The[Philadelphia] Press, Dec. 12, 1882. William H. Dorsey Scrapbook Collection, 250.53
Some Ancient Books.
A few works found in Philadelphia’s public libraries.
Books almost unknown and unread, printed in all languages and in all countries, gathered together for the bibliomaniac’s inspection.

The public libraries of Philadelphia, although as a rule possessing fewer antique literary works than similar institutions in other cities, contain, nevertheless, many rare old books, interesting to the bibliomaniac and bibliographer not only, but to all careful students as well. A tour among these various institutions affords one a pastime for a day or more, according to the amount of curiosity animating the investigator. A fine collection of rare books is found in the Philadelphia library. Most of the works owned by the library are found in the magnificent building on South Broad street known as the Ridgway branch. The collection of old books here, for rarity, age, beauty and value is probably not excelled by any library in America, save the Lenox, of New York. The oldest printed book with a date, found at the Ridgway Library, is one by the eminent scholastic Eusebius, namely, “Pamphius Evangelica Preparatio,” printed in 1470. The book is a very rare one. Another rare book is one written by Nicholai Delyra—a commentary on the Psalms, also printed in 1470. It is printed on vellum. Another fine old book is a copy of the bible printed in 1471, by Sweynheim & Pannartz, the first printers at Rome. Another old volume is a work on Natural History, by Pliny, printed in 1476, by Jensen, the second printer in Venice. A handsomely illuminated work, by that prolific writer, Duns Scotus, printed at Venice in 1477, is also found here. “The golden Legend,” printed by Caxton in 1486, is the oldest volume in the collection printed in England. The book is a rare one; as is also a copy of “The Imitation of Christ,” by Thomas a Kempis, printed the same year, 1486, at Venice. “Gothic Hours,” printed on vellum, by Verard, an early French printer, in 1487, is a handsome volume. There are also two interesting works which were printed in 1491, namely an early copy of Dante’s Poems, in Italian, printed in Venice, and a religious volume, “The Book of the Treasure Holder,” in German, printed in Nuremberg, by Antony Koberger, the first printer at that place. Another volume of considerable rarity found here is “A Book of Prayers,” published in 1496, by Verard, the French printer. In addition to the volumes enumerated the library contains many volumes of much rarity, and of even greater interest to Americans. Among such may be mentioned an “Elliott Indian Bible,” printed at Cambridge Mass., in 1663. A copy of this book recently sold for $1200. Two other objects of value are the first volume of the earliest American Mercury, for 1719, and the first volume of Ben Franklin’s newspaper, The Pennsylvania Gazette, for 1728.

The Mercantile’s contribution.

A visit to the Mercantile Library proves to be of considerable interest. The oldest book found here is a sort of religious history of the Lombards, bearing the title of “Legends of the Saints”—Legenda Sanctorum—printed at Strausburg in 1479. The initial letters of all paragraphs are illuminated, by hand of course. Next comes a book by the celebrated scholastic Duns Scotus, “A Treatise on the Fourth Book of the Sentetiae”—Scripture in Quantum Librum Sentiarium—of Master Peter Lombard. The work is a treatise upon the parable of the Good Samaritan. It was printed in 1480—although by many the date is fixed at 1474—at Venice. Next to this comes a work by Eusebius, Eusebii Chronicom, which is a tabulated history of the world down to the date of issue. It was printed at Venice in 1483. There is also found an astronomical work, Alfragani Astronomi, etc., printed at Venice in 1488. Then comes a work by John Antonio Campanus, comprising sermons, orations, letters, poems, etc., printed at Venice in 1495. The cover of the work is literally a “board “ one, the wood being fully half an inc thick. Following this book, chronologically, is another work by Duns Scotus, devoted to dissertations upon certain phases of mediaeval philosophy. It was printed in 1497. These six books comprise the best part of the incunabula contained in the library. Many other books of interest to the antiquarian are, however, found here. Among these is one of the Aldine books, which were noted for their superior typography. This volume, which contains some of Cicero’s writings, was printed by Aldus Minutius, at Venice, in 1521. Volume I of an edition of the Leptuagint version of the Old Testament, printed at Strausburg in 1526, is likewise a book of interest. There is also to be seen the great literary work of the seventeenth century, a copy of the first edition of the King James Bible, printed in 1611. An interesting book found in the Mercanitle, although possessing little or no antiquarian value, is one upon alchemy, printed in 1650, the verbose title page of which reads as follows: “A New Light of Alchemie Taken out of the fountaine of Nature, and Nominall Experience.” To which is added a treatise of solphor, written by Micheel Sandiogios,  i.e. “Anagrammatically, Divi Leschi Genus Amo.” Also nine books of the “Nature of Things,” written by Paracelsus, viz., of the “Generation, Growths, Conservations, Life, Death, Renewing, Transmitation, Separation, Signatures of Natural Things.” Also a “Chymical Dictioanry, explaining hard places and words met withal in the writings of Paracelsus, and other obscure authors,” etc. The book is a very whimsical one, as is also the small volume of pamphlets, published in London at various times from 1575 to 1697 inclusive. In one of these pamphlets, entitled “The Way to Save Wealth,” we are shown how a man may ‘Live Well and Plentifully for Two Pence a Day.” In a small pamphlet, a sort of health primer, we are told, in order “to cure the Bite of a Mad Dog, to write on a piece of paper these words: Rebus, Rebus, Epitepscum, and give it to the Party or Beast Bitten to eat in Bread. This never fails.” Another volume of some interest is the first Philadelphia Directory—which was also the first directory published in America, it is said—printed in 1785. It contains, of course, many names familiar to the present generation, including such distinctive Philadelphia names as those of the Biddles, the Merediths, the Hazelhursts, the Hollingsworths, the Ingersolls and many others. One also finds here the Philadelphia Direcotory for 1797, which contains the brief record: “Washington, George, President of the United States of America, 190 High street.”

The Athenaeum’s utility.


The Athenaeum library tends considerably more to utility than to antiquity, and as a consequence one does not find here much to attract the fastidious bibliomaniac, although the library is an excellent one, and under the most enlightened management. The oldest printed volume found in the place is a law book bearing the title, “A Briefe Treatise of Testaments and Last Willes,” printed at London in 1599. In this library there is also a collection of fifty volumes of pamphlets, which once belonged to Ben Franklin. Some of them contain marginal notes in his won handwriting. The library owns a handsomely illuminated missal, of the fifteenth century, although the volume is a manuscript and not a printed.

At the Friends’ library one finds a number of interesting books possessing something of antiquarian value. The oldest volume is a very fine copy of the Cranmer Bible, printed in 1539. It is worth fully $500. Another interesting work is a copy of the Eikon Basilisu, printed in 1648, bearing certain private and official marks of Charles I, of England, which indicate that he was its author, or, at least, its owner at one time. Here, too, is found Thomas Budd’s “Pennsylvanian,” printed in 1685, of which there are only five other copies extant. One finds also the “Appeal from the 28 Judges,” in the great Keith controversy among the early Quakers in Philadelphia, printed in 1692, the printing of which led to the arrest and imprisonment of William Bradford, the printer. Both the first and second editions, the former being much the rarer of the two, are found here. The collection embraces seven or eight “Bradofrds,” and nearly as many “Jansens,” all of them possessing considerable interest and value. A very fine manuscript Bible, said to be of the tenth century, is owned by the library.

At the library of the Historical Society many works of absorbing interest are encountered. Its incunabula, it is true, embraces not over half a dozen books, the oldest of which is a copy of the “Constitutions of Pope Clement V,” printed in Strasburg in 1471; yet very many valuable books are owned by this institution. Among these is a copy of the work published in the English language is which America is spoken of. It was printed at London in 1553, Richard Eden being its translator from the Latin. Its title is “A Treatyse on the Newe India, with other New Founde Landes and Islands,” etc. A copy of the second edition of Elliott’s bible, printed at Cambridge in 1685, is found here. It is worth $600. As the society is distinctly and distinctively a State institution, one naturally expects to find many old Pennsylvania books, and the collection is certainly a rich one. The most striking specimen is a fragment—four leaves—from an almanac for 1686, printed in 1685, by William Bradford; the book being the first ever published in Philadelphia, and, indeed, at any point in America between New England and Mexico. Quite numerous are the early imprints of Bradford’s, including a pamphlet assailing the “Presbyterian and Independent Visible Churches in New England,” by George Keith, printed in 1689; a copy of “Christian Epistles to Friends,” etc., by George Whitehead, printed in 1691; and a copy of the “Appeal from 28 Judges,” printed in 1692. The imprisonment and prosecution of Bradford for printing this latter pamphlet drove him from Philadelphia to New York. While here he published, in 1710, the first American edition of the English prayer book, a copy of which, said to be worth $1000, is owned by the Historical Society.

Pennsylvania’s laws.

The firs edition of the laws of Pennsylvania, printed by Andrew Bradford in 1714 is also found. Here, too, one encounters a copy of the first book published by Ben Franklin, “A modest Inquiry into the Nature and Necessity of Paper Currency,” Printed in 1729. A copy of the first volume of the first magazine published in America entitled ;The General Magazine and Historical Chronicle,” printed by Franklin, dated 1741, is likewise found here. The society also owns a copy of the first Bible in any modern language published in America—a german edition of Luther’s translation, printed in 1743; also a copy the first New Testament in the English language published in America—a very rare volume—printed in 1777, and also a copy of the first Bible in the English language published in America, printed in 1782; all three of them being brought out of Philadelphia printers. Probably nothing in the whole collection is more valuable than Sanderson’s three volumes of “Lives and Autograph Letters of the Signers,” which are worth close on to $2000.


At he library of the Philosophical Society many books of value, whether to the specialist or general reader, are encountered, although the incunabula here found does not embrace more than a half dozen volumes. The most striking of these are three religious and philosophical works, namely, Boetius de Consolatione Philosphie, etc., printed at Lyons in 1490; also a volume of sermons, Francisci Mayronis Doctoris Illuminati Sermones, printed at Venice in 1491; and also another volume of sermons by Pelbartus, printed at Hagenau, near Strasburg, in 1498. The society is also the fortunate possessor of a copy of the first edition of the Elliott Bible, printed in 1663.


 A number of interesting old law books are found at the Law Library. The oldest is an old copy of a treatise upon the English writs, Natura Brevium, printed at London in 1528. Next comes a copy of Bracton’s “Laws and Customs of England,” printed at London in 1581. Another book of the same century is a digest by Sir Robert Brooke, La Graunde Abridgement, printed at London in 1586. Other interesting old books found here are a copy of ‘Perkins’ Laws of England,” printed at London in 1601; a copy of the “Auld Lawes and Constitutions of Scotland,” by Sir John Skene, printed at Edinburgh in 1609, and a copy of Coke upon Littleton, printed at London in 1629.
