
The Durbar, by Dorothy Menpes – a stunning book bound 
in decorative buckram, limited edition, published by A. & C. 
Black in 1903… priced at a ridiculously cheap £75. He wants 
it for £20.” I lost count of anecdotes in which books priced 
advantageously at only a few pounds or even less were met 
with aggressive resistance.

The Internet: The internet feels like the soap opera 
character who’s the constant source of turmoil and irritation. 
“One of today’s orders was for a Folio box set of P.G. Wodehouse: 

that people think that everything is cheaper online. If you’re as 
incompetent as I am, it’s more than likely that things will be 
cheaper in the shop, and there’s no postage to pay.” (To which 
I add: Don’t people realize that when buying from Amazon, 
AbeBooks, or any book middleman, they are charged their 
state’s sales tax no matter where they live? Whereas  dealers 
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only charge sales tax if the customer lives in the same state?) 
In Remainders of the Day Amazon is a dark presence 

lurking in the shadows. Bythell considers it, as do many 
dealers, an evil necessity and he bemoans what it’s done to one 
of the greatest appeals of book collecting:

The thrill of the hunt is gone; no adversity needs to 
be faced, no mountains of books must be climbed, 
no travel to exotic locations… nor conversations 
with interesting people are required in the quest for 
one’s personal literary Shangri-La. Instead, instant 

button. Where’s the fun in that?

Bythell’s Amazon account gets suspended off and on as his 

I really ought to chase up Amazon about reinstating 
my seller account, but the feeling of freedom I’ve 
experienced since they suspended it has been more 
liberating than I could have possibly imagined, and I 
no longer think that the stress of dealing with the Bezos 
machine is worthwhile…. I am in absolutely no doubt 
now. I’ve had enough of the Machine that is Amazon, 
and I’m dropping out of it.

Events: You’ve got to hand it to Bythell: When the 
worldwide economy tanked in 2008 and drastic measures 

Club. For a yearly fee, you are mailed one random book per 
month. The selection is entirely up to the The Bookshop – it 

hovered around 150. Choosing the books and packaging many 
sacks worth of RBC mailing becomes a monthly event. Today 
a U.K. subscription runs £69 a year (plus shipping) and a 
website devoted to it (www.randombookclub.co.uk) conveys its 
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Monty Pythonesque vibe.
Talk about success: The Wigtown Book Festival began as 

a grass roots event meant to drum up interest in Wigtown’s 

a £400,000 annual budget. It’s a ten-day juggernaut drawing 
many thousands of visitors, featuring more than 200 events and 
activities and injecting more than £2 million pounds into the 
local economy. The amount of time and energy Bythell spends 
before, during and after this event in behind-the-scenes work 
is astonishing: housing speakers in the rooms above his shop 
(where he also lives), hosting a writer’s workshop, constructing 
temporary structures – the list goes on and on.

Autographs: Remainders of the Day is not devoid of 
autograph content. Unlike antiquarian booksellers, who pursue 
individual documents and signed material individually or in 

that turn up in a pile that he’s purchased or which was dumped 
off. “Sorting through books which a customer donated on 
Saturday,” begins one typical tale, “I discovered a signed copy 
of Heinrich Harrer’s Seven Years in Tibet and what appears to 
be a tatty Penguin copy of  (missing 
a cover), signed by [Irish actor and writer] Spike Milligan.” 
Another time Bythell was:

Going through the books that a customer dropped in 
yesterday and came across a copy of Through Masai 
Land containing three handwritten letters between the 
book’s author, Joseph Thomson, and Joseph Hooker, 
the famous nineteenth-century plant hunter and one of 

Here and in its predecessors Bythell does “come across” 
occasional gems – for instance, a book with Sir Walter Scott’s 
ownership signature, a book presented by Florence Nightingale 
to a friend, scarce limited editions signed by W.B. Yeats and 
Irish Nobel Prize-winning poet Seamus Heaney and others. All 
such better items Bythell consigns to a specialist auction or 



BOOK REVIEW 151

to eBay, where they fetch more than he could realize in The 
Bookshop.

Shaun: What comes across most often in Remainders of 
the Day is Bythell himself, who leaves me chuckling, shaking 
my head and admonishing “Shaun, Shaun, Shaun….” His 
deadpan observations  usually told with self-deprecating bite 

through his shop rarely fail to amuse. To his credit, he doesn’t 

the American dealer who berates him for describing as “Like 
new” a book that wasn’t and closes with “I’m assuming that 
you are not professional booksellers?” Bythell simply notes, “I 
intensely dislike this kind of adversarial approach to resolving 
problems, particularly when it’s littered with insults, so I asked 
him to return the book for a full refund.” As it turns out, the 
returned book was “like new” and the American dealer was up 
to no good.

Bythell sometimes makes business decisions that mystify 
and astonish me as a fellow merchant – though I don’t profess 
to know the workings of bookselling in Scotland, so vastly 
different are the book worlds in which we operate. “Today we 
had an order for The Trafalgar Connection,” he notes on April 
22. “Meredith [employee] had listed it at £50. Thanks to online 
price-matching it sold today for £10. It’s a very heavy book, 
and is shipping to the USA, so we’ll make a net loss on it.” 
Huh? Who operates a business like this? I’m at a net loss – 
gobsmacked, to use a Britishism --  why Bythell does not check 
a box and opt out of this insidious “feature” that permits the 
listing service to automatically lower the price you set on any 
book in order to undercut the cheapest similar copy listed.

Throughout Remainders of the Day, the dour and crusty 
exterior that Bythell shows, as with so many booksellers, 
belies a soft interior, a generous and kindly disposition that 
shows itself routinely despite putting up with verbal abuse 
from locals and customers. There are passing comments such 
as this about Colin the book festival photographer: “Much as 
I despise being kind about anyone, I’m very fond of Colin – 
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he’s charming, and a greatly welcomed face every year.” Or 
when he takes on “Meredith, the student who is going to be 
here for work experience this summer… to gain experience in 
the book trade,” he notes: “I’m always happy to help people 
realize what penury lies before them should they consider a 
career in the book industry….” It’s just Shaun being Shaun and 
it’s endearing – a descriptor he would no doubt loathe.

Not to give short shrift to Remainders of the Day’s 
precursors, but Confessions of a Bookseller (2020) and The 
Diary of a Bookseller (2019) are: More of the same. My shortest 
reviews ever at four words. But I mean “more of the same” 
in the most positive and complimentary way. Each chronicles 
an earlier year and I could devote many pages to each – the  
strange and bizarre customers and employees and friends that 
populate Bythell’s world, the strange and bizarre books that 
pass through his hands, the strange and bizarre situations in 

bit along the way, but truth is if one were to disassemble and 
jumble all three books and reassemble them in different order, 

types. Why read one when you can read two? Why read two 
when you can read three? It’s the nature of an addiction….

If you’re one of the apparently vast number of people who 
dream of working in an old book shop (and you’d be surprised 
how many confessed this fantasy to me in my open shop between 
1991 and 2013), Remainders of the Day and its predecessors are 
your chance to experience bookselling vicariously at this most 
enjoyable and grittiest level.

____________________

You know a book has achieved “classic” status when it’s 
reprinted time and again and when yet another reprint at 75 
years is welcomed with open arms. Oak Knoll Press’s just-
released reprint of the 1994 edition of Bowers’ 1949 Principles 
of Bibliographical Description is a great case study of the ups 
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and downs of being labeled a 
classic.

Is this cornerstone of 
bibliographical theory one 

whose title everyone knows 
but few actually read? There 
is a down side to being a 
classic, after all: Many feel 
content to simply be familiar
with Homer’s Odyssey or 
Joyce’s Ulysses without ever 
reading either. To cite another 
Ulysses, I reside in Galena, 
Illinois, adoptive hometown 
of Ulysses S. Grant – yet 
relatively few of the Civil 

War buffs I’ve queried over the past three decades claim to 
have read his classic Memoirs, although almost all were aware 
of it. Even more so with Galena resident Herman Melville, who 
lived here in the summer of 1840 – the classic status of Moby 
Dick intimidates many a reader.

As we are all of us “book people” in some capacity whose 
vocation or avocation revolves around the printed word – 
collectors, academics, archivists, dealers – a knowledge of 
bibliographical theory and technique is a foundational skill 
that can only increase our appreciation for these objects of 
our passion. Principles of Bibliographical Description is 504 

but whether you dip into it here and there now and then or plow 
straight through, you will thank Bowers for enlarging your 
appreciation of the bibliographer’s craft and increasing your 
ability to draw conclusions from even the most bibliographically 
complex book descriptions.

Principles of Bibliographical Description’s criticism of 
much that passed for bibliography up to that time angered some 
and occasioned much scholarly debate. Anyone who has used 
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19th and even earlier 20th century bibliographies may recall 
the occasional hint of sherry and cigars in a home library as 
the genteel resident collector of this-or-that author holds forth. 
Bowers sought to raise the bar, to elevate bibliography from 
this casual, often non-academic status and to introduce a more 

Few have written more, and more articulately, about 
descriptive bibliography than G. Thomas Tanselle, and his 
introduction to the 1994 edition reprinted here does not 
disappoint. Tanselle excels at providing context, showing the 
state of bibliographical standards as they stood in 1949 when 
Principles

that one might encounter in the course of writing a description,” 
adding:

Another example is its rigorous logic, an aspect of 
which is its depiction of descriptive bibliography as 
a branch of historical scholarship when held to the 
highest standards of that discipline. One of the main 
accomplishments of the book is its provision of a 
framework for writing up the results of the various 
descriptive tasks required to give a well-rounded 
account of a book: the previously much-discussed 
activity of constructing a collational formula is given 
its pace in a larger context. The book is a tour de force
in its marvelous assemblage of details, drawn from a 
wide range of sources and deployed with skill. Readers 
are usually impressed with the extent to which their 
needs have been anticipated, and in the process they 
are fascinated with the mind that reveals itself in the  
book’s structure of argument and example.

You can’t beat a Tanselle introduction when approaching as 
challenging a work as Principles

context gives the all-important background – an appreciation 
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(McKerrow, Greg, Endaile, Cowley, Pollard, others) and of 
those who in turn stood on his.

That Principles was a game-changer seemed immediately 
apparent. Bowers took the frequent dilettantism of 
bibliographies of yore and applied detailed methods, following 
each with exhaustive examples in a manner no one had before 
attempted. Just knowing how critical some have been of 
Bowers’ method, which many considered pedantic and overly 

Anticipating how boat-rocking his approach would be 
considered, Bowers explains the need for it as “an attempt to 

view of the state of bibliographical practice at that time. And 
before diving into the weeds with his nuts and bolts analysis 
of descriptive bibliography, the opening chapter lays out his 
“rules of the road” for what constitutes a proper descriptive 
biography – what it ought to be:

Descriptive bibliography is one of the kinds of 
scholarship that may be described as ‘pure’ scholarship, 
and consequently very exacting standards are applied 

that the rationale of descriptive bibliography, its ideals 
and purposes, are clearly or universally understood by 
all its practitioners or by many of its ultimate users.

So what should readers expect from a descriptive 
bibliography? Bowers writes:

The concern of the descriptive bibliographer… is 
to examine every available copy of an edition of a 
book in order to describe in bibliographical terms 
the characteristics of an ideal copy of this edition, 
to distinguish between issues and variants of the 

relationship to other editions.
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Bowers can appear harsh on bibliographies created 
expressly for collectors:

The needs of collectors and libraries for descriptive 
information have in the past sometimes encouraged 
pseudo-bibliographical writing…. Nevertheless, it may 
be stated bluntly that now and in the future more harm
than good can arise from ‘bibliographies’ which, 
having the conventional standards of public or private 

bibliographical investigation and so reduce their 
contents… to the requirements of the bibliographically 
untrained reader.

Bowers brings the highest, most demanding criteria 

Bibliography… so rubbed with use that it cannot be maintained 

from catalogues which employ elements of bibliographical 
description for quite different purposes.” For him, “if it must 
be a Bibliography according to the time-honored loose and 
now meaningless use of the word, then a true bibliography 
should be named an Analytical Bibliography, or a critical, or 
Descriptive Bibliography.”

Three of Principles of Bibliographical Description’s dozen 
chapters stand out as must-reads for collectors and anyone 
seeking to ratchet up their game:

In the chapter “Hand-Printed Books: Edition, Issue, 
and State; Ideal Copy,” Bowers devotes what may seem an 

edition (or impression) versus issues versus state. But given 
the level of confusion these terms often still cause today, 

an intricate, example-laden analysis as each is methodically
studied as if under a microscope. Books of the handpress era 
(pre-1800) in particular offer up quirks and exceptions galore, 
so Bowers demonstrates using bibliographical evidence and a 
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no relation to freedom from textual errors, misprints, variant 
uncorrected forms, or to the quality of the text in any way” 
and stresses that “Nothing is invented in the description of an 
ideal copy. Instead, all of the evidence to be gained from the 
examination of numbers of copies is analyzed… in order to 
discover what was the actual most perfect form of the book 
achieved by the printer within an issue.” It is an accepted 
concept but still contested in some circles.

The chapter “Transcription: Title-Page, Colophon and 

pages. If you think the concept of a verbatim transcript is 
straightforward, you would be oh so wrong. As straightforward 
as transcription sounds, it lends itself to much interpretation. 
“This problem resolves,” writes Bowers, “into (a) the degree 
of minuteness possible, or desirable, in the transcript; (b) the 
precision of the descriptive terms which might be employed.” 
The quasi-facsimile technique favors mimicking typefaces 
and other elements to reproduce the look of the original – a 
variety of typefaces, the same line endings, borders and all 
decorations. But that pesky “degree of minuteness” phrase – 
there’s the rub! How to use modern typefaces and symbols 
to reproduce archaic features such as decorative devices and 

spelling errors and archaic habits (“V” for “U,” for instance) 
in the original… what about two-color title pages… the list of 
challenges and how to treat each consistently goes on and on. 
In this and throughout Principles “thorough” fails to do justice 
to the level of detail Bowers brings to the task – it is what earns 
this book the adjective authoritative.

great bugaboo of book collecting. If you read a bibliographical 
description and encounter:
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do your eyes cross and glaze? As intimidating as collational 
formulas look, it is simply a shorthand alphanumeric system 
of spelling out any book’s format, its register of signatures 
(page gatherings) and number of leaves. A bookseller may, 
depending on area of expertise, easily avoid ever using 
collational formula. Collectors are all accustomed to dealers 
simply noting total pagination and separately numbered 
front matter (such as “xviii, 246pp”) and little else – and in 
online listings even this barebones method sometimes goes 
by the wayside. So if encountering a collational formula feels 
like being asked to explain advanced theoretical physics, it 
is actually straightforward. There’s a learning curve, to be 
sure, but with a bit of patience and diligence it’s not nearly as 
complex as it appears.

Principles of Bibliographical Description was a powerful 
clarion call at mid-century, a call for action in the proper 
practice of bibliographical description, explaining the need 
for descriptive bibliography, demonstrating the methods and 
pleading for uniform, consistent terminology. Collectors’ 
interest in and use of bibliographies varies widely, ranging 
from casual consultation of author or subject bibliographies 
to regular rigorous reference. Serious dealers usually have 
hundreds that vary from slim checklists to thick descriptive 
bibliographies, many of which are consulted often. Whatever 
the case, Principles of Bibliographical Description is sure to 
increase any book person’s appreciation of and ability to learn 
from bibliographies.

If you like dense and intense, Principles of Bibliographical 
Description is a seminal work that belongs in any book 
person’s reference library. Whether you utilize its lessons 
daily or rarely, it’s a pioneering work that well deserves the 
terms “magisterial” and “towering” often applied to it. You 
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may not read it cover to cover, some may take more from it 

some minutiae of bibliographical description not addressed in 

EDWARD N. BOMSEY AUTOGRAPHS, INC.
7317 FARR STREET

ANNANDALE, VIRGINIA 22003-2516
703/642-2040

(

Quality Autographs Bought and Sold

American & International Military & Political History             Science, Music, Literature, and the Arts                             
( Including US Presidents and World Leaders)                          Other Celebrated Figures of Collectible Interest 

Aviation, Space, Inventors, Black and Women s Movement Leaders

(Open by appointment only)
www.bomsey-autographs.com      enbainc@cs.com


