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PREFACE

Ex libris are book plates. They are labels which contain information about the
ownership of a book. The origin of ex libris is difficult to ascertain, presumably

they were first used by some book-lovers in Europe in the 15th century. In those
days, books were collected by rich and powerful families or institutes of learning
such as monasteries. To give a book a personal touch, a sense of belonging and
identity, ex libris were designed and pasted onto the inside of book-covers. In
addition, ex libris could serve as reminders to some borrowers who have the
habit of hoarding books or somehow forgetting to return them.

The popularization of ex libris was greatly assisted by the spread of the printing
press in Europe, and, particularly, in recent decades, by new developments in
photo engraving, silk screen printing and other forms of reproduction. Many of
the earlier ex libris show pictures of shields, and coat of arms, and some display
intricate and beautiful monograms. With the exception of some of the recent
public library book labels which simply state “The book is the property of the
Library of ...”, and which are not exactly collector’s items, most ex libris are

illustrating a maxim or a few words, all contained in an area of roughly 3 by §
inches. The pictures sometimes depict an interesting fable, a fairy tale,
mythological figures, animals and flowers. The words are often cryptic or
allegorical. The whole picture is artistically composed and executed in fine and
fluent lines.

It is this artistic element that ex librists look for generally, and it is also this
artistic creation that captured the attention of several Chinese scholars some
seventy years ago. In traditional China, personal or official seals were used to
mark the ownership of books. The message on the seals was often factual; but
sometimes with aspirations that the book be treasured and passed on from
generation to generation. Nowadays, ex libris have become rather common in
literary circles in China and societies of ex libris are formed in provinces and big
cities. Ex libris have gradually become collectors’ items among art-lovers rather
than book-lovers.

The ex libris in this book have been selected from different parts of the world.
They are by no means exhaustive, yet are quite representative of the different
styles of workmanship and modes of thinking of artists from various countries.
Ex libris are works of art to be appreciated.

Michael Lau

Museum Curator

Fung Ping Shan Museum

September, 1991 University of Hong Kong
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