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Following the £43,000 sale of a first-edition Harry Potter in November 
2016, investing in rare books is becoming a more and more attractive 

proposition for investors. And, with prices of rare books rising by nearly 
nine per cent year on year, it can certainly be lucrative. But – as  
Emma Johnson finds out – the world of books is not quite as 

simple as plain old buying and selling

First Edition

A slow moving market underpinned 
by collectors and aficionados, 
investing in rare books is, in many 

ways, quite the slowest way to make a 
quick buck. “One should always have in 
mind the caveat that we in the rare book 
industry do not promote them as financial 
investments, but rather as intellectual 
investments,” says Matthew Haley, head of 
books and manuscripts at Bonhams, the 
auction house responsible for that record-
breaking Harry Potter sale. 

And, of course, there are huge sums to 
be made – the most valuable book in the 
world, Birds of America, (which contains 
500 life-size illustrations of American 

birds) sold for £7.3m in 2010 – but almost 
everyone agrees this is not the norm, mostly 
because it’s impossible to predict trends in 
the rare book industry. Frequented by an 
affluent, sophisticated and cultured market 
who are not affected by things like seasonal 
shifts, economic uncertainties, and current 
fads or trends, the rare book market is less 
about predicting the future rise and fall, 
than in understanding what makes a book 
desirable – and investing in books is really 
about being led more by your heart, than 
your financial head. 

Every expert will recommend buying 
books that mean something to you. “A lot 
of it is about luck rather than a strategic 

investment – you can do the research and 
try to make a totally ‘head’ purchase – but 
the most successful investors buy books 
they love,” says Keith Heddle, managing 
director of investments at Stanley Gibbons, 
which specialises in buying and selling 
stamps, coins, books and manuscripts. 

And then it’s all about playing a waiting 
game. For any book to appreciate in 
enough value you need to be prepared to 
hang onto it for it at least ten years, and 
longer if you want to make more. “It’s not 
something where you can just go out and 
get a good deal,” says Heddle. “You have to 
bide your time – invest in a book and then 
let time do the rest.”  
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RARITY
Of course, it isn’t quite this simple. Time 
cannot make a slightly dog-eared twelfth 
print run of the latest Dan Brown worth 
anything more than it was bought for. 
When it comes to appreciating value with 
books it comes down to several factors 
– condition, authenticity, liquidity – but, 
most crucially, rarity. 

In most cases, rare books are also first 
editions. These are usually printed in 
very small print runs – 250 or 500 copies 
– before they became bestsellers, and, 
although not intended as such, they are 
in effect limited editions. Following this, 
the age of a book can also have a huge 
impact on it, especially as the older a 
book gets, the harder it is to find. In fact, 
some books are so rare they have become 
the veritable holy grail of the book world. 
“The 1623 Shakespeare First Folio should 
be the cornerstone of any world-class 
book collection,” says Matthew Haley. 
Keith Heddle agrees, calling this edition, 
“the literary equivalent of a Lafite 1952”. 

Royale, James Joyce’s Ulysses and Ernest 
Hemingway’s In Our Time. A quick look at 
the Index reveals some pretty staggering 
sums to be made from a humble book. Ian 
Fleming’s Casino Royale was worth £2,760 
in 1995, and £24,180 in 2015; while Evelyn 
Waugh’s Decline and Fall was worth £8,681 
in 2015, but could have been bought for 
just £1,430 in 1995. In fact, you could have 
bought the entire collection of 30 books in 
1995 for £47,565 - and sold it 20 years later 
for £244,507.

CONDITION
After the rarity of an item, its condition is 
vital. Keith Heddle clarifies: “It is important 
to mention that all the books in the Rare 
Book Index are in amazing condition, they 
are investment grade books, complete with 
their dust jackets, and always genuine first 
editions.”

In the case of the record-breaking Harry 
Potter & the Philosopher’s Stone, Matthew 
Haley explains that, where this particular 
copy was concerned, its condition was 
paramount. “It was all about condition. 
Ours was a totally untampered-with copy, 
and was essentially in an unread condition. 
I had never seen a better copy. That is why 
it commanded such a premium price.”

While ordinary wear and tear is to be 
expected, the better condition a book is in, 
the more it will fetch. “Even colours faded 

by sunlight can hugely affect the value of 
a first edition,” explains Pom Harrington, 
owner of Peter Harrington Rare Books. 
It can be worth working with book 
binders to get slightly damaged books 
restored, but even here you need to be 
careful, as some books are as desirable 

as much for their bindings as their 
content. “The artistry and craft in the way 

the book was printed, designed or bound 
can sometimes be more important than 
the content,” says Heddle. “Some 17th and 
18th century books from the UK and 20th 
Century French books are all very popular 
because of the quality of their binding and 
printing.”

Most important, though, especially 
with books from the last couple of 
hundred years, are dust jackets. Because 
they are often seen by readers are surplus 
to requirements and taken off and 
thrown away (guilty as charged) they 
have become increasingly rare. They also 
protect the book’s hardcover underneath 
from signs of aging, and often come in 
very limited editions – the hard copy 
underneath stays the same but over the 
years the dust jacket has changed and 
been redesigned. Anyone in the know 
will tell you that the difference between 
a book with and without a dustjacket can 
be as much as £70,000. 

There is, of course a caveat to this. 
While condition is all-important, the rarer 
a book is, the less important condition 
becomes. “You can’t expect a 16th century 
book to be in the same condition as 
a 20th century book,” says Haley. “So, 
essentially, look for things that make a 
copy exceptional - the condition of the 
dust-jacket if it’s a modern book, a deluxe 
binding, signs of previous ownership by a 
noted collector.”

THE EXTRA FACTOR
Aside from being incredibly rare and in 
pristine condition, there are some other 
factors that can make a financial impact 
on a book’s worth. Signed copies, books 
being made into films and anniversaries 
of author births and deaths, or original 
publication dates, winning or being 
shortlisted for a book prize, can all see a 
book suddenly become more desirable. 
“How important an author is contextually 
to the world at the time can also have a 
huge impact - films based on the works of 
authors, or on their own lives, can renew 
interest in certain books, for instance,” 
says Harrington. J.K Rowling and Tolkien 
have both benefitted considerably from the 
‘Hollywood effect’.

“Authors themselves can also increase 
and diminish depending on how important 
they were to a specific generation of 
people,” adds Harrington. Currently, the 
book market is seeing lots of people in 
their 50s and 60s investing in books. 
“These people have a disposable income 

they want to turn into something that will 
grow for their children. Naturally they pick 
something that is meaningful to them, and 
this is often what they studied at school 
or university. So books from this era are 
starting to become more in demand,” adds 
Heddle.

It’s also worth considering the 
little details that set one book apart 
from another. Things like interesting 
illustrations done by a renowned artist, 
a first use of colour, a foreword from a 
well-known figure, or a dedication by 
the author can be all-important. As can 
the provenance of a book – did it belong 
to someone special? Was it relevant to 
their work? Did it accompany them on 
a famous expedition? Was it part of a 
valued collection? A book belonging to an 
American president, for instance, can make 
it worth upwards of $80,000.

Signed copies and inscriptions are 
another way to add value, but it is here 
that the experts really urge caution. Harry 
Illingworth, manager at rare book dealer 
Golsboro Books, explains: “Take the 
example of the seventh Harry Potter book 
– a first edition is not worth very much, 
because the print runs were so huge by 
the end because of its popularity. However, 
if J.K Rowling signs that book, the value 
skyrockets into the thousands.” However, 
this is especially important because 
Rowling is renowned for not often signing 
books. Now, with increasing numbers of 
book tours and signing events, a signed 
copy can be less valuable than it used to 
be – especially if it’s dedicated to someone, 
which can take all the value away. “Do 
your research, and know whether your 
author of choice has signed lots of copies 
or almost none at all,” advises Matthew 
Haley. “Also, watch out for books that are 
signed by the author long after they were 
originally published. This is less appealing 
for collectors, than books that were signed 
at the time of publication, and you should 
not pay the same amount.” 

But – says Keith Heddle – in this digital 
age, even signing is becoming indicative 
of the time. “Signed copies are good 
– because they have the effect of time-
locking a book. It didn’t used to be done 
at all, then it became very popular, and as 
we move into an increasingly digital age, 
signed copies will again become a thing of 
the past.” 

If you are thinking about entering the 
world of book investment, make sure you 

follow the advice of experts and get into 
it with a passion for, and love of, books. 
“Everyone has a book inside them,” says 
Heddle. “Even if it was something you 
read as a child or studied at school. Just 
one book is enough. They resonate with 
everybody.” Take time to indulge a literary 
passion by picking a niche or genre that 
particularly appeals to you – Dickens, 
detective fiction, early Penguin classics, 
James Bond, Jane Austen – and slowly 
you’ll start to know the right dealers 
to work with, and when you’ve found 
something really special. Crucially, 
though, buy a book because you like it, 
because it appeals to you intellectually, 
rather than as a straight investment. 
“Ultimately rare book collecting is a 
hobby and an intellectual pursuit that 
provides an intangible emotional return on 
investment,” finishes Haley. 

LONDON’s LITERARY TREAsuREs
The London Metropolitan Archives are 
the final word on the history of London. 
Comprising more than 100,000 books 
covering all aspects of the history and 
development of the Greater London area, 
the items in the archives aren’t for sale, 
but their value to our understanding of 
the capital is priceless.

The Guildhall library stems from 
potentially England’s first public library, 
founded in 1420 with help from a 
donation from three-time Lord Mayor 
of London, Richard Whittington (more 
commonly known as Dick). The library 
was dispersed in the 16th Century, 
but was refounded in the 1820s. The 
collection includes treasures such 
as one of the most pristine surviving 
copies of Shakespeare’s First Folio (one 
of which sold for £2.8 million in 2006), 
and a special collection of Thomas More 
works. Alongside these are fascinating 
documents like a 13th Century issue of 
the Magna Carta, and books logging the 
rise and fall of the Black Death in London 
on a week by week basis.

Free to be used by anyone on a 
research basis, the archives contain 
information covering a millennium of 
London Government, and is currently 
being uploaded online for ease of access.  
Visit cityoflondon.gov.uk for more 
information.

When matched against gold, property and the 
FTSE 100 RTI, books are the only asset that has 

continually risen in value since 1995

When Shakespeare’s First Folio appears in 
auctions – which happens almost never – a 
good condition copy can fetch millions of 
pounds.

Other highly sought-after editions 
include the 1865 Alice in Wonderland, of 
which there are only 22 known copies, 
and only five in private hands, as well as 
numerous association copies inscribed by 
one author to another – Nabokov’s Lolita 
inscribed to Graham Greene, Orwell’s 
Animal Farm inscribed to Anthony Powell; 
Joyce’s Ulysses given to his wife Nora.

With books, rarity is so important, that 
in 2015 Stanley Gibbons launched the 
Rare Book Index – a collection of 30 of the 
most desirable books for investors and 
collectors, which looks at their growth over 
the past 20 years, as well as comparing 
them with other assets. When matched 
against gold, property and the FTSE 100 
RTI, books are the only asset that has 
continually risen in value since 1995.

Books on the Rare Book Index include 
the likes of Tolkein’s Lord of the Rings, T.S 
Eliot’s The Wasteland, Ian Fleming’s Casino 
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EXPERT EYE
It’s important when investing 

in a book that you don’t make the 
decision alone. Guaranteeing things like the 
authenticity of its print run, the verification 
of signatures can only be done by experts. 

All reputable book dealers are registered with 
the Antiquarian Booksellers Assocation (ABA) 
aba.org.uk, who carry guarantees in terms of 

authenticity and protecting the purchaser, and 
who should be one of your first stops.  

You can find the Rare Book Index here: 
stanleygibbons.com/investment/ 

rare-book-index


