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Abstract

Defining one’s identity has always been a relevant issue for 
humanity. Collecting and marking are some of the practices 
that helped and supported this process: we often find in things a 
means to define and manifest our identity, to establish ourselves 
in society and build relationships. Among things, books are some 
of the most interesting. They have a mystical role and carry other 
people’s thoughts and stories, which are often easy to recognize 
and identify with. 

Therefore, we found it important to investigate the practices 
of collecting and marking in relation to books. Ex libris, 
possession marks exclusively related to books, are the intersection 
of these subjects and we aim to investigate how they were born, 
what is their role in the definition of a personal identity and what 
is left of them in contemporary society. 

The research starts with an analysis of the anthropological 
meaning of hoarding and the meanings behind marking our 
possessions and then moves on to the invention of writing, the 
first step towards the creation of books. The thesis proceeds to 
analyze sources from some of the Central and Southern European 
countries, Portugal and Italy in particular, to draw a picture of 
the history, the role and the rules behind a practice—leaving an 
ownership mark on books—important to such an extent that a 
specific graphic object was created for the purpose. Here our aim 
is to show how, despite their role and style evolved in time, ex 
libris always kept their identity-making function, mirroring the 
personality of their owner from their origins until today.

books. identity. personal marks. ex libris. collections. decorative arts. 





Resumo

A definição da nossa própria identidade é um tema relevante 
para a humanidade desde os seus primórdios. Colecionar e deixar 
marcas são algumas das práticas que auxiliam e suportam este 
processo: com frequência encontramos naquilo que nos rodeia 
meios para definir e manifestar a nossa identidade, estabelecer 
um lugar na sociedade e construir relacionamentos. De entre 
todos, os livros são um dos mais interessantes, uma vez que 
desemprenham o papel místico de carregarem em si pensamentos 
e histórias individuais com as quais podemos identificar-nos e 
frequentemente reconhecer. 

Deste modo, são consideradas importantes a investigação 
e a prática de colecionar e marcar livros, sendo os ex libris e as 
marcas de posse encontradas em livros a interseção destes temas. 
Esta dissertação pretende investigar como estas nasceram, qual o 
seu papel na definição da identidade pessoal e os seus vestígios e 
influências na sociedade contemporânea.

A investigação começa com a análise do significado 
antropológico da prática de acumular, assim como a razão que 
nos leva a deixar marcas de posse. Chega-se assim à invenção 
da escrita tendo este sido um dos primeiros passos na conceção 
do livro enquanto objeto. A dissertação procede em apresentar 
e analisar referências encontradas em países da Europa Central 
e Meridional—Portugal e Itália em particular—com o objetivo 
de desenhar um quadro histórico da função e das regras que 
suportam esta prática que levou à criação de um objeto gráfico 
específico. O propósito desta investigação é mostrar como, 
apesar das evoluções estilísticas e utilitárias que sofreu desde 
a sua origem à atualidade, o ex libris manteve a sua função 
identitária, funcionando como um espelho da personalidade do 
seu proprietário.

livros. identidade. marcas pessoais. ex libris. colleções. artes decorativas. 
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0. Introduction

The present study, developed in the framework of the Master in 
Graphic Design and Editorial Projects of the Faculty of Fine Arts 
of the University of Porto, explores the meaning of collecting 
practices and the role of personal marks related to books. 
The dissertation aims to provide a picture of the role of book 
possession marks in Central and Southern Europe since their 
creation until our days. More specifically, it intends to show that 
these marks are strictly related to a desire of self-affirmation and 
to the definition of a personal identity.

Founding Issues
The very origin of this investigation sits into what we believe to 
be universal questions: why do people collect objects? Why do they 
feel the need of marking them as their own?

Objects undeniably influence our lives: it is through objects 
that we develop our senses as children, it is through them that 
we interact with other people around us and define relationships 
and meaningful connections in the symbolic act of giving and 
receiving. Signs can add a second level of communication to the 
surface of an object: from the patterns on the wings of a butterfly 
to an engraved stone used as a tool, signs—be they natural or 
artificial—have always existed and conveyed a message. 

In the context of the Master course, we had the desire to relate 
these fundamental questions to books, the author's great passion. 
We have to acknowledge that books are special things1 that belong 
to that category of objects specifically made to communicate and 
transmit knowledge. They contain ideals, values and thoughts of 
other people who wrote them for us to read. We may say they are 
mystical objects, extremely valued by people who can understand 
their worth, be it material, intellectual or emotional.

1  We have here to make a distinction 
between “objects”, a term previously 
used, and “things”. For starters, we 
could say that on many occasions 
these two terms overlap but while 
all objects are things, not all things 
are objects. The term “thing” is 
much more generic, so that we 
often use it to define something we 
cannot temporarily remember the 
name of. 
As Hodder explains in his book En-
tangled: “[...] we are focusing on very 
basic aspects of entities—that they 
exist as contained and definable. 
Words, thoughts, institutions, events 
and materials have in common that, 
at least for the shortest of temporal 
moments, they exist as contained 
entities defined in a certain way. 
They create bundles of presence or 
duration in the continual flows of 
matter, energy and information. Just 
by having duration and presence we 
say they are things. So a thing is an 
entity that has presence by which I 
mean it has a configuration that en-
dures, however briefly”. This is why 
the term “object” is generally used 
for things that have a stable form: it 
is less likely to define “thing” water, 
than a bottle.
In the present case we use the term 
“thing” to highlight the role of 
books as “entities that connect to 
each other and to humans”. Things, 
unlike objects, are not isolated, but 
their “thingness” resides “in their 
connections, and in their flows into 
other forms”, as Hodder perfectly 
explains. (Hodder, Entangled, 7–9.)

0.1. Contextualization. Object of Study and Motivations.
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The intersection of these topics leads us to the main subject 
of the research: ex libris, the only possession marks born to be 
used exclusively on books. Ex libris2—literally “from the books 
(of )”—or bookplate in English, marque de possession in French and 
Bücherzein in German, were born around the fifteenth century to 
identify a book as someone’s possession. However, this is not their 
only function. We have already recognized that there is something 
sacred about books and their role; now we want to call them our 
mirrors and confessors: we do not lie to them when we highlight 
sentences that enlightened us, when we mark them with our 
name, or even when we glue an ex libris on them. The fact that 
book possession marks are intimate, honest, and tell us a story is 
one of the reasons why ex libris are particularly fascinating objects.

We find it significant that leaving a mark on something 
has always been a way to seek our identity and to show it to 
our community. In the end, everything that belongs to us tells 
a story: “Everything is a self-portrait. A diary. [...] The lining 
of your stomach is a document. The calluses on your hand tell 
all your secrets. Your teeth give you away. Your accent. The 
wrinkles around your mouth and eyes. Everything you do 
shows your hand.”, says the writer Chuck Palahniuk (1962) in 
his novel Diary.3 From the natural wrinkles on our skin that 
come with age, to the ancient ritual of artificially tattooing our 
bodies in a use that has its origins in tribal societies, to get to the 
arrangement of our library—a collection practice that started 
many centuries later: everything contributes to the definition of 
our person and identity, from our own bodies to the objects we 
possess and, potentially, mark.

Marking Books: Ex Libris
In conclusion, this research revolves around the key elements 
of books, the marks we find on them and, on a deeper level, 
personal identity and its definition, an issue that goes over time, 
space and generations. These three elements may not seem related 
to one another, but, as we will see, they are embodied in the 
graphic object that is the ex libris. 

2  The term “ex libris” can also be 
found as “ex-libris” or “exlibris”. 
However, the only correct Latin 
form is “ex libris”, therefore this 
is the one we decided to adopt 
all along the research. Despite 
it being a foreign word, we 
decided not to italicize it to ease 
the reading. In untranslated 
Italian and Portuguese titles or 
quoted sentences the form “ex-
líbris” can be found, that is the 
accepted spelling of the word in 
these languages.

3  Charles Michael Palahniuk, 
Diary. A Novel (New York: 
Doubleday, 2003).
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0.2. Methodology. Investigative Process and thesis Structure.

This postgraduate dissertation has to be considered a personal 
approach to the chosen topic. Without any doubt, it could cover 
a more extended period and territory, since ex libris are of a rather 
universal character. However, in the context of this research, given 
the limited amount of time and in order to provide a consistent 
work, it was necessary to determine a spacial and temporal frame 
of reference. Therefore, we chose to analyze a geographical area 
limited to Central and Southern Europe, the region where we are 
located and the closest to our experience, and to focus on a time 
frame that goes from to Archaic societies to contemporaneity, 
highlighting the most relevant events and time intervals to analyze 
the involved topics. The objective of this research is to provide an 
insight into the topic of book possession marks and their function 
as identity-making items, without the presumption of being 
completely thorough about the state of the art on an international 
level but, on the contrary, to be a basis for future studies in the 
field. In this section we want to show the investigative process and 
illustrate the choices made in relation to it.

Investigation Process
The publication has been developed during nine months of work. 
After choosing the general topic we proceeded to find sources 
and compare them, a process that turned out to be considerably 
long due to the extent of the material retrieved and, at the same 
time, to its fragmented nature. The research process was also 
conditioned by the need of accessing important sources situated 
in two different countries.

The following phase was dedicated to the organization of 
the material and to the writing process. It is at this stage of the 
research that we realized that the amount of material retrieved 
was better suited for a theoretical study than for a design project, 
which was the original nature of this work. 

Finally, the last month of work was dedicated to editing, 
refining, and publishing the study.
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The work is divided into two main chapters. The first 
one consists in exploring relevant practices in order to better 
understand ownership marks— more specifically, ownership 
marks present on books—and involves different areas of study, 
such as anthropology, history, printing, and semiotics. The second 
chapter focuses on said book marks and especially on ex libris, 
their history and their meaning as a projection of identity. The 
conclusion aims to summarize the outcome of the research, by 
clarifying the state of the art and exploring possible follow-ups to 
the research itself.

Spatial and Temporal Frame
As mentioned, it was important to define a clear time and space 
frame in order to produce a consistent work. Especially as far 
as the first part of the research is concerned, we decided to take 
into account exclusively Central and Southern European and 
Mediterranean societies and their history. 

The first reason for this choice is proximity: it appeared 
unnecessary to expand this research over the boundaries of the 
area in which we are located and where the majority of sources 
on the subject come from. Secondly, the fact that Europe is a 
relatively small and defined geographical space, where “people 
are descended culturally from each other in every sense and see 
themselves as part of a living tradition with a past and a future”4 
and where we can analyze cultural practices from Archaic 
until Postmodern society with specific economic and material 
characteristics. This interesting fact makes it an ideal research field 
for collecting, marking, and printing practices. 

The deeper we dive into the core subject, ex libris, the more 
the focus moves onto two specific countries: Portugal and Italy. 
The reason for this occurrence is mostly related to the ability of 
accessing sources: living between these two countries, it was easier 
to consult satisfying material in and about these geographical 
areas. This fact could be seen as a limitation, but we believe that, 
on the contrary, it is one of the strong points of this research, since 
we were able to use it to give a clear direction to the investigation.

4  Susan M. Pearce, On Collecting: 
An Investigation into Collecting 
in the European Tradition (Lon-
don: Routledge, 1995), 52.
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The Issue of Sources
Being the aim of the first chapter to provide context on the core 
of the project and its featuring topics such as collecting, marking, 
and transmitting knowledge and identity, we decided to consult 
some of the most prominent sources in each field, in order to 
provide a solid basis and, at the same time, to slowly approach  
the core of the research.

The majority of the bibliographic sources referenced were 
consulted to build the second chapter and analyze the topic of 
ex libris in an exhaustive manner. During the research process, 
we noticed that the bibliographical sources about on the subject 
were fragmented, since throughout our extensive research we 
were unable to find a publication that analyses it in an absolute 
way. However, since this graphic object was spread throughout 
the whole continent and beyond, we were able to find documents 
that retrace its history, if not on a universal scale at least on a 
national one.

Comparing references coming from different countries, it can 
be observed that most of them belong to the twentieth century, 
while the current century and the previous ones only see few 
publications on the topic of ex libris. This is reasonable if we 
consider the fact that the twentieth century was when the interest 
for ex libris reached its peak and that the most important part of 
their history ends, in fact, towards the end of the last century.

Since we are dealing with a historical discipline, most of 
the academic studies retrieved that have been published in the 
last ten years are monographs regarding case studies about a 
specific city, library, or artist. Only few studies approach the 
theme in a more general way or with a focus on the role of 
ex libris in society as a collective and individual memory and 
as an identity-making object. It also has to be noted that the 
majority of these recent studies come from other geographical 
areas: from countries such as Brazil, United States, Canada, and 
Mexico. These works have been consulted and are reported in the 
bibliography in the list of consulted material, although they have 
not been referenced.
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Finally, as far as creative work on ex libris is concerned, 
contemporary references can be found not in traditional 
publications, but through the social media accounts of the people 
who still create them, such as artists, illustrators and designers. As 
interesting and useful as they are, they are fragmented sources and 
cannot be considered objective studies on the topic but simply 
works with an artistic approach.

Portuguese and Italian Sources
In regard to the history of Portuguese ex libris we had easy access 
to important sources, thanks to professor Antero Ferreira, who is 
a collector himself. He holds in his possession a collection of the 
periodical publication Archivo Nacional de Ex-libris (1927–34) 
and the text Manual de Ex-librística (1978) written by Fausto 
Moreira Rato (1922–post 1978), who goes deep into the history 
and the techniques of ex libris in Portugal. We also had the 
opportunity of consulting A Arte do Ex-líbris (1956), the bulletin 
of the Associação Portuense de Ex-libris (active until the 1990s of 
the last century) thanks to the eng. José Mário Santos of Invicta 
Livro (founded in 1996), an institution in Porto as concerns 
traditional professional bookbinding.

Another relevant Portuguese source is A Psicología do Ex-
libris (1931), by Armando de Mattos, already director of the 
first numbers of the Archivo Nacional, who collects descriptions 
of ex libris of Portuguese families showing the relation between 
these graphic object and the personality of their owners. It has to 
be noted that all the cited sources are coherent with the general 
issues previously explained as they belong to a span of seventy 
years, between 1927 and the 1990s.

In Italy, the bibliographic studies about ex libris are extensive 
along the whole twentieth century. Since 1900, we find many 
collectors and writers taking interest into this graphic object, such 
as Jacopo Gelli (1858–1935), who cataloged family marks and 
wrote about the origins of ex libris, and Achille Bertarelli (1863–
1938), whose collection constitutes the core of the Civica raccolta 
delle stampe in Milan, probably one of widest collection of printed 



170. IntROduCtIOn

works in Europe. From the 1970s we find another generation of 
bibliographers, such as Anna Maria (s.a.) and Andrea Disertori 
(1927), son of the painter and engraver Benvenuto Disertori 
(1887–1969), Remo Palmirani (1943–2005) and Egisto Bragaglia 
(1916–2009), who committed to propagate the ex libris culture 
to the general public. These studies culminate with the great 
publication of Bragaglia, who classified and attributed Italian ex 
libris in the three volumes of his Gli ex libris italiani. Dalle origini 
alla fine dell’Ottocento (1993). 

In Italy we can find another proof of the fact that ex libris are 
a relatively niche topic: most of the publications are released by 
small publishing houses. Ex libris studies almost never reached 
mainstream publishing in Italy, except for Ex libris, edited by 
Alberto Conforti, Albert Dietrich, and Dario Castello and 
published by Mondadori in 1989, which even had an accurate 
updated edition in 2003, but is currently out of print. This last 
document comprehends an exhaustive bibliography, organizing 
and summarizing the work of Gelli and Bertarelli, whose original 
publications we were able to access as well.

Language and References
Having to work with sources from many countries, many 
languages are obviously involved in this research: English, 
Portuguese, Italian, Latin, French, and German. For this reason, 
we have to address the issue of translations, an important 
presence in the study.

Considering the fact that our team is composed by Italian 
and Portuguese native speakers supported by certified English 
and Latin comprehension, and the fact that the quotes in need 
of a direct translation constitute a small percentage of the work, 
we decided to translate by ourselves the few reported quotes. We 
believe this is a safe choice, since we are lucky enough to be able to 
understand many of the languages we needed in order to access a 
satisfying number of high quality sources. When directly quoting 
a language different from English, we decided to report the quote 
in the original language, followed by the English translation.
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For what concerns the reference methodology, we adopted 
the Chicago notes and bibliography system, reporting the 
references in footnotes not to interrupt the reading of the texts 
with the information.

The images featured in this publication come from different 
sources: some of them were digitized from books present in the 
bibliography, while others were found online and are identified 
by a hyperlink. The sources are mentioned in the list of figure 
references. Many of the images are ex libris examples: since it was 
not always possible to find detailed information about the real 
scale, they are reported in a size between 7 and 9 centimeters of 
height, a dimension that we believe to be realistic after analyzing 
many samples. The desire was to reference every ex libris by 
reporting their owner, author, place, date and printing methods. 
However, these elements are often missing and are therefore 
reported as “s.n.” when the artist or the owner is unknown, “s.l.” 
when the location is not specified, “s.a.” when it was not possible 
to find a year, or approximated (e.g. “c. 1895 ”, “c. 1895/96 ”, 
“1895–post 1900 ”), or “s.ar.” in case of missing information about 
printing techniques.
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1. From Collecting to the Art of Printing

In this first chapter of the research we decided to explore some 
of the premises that may have brought to a consistent book 
marking practice. By starting from the anthropological meaning 
of collecting, which had an influence on how and why we collect 
nowadays, and connecting it to the need of marking the things 
we possess, we arrive to the invention of writing. The script, one 
of the fundamental innovations of mankind, is directly connected 
to the birth of books and the transmission of knowledge: 
activities that flourished in medieval times through the hands of 
amanuensis and, after the Industrial Revolution, proved to have 
a greater potential as literature started to become more and more 
accessible and appreciated by all social classes.

1.1. Collecting. Anthropological needs and the Mystical Role of things.

As the archaeologist and anthropologist Ian Hodder (1948) says, 
there is something “almost mystical” in how we identify with 
something and claim to own it; “something must have been 
added to the thing to make it ownable, to be able to say ‘this is 
mine’ ”.5 It is because of this fascinating idea that we decided to 
open the research by investigating the concepts of collecting and 
ownership and how they developed in history.

The Importance of Things
We cannot deny that objects influence our lives, changing 
them deeply. Studies about this influence have been done in 
many fields: from neuroscience—that teach us that things are 
fundamental in the development of our self-awareness since our 
early months—to archaeology—that teaches us that they are very 
important for our growth as a community and for the evolution 

5  Ian Hodder, Entangled: An 
Archaeology of the Relationships 
between Humans and Things 
(Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2012), 23.



Fig. 1 1 A collection of minerals: what are the features that made someone 
pick these minerals?
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of mankind. Moving beyond the materiality of things, we can 
even say that they define our identity: humans identify with some 
things, rejecting others, creating an interdependent relationship.6 
If we want to understand the dynamics and the criteria of 
collecting, on an individual and collective level, we have to go 
back to the origins of this practice.

Origins of Collecting
As clarified in the introduction of this research, in this brief 
historical excursus of collecting practice we will consider 
exclusively the space and history of Central and Southern Europe. 
In this context, Archaic societies are our starting point as they 
originated relevant practices that, passing through Classical 
cultures, became the universal root of European collecting, 
resulting in a strong impact on our history and society. 

In fact, in the Neolithic and Bronze Ages (between 4000 
and 700 BC), stone and metal objects were deposited in hoards, 
graves, and, later, in specific buildings traditionally called 
“shrines”. Analyzing findings with similar circumstances in the 
whole European continent, we have proof that the depositing 
of objects as ritual offerings to higher entities was a way of 
confirming the social system and legitimating the prestige of 
those who took a leading role in society.7

As Susan Pearce (1942) affirms in one of her studies on 
Material Culture, it is surprising that this concept can be 
considered “applicable in any phase in the history of European 
collecting”.8 For instance, in Roman society, along with political 
public figures who collected valuable objects, there were rich 
families who created personal collections of gold and silver 
plate. Household goods belonging to everyday life carried an 
investment of value, material goods were converted into material 
collections and so did the power that these goods carried around: 
family prestige and social discrimination were based on the 
quantity and on the material qualities of one object or another.9

These patterns kept being relevant in medieval times when 
their religious and mystical meaning increased, due to the 

6  Hodder, Entangled, 22–23.

7  Pearce, On Collecting, 59.

8  Pearce, On Collecting, 64.

9  Pearce, On Collecting, 92–95.
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influence and the power of the Church. Collecting became 
a way to enhance the Church itself, objects were objects of 
enlightenment and their role of bridges between humanity and 
the divine world—role that came from the Archaic Era and pagan 
traditions where the divine was identified in the extraordinary in 
general—was not only maintained but also empowered by the 
capillary presence of the Catholic Church all over Europe.10

We can confirm that these patterns influenced the history 
of European collecting, passing through the creation, during the 
nineteenth century, of prestigious national museums, libraries, and 
private institutions that we can still visit today. Despite the fact 
that the social relevance of collecting decreased through the second 
half of the twentieth century, collecting maintained its original 
anthropological meaning in our everyday life, and, again, Ian 
Hodder helps us understand why with a “thought experiment”.11

Turning Objects into Things
We can imagine something common, such as a beach full 
of pebbles and that our attention is caught by one of these 
pebbles because of its shape, color, or another specific sensory 
characteristic that makes us select it among all the others. This 
is the moment when a first connection is made with an object. 
It is thanks to this process of “gazing, noticing, recognizing 
and comparing”12, which is already a form of appropriating, 
that an object turns into a “thing” upon which we can claim 
our ownership. If we decide to pick up the pebble, the sensory 
characteristics that first caught our attention are amplified and 
enriched through the action of holding. The “thing” has now 
a closer relationship with us. Moreover, for years to come, that 
pebble can then be related to our experiences on the beach, to 
the person we were with, to the sunset we saw there, and so on. 
It is not only an object anymore, it is a thing, a reminder of 
experiences, sensations, and emotions.13 Everybody can probably 
relate to this experience 1.

11  Hodder, Entangled, 23.

12  Hodder, Entangled, 24.

13  Hodder, Entangled, 23–24.

10  Pearce, On Collecting, 68–86.
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Collecting Books
If common objects like weapons, household items, or pebbles are 
given a higher meaning by being collected and define their owner’s 
identity—not only on an individual level, but also in relation to 
society—we can imagine how books are important in this kind 
of pattern. Since books are “special objects”, this whole paradigm 
becomes even more immediate: books are a mystical and sacred 
category of things on their own, containing other people's words, 
thoughts, ideals, and messages. This makes it easy for humans to 
identify with them when they read them, as they are, for their own 
nature, seeds made to sprout up in us.

1.2. Marking. Iconography, Memory, and Writing.

Together with the need of collecting we can identify the human 
desire of leaving traces to make explicit the relation we have with 
a thing or an experience, to keep memory of a status, an event, or 
a person. We may think that today we can understand this need 
more clearly than ever, since the presence of signs and trademarks 
pervades our world, but signs that help orientate ourselves have 
always been part of it, independently from its modernity.14 In 
fact, as Mollerup (1942) affirms introducing us to trademarks, 
they “have existed for at least 5000 years”15 and some of them 
continue to be used today, while others have been translated into 
modern design concepts.

Leaving a Trace Before Books
The most obvious prehistoric example that we all know are cave 
drawings, commemorating notable events not to be forgotten, 
such as exceptional hunts. We also found objects inscribed with 
pictographic symbols, in all parts of the Mediterranean world, 
belonging to Neolithic and Bronze Ages. These symbols that we 
only partially understand surely had a meaning and we may as 
well call them owner marks.16

14  Umberto Eco, O Signo (Lisbon: 
Editorial Presença, 1981), 11.

15 Per Mollerup, Marks of Excellence 
(London: Phaidon Press, 1999), 15.

16  Douglas C. McMurtrie, The Book; 
the Story of Printing & Bookmaking 
(New York: Covici-Friede, 1937), 2.



Fig. 2 1 Egyptian pictographs.
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Later in history, the desire of living for eternity was one of the 
recurrent themes of ancient civilizations: Egyptians are an example 
of this obsession, which is revealed in their religious buildings and 
their monumental graves filled with collections of objects. We can 
say that they reached their goal since in their majestic architectures 
we can still admire the intention of leaving a trace of their 
greatness. Of course, hard materials such as stone and ceramics 
were easily conserved until our days, but we have to keep in mind 
that more perishable materials such as papyrus, silk and, later, 
parchment, were used to leave traces too, even if most of them 
could not be preserved.17 Initially, it is due to these hard materials 
that we have proof of the first forms of writing: the invention that 
made humans finally able to fix thoughts and words, transmit 
knowledge, make contact with the future by leaving a trace of 
themselves inside objects that will, hopefully, defeat time. 

Pictographs and Ideographs
We can affirm that the first script that appeared in the 
Mediterranean area were the linear pictographs of Cretans, before 
the sixteenth century BC. We have to define them as pictographs 
since they are symbols that convey memories or suggestions 
instead of precise information, as combined letters do 1. 

Although ideograms, i.e. symbols standing for ideas used by 
some populations in the Mediterranean area, were a step towards 
a modern alphabet and show a development in the human ability 
to use a method, they presented some limitations as the range of 
human activities expanded and became more complex.18 Further 
evolution already happened among Egyptian people probably 
because ideographic writing did not satisfactorily express the 
needed range of concepts and all their shades. Identifying a 
sound and a symbol that represents it and then combining 
those symbols seemed to solve the problem.19 At the same time, 
other populations, such as Babylonians and Assyrians, worked 
on a similar phonetic method, based on syllables: it is in the 
Mesopotamian region that we find “cuneiform writing”, made of 
wedge-shaped marks.20

17  McMurtrie, The Book, 9–19.

18  McMurtrie, The Book, 2–3.

19  McMurtrie, The Book, 5.

20  McMurtrie, The Book, 7; 19–13.
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Alphabets 
“An alphabet is a set of symbols, seemingly of quite arbitrary 
form, which we use to represent elemental sounds of our spoken 
language”.21 We can say that the alphabet as we know it today has 
been in process of development for thousands of years and it is 
still evolving. 

The Latin alphabet, the one we use nowadays in most 
European countries, comes from the Greek one, which originated 
itself from a more ancient one: the Phoenician alphabet. This is 
the first alphabet with no trace of ideographic signs that we know 
about. Its origins are uncertain, but the most popular theory, 
although still far from being detailed and sure, involves primitive 
Semitic populations who lived in the area of the desert of Sinai. 
Already around the half of the ninth century BC they seemed to 
have simplified and reduced the Egyptian system—where every 
sound corresponded to many different symbols—to a system 
closer to an alphabetic one. Over the span of six centuries—until 
the appearance of the Phoenician alphabet in its complete form—
it was transmitted to other civilizations and influenced by many 
other systems that brought to its completion.22

The evolution from the ancient western Greek alphabet 
to western alphabets, ancestors of the ones that we use today, 
certainly passes through the Italian peninsula, where many 
populations were living. It is not certain which one of them was 
the first to receive the Greek alphabet and use it, but Etruscans 
surely had a role in this evolution: Romans absorbed many of 
their traditions and culture, adding letters and sounds to their 
alphabet, adopting some of the earliest Greek symbols, and 
dismissing other letters that they did not use, to arrive almost to 
the version mentioned earlier.23

First Libraries
Even if the invention of alphabetic writing took a long and 
fragmented experimentation, we might say that the history of the 
book begins with the appearance of the script in the world. And, 
in fact, all the ancient civilizations we mentioned left libraries 

21  McMurtrie, The Book, 20.

22  McMurtrie, The Book, 21–28.

23  McMurtrie, The Book, 40–41.
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made of clay tablets (in the case of Mesopotamian civilizations), 
rocks, or papyrus and ink (in the case of the Egyptians). All 
kind of prehistoric books, from inscriptions in stone or metal 
to manuscripts reporting religious beliefs, commercial records, 
notary acts and laws, are an extremely important factor in the 
cultural heritage of humankind.24

As final proof of the fact that marking objects, and more 
specifically marking books, has been an issue since the most 
recent years of book history, the first book possession mark that 
we know about belongs to the Egyptians. This civilization, a 
pioneer in many technologies and cultural innovations—let us 
simply think of what was told to be the most magnificent library 
in the ancient world, the Library of Alexandria—left us a blue 
ceramic tablet that was found in the library of Amenophis III 
and dates back to the second half of the fourteenth century BC: 
it is essentially a seal put on a box containing papyrus rolls that 
compose a book that the pharaoh was clearly very fond of.25 26

24  McMurtrie, The Book, 77.

25  Alberto Conforti, Albert Dietrich 
and Dario Castello, ed., Ex libris. 
Storia Stili Significati Tecniche 
Collezionismo (Milan: Mondadori, 
2003), 13.

26  Egisto Bragaglia, Ex Libris (Rome: 
Associazione Italiana Biblioteche, 
1996), 12–13.

1.3. Books. Prehistory and handwritten Marks.

The codex, that is the book in the form that we know it today, 
appeared much later than the parchment and the papyrus roll of 
the ancient civilizations. This original book form, the volumen, 
was made of sheets that were pasted end to end and rolled 
together to create a scroll. Around the fourth century AD, when 
Roman jurists realized that folded and stitched paper was more 
convenient for their law books than endless scrolls, the codex 
started becoming commonly used. However, it only spread in the 
following centuries because of the Church, which associated the 
volumen to paganism and therefore discouraged its use. After the 
Dark Ages of barbarian invasions, that followed the fall of the 
Roman Empire in 476 AD, the Church was the safest institution 
still standing, and handwritten bookmaking became an exclusive 
activity of monasteries and other religious institutes.27 27  McMurtrie, The Book, 76–77.



Fig. 3 1 A page of De triplici vita by Marsilio Ficino decorated with illumi-
nation by Attavante Attavanti, c. 1450, Italy.



311. FROM COLLECtIng tO thE ARt OF PRIntIng

Manuscripts and Illumination
Under the supervision of the Church, the process of book-
copying and bookmaking itself became a mystical activity with 
its own rituals and rules. Monks had to write in silence, free 
from interruptions, and could work only during the day to avoid 
artificial light, since fire was a real risk for paper and other tools. 
Given the importance and the sensitivity of the job, an entire 
chain of people was involved in the process. After the scribe 
finished copying the body text of a signature, it was proofread 
by another person, then sent to a second scribe who added titles, 
headlines and chapters, and, when needed, to an illuminator who 
would add versals and illustrations. Only then the signature was 
ready to be bound.28

Over the centuries, as the wealth of the Church and 
the demand for beautiful books grew, the fascinating art of 
illumination became more and more common and added 
charm to the volumes. If at first elegant decoration was limited 
to versals, in time illumination expanded to decorated margins 
where the text was inscribed, and, finally, it reached the level of 
miniatures and illustrations as we know them today 1.29

Marks of Possession on Manuscripts 
In these “heroic times”30—as Henry Bouchot (1849–1906), 
conservator at the Cabinet of Prints of the French National 
Library, calls them—libraries were slowly growing because of 
manuscript volumes that had the unique personality of the person 
who had handwritten them. Their owners were well known and 
it was difficult to steal and try to sell part of their belongings. In 
this epoch, possession marks were rare, and, when they existed, 
they were simple notes on the frontispiece of the book, free from 
any kind of ambition.31

We can say that an instinctive gesture that many of us still 
do nowadays, such as writing the name of the owner on the 
frontispiece of the book, was the most common mark in the 
manuscript era. Even so, some of these manuscripts contained 
personal notes, famous quotes, information about the owner’s 

28  McMurtrie, The Book, 76–79.

29  McMurtrie, The Book, 79.

30  Henri F. X. M. Bouchot, Les Ex-
Libris et les Marques de Possession 
du Livre (Paris: R. Rouveyre, 
1891), 17.

31 Bouchot, Les Ex-Libris, 17.



Fig. 4 1 In this German manuscript of the seventh century we can see an 
handwritten “ex libris” saying “Iste liber est sanctae Marie et sancti 
Corbiniani Frisinge”, placed on the top margin. 
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status, or legitimate ownership statements: from the basic “iste 
liber mei est” (“this book is mine”) to more elaborate formulas 
such as Latin mottoes or rhyming poems, often in a naive 
composition, addressing the thief and cursing him or reminding 
him that his actions were under the eye of God 1.32 33 34 

It is during the fifteenth century that the rich aristocracy 
started inserting their devices, their initials, or their coats of 
arms into versals. It is not rare to find works of this kind, 
with meaningful elements hidden in the decoration, multiple 
statements of ownership with their indelible and permeating 
presence that would reveal themselves only to whom was able to 
recognize them.35

From Manuscripts to Printed Books
Being made under commission and often in unique copy and 
being the product of hours of manual labor by amanuensis and 
illuminators, manuscripts were not only much more recognizable 
but also much more valuable than printed books are today or 
were even just after the invention of loose characters.36 Even so, 
we can note that even when marking one’s books was not strictly 
needed, these kinds of marks existed and adopted different forms. 
This proves that already in medieval times this need was much 
more than a necessity; in fact, it was a desire of book owners.

However, book history was about to change radically: 
print—the main means of transmission of ideas and knowledge 
for the past five hundred years, and more specifically movable 
characters—was about to change the world, the same world that 
nowadays we cannot imagine without this technology and its 
more recent developments. Therefore, we can understand what 
kind of revolution it must have been: “an adventure and an art”37 
which was strictly connected to the technological advancement 
and to the experimentation of men of culture, and inevitably 
influenced possession marks as well.

32  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 15.

33  Bragaglia, Ex Libris, 14–15.
34  Egisto Bragaglia, Gli Ex Libris 

Italiani. Dalle origini alla fine 
dell’Ottocento. Vol. I. Testo e indici 
(Milan: Editrice Bibliografica, 
1993), 70.

35  Bouchot, Les Ex-Libris, 18.

37  Sigfrid H. Steinberg and John 
Trevitt, Cinque secoli di stampa 
(Turin: Einaudi, 1964), 11.

36  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 7.
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Fig. 5 1 Movable characters composed in lines of text.
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1.4. Printing. An Adventure and an Art.

38  We decided to put these words 
into inverted commas in order 
to highlight the fact that we are 
aware that Gutenberg cannot be 
considered the only responsible 
for this invention and its first 
developments, as we explain later 
in the text. However, since it is tra-
ditional knowledge that Gutenberg 
was the inventor of loose charac-
ters printing we do not consider 
completely wrong to refer to it as 
“Gutenberg’s invention”.

We all know that cultural and technological revolutions do 
not happen in one night, but we usually find conventional 
breakthrough events or personalities that help us define history. 
In the specific case of the history of modern printing—from 
the invention and use of movable characters—we traditionally 
divide it in three macro-periods. The first one, the most 
experimental and fertile one, called the incunabula period, goes 
from “Gutenberg’s invention”38 (1450) until 1550; the second 
one, comprehending the following centuries until the beginning 
of the nineteenth century, and corresponding to the time when 
techniques and results were perfected, is called the consolidation 
period; the third period lasts until our days and is the so-called 
innovation period, characterized by a pressing technological 
advancement in production and distribution.39

The Incunabula Period
The most interesting time span for our research is the incunabula 
period: it is in these early years of modern printing that began 
the cultural change that would consolidate in the following 
centuries and lead to mass production. Originally, it started on an 
individual level, as we are mostly talking about single personalities 
involved in the process: printers-editors, writers, and buyers.

Traditionally and conventionally, it all started with one of 
these personalities, the German printer Johannes Gutenberg 
(c. 1400–68). He and his partners followed and used previous 
experimentations, such as block books—in which pages were 
one single wooden block—or paper presses, until reaching what 
is considered to be their invention: metallic letter-units infinitely 
combinable to print multiple samples of the same text 1.40 
However, it must be noted that these personalities and this kind 
of experimentations were spread all over Europe. In fact, they 
were present not only in Germany, France, Flanders, and Italy but 
also in Asia, where Chinese experimentation is considered to be 
extremely relevant, as proof that a common ground and a sense of 

39  Steinberg and Trevitt, Cinque secoli 
di stampa, 12.

40  Sigfrid H. Steinberg, Five Hundred 
Years of Printing (London: The 
British Library, 1996), 6.
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necessity in the field of new printing technologies was present in 
the whole continent and beyond. In Europe, though, Gutenberg’s 
enterprise more than others was presenting itself as a synthesizer 
of many trends and technologies that were flourishing in Europe 
and in the Oriental culture and constituted a cheaper and more 
convenient method.41

A New Structure for Books
Originally, printed books were marked with a colophon on the 
last page, reporting the place and date of printing, the name of 
the printer, and the title of the book. Once again, the simple 
written text marked the product, proved its quality, and protected 
its “copyrights”, just like in the case of medieval amanuensis who 
were handwriting their name, the date of completion of their 
work, and, if needed, some notes. Despite this, even before the 
invention of the frontispiece—that appeared only after 1463—it 
became common for typographers—or printer-editors, as they 
were often defined since they covered both roles at the same 
time—to print their own mark, just after or before the colophon. 

These marks, not written but graphic this time, followed 
the recent practice adopted by other craftsmen and merchants 
of the time, who put marks—nowadays we would call them 
“trademarks”—on their products to prevent illegal competition. 
Typographic marks, usually engraved in wood or metal, were 
high quality, elegant, and distinguished marks, despite being 
initially similar to one another. They were inspired by ancient 
traditional visuals like crosses and orbs, such as the four-crosses 
motifs that symbolize the world in the Christian faith. These 
marks eventually became more complex, presenting ornaments or 
mottoes, initials and names, and heraldic symbols, until they were 
replaced by publishers’ marks.42 43

Another notable evolution happened in the refinement of 
materials. As paper quality became more and more important 
for the printing process, watermarks—i.e. translucent images 
imprinted into the paper during production—became more and 
more common. Even if the first known watermark dates from the 

41  Steinberg and Trevitt, Cinque secoli 
di stampa, 8; 18–26.

42  Steinberg and Trevitt, Cinque secoli 
di stampa, 103–106; 118.

43  Mollerup, Marks of Excellence, 36.
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thirteenth century in Italy, it was only at the end of the fifteenth 
century that proud paper producers, as well as typographers, 
wanted their work to be identified with themselves and therefore 
created indelible marks to do so. Watermarks often represented 
symbolic objects or animals, such as dragons, lambs, or eagles. 
Nowadays, in a world dominated by the industrial process, 
watermarks are less common but maintain their role as proofs of 
high quality craft.44

Consequences of Print
As we could expect, the evolution in the way books were made, 
used, and structured caused an evolution in the way books were 
marked too. Compared to the previous centuries, it was now 
more important to mark them explicitly, since there was more 
than one circulating copy of the same text, books printed in 
the same run looked the same, and more people could afford 
them. Under the influence of the trend of creating identification 
marks in all kinds of businesses, a new method of marking books 
propriety was born: a personal mark, a print of small dimensions 
that, glued on the frontispiece of a book, identified its owner. It is 
due to the printing revolution that the journey of the modern ex 
libris—this is the name of these new born marks—began.

A Cultural Revolution
Printing industry would grow, evolve, and, despite the 
importance of contemporary technologies, it is still far from being 
dead at the beginning of the twenty-first century. This incessant 
technological advancement and the postmodern elaboration 
of traditional techniques is what allows us to say that printing, 
especially since “Gutenberg’s invention”, represented a cultural 
revolution that not only opened the doors to information, 
literature, and education but also influenced visual arts in many 
different ways. It is in this spirit that we have to explore marks 
such as ex libris, from their birth as possession marks to their 
evolution into collectible graphic objects influenced by history 
and technology.

44  Mollerup, Marks of Excellence, 39.





Fig. 6 1 Different kinds of marks on the end-papers of a book.
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2. Ex Libris

2.1. Anatomy. definition and Origins of the Ex Libris.

“It is the personal symbol, stamped or printed generally on 
paper—with a heraldic, allegorical, symbolical, ornamental, or 
talking image, where the name and, at the occurrence, the device 
of the bibliophile are also represented—, that is glued on the back 
of the cover of each owned book, to guarantee the ownership of 
the work and to protect it with this ultimate artistic image.”

This is the definition that Fausto Moreira Rato, one of the leading 
authorities on ex libris in Portugal, gives them. Even if today we 
have a clear definition of what they are, it is not as immediate to 

In this second chapter we decided to focus on ex libris, as they 
are the only personal marks related exclusively to books, unlike 
signatures and other handwritten or printed marks that can 
be affixed to any kind of object. After introducing ex libris 
and going deeper into their origins, we found it important 
to explore how history and society influenced their use, their 
appearance, and how their role changed along the centuries in 
Central and Southern Europe. With this historical basis, which 
includes a focus on the history of ex libris in Portugal, it is easier 
to understand the elements, the creative process behind their 
design, and their role as personal statements. Finally, we wanted 
to explore what ex libris have become nowadays, who still uses 
them, why and how, and what are the everyday marks that, on a 
graphic and functional level, can be related to them.

“E’ o símbolo pessoal, estampado ou impresso geralmente em papel—de desenho heráldico, alegórico, 
simbólico, ornamental ou falante, onde figura também o nome e, facultativamente, a divisa do  
bibliófilo—, que se cola no verso da capa de cada livro possuído, para garantir a pertença da obra e 
favorecê-la com esse derradeiro requinte artístico.” 45

45  Fausto Moreira Rato, Manual de 
Ex-librística (Lisbon: Imprensa 
Nacional-Casa da Moeda, 1978), 14.
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Fig. 7 1 Hans Igler’s ex libris is the most ancient ex libris we know about, dated c. 1475.
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understand how this graphic object was born and how it became 
what it is as it might seem. Its origins and its history are obscure, 
often related to other kinds of graphic marks, strictly depending 
on print and technological development and influenced by the 
stories and fame of their owners. These are the elements that we 
are going to analyze in order to understand the meaning and the 
art behind ex libris.

Anatomy
Since the date is not one of the items we usually find on ex libris, 
it is not easy for bibliophiles to go back to their roots and define 
which is the most ancient among the ones that survived until 
today. Traditionally, the first ex libris we know about is considered 
to be the one owned by Johannes Knabensberger, who was 
known as Hans Igler and was the chaplain of the German family 
Von Schoenstett 1. Despite not having an exact indication of the 
year, this ex libris, found inside a Latin–German dictionary, can 
be dated back to the last quarter of the fifteenth century.46 47 

Hans Igler’s ex libris is a refined and complex example of the 
modern ex libris and this is why it is perfect to illustrate what 
they are. Usually printed on paper and not bigger than 40 cm2, ex 
libris are made of the combination of an image and the name of 
the owner. In this case, the name is a motto written inside a scroll 
and represents a wordplay that recalls the nickname of the book 
owner through its meaning. “Igler” means “porcupine” and in 
English we can summarize the epigram like this: “Hans Igler gives 
you a Igler (porcupine) kiss”. This is the first “talking” ex libris, 
i.e. an ex libris where the surname or the nickname of the owner 
is used to create a wordplay or a meaningful motto. 

Compared to the standard ex libris, there is a missing item. 
It is the “ex libris” formula that usually comes before the name of 
the owner. It literally means “from the books of” and sometimes it 
is substituted by the simplified form “libris” or by other formulas 
that indicate a specific context, such as “ex bibliotheca”, “ex museo”, 
“ex musics”. In this case, since the name is already inserted in a 
motto, it would have been difficult to use it.48

46  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 16.

47  Remo Palmirani, Manuale dell’am-
atore di ex libris. Guida illustrata 
alla storia, alla cultura ed al 
collezionismo degli ex libris dal XVI 
secolo ai giorni nostri (Ravenna: 
Edizioni Essegi, 1999), 6.

48  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 16; 24.
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Origins 
We can affirm that the modern ex libris was born in the decades 
right after the invention of printing in Germany, where the 
modern publishing culture has its origins.49 Soon, the publishing 
world became more complex and presented new challenges. In 
only few decades books were mostly printed and manufactured 
in series: they were no longer strongly characterized by the 
handwriting of amanuensis or by marks hidden into miniatures 
that were typical of medieval manuscripts.50 51 As we saw in the 
previous chapter, the ancient need of marking one’s property, 
present in all societies since the Archaic Era, has to adapt its 
methods, adopting new, modern characters.

Bouchot ascribes the invention of modern bookplates to rich 
book owners. In a scenario where book collecting became more 
affordable and therefore more democratic, the elite who used to 
have the privilege of building extensive libraries, mostly without 
the need of securing their books, since they were protected by the 
fame of their owners, had to find a method to distinguish their 
property from the mass of other book owners.52

At first, especially in Italy and France, where the art of 
bookbinding was advanced and refined, the issue of making 
books recognizable was solved with covers decorated with 
personal and elaborate designs called “super libros” or “super 
ex libris”.53 If in these countries this practice delayed the 
development of modern ex libris, in Germany, where the art of 
binding was confined to simple or poor samples, there was space 
for developing other methods, such as marks inserted inside the 
book, on the opening end-papers. According to Bouchot, it is for 
this reason, together with the great printing experimentation that 
was taking place in Germany in the second half of the fifteenth 
century, that ex libris were born right there.54

Influences
However, these are not the first marks with a similar purpose and 
not even the first prints of this kind that we see inside books. 
Achille Bertarelli, one of the most important collectors in Italy, 

49  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris,13.

50  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 15.

51  Bouchot, Les Ex-Libris, 18.

52  Bouchot, Les Ex-Libris, 18–19.

53  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 18.

54 Bouchot, Les Ex-Libris, 20–21.
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affirms that medieval times saw a great production of personal 
and business marks, and ex libris were naturally born in this 
environment, alongside insegne and typographic marks, which 
can be considered, at the very least, inspirations and influences 
for the creation of ex libris.55

Insegne are the logos that merchants and craftsmen used to 
signal their shops and workshops and that had to be registered 
by a notary in order to be legitimate. These marks were initially 
very simple and geometrical, since it was important for them 
to be recognizable to the public, and, in fact, one of the most 
common visuals was the same four-crosses motive used for the 
first typographic marks, together with the initials of the owner. 
Just as other graphic marks, insegne evolved in time, representing 
animals, decorated monograms, or emblems shaped very much 
like ex libris.56 57

Typographic marks, which we have already mentioned to be 
the marks that typographers used to put on the frontispiece of 
their books to protect their “copyright”, took in their evolution a 
very similar structure to the one that we find in ex libris: a simple 
picture, sometimes accompanied by the name of the printer 
or a motto. One of the most famous marks belonged to Aldo 
Manuzio (c. 1450–1515), who, with his typography in Venice, 
is considered the main Italian printer and a great innovator 
between 1400 and 1500. In his mark, a dolphin winds up 
around an anchor. This iconography will remain very popular in 
ex libris too.58

Finally, heraldic devices—“imprese” in Renaissance Italy—are 
the personal marks that most resembles ex libris in meaning and 
visuals, despite presenting a whole layer of secrecy and elitism 
that is not as explicit in ex libris. They were born in the midst 
of the literary environment of the sixteenth century and, despite 
not being business marks, they belonged to that category of self-
affirmation marks that put the owner or his values at the center 
of the concept, as the insegne and typographic marks did. They 
could be temporary, hence designed for a specific occasion such 
as a military campaign, an academic role, or a secret love affair—

55  Achille Bertarelli, Gli ex libris 
italiani (Milan: Ulrico Hoepli, 
1902), 10.

56  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 18.

57  Bertarelli, Gli ex libris italiani, 
12–15.

58  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 13–14.
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so that it could only be understood by the loved woman—, or 
permanent, expressing the universal values of the owner.59 Many 
of these devices followed the family heraldry, but their typical 
form was composed of a visual part—the body—and a motto—
the soul. It was not rare to find these marks on clothes, furniture, 
and other personal objects. Intellectuals and bibliographers wrote 
essays about the criteria for a good device, suggesting fitting 
combinations of images and mottoes, and these criteria—such 
as balance between visuals and mottoes, good aesthetics, hidden 
meanings—were taken into account in the creation of ex libris in 
the following centuries.60

Reasons of Existence
Even after collecting this information, we still do not know 
what brought people who were used to marks used for a public 
purpose—as typographic marks and insegne were—to start 
using personal marks whose function was, on the contrary, 
mainly private, personal, and self-referential. We can only make 
hypothesis about this shift in use and meaning.

As we mentioned before, it is an ancestral feeling for men 
and women to have the desire of marking things that they own, 
partly for the use of the external world, as a way to protect 
objects from illegal appropriation, but also, in a more intimate 
way, as a statement of identity. Henry Bouchot affirmed quite 
harshly that ex libris are “manifestations d’avarice bibliophile” (“the 
manifestations of book lover greediness”) but also, softening his 
tone, “la marque la plus vieille de l’amour sincère des hommes pour 
leur bien littéraire” (“the most ancient mark of the sincere love of 
men for their literary goods”).61 We believe that it is important 
to acknowledge that, when we refer to books, more than in any 
other case, leaving a mark is also a statement of intellectual status 
and an affirmation of culture and education.

If we consider the need of marking an object, the signature 
on the frontispiece of a book should be enough: it perfectly 
identifies the owner, it is personal and non-reproducible. 
Therefore there must be another reason—a nobler reason!—why 

59  Jacopo Gelli, Divise, motti, imprese 
di famiglie e di personaggi italiani 
(Milan: Ulrico Hoepli, 1916), 7.

60  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 101.

61  Bouchot, Les Ex-Libris, 10.
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ex libris, so accurate and personal, became very popular, first 
among aristocracy and clergy and then among the rising middle 
class. We can find this reason in the main difference between the 
simple handwritten signature and the ex libris: with this second 
method the book owner can convey more than just his name. 
The definition of one’s identity is amplified and expanded by the 
motto and the image, recalling scenarios that at the time were 
recognized as traditional and universal. Ex libris are a way of 
expressing a core value, a philosophy, or a lifestyle.62 We can say 
that, at their very core, ex libris are a design product, based on a 
concept—a value, an ambition, a desire, a cultural reference—
that is converted into illustrations and words.

62  Palmirani, Manuale dell’amatore di 
ex libris, 5.

2.2. Evolution. Styles, Roles, and Influences

As all arts, from classical disciplines to applied arts, the history 
and style of ex libris are influenced by historical and social 
changes as well as by the development of new technologies and 
printing techniques. Whereas the evolution of society and the 
progression of cultural hegemony in Europe mostly influenced 
the role of this graphic object, technological advancement 
influenced its styles and themes, opening graphic representation 
to new visuals.

It is impressive how, during the five centuries of life of ex 
libris, artists and craftsmen found such an array of solutions to 
create original compositions. Usually in a vertical format, we find 
horizontal or fantasy shapes too; we find simple compositions 
and finely decorated ones; mostly black and white, but colored 
ex libris as well; typographical or calligraphic lettering; ex libris 
showing perspective or completely flat. The variety of these 
graphic objects is basically unlimited, especially in their twentieth 
century applications.63 We will try to explore this evolution 
through five centuries, with an eye to printing techniques.

63  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 65.
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Fig. 8 1 The ex libris (c. 1550) of the bishop of Tortona Cesare Gambara 
is a classic example of a heraldic ex libris, composed of different 
items: the name of the owner, the episcopal emblems on top 
together with the sword, and the rich decoration all around the 
main element, made of the imperial emblem and the “talking” 
caption, in this case a crayfish—“gambero” in Italian, recalling 
the name of the owner.

Fig. 9 1 The ex libris (1516) of Hieronymus Ebner von Eschenbach, friend 
of Martin Luther, is the most famous ex libris by Albrecht Dürer 
and the first dated ex libris we know of. Its typical structure would 
influence the ex libris in the following centuries: the complex coat 
of arms composed of shields and classical decorative elements such 
as cornucopias and putti is framed by the proprietary statement 
(“liber Hieronimi Ebner”, “book of Hieronymus Ebner” in English) 
and a motto (“Deus refugium meum”, i.e. “God is my shelter”).
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The Heraldic Ex Libris
Given the lack of dates on these graphic objects, it is difficult 
to identify the first ex libris in each country, but we can affirm 
that in the second half of the sixteenth century they were present 
all over Europe. The samples we can observe in this century are 
very similar all over the continent: heraldic ex libris, picturing 
the coats of arms of prestigious families of the time, are the 
predominant form, and they would remain so for a long time. 
Today, we may find these visual representations confused, difficult 
to read, and similar to one another, and, in fact, they rarely 
display artistic quality. However, at the time, it was an ordinary 
skill for a man of culture to be able to read these emblems; and 
heraldry seemed to be the ideal vehicle: words were not needed 
since all the information about the book owners was conveyed 
through their coat of arms, perfectly identifying them in the 
aristocratic system of the time.64 There was no need to express 
any emotional value, nor the dreams or ambitions of the owner: a 
“sterile” family coat of arms was enough for the purpose 1.65 

In these first centuries it was not common for artists to 
design ex libris: the focus was not on the creative work or on 
the artistic quality but mainly on the accuracy of the emblem. 
Therefore, most of the times, ex libris were the result of the work 
of expert craftsmen, but certainly not artists. The German artist 
Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528), considered the greatest engraver 
of the Renaissance, is an exception to this rule. He only engraved 
around twenty ex libris, but it just so happens that the most 
ancient ex libris we have and the most ancient one with a date 
are both his works. As the great artist that he was, he reached 
incredibly accurate and refined results even by using a technique 
with many technical limitations such as woodcut 1. As a matter 
of fact xylography 3, a relief process that uses a wooden master, is 
the technique that characterized this graphic object and that gave 
it its visual features during the sixteenth century and came to be 
considered the ex libris technique par excellence.66 

Ex libris remained an exclusively aristocratic practice 
for almost three centuries and its themes and styles, despite 

64  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 17–18.

65  Bragaglia, Gli ex libris italiani, 70.

66  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 18–19; 66–67.
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Fig. 10 1 Belonging to the Monastery of Oberzell-am-Main in Germany, this is an ex bibliotheca  
(c. half of the eighteenth century), a mark that defines a collective collection—in this 
case the library of a monastery. The subject are coats of arms, but the decoration is more 
elaborate, rich in details and therefore probably realized with the intaglio technique. All 
around the main component we can notice the interesting Latin sentences that highlight 
the importance of the library and books as a common good (on the horizontal axis) and 
discourage theft (on the vertical axis).
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following the artistic tendencies of the time—from Gothic to 
Baroque—, did not change in a radical way until the end of the 
eighteenth century. However, in this last century an expansion in 
graphic culture was experienced due to new printing techniques 
and a development of graphic industry that allowed the diffusion 
of prints, advertisement, cartes de visite, and other popular 
graphic objects for daily display. Ex libris were one of the fields 
that gained more popularity: they began to go beyond royal 
circles, especially because of literary academies, which were 
circles of intellectuals who promoted literature and the passion 
for books.67

Technological advancements in press industry certainly had 
an important role in how ex libris style and quality changed over 
the seventeenth and eighteenth century. Intaglio prints 3—like 
engraving 3, dry-point 3, mezzo-tint 3, etching 3, and aqua-tint 
3, techniques that used an engraved metallic master inked and 
pressed on paper—had a wide development and they soon became 
the printing techniques preferred by ex libris artists. During these 
two centuries, the possibility of creating thin lines and dense, 
rich in details images was perfectly combined with heraldic 
needs, Baroque decoration, and, later, with the clean line of the 
Neoclassical style. Especially in an object so small and, at the same 
time, so rich in symbolic and implicit information such as the 
bookplate, we can see why intaglio prints became the ideal means 
of expression, soon overcoming the less accurate xylography 1.68

The Modern Era Ex Libris
It is only after the French Revolution, when the power and 
the cultural hegemony of aristocracy were shaken in the whole 
continent and completely disrupted in France, that the heraldic 
iconography disappeared and ex libris assumed new styles 
and representations. After the fall of the Ancien Regime, in the 
eighteenth century, the affirmation of an educated middle class 
with extensive private libraries and the democratization of book 
printing and literature increased the number of ex libris users. 
This was also the century when novels were born, proving with 

67  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 19–20.

68  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 159.
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Fig. 11 1 This ex libris goes back to the years immediately after the French 
Revolution, and shows how democratic solutions were favored—as 
in the “Citoyen Français” caption—and how the visual style had 
to adapt to the new historical period. The most evident influences 
are the Neoclassical style, embodied by the leaf frame, and the 
spreading of the cartes de visite, usually printed in an elegant and 
sober text.

Fig. 12 1 
Fig. 13 1 Both these ex libris, belonging to the nineteenth century, present rigorous and sober lines, 

recalling classical elements and a realistic style. Typical features are Neoclassical archi-
tecture, calligraphic lettering, and classical symbolism. Cultural environment did not 
influence exclusively the style but also the concept that the ex libris expressed: caducity of 
life, decadence, the Latin concept of vanitas, and nature, which are often represented in ex 
libris of this period, are all themes belonging to Romanticism, one of the most influential 
cultural movement of the nineteenth century.
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their popularity that the middle class, made of merchants and 
professionals, appreciated the new genre of fiction.69 70 

In these circumstances, more than highlighting the artistic 
quality—“revolutionary ex libris” were quite unadorned and 
monotone71—, ex libris ended up assuming an even stronger 
identity-making meaning. Self-made middle class families did not 
have a family coat of arms to represent and legitimate themselves 
in the eyes of society and therefore there was the need to use 
a new symbolism, often taken from the classical and religious 
tradition721. Neoclassical and Romantic iconography and themes 
became the most popular inspirations, and the Renaissance 
tradition of imprese, characterized by the combination of text and 
images, was exhumed 1 1. We can say that in the last decades 
of the century the interest for ex libris was widespread and their 
variety was so vast that it is even possible to identify national 
tendencies.73 Lithography 3, invented in 1796, was the printing 
technique that developed the most in the nineteenth century and 
therefore we find a great variety of detailed representations with 
lower contrast and characterized by shades of gray.

Arts and Crafts and Art Nouveau
We can consider the last decade of the twenty-first and the first 
decade of the twentieth century a period of transition towards 
modernity: from this period on, modern artistic movements 
would follow and influence one another, affecting all art fields, 
including the ex libris production. If nowadays we recognize ex 
libris as a branch of visual arts, we owe it to Art Nouveau, the 
artistic movement that, with different names, spread all over 
Europe. In particular, the Arts and Crafts movement, that had 
its origins in the United Kingdom, promoted the importance of 
the decorative arts, often associated with crafting and considered 
“minor arts”, such as the creation of furniture, wallpapers, and 
glass objects. Because of artists like William Morris (1834–96) 
1 and Aubrey Beardsley (1872–98) 1 in England and Gustav 
Klimt (1862–1918) and Koloman Moser (1868–1918) in Austria 
and Germany—who were both exponents of the Secessionist 
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Fig. 14 1 An Art Nouveau ex libris, with the typical features of the move-
ment: the decoration, often related to natural elements, and the 
use of squared lettering, mellowed by soft edges and different 
letter heights.
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Fig. 16 1 Walter Crane (1845–1915) is one of the most famous artists of the 
Arts and Crafts movement and this is his talking ex libris, drawn 
by Crane for himself: the bird portrayed is a crane, which is also 
the surname of the artist. The style is without any doubt Arts and 
Crafts, and so is the concept: the idea is to show the instruments 
of the profession of the artist, highlighting how decorative arts are 
also a kind of art, and how valuable craft is.

Fig. 15 1 This ex libris, designed and realized by Aubrey Beardsley in 1893 
and extremely characterized by his style, is a typical example of the 
Arts and Crafts art: the decoration and the soft modern lines are 
balanced in the representation.
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Fig. 18 1 Famous poster artist and illustrator, Alfons Mucha designed few ex 
libris, which are representative of his style. In this one, dated back 
to 1898, the subject is a woman with classical features framed into 
a decorated and flowery architecture, one of the typical subjects of 
the artist. This ex libris is not different from his posters, except for 
the size—it is in fact just slightly bigger than 8x10 cm—so that we 
can see how the well-known artist transposed his signature colors, 
style, and subject on a miniature scale.

Fig. 17 1 An iconic ex libris for the Viennese Secession, designed by Gustav 
Klimt: it summarizes the characters of the movement representing 
Athena, who is its protector. Secessionist works are very emblem-
atic of this transitional period because, even by maintaining a 
traditional decorative style in the use of natural elements (or gold, 
in architecture and painting), they also present clean and regular 
lines, an anticipation of the Modernism of the 1930s.
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movement—the art of ex libris gained its own importance and 
stopped being associated with engraved illustration 1 1 1. 
This major shift in role opened the door to the collecting of 
these graphic objects, which started to be commissioned with an 
exchanging purpose in addition to the marking one.74 

The Golden Age: Merits and Contradictions
Already in 1891, Henry Bouchot joked about the fact that 
ex libris, which had recently become a commercial branch, 
were incredibly expensive and would have soon evolved into 
objects of dowry because they would have ended up being more 
valuable than precious fabric.75 However, it was in the first 
decades of the century that the radical change in the role of ex 
libris that had started under the influence of the Arts and Crafts 
movement—that is to say the progressive loss of its original 
function—was brought to completion, facilitated by collecting 
and exchange. If in the early stages ex libris were used to mark 
book possessions, from this period onwards they were mainly 
collected as visual objects.76

It was thus that, due to the opening up of literary culture 
to all social classes, to an easier access to libraries, and to the 
influence of Modernism, we witness an extraordinary spreading 
of ex libris in what was considered to be their “Golden Age”. 
The general public was wider than ever, and we find a great 
variety of themes, languages, styles, techniques, and even 
formats, so that it is practically impossible—and unnecessary—
to classify them based on the criteria we may use for the previous 
centuries or national peculiarities.77

Clubs of collectors, such as the Ex Libris Society in London, 
the Ex Libris Verein in Berlin, and the Société Française des 
Collectionneurs d’Ex Libris, were born all over the continent. 
In these years, associations were one of the main channels to 
enrich one’s collection, as they offered the opportunity to be 
active on national and international correspondence in order to 
trade with other collectors, or to find artists willing to design 
personalized ex libris. One of the biggest pleasures for collectors 

74  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
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Fig. 19 1 The architect Alberto Novello drew his own ex libris (1923) 
inspired by his profession in the architectural field, a fact made 
explicit in the title and in the image representing a Corinthian 
capital.

Fig. 20 1 Along the twentieth century, erotic ex libris became popular 
enough to almost create a stand-alone category. They can be 
quite explicit, but also elegant, like this sample, made with thin 
graceful lines.
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is to have what nobody else can have and ex libris collectors are 
not alien to this fascination: the research of the rarest object or 
the commission of a sample meant to be the most precious of a 
category were very common practices in this period.78 

Societies of bibliophiles also contributed to the diffusion 
and the opening up to the general public, because of periodic 
publications on the subject and many national and international 
exhibitions. Despite the fact that collecting distorted the original 
meaning of the ex libris, making it an empty engraving valued 
only for its aesthetics, we have to recognize that it is also the 
main reason for the preservation of this object, which would have 
probably been completely lost without collectors after the fall 
of the aristocracy and the heraldic system. It is also true that, in 
such a wide environment, often inhabited by amateurs, we do 
not always find high quality work, but also dull, ungraceful, and 
provincial examples.79

In this dynamic environment, new trends were born and 
old practices rediscovered. An example is the creation of ex libris 
with a specific topic, related, for instance, to a profession or to a 
specific type of book or interest 1. We find specialized ex libris—
as they are called—devoted to cook books, classical culture books, 
musical scores—“ex musicis”—; ex libris marking non binded 
papers—“ex foliis”—and many other personalized versions. One 
of the categories of specialized ex libris that had a great success, 
mainly due to their prohibited and, at the same time, explicit 
theme, are erotic ex libris: in these artifacts we often find the 
celebration of the female form—a topos that we also find in many 
traditional ex libris—and erotic scenes 1.80

The ancient technique of xylography, abandoned decades 
before because it was too weak and inaccurate to be used in 
industrial printing, was rediscovered in its traditional forms and 
in its transposition into new plastic materials, such as linoleum 3, 
which was cheaper and easier to be worked on even by amateurs. 
Moreover, new modern techniques, such as screen printing 3 and 
offset 3 made it easier to play with colors and give incredible power 
to the artist. In the first case, he could manually experiment with 
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Fig. 21 1 New technologies give new expressive possibilities, as it is in this 
sample where the lettering is a pattern that fills the whole surface.

Fig. 22 1 
Fig. 23 1 Ex libris of the 1970s of the twentieth century made with contemporary techniques. The 

use of color, not so common during the previous centuries, is another of the features that 
characterizes the Golden Age of ex libris.
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his creativity, whereas, in the second one, he had extreme flexibility 
in designing the ex libris exclusively on paper, without the need of 
physically crafting and engraving it, as it used to be with traditional 
techniques 1 1 1.81

If we can say that ex libris lost their property marking role, we 
cannot say that they lost their identity defining one. Specialized 
ex libris are a good example of the fact that owners still felt 
the need of giving detailed information about themselves, be 
it their profession or their cultural field, and tried to diversify 
these graphic objects as much as possible. One of the fascinating 
elements of ex libris lies exactly here: one can create as many as 
one wants and represent as many aspects of one's identity—be 
they personal tracts, aspirations, a profession, or a passion. 

In the meantime, in the twentieth century, the process that 
had started with the invention of movable characters entered into 
a period dominated by innovation, and the economic value of 
books dropped significantly. However, while the need of marking 
them faded, since they were not as precious and valuable as 
before, their emotional power gained more and more strength, 
and the use of ex libris served the purpose of highlighting this 
kind of attachment by making it explicitly exclusive.

Today 
Nowadays, it is fair to say that neither ex libris nor their collecting 
are popular, or even general knowledge topics. As a matter of fact, 
the twenty-first century sees them relegated, again, to an elitist 
graphic object, not particularly documented, studied, or used on a 
big scale but only by a selected circle of intellectuals, a nook that it 
probably had never truly left if not during the twentieth century.

Inside the exclusive nook of people who still use and 
understand ex libris, we find those societies of collectors and 
amateurs born during the twentieth century and still active in 
many countries, such as the International Federation of Societies 
of Ex-Libris Collectors which gathers many associations from all 
around the world. Not surprisingly, we also find contemporary 
artists and graphic designers who still commit to this ancient art 

81  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 22.
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and spread it mostly through social networks. This fact means 
that a circle of clients still exists.

Rises and Falls
We can certainly affirm that, in five hundred years of history, ex 
libris has changed its styles, its target, and its role more than once. 

After having a great importance in the aristocratic 
environment for three centuries, it encountered its first radical 
changes in the nineteenth century, when it became one of the 
props that the middle class used to consolidate its role in society. 
It was in this lively period that ex libris became more and more 
interesting from a visual point of view, due to technological 
advancement that gave more possibilities to artists and to 
the expansive artistic movements that followed one another. 
Meanwhile, its role started to change, opening the doors to the 
final recognition of ex libris as a graphic object and, therefore,  
to collecting.

Finally, the twentieth century is illustrative of the rise and 
fall that characterized the history of ex libris until today: in this 
short and troubled century we witness ex libris crafts becoming 
as popular as ever, and then, towards the end of it, we assist to its 
fading and almost disappearing. 

2.2.1. Ex Libris in Portugal

This section about the history of Portuguese ex libris aims to show 
the fervent activity that took place around the subject of ex libris 
in the country, and it has been written consulting high quality 
sources that we were able to retrieve in loco. More specifically, the 
work of Fausto Moreira Rato, Manual de Ex-librística, the articles 
belonging to the Archivo Nacional de Ex-libris collection, and A 
Arte do Ex-líbris, the bulletin of the Associação Portuense de Ex 
libris, consulted by courtesy of Invicta Livro. 
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Origins and Early History
The history of Portuguese ex libris is partially similar to the 
tendencies found in the rest of Europe, since it was, as it is 
natural, influenced by the events and the cultural development 
of the continent. As happened to other bibliographers in their 
countries, Moreira Rato, too, has some difficulties in naming 
with certainty the first Portuguese ex libris. The issue of the 
definition of an ex libris is particularly important here, since the 
author names some examples of known and hypothetical proto-
ex libris: personal marks, indeed, but we do not have any proof 
that they were used as bookplates. So, even if it is possible that 
in the sixteenth century ex libris were already spread in Portugal, 
mirroring their popularity in the rest of Europe, it is not clear 
which one was the first ex libris sample in the country.82

Among the many attempts to find the first Portuguese 
ex libris, it is interesting the case of Manuel Severim de Faria 
(1583–1655), canon and cantor of the Cathedral of Évora, writer 
and collector of bibliographical rarities, who adopted a personal 
mark for his library. However, it seems that the ex libris, was first 
used as an illustration for a publication of the same owner, and 
therefore it could not be legitimately called an ex libris 1.83 84

It is no surprise that this is a heraldic ex libris, as most of the 
ex libris of the sixteenth and seventeenth century were, respecting 
the European thread in style and social relevance. 

In the eighteenth century we find more than one hundred 
interesting samples of ex libris, with high artistic and technical 
quality. It is Moreira Rato himself who highlights the importance 
of the technical development of intaglio techniques, without 
which ex libris would have never reached their current quality. 
He mentions some of the most prominent artists of the time, 
including Amettler85 (1768–1841), the Catalan engraver who 
worked on the ex libris of the fifth count of Ponte, José António 
de Sousa Saldanha Meneses e Castro (1738–85). One curious 
thing that made this ex libris famous in the 1970s of the 
twentieth century is that it was found behind the first “portrait” 
of Luís Vaz de Camões (c.1524/25–80), one of the founders 

82  Moreira Rato, Manual de Ex-li-
brística, 30.

83  Moreira Rato, Manual de Ex-li-
brística, 32.

84  A. Vieira Neves, “O Ex-Libris Mais 
Antigo Impresso Em Portugal.” 
Boletim da Academia Portuguesa 
de Ex libris 1, no. 1 (1955): 11–16.

85  It has to be noted that Amettler is 
referred by Moreira Rato as “Allt-
mer”. (Manual de Ex-librística, 40)
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Fig. 24 1 Frontispiece of Discursos varios politicos by Manoel Severim de Faria 
Chantre, printed in 1624 in Évora by Manoel Carvalho, typogra-
pher of the University. Here can be seen the heraldic mark that the 
author will later adopt as ex libris.
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Fig. 25 1 The two ex libris that belonged to Teresa Josefa de Mello Breyner, attributed to Jerón-
imo de Barros Ferreira. They have the exact same subject, but in the second one the 
ribbon has been given a continuation in order to write the complete name of the owner 
after her marriage.

Fig. 26 1 Three versions of the ex libris of the Visconde de Almeida Garrett, featuring the emblems 
of the families and the motto “sempre fixa”.
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of Portuguese literature. The engravings of Jerónimo de Barros 
Ferreira are of an even higher quality; he is believed to have 
created the ex libris of the poet Teresa Josefa de Mello Breyner 
(1739–98)(other sources attribute it to the Spanish Carmona86). 
An interesting fact is that she owned a personal mark even before 
being married: a heraldic ex libris that represented the coat of 
arms of her family, surrounded by a flower garland closed by 
musical, literary, and commercial symbolic items, and an eagle on 
top, holding a band with the name. The same ex libris was edited 
later, keeping the graphic elements, with the only addition of her 
acquired title as a married woman 1 1.87

In the nineteenth century, due to the influence coming 
from abroad, where ex libris were very popular, and to the 
general improvement of the intaglio techniques quality, more 
and more people started marking their books. This period was 
characterized by the presence of the Italian artist Francesco 
Bartolozzi (1727–1815), an already famous engraver living in 
London, who moved to Portugal in 1802. The whole century 
would be characterized by his school. Despite the fact that the 
artistic quality of these works is remarkable, the heraldic style 
and traditional aristocratic themes would be maintained until the 
beginning of the twentieth century.88

Among the ex libris of renowned Portuguese personalities, 
we want to refer to the ones of João Baptista da Silva Leitão de 
Almeida Garrett (1799–1854), known in three different forms 1.  
They have three main elements in common: first, the coat of arms, 
divided into four sections, each one representing the emblem of 
one of the families (Almeidas, Silvas and Leitões, whereas the star 
probably refers to the North Star of Sweden, an honor Almeida 
Garrett received); secondly, the eagle with nine golden coins and 
a star on top; and finally the ribbon with the motto “sempre fixa” 
(“always fixed”), referring again to the North Star.89 

The Twentieth Century
In Portugal as in the rest of Europe, the twentieth century can be 
considered the century of the great expansion of ex libris, which 

86  Eugenio Virginio Baptista, ed., 
“Editorial”, Boletim da Academia 
Portuguesa de Ex libris 3, no. 7 
(1958).

87  Moreira Rato, Manual de Ex-li-
brística, 41.

89  Oliveira, Carlos Lobo de, dir.; D. 
Guida Keil, dir., Baptista, Eugenio 
Virginio, ed., “João Baptista da 
Silva Leitão de Almeida Garrett.” 
Boletim da Academia Portuguesa 
de Ex-Libris 1, no. 1, (1955): 5.

88  Moreira Rato, Manual de Ex-li-
brística, 46.
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became more democratic and abandoned, at last, the heraldic 
figurations, leaving them to few men of culture who could still 
appreciate them. It was only from this moment forward that ex 
libris were seen as an element adding value to the book and that 
societies of collectors were born in Portugal, as in other countries 
all over the continent, with the aim of exchanging ex libris and 
spreading them.

We already find relevant proof of the importance of ex 
libris at the beginning of the century. Two important periodic 
publications that were born in these first two decades are the 
Archivo de Ex-libris Portuguezes, edited from 1901 to 1908 and, 
curiously, first published in the Italian city of Genoa, where 
the director Joaquim de Araújo (1858–1917) was consul at the 
time, or the Revista de Ex-libris Portuguêses (1916–24), collecting 
samples and articles related to the topic.90 91 In these decades ex 
libris were popular to such a degree that in the presentation of 
the Archivo Nacional de Ex libris in 1927, the director Armando 
de Mattos (1859–1953) justified with this very reason the birth 
of a new publication that aimed to be a unique and complete 
collection of everything concerning ex libris.

We can consider 1927 to be a turning point in the interest 
for ex libris and in the spreading of cultural initiatives related to 
it. If during the previous three decades ex libris and its collection 
had already become a relevant topic in the intellectual circles of 
the country, it was in this year that Portugal showed the desire 
of transmitting the knowledge about this practice to the general 
public, by hosting the I Exposição de Ex-líbris em Portugal in 
October 1. As Moreira Rato affirms, the intellectual and artistic 
elite of the time had the best encouraging words for this event, 
but, more importantly, this exhibition was a revelation to many, 
as if a door had just been opened onto a new world and ex libris 
gained a whole new category of enthusiastic followers.92 In the 
following years, we witness the publication of original articles 
and ex libris samples in the above-mentioned periodicals and 
some other literature on the subject, among which we would 
like to mention A Psicologia do “Ex-libris” (1931) by Mattos and 

90  Moreira Rato, Manual de Ex-li-
brística, 55.

91  Armando de Mattos, “Apresen-
tação.” Arquivo Nacional de Ex-
libris, no. 1 (1927).

92  Moreira Rato, Manual de Ex-li-
brística, 58–59.
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Fig. 27 1 A sample of the ex libris present to the I Exposição de Ex-líbris em 
Portugal, which took place in Lisbon in 1927.
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Impressões de Arte (1934) by Adolfo Faria de Castro (1904 [?]–
post 1950), who dedicates an extensive chapter to ex libris.

The exhibition of 1927 was only the first of a long tradition 
of events of the kind that would be organized in the country for 
the decades to come. These exhibitions, usually supported by 
collectors societies and often displaying thematic or monographic 
samples about national ex libris engravers, had the greatest 
potential for spreading the culture of ex libris in Portugal. 
Unfortunately, they often remained a niche event, not sponsored 
through the main channels.93 However, especially since the 
1950s, we find many events open to the public, such as the 
Exposição Alentejana de Ex-líbris (1951) in Beja, three different 
exhibitions in 1954 only—one in Porto and two in Lisbon—and 
an exhibition in Porto devoted to heraldic marks (1957). 

It was in these years that collector associations were born in 
the main cities of the country, such as the Academia Portuguesa 
de Ex-líbris in Lisbon, founded in 1952 and still active today, 
and, in the same decade, the Associação Portuense de Ex-libris, 
later known as Associação Portuguesa de Ex-libris. Along with 
the activities of the members and the exchange of ex libris, both 
these associations are responsible for two of the most important 
periodic publications of the second half of the century, the 
Boletim da Academia Portuguesa de Ex-líbris (1955–94 [?]) and 
A Arte do Ex-líbris. Boletim da Associação Portuense de Ex libris 
(1956–post 1978), respectively. This last one shows an especially 
high quality graphic design, with color illustration and original 
samples, and a deep approach to the topic, concerned not only 
with its development on a national scale but also with its growth 
in other European countries. Moreover, in addition to detailed 
articles about artists and samples coming from all over the 
continent, we also find interesting considerations about the value, 
the collecting, and the identity-making role of the ex libris. 

In the 1960s and in the 1970s the activity of the societies 
that organized—supported by the members and by external 
contribution—many important exhibitions, especially in Porto, 
is of special relevance. The subjects were the most diverse: taurine 

93  Moreira Rato, Manual de Ex-li-
brística, 62.
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ex libris, childhood ex libris, the more traditional heraldic ex 
libris, etc... Libraries and associations also organized contests 
open to artists in order to find original proposals for ex libris—ex 
bibliothecae in most cases, since they were made to the use of a 
library and not of a private citizen—to mark their collections. As 
Moreira Rato notices, the interest in these years was so wide that 
it is impossible to make an exhaustive list of ex libris enthusiasts.

In 1976, another milestone event took place in Lisbon: 
the 16th International Congress of Ex libris, organized by the 
Associação Portuguesa de Ex libris (earlier known as “Portuense”). 
It was the major event of the kind in the country, with the 
participation of many international guests and high quality 
samples. The Congress established once and for all the idea that 
ex libris are not only for a confined elite, but, as books are for 
anyone who wants to educate themselves so are ex libris, and they 
are not necessarily economically or intellectually inaccessible.94

Now
Unfortunately, as it happened in other European countries, in 
Portugal ex libris experienced a downfall as well. Already in 1971 
the opening of A Arte do Ex-líbris was a reflection about the 
decline of ex libris as a possession mark, since very few people 
and institutions used them to mark the books in their libraries. 
The reasons mentioned are various: some people simply did not 
know that they existed, others found them too expensive, and a 
third category saw it as an indelicate display of luxury. However, 
the author finds the main cause for the decline of book-related 
elements, such as ex libris, in the lack of appreciation for books. 
Despite their great popularity less than fifty years earlier, and 
despite them being useful and gracious—and sometimes carrying 
an undeniable artistic value—people do not seem to be interested 
in them anymore.95

However, even if ex libris are not as popular as they used to 
be, we have to mention that the Academia Portuguesa de Ex-líbris 
is still active today in Lisbon, and, despite ceasing the publication 
of its bulletin, organized thematic exhibitions until 2003.

94  Moreira Rato, Manual de Ex-li-
brística, 72.

95  Maria Armanda de Almeida e Sousa, 
“Actualidade Do Ex Libris.” A Arte 
do Ex-líbris. Boletim da Associação 
Portuense de Ex-libris 6, no. 8 (1971).
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2.3. Meanings. Conceptualizing an Ex Libris.

“[...] pela leitura da legenda de um ex-libris podemos fazer a 
psicologia do seu possuidor.” 96

When we underline them, when we comment on a passage, 
when we glue a personal mark on them—books are always our 
confessors. They are not a place to hide our true self. On the 
contrary, they are a place where we hide from the real world 
and we are as honest to them as we are to ourselves.97 Therefore 
ex libris are some of the most sincere portraits that we can have 
of their owners. They can take many forms, but, be they deep, 
ironic, religious, frivolous, or intellectual, they are always telling 
us something about their owners, since they are always a personal 
thought and creation. By reading into an ex libris we can perhaps 
start to understand the psychology of its owner.98

But how does one decide how to represent oneself through 
an ex libris? What are the elements that best convey the idea that 
we want to transmit? Many bibliographers passionate about ex 
libris tried to answer these questions on how to create the perfect 
personal mark by taking into account the necessary elements, 
their best formulation, the general content, and the technique.

Mottoes
According to Conforti, Dietrich and Castello’s publication, 
the ideal ex libris is drawn from Renaissance devices. Ex libris 
craftsmen of that period had the possibility to refer to manuals, 
such as the Iconologia by Cesare Ripa (1645), to translate the 
moral concept that the client wanted represented.99 Jacopo Gelli, 
inspired by a colleague’s publication precisely about ex libris100, 
gave some advice about the ideal composition of devices in his 
book Divise, motti, imprese di famiglie e di personaggi italiani.101

Devices have to be composed of a soul and a body, where 
the soul—the motto—is, of course, the central feature of the ex 
libris. It can easily be the core of the whole composition, around 
which the other elements revolve, because it “brings bodies to 

96 Moreira Rato, Manual de Ex-li-
brística, 5.

97  Palmirani, Manuale dell’amatore di 
ex libris, 9.

98  Moreira Rato, Manual de Ex-li-
brística, 5.

99  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello,  
Ex libris, 100.

100  We refer to Raffaele E. Sangerma-
no, Gli ex libris (Turin: Stamperia 
dell’Archivio Tipografico, 1910).

101  Gelli, Divise, motti, imprese, 2–9.
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Fig. 28 1 The engraver Benvenuto Disertori owned this ex libris, clearly built following the 
rules of a good device. The motto is a Latin saying that exhorts to live “making 
haste slowly” and it is perfectly illustrated by the crab and the butterfly. A tradi-
tional representation of this motto is the image of a dolphin around an anchor, 
emblem, among others, of the printer Aldo Manuzio.
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life” (“animano i corpi”).102 If necessary, it can even sustain the 
whole meaning of the graphic object by itself, without the need 
of an image. A motto should be neither be too long, nor too 
short, but always meaningful: it synthesizes a rule of life, an 
existential purpose, or one of the main beliefs of the owner.103 
According to Gelli, one of the features of a good motto is to have 
a good sound.104 For this reason, we often find mottoes in Latin, 
usually drawn from classical authors and therefore rhythmic and 
meaningful, but also in French, a musical language, and English, 
a language suitable to express thoughts in a concise way 1. 

Despite the fact that ex libris based on devices are considered 
the ideal form, they are not common, as we saw in the previous 
section. In fact, complex heraldic ex libris based on family coats 
of arms—without a motto or a generic symbolic meaning, and 
often without any kind of lettering—were the most common 
form for three centuries, coexisting with devices themselves.

Gelli reports a list of more than 1500 mottoes in which 
we can identify some recurring themes. As we mentioned, 
a very common typology consists in mottoes that express a 
programmatic intent or values that are important to the owner: 
some are related to ambition and the desire of improving 
one’s life (ad sidera; altiora; ad summum)105 1 1, others to the 
importance of labor in living a full life (ardua quae pulchra; amat 
victoria curam; cura sed deliciae)106; some speak of the caducity of 
life (carpe diem; ars longa vita brevis)107 1 1 1, and others of the 
necessity of moral virtues to live honestly (caelum non animum 
muto; crescit in adversis virtus; facta non verba; festina lente; in 
medio stat virtus; nosce te ipsum; omnia tempus habent)108 1 1. 
Another common practice is to refer directly to God and faith 
(Deus et virtus; Deo iuvante; sempre immota fides)109 1 1 1. 

103  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello, 
Ex libris, 102.

104  Gelli, Divise, motti, imprese, 6.

105  “To the stars”; “to the highest 
things”; “to the top”.

106  “(Things worth living for are) 
difficult and beautiful”; “victory 
loves careful preparation”; “worry 
and delight”.

107  “Seize the day”; “life is short, the 
art long”.

108  “The sky changes, but my soul 
does not”; “virtue grows in adversi-
ty”; “facts, not words”; “make haste 
slowly”; “virtue sits in modera-
tion”; “know yourself ”; “there is a 
time for everything”. 

109  “God and virtue”; “with the help 
of God”; “always imperturbable 
in faith”.

102  Gelli, Divise, motti, imprese, XI.

Images and Symbols
Following the rules of Renaissance devices, the body of an ex libris 
is made of an image that has a symbolic meaning, completed and 
expanded by the motto. Ideally, the visual element is a strong 
cultural reference, often evocative and with a metaphorical 
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Fig. 29 1 The motto “altiora”, or “to the highest things”, is completed by 
the explicative image of a mountain in this ex libris, created 
by the artist Bruno da Osimo, one of the most prolific ex libris 
artists in Italy.

Fig. 30 1 The motto “ad summum” is equivalent to the previous example. 
In this case it is symbolized by the image of a stairway, on top of 
which a tree is growing. 
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Fig. 31 1 “A vida passa, as obras restam”, or “life passes, works remain”. This 
is a classic formula to talk about the caducity of life. In this case, 
though, the ex libris wants us to focus our attention on the fact 
that we have the possibility of creating something in life that will 
remain even when we are gone.

Fig. 32 1 
Fig. 33 1 In both these ex libris, one Italian and the other one Portuguese, we find the Latin motto 

“ars longa, vita brevis”. The meaning is the same as the previous example: life is short, the 
art long. 
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Fig. 34 1 The French motto “si je ne vaux pas mieux au moins je suis autre” 
(“if I am not better, at least I am different”), states a life rule and is 
reflected in the unusual and exotic image that also shows a remark-
ably modern style for the beginning of twentieth century.

Fig. 35 1 “Vivere ardendo”, “a life on fire” is a motto that encourages to live 
a passionate life. It was used, amongst others, by the Italian poet 
Gabriele D’Annunzio (1863–1928), who completed it with the 
tense “without burning”. The minimalist flame framed in a neat 
black line completes the simple yet powerful composition.
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Fig. 36 1 In this finely decorated ex libris (1900) we can read the aphorism 
“read the good works and observe them”, referring to sacred texts 
and setting a life principle based on religious beliefs.
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Fig. 37 1 
Fig. 38 1 Both owners of these ex libris trust God and his plans, as they decided to put on their 

personal marks the motto “it is in God’s hands”.
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meaning that can be drawn from different sources. 
First among them is the Classical culture, an actual treasure 

trove of symbols and mystical meanings: its myths are filled 
with strong characters and images that are perceived as univocal 
and represent universal virtues since Classicism was very well-
established among the intellectual class of all ages. It became 
particularly popular since the nineteenth century, when the newly 
raised middle class, in need of its own iconography, started using 
ex libris 1 1. 

Along with mythical symbolism we often find animals, 
which gained extreme popularity during Renaissance and draw 
their meanings from the Bible or, again, from classical authors 
like Aesop and Phaedrus.110 It is not unusual to find fantastic 
creatures as well: half animal and half human, they are the ideal 
choice to represent more than one layer, as their meaning often 
crosses paths with classical mythology. Moreover, animals are very 
convenient as subjects of talking ex libris, since surnames often 
originate from them 1 1 1. In this case, many book owners 
decide to identify with the animal their surname comes from, 
using a trait of theirs that is clear to everyone 1 1. 

Other influences to consider are the spirit of the time and the 
cultural environment, which often inspired themes and meanings 
of ex libris. For this reason the religious theme, represented 
by moral symbols or saints, is very common; examples are the 
intent on glorifying the faith and the strength in God and 
on encouraging to confide in him 1 1 1. Other themes are 
provided by the Romantic culture, which, in the nineteenth 
century, led to a raise in the representation of nature, vanitas, 
and caducity of life as core topics of these graphic objects 1 1 
1. In his publication from 1891 Henry Bouchot considered this 
specific aspect to be of great importance: ex libris are documents 
of their time. He believed that, since graphic design originates 
from our state of mind, an ex libris,too, should mirror the 
spirit of the time, so that people who were going to see it in the 
following years could better understand that epoch. His thoughts 
are also based on the study of ancient ex libris: he noticed that ex 

110  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello, 
Ex libris, 101.
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libris were more valuable when they showed a specific aspect of 
a period and documented it, and, on a smaller scale, when they 
conveyed human aspirations.111

Another recurring topic that we cannot omit is the theme 
of the book itself, expressed through literary characters, readers 
and books. One of the most popular characters is Cervantes’ 
Don Quixote: he represents the hero-reader par excellance, since 
he is the noble man that turns himself into a knight-errant 
because of literature, living in his real life what he thinks are great 
adventures. He can also represent the hopeless dreamer 1 1 1.

Style, Techniques, and the Artist’s Role
In Portugal, Fausto Moreira Rato, expert of techniques and 
crafts, highlights the importance of the role of the artist when 
one wants to have a personalized ex libris: the artist should be 
used to do works of this kind and should be talented enough to 
synthesize the idea of the client into an iconic image. Moreira 
Rato, as Bouchot did almost one hundred years earlier, suggests 
that etching is the best printing technique for durability and high 
quality result. Bouchot even compares the ex libris printed in this 
technique to a graceful smile that greets you in the first page of a 
precious book.112 113

Some authors give indications about the style that the modern 
ex libris should have. As usual, Bouchot has strong opinions on 
taste and style: he criticizes useless decorations and approves of 
discretion and moderation, originality, and simplicity, just as we 
described in the creation of an ideal ex libris based on devices. He 
therefore states that heraldic ex libris are not appropriate anymore 
at the end of the nineteenth century. Expressing a modern 
thought, he affirms that graphic artists should be able to adapt 
classical and universal ideas to the spirit of the time, breaking 
ready-made rules. Moreover, he believes that each person has to 
find the right ex libris according to their taste and collection. An 
ex libris has to match the themes of the collector’s library, hence, 
for example, an erotic ex libris would not be suitable for a library 
made mostly of religious and pious books.114

112  Moreira Rato, Manual de Ex-li-
brística, 118.

113  Bouchot, Les Ex-Libris, 103.

111  Bouchot, Les Ex-Libris, 93–95.

114  Bouchot, Les Ex-Libris, 96–100.
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Fig. 39 1 “Cum ipso aut in ipso”: Spartan mothers told this sentence to their 
sons before they left for a battle, handing them their hoplon, the 
shield. The meaning of the motto, “either with this or on this”, is 
hidden behind the harsh Spartan ideology, based on honor: after a 
battle, dead Spartan soldiers were accompanied to the city on their 
own shields.

Fig. 40 1 This ex libris, probably dated back to the beginning of the twenti-
eth century, represents another mythological image. It is uncertain 
whether this is Atlas, who carries the world on his shoulders, or 
Sisyphus, damned to carry the same rock on top of a mountain 
day after day. We prefer to think about this second interpretation, 
because of the figure on the bottom left, resembling a dung beetle, 
which notoriously carries very heavy dung for its own survival.
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Fig. 43 1 The image of the dragon makes this ex libris a talking mark for Ig-
nazio Drago. Moreover, the inspiring quote “with the wings open 
to all distances” sets a life purpose, or maybe it refers to the role of 
books, which let us travel wherever we want.
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Fig. 41 1 Peacocks are known to be symbols of vanity and the rich decora-
tive style of this ex libris is in harmony with its meaning.

Fig. 42 1 The Phoenix is a fantastic animal that dies in flames and is reborn 
from its own ashes. For this reason, its metaphorical meaning is 
very powerful and expresses strength and resilience. Olga Bonetti 
accompanies the animal with a motto that focuses on the necessity 
of this quality: “it is necessary to come to life again”.
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Fig. 45 1 A talking ex libris (“Konig” means king) from the German school, 
representing a secessionist style. 

ta
lk

in
g 

Ex
 L

ib
ri

s

Fig. 44 1 Another example of an animal representing the surname of the 
owner, since “grillo” means “cricket”. We also find, inside the 
decoration around the main picture, a motto: “fino alle stelle”, or 
“ad astra” in Latin, “to the stars” in English.
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Fig. 48 1 This ex libris, rather recent, represents saint Francis in contempla-
tion of the nature around him, recalling his Cantico. Saint Francis 
and his values must have a special meaning for the owner of the ex 
libris, beside the fact that they share the same name.
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Fig. 46 1 Saint George fighting the dragon is a common symbol, metaphor-
ically representing the defeat of evil. Here it is complemented by 
the motto “non preaeteribo veritatem”, meaning “I do not neglect 
the truth”, which states a constant research of the truth through 
God. In this case, “George” is also the name of the owner.

Fig. 47 1 “Lux, salus, amor” (“light, health, love”) are the three keywords 
that the owner chose as his rule of life. The image of the Mary and 
baby Jesus makes us understand that for him religion was the way 
to pursue this kind of lifestyle.



842. Ex LIBRIS

Fig. 49 1
Fig. 50 1
Fig. 51 1 These three ex libris display the theme of vanitas, a subject that finds a strong meaning in 

the contrast between the eternity of books and the caducity of human life. There are three 
recurring elements, very common in this kind of topic: the skeleton, representing death, 
the female form, representing life and youth, and the hourglass, representing the time 
running. They are all from the beginning of the twentieth century and present typical 
Art Nouveau decorations such as flowers and Art Deco lettering. The last two are both 
designed by the Italian writer, poet and illustrator Antonio Rubino (1880–1946), who 
created around 90 ex libris, many of which on macabre subjects.
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Fig. 52 1 
Fig. 53 1 
Fig. 54 1 Three ex libris whose subject is Don Quixote, the hero-reader and hopeless dreamer 

chosen by many to represent themselves and their passion for books. Among them, Artur 
Mário da Mota Miranda, first editor and then director of A Arte do Ex-líbris, the bulletin 
of the Associação Portuense de Ex-libris.
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Of course, as it happened during the five centuries of life 
of the ex libris, creativity and originality are still an important 
and encouraged part of the process, together with printing 
techniques experimentation. At the same time, though, we have 
to acknowledge that ex libris have a strong visual tradition that 
cannot be ignored and that even today, when respected, they 
evoke classicity and elegance.

A Life Principle, a Purpose, a Vow
If we want to consider the ex libris matter as seriously as it 
originally was, we have to keep in mind that this object is not 
a temporary statement but is, indeed, something to represent 
the principle that our lives are shaped around, and, as Mattos 
affirms, can be regarded as a vow that will accompany us until 
our grave, a constant memory of what we wanted to accomplish, 
imitate, or homage.115 Therefore, the most important rule, as 
Conforti, Dietrich, and Castello highlight, is to seek and define 
one’s own identity and purposes before the creation of a personal 
mark. This is the only way to be sure our ex libris will mirror our 
true self.116

115  Armando de Mattos, A Psicologia 
do “Ex-Libris” (s.l.: Edição da 
Miscelânia, 1931), 7. In the orig-
inal meaningful quote: “Na idade 
média, usar uma divisa era adoptar 
uma norma em que se moldava uma 
vida inteira; era fazer um juramento 
que ia pelo tempo fóra, até ficar 
gravado na pedra tumular; era uma 
lembrança constante daquilo que 
se obrigavam a cumprir, imitar ou 
prestar homenagem”. 

116  Conforti, Dietrich and Castello, 
Ex libris, 101.

2.4. Legacy. Contemporary Marks.

As we learned, ex libris are not as popular as they used to be in 
the past century. However, there are some people who still have 
an interest in this practice and use and create ex libris. Moreover, 
there are other graphic marks that we use today that can be 
related to ex libris in dimension, function, or iconography. Their 
legacy remains in our daily life, in different forms.

Contemporary Ex Libris
Speaking of contemporary ex libris, we will present three case 
studies of young european designers who still include them 
among their works.
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First, Clara De Lorenzi is an Italian graphic designer based 
in Berlin who, in 2016, started a side project about ex libris: 
Ex libris room. Since then she has designed many ex libris, from 
simple letter-based samples to personalized ones, commissioned 
by specific clients 1.117 What stands out looking at De Lorenzi’s 
work is its consistency in style and themes, not only within the 
terms of the ex libris project, but also considering other kinds of 
design work in her portfolio that can be related to ex libris, such 
as branding and illustration.

A second example of contemporary designers who are 
exploring this practice is Halisten Stúdió, based in Budapest. 
Their ex libris are very heterogeneous: some of them, presenting 
clean lines and full backgrounds, are in line with their own 
logotype designs, while others recall ex libris from the beginning 
of the twentieth century; some of them are decorative, other 
are minimalist, and others simple line-art 1. All of a sudden, 
though, a surrealist composition or a technological element in 
some samples completely displaces the perception of being in the 
twentieth century.118

Finally, in the field of ex libris craft, it is interesting to 
comment on the work of Sara Capriello, who designed an ex 
libris stencil 1. This young Italian graphic designer selected 
three categories that can be realized with a tool that she created: 
animals and zodiac for the body and suggested mottoes (in three 
different fonts) for the soul. The concept of Next Libris is to allow 
people who love books and like show their ownership in a graphic 
way to experiment and create their own “twenty-first century ex 
libris” in a simple way.119

Contemporary Iconography and Visuals
Analyzing the mentioned case studies, some institutional 
digital archives, such as art-exlibris—the database of the Danish 
Frederikshavn Art Museum and Exlibris Collection—, and amateur 
archives available on social networks, such as the Instagram page 
exlibrisbook, we were able to draw some conclusions about some 
contemporary iconographies and visual styles.

117  Simone Sbarbati, “Gli ex libris 
di Clara De Lorenzi.” frizzifrizzi 
[online], 14/11/2016.

118  Simone Sbarbati, “Il ritorno degli 
ex libris personalizzati.” frizzifrizzi 
[online], 04/11/2016.

119 Simone Sbarbati, “Il normografo 
da ex libris di Sara Capriello.” 
frizzifrizzi [online], 03/12/2018.
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Fig. 55 1 A sample of the work of Clara De Lorenzi.

Fig. 56 1 A sample of the heterogeneous work of Halisten Stúdió.

Fig. 57 1 Next Libris, the project designed by Sara Capriello.
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The case studies we analyzed show that today we do not 
need to know classical characters and animal symbolism in 
order to create a contemporary ex libris. As Bouchot affirmed 
more than a century ago, we do not necessarily have to stick to 
ancient paradigms; we can transpose the spirit of our times into 
this small graphic object and therefore create ex libris talking 
about contemporary characters—be they fictional or real—or 
about postmodern references, such as in some of the projects by 
Halisten Stúdió.120 However, we cannot deny that the tendency 
to refer to classical elements is still strong in the contemporary 
world, perhaps because of a fascination for the antiquity of the 
object and its original meaning or maybe because classics, by their 
own definition, never die. In the Western world, Classicism is still 
a cultural staple, and therefore it still stands for universal values.

In what concerns the style of contemporary ex libris, we 
find a varied landscape, which often follows the tradition of 
the twentieth century Modernism, but is often re-elaborated by 
Postmodern culture. The use of clean lines and full backgrounds, 
recalling Art Deco, Art Nouveau and Modernism in general, is 
one of the main threads. We can state that this clean style, be 
it minimalist (Modernism) or decorative (Art Nouveau), looks 
nowadays extremely contemporary and expressive. Since the 
twentieth century, the comeback of xylographic techniques (or 
linographic ones in amateur and less rich environments) has made 
it easy for this style to reassert itself, since neat lines and a high 
contrast are some of the characteristics of this printing technique. 
To simplify, we could say that this style is also typical of a “design 
approach”, often coming from digital work, where the outcome 
is a graphic object similar to pictographs, icons, or clean logos, 
as opposed to what we could call an “artistic approach”, based on 
illustration and pictorial styles.

It is interesting to observe the persistence of a strong influence 
of the avant-garde of the first half of the twentieth century: 
we can still find relatively recent ex libris that recall De Stijl, 
Deconstructivism and Expressionism. In our opinion, the desire 
here is not simply to create a graceful and beautiful composition, 

120 Bouchot, Les Ex-Libris, 100.
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but also to make explicit the love for arts and to affirm a high 
knowledge of the field through abstract compositions that recall 
by now iconic styles.

We cannot omit the fact that not all contemporary ex 
libris are high quality and have good designs: many samples, 
in fact, present unbalanced and ungraceful compositions, weak 
concepts, and low quality printing. As it often happens—and 
as Conforti, Dietrich, and Castello already highlighted about 
the twentieth century ex libris exploit—the “democratization” 
of design, due to a new variety and agility of contemporary 
technological means that are apparently easier and smarter, is 
a good incentive for amateurs to practice, but unfortunately 
it does not always automatically correspond to a good result. 
Projects like Sara Capriello’s follow this path, first started in 
the twentieth century, with the intent of making ex libris more 
accessible, proving that their creation is not necessarily difficult 
and exclusive but can instead be made simple when based on 
a limited choice of professional ready-made elements. The 
intention of the project is admirable; however, as designers, we 
believe that when an ex libris is based on a personal concept, an 
identity element, or a chosen message—rather than on arbitrary 
and simplified components—the result will certainly be more 
authentic, original, and accurate. Unfortunately, this also means 
that a certain sensitivity—graphical, historical, and literary—and 
awareness are still necessary in the creation of ex libris and in 
their contemporary production.

Other Contemporary Marks
There are also other kinds of marks and graphic objects in our 
daily life that we decided to analyze because they carry within 
them the legacy of ex libris in one or more aspects, be they visual 
or functional.

First, stamps are one of the graphic objects that in a way 
preserved the ex libris legacy, although they were born much 
later than ex libris. Just like them, they have a small format—
the most common is around 25 cm2—and they are made to be 
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glued on paper. Unlike ex libris, though, they have a public and 
bureaucratic function: they are a proof of anticipated payment 
and must be present on a letter, a postcard, or a package for it to 
be sent. They are authorized by national institutions and issued 
by postal services, therefore their origin is quite different from 
that of a personal mark, which is created by an individual for 
their personal use or for exchanging purposes. This is one of 
the reasons why, in our opinion, collecting practices of philately 
items are nowadays more common than ex libris collecting: 
stamps have a public function, they are objects of our daily life; 
we keep seeing them—even if we do not use them as frequently 
as in the past—and they are part of our collective consciousness. 
Moreover, the fact that they are one of the most collected objects 
in the world since their first release in the nineteenth century 
certainly influenced the importance given to their visuals. 
Today, they are very diverse: they can include representations 
of famous characters of the public life and commemorations of 
events, places, or people, adding this way an aesthetic meaning 
to the collection 1.

Trademarks, marks that have a commercial or production 
value, are another type of contemporary marks with a different 
purpose from that of ex libris and personal marks in general. 
As we all know, in a world pervaded with trademarks, they are 
not simply possession or fabrication statements, but they often 
transmit a deeper message than a mere practical one, since 
branding culture has created a wider meaning for them. In a 
branding system that includes the verbal, visual, and conceptual 
aspects of a product, trademarks create a reputation for the brand 
and therefore value and identification, so that buyers are more 
inclined to buy a specific product over another because they 
recognize themselves in the transmitted values.121

As we mentioned at the beginning of this research, humans 
identify with things and are often defined by them: the choices 
that we make have this kind of relevance in defining and making 
our identity explicit. Therefore, using trademarks and expanding 
them in the context of a branding system is giving them a whole 

121 Mollerup, Marks of Excellence, 11; 
56.
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Fig. 58 1 The varieties of subjects and styles of stamps nowadays.
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set of meanings; they are now a strategy to attract a specific target 
of people through a connection that is much more than just the 
need of a product—it is also a way to be part of a community in 
an almost ancestral feeling. 

We can find a connection between ex libris and trademarks 
in the identity-making role that they assume, but they are very 
different at their core. Ex libris are personal, subjective, and often 
confidential marks, while trademarks have a market function, 
they are explicit and, by definition, as open as possible, since their 
role is to ensure that goods are easily recognizable to the widest 
possible audience. Today, this last kind of marks is way more 
common than personal marks, and it is therefore important to 
recognize their existence and their role as identity-defining marks, 
even if in a different way from ex libris.

Finally, in the field of book identification, which is the most 
ancient function of ex libris, we have today different marks that 
place books in a larger system and prevent their theft, such as the 
ISBN (International Standard Book Number) and the generic 
bar-code used for every kind of goods. However, they are sterile 
commercial marks that have this sole purpose, without the 
concern of affirming the identity of the owner. In our opinion, 
among the technologies in use today, QR codes, which are rarely 
applied to books, are an interesting means that could open 
the way to more personal solutions regarding the definition 
of identity of book owners. QR codes are a universal window 
between our physical items—books, for instance—and digital 
platforms, where we can express ourselves in different ways and 
define our identity in a wider way than on a small piece of paper. 
We find this scenario fascinating, considering the perspective of 
amplifying an object that we hold in our hands into a potentially 
infinitely expanding experience. However, we believe that the 
charm of these graphic objects that we call ex libris is in the 
immediacy of the emotion of opening a book and instantly 
identifying the owner, in the physicalness of printing marks and 
errors, in the care someone puts into selecting the characters that 
they want to represent in order to make an ad hoc image that will 



942. Ex LIBRIS

stay unaltered for years and, maybe, centuries—all aspects that 
would be lost in a digital transposition of this graphic object.

Contemporary Meanings
In conclusion, we believe that today, even if this little graphic 
object is not popular and the interest in it is confined to a nook 
of specialists, it still offers infinite expressive possibilities due 
to contemporary printing means, a wide tradition, and our 
creativity. Somehow, its legacy is still present in our world in 
other identity-making marks, be they commercial or institutional, 
as well as in philatelic practices. The core of the ex libris culture 
remains the expression of our identity—or of a part of it—and 
the pleasure in marking a piece of our collection, of our life 
experience, of our intellectual and emotional baggage, as proof of 
the person that we are becoming day after day.
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3. Conclusions

Throughout this research we explored the role of collecting 
objects and marking them—needs that have been shown to 
be relevant in the history of humankind—, also considering 
the mystical role of books as containers of knowledge and 
how the printing revolution changed their structure and their 
importance. We finally got to the definition of ex libris and to 
the analysis of the mutation of their role throughout history and 
the evolution of society, showing how their function as expressive 
and identity-making means survived in time, until the practice of 
collecting shifted their ancient meaning. Finally, we sectioned the 
components of the ex libris and explored how they can be used to 
define one’s identity and how they left a legacy in the landscape of 
modern marks.

Getting to the conclusions of this dissertation we have to 
make some important considerations about ex libris and their role 
as identity-making marks.

Vanity and Passion
About the deeper and more superficial meaning of ex libris we 
want to make two opposite and complementary observations.

It is clear, at this point, that ex libris and their practice, beside 
being a bibliographical discipline, are a self-referential subject, 
developed by people who are passionate about books to affirm 
themselves in the eyes of society. They also are one of the most 
authentic signs of vanity and ego affirmation: only someone who 
has a high opinion of themselves and believe they deserve to be 
seen in a certain way and recognized by their intellectual peers—
the ones who can understand the references and the meanings 
behind his personal mark—is able to use and create as many ex 
libris as the faces of the personality that he wants to show to the 
world. It is not a coincidence that many bibliographers had more 
than one ex libris: being well known in the intellectual circles, 
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Fig. 59 1
Fig. 60 1 Two of the many ex libris of Remo Palmirani, Italian intellectual and passionate 

collector. In the first one, the motto (“inside each of us is the enigma”) recalls esoteric 
interests, whereas in the second one we see a mermaid, a typical subject belonging to 
Classical tradition. 
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they were the ones who had an audience that could understand 
them, this way creating a self-alimented circle 1 1.

However, going back to the origins of this research, it would 
not be fair to leave out the most genuine side of the ex libris 
practice. Most of us feel the desire of leaving a mark, since the 
beginning of humanity. Leaving it inside books is a public way 
of doing it, a way that could, however, remain private if so 
desired. As Bouchot used to say, ex libris are the most authentic 
sign of love for books.121 Books are often our confessors and our 
best friends: we cannot lie to them, and, at the same time, they 
embrace us through the words and souls of the people who were 
there before us. Ex libris can therefore be an intimate way to 
connect with these people who preceded us and, even more, with 
the ones that will follow us. In the future, someone might find 
our ex libris in a book that they are reading and perhaps loving or 
connecting with, and automatically feel a connection with us too, 
despite the space and time that will have passed—all because of a 
small graphic object that proves that we were there and identified 
with that book as well.

As it often happens, the more authentic and genuine side 
of the ex libris practice has been overcome by superficial and 
egotistical purposes, connected to the desire of rising in society. 
However, this is not a good reason to forget about the original 
meaning of ex libris: love for books and the need of defining 
our identity through an object, which becomes a messenger of 
someone else’s thoughts. We also showed how the deep meaning 
of this object is still valuable to some categories of people who 
keep using it, creating contemporary ex libris that maintain and 
enhance the original features of the practice and aim to exhibit it 
as an identity-making statement.

Contributions and Further Development
We believe that our contribution to the topic, which we explored 
from a historical, sociological, and anthropological point of view, 
provides a relevant picture of the topic of ex libris and their use as 
mirrors of one’s personality. However, we have to acknowledge the 

121 Bouchot, Les Ex-Libris, 10.
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limits of this research, residing mainly in the nature of the sources 
that we were able to access, fragmented and relatively ancient. 
For this reason we believe that this study could be expanded and 
deepened, starting precisely from the issue of sources. Among 
them, we found some extremely valuable publications, such as the 
Portuguese periodicals released throughout the whole twentieth 
century, a precious key to what there is still to rediscover about 
this topic in the country. Furthermore, it would be interesting 
to make a deeper case study by taking into account a library or a 
thematic exhibition of the past, identifying relevant personalities 
and ex libris enthusiasts, and relating their personal marks to 
their well known characteristics. As a tool to spread the culture 
of ex libris and deepen the knowledge about them, it would 
be useful to create a database, which, however, is an almost 
impossible challenge considering the number of existing ex libris. 
Finally, with a perspective towards the future, we could try to 
find a modern translation of the ex libris and its potential role in 
modern technology and digital media, if we find it a relevant and 
interesting approach.

A Lifelong Quest
In conclusion, we believe that what makes ex libris still 
fascinating today and what makes us wish to own one is the fact 
that, throughout our lives and in many different ways, we are 
all seeking one thing: ourselves. We want to define our identity 
to better know our inner reality but also to show it to the outer 
world. Some of us do it by marking their skin with tattoos, others 
leave their signature on the walls of a city, while many simply 
leave a mark through their actions. Some others collect books and 
make this collection speak for them, manifesting their true self on 
a reassuring piece of paper that—ideally—holds their values and 
marks the entire cultural and emotional background that they 
carry with them every day.
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5. Appendix

5.1. glossary: Ex Libris and Printing techniques 

aqua-tint It is an intaglio print in which acids are used to engrave the plate. Due to the small 
particles of rosin that adhere to the plate and block the acid action, the result are full 
surfaces and shades. It is rarely used alone and more often to complete etching processes. 
Aqua-tint did not have great luck in the ex libris field, since bookplates usually have 
a limited surface on which it is neither necessary nor worth to having a uniform 
background or shade.

dry-point It is an intaglio print that consists into scratching the plate with a metallic hard point, 
used in the same way that the artist would use a pencil. The scratching raises material 
burrs on the side of the trace and generates the most characteristic feature of dry-point: the 
burrs hold the ink even after the cleansing of the matrix, generating a rough and rich line 
with soft edges, in contrast with the neat and clean line obtained with engraving. The limit 
of this technique is in its short durability: it is not possible to make more than twenty 
quality prints with a matrix, since the pressure of the printing process levels the burrs and 
makes the image less defined. For this reason, ex libris printed with this technique are fine 
works, mostly destined to collectors: the circulation is not enough to mark a whole library.

engraving It is an intaglio print that consists in carving a metallic plate made of zinc or copper 
with a sharp tool called burin. Pushing the tool, which is kept almost parallel to the plate 
in order to remove material from the hard surface requires strenght and, at the same 
time, artistic skills, long practice and patience for the artist to be able to create fine pieces 
of work. The result is a very clear and precise image, where shadows and full backgrounds 
are obtained by combining thin parallel and perpendicular traces.

etching It is considered to be the main intaglio print technique. Acid is used to engrave the 
metallic plate: the copper plate is covered with wax or a similar material and the artist 
can draw scratching lines or textures on it. The matrix is then left in the acid, which 
will engrave it in the spots that the artist scratched. The more baths the matrix receives, 
the more open the lines will be. The matrix is then cleaned of residual wax and used for 
printing. The feature that makes this technique so popular is the fact that the artist can 
draw with almost the same fluidity and freedom he would have on paper, and therefore 
he has the possibility of creating detailed artworks. For this reason, it was very popular in 
the ex libris field and many famous artists practiced it.

intaglio prints Intaglio is a printing process invented in the fifteenth century and later differentiated into 
many different techniques (such as aqua-tint, dry-point, engraving, etching, and 
mezzo-tint). It consists in producing an image that will be below the surface of a matrix 
usually made of metal. The image can be carved through a physical (with hard points) or 
chemical (using acids) process. The whole matrix is inked and later cleaned to remove the 
surplus of ink before the paper is pressed onto the matrix by using a press. The result is a 
defined print rich in ink.
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lineography It is a modern and cheap relief print technique that uses a plastic matrix. It became 
popular in the twentieth century, after linoleum was invented. It can be compared 
to to xylography, since it follows the same work process applied to a different kind 
of material. Linoleum is uniform and easy to work with, but at the same time it is 
soft and therefore less accurate in the printing process. It is considered by many a 
rudimentary system, and it is not as frequently used in the professional ex libris field as 
it is by amateurs.

lithography It is a plain print invented in 1796 and consists in drawing on a dampened stone plate 
(“lithos” means “stone” in ancient Greek) with an oily pencil or a specific ink. The plate is 
successively inked: the water-repellent ink used adheres only to the image and not to the 
rest of the surface. It is characterized by soft tones and shades and well defined lettering, 
since the possibility of drawing directly on the master makes the artist's work immediate 
and easy to manage.

mezzo-tint Also known as “manière noire”, it is an intaglio print that works the opposite way as 
compared to other mechanical techniques: first, the copper plate is roughened with a 
system of relief points to create a full black, and then the artist works by leveling them 
to create shadows and midtones instead of clean lines. The relief matrix is easily leveled 
during the printing process, and, for this reason, ex libris created using this method are 
rare and usually made under commission.

offset Nowadays, it is the most widespread plain print based on the repulsion between oily 
solutions and water. It is an indirect process: the ink is first transferred from the master to 
an intermediate carrying plate and then onto the printing support. Regarding the ex libris 
field, offset opened to the production of low quality affordable products, sold in stationery 
shops and websites, made for the occasional amateur more than for the collector.

plain prints Plain printing processes use a master surface that remains plain. Among these processes 
we find permeable systems (such as screen printing), in which the ink is forced 
through a master made of permeable material, and planographic systems (such as offset 
and lithography), based on the repulsion between ink and the substance that covers the 
plate: the ink will adhere only to the image and not to the rest of the master surface.

relief prints In relief processes the image emerges from the surface of the matrix due to a carving 
action around it that cuts away the surplus of material. Only the printing part is inked 
before pressing the paper on it by hand or with the aid of a press. Among all processes it 
is the most immediate and the most ancient, dating back to prehistory.

screen printing It is a plain process that uses a permeable matrix made of fabric. The matrix is 
impressed by placing on it a stencil—that has been previously made with manual or 
digital methods—and by exposing it to UV light. The ink is then forced through the 
screen with a squegee. It is a very resistant method that gives the artist a lot of freedom. 
The results can be very diverse. It is not a very popular process when it comes to ex libris, 
since it is better suited for broader circulation, given the cost of the matrix, and for 
printing on other materials rather than paper.

3

3

3

3

3

3

3



1135. APPEndIx

1. Alberto Conforti, Albert Dietrich and Dario Castello, eds.. Ex libris. Storia Stili Significati Tecniche Collezionismo  

(Milan: Mondadori, 2003), 156–163.

2. John Ross, Claire Romano and Tim Ross, The Complete Printmaker: Techniques, Traditions, Innovations  

(New York: Roundtable Press, 2009), 1–3; 75–76.

3. Fausto Moreira Rato, Manual de Ex-librística (Lisbon: Imprensa Nacional-Casa da Moeda, 1978), 75; 82–95.

4. Helmut Kipphan, Handbook of Print Media: Technologies and Production Methods (New York: Springer, 2001), 52–59.

Bibliography

xylography It is a relief print that uses a hard wood master (from ancient Greek “xylos”, 
“wood”). Being cheap and resistant—it allows thousand of prints before losing its 
quality—it has been the most popular technique for book illustration since the 
beginning of industrial printing. The wood can be cut in a longitudinal direction with 
the fibers parallel to the log, or transversally. In the first case the matrix follows the 
direction of the fibers, and consequently the engraving is easier and more fluid, while 
in the second case the matrix turns out more texturized as the fibers are perpendicular 
to it and the work is more fragmented. This second log cutting method is at the base 
of an improvement of the technique that consists into gluing small cubes of material 
together to form a very resistant matrix table that neutralizes the influence of wood 
fibers direction. Aesthetically, the cut is very well defined and so is the contrast that 
results from it. The clean trace favors full backgrounds and does not facilitate lettering, 
which is often resulting unbalanced and irregular. On the other hand, the technique 
can be combined with letterpress to add text around the illustrated frame. It has 
been very popular at the beginning of the ex libris history, to be forgotten and then 
rediscovered in the twentieth century.
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