OPEN ACCESS

/m%%@ywy kultury /
Varia Jeerspeclives on culture

No. 43 (4,2/2023)

Grzegorz Niec
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9722-8914
University of the National Education Commission, Krakow
grzegorz.niec@wp.pl
DOI: 10.35765/pk.2023.430402.36

ABSTRACT

The article presents selected issues related to the antiquarian book market in
Poland during the pandemic. The first part shows the increased interest in
three titles of world prose with epidemic themes (A Journal of the Plague Year
by Daniel Defoe, The Plague by Albert Camus, and Love in the Time of Cholera
by Gabriel Garcia Marquez). Demand for these titles increased significantly,
as did their prices, although these depended on market opportunities. How-
ever, interest in these titles waned over time. However, the changes in the anti-
quarian auction market, which had already moved entirely online as a result of
the pandemic, proved to be permanent. Meanwhile, the Internet has allowed
new sellers and buyers to enter the market, although the top position of the
industry has not changed.

KEYWORDS: antiquarian books, bookselling, e-commerce, book auctions,
pandemic

ABSTRACT

COVID-19 i rynek ksigzki. Ulotne zjawiska i trwale zmiany

W artykule przedstawiono wybrane zagadnienia zwigzane z rynkiem ksigzki anty-
kwarycznej w Polsce w okresie pandemii. Pierwsza cz¢$¢ pokazuje wzrost zain-
teresowania trzema tytulami prozy $wiatowej o tematyce epidemicznej (Dzien-
nik roku zarazy Daniela Defoe, Dzuma Alberta Camusa i Mitos¢ w czasach zarazy
Gabriela Garcii Marqueza). Popyt na nie wyraznie wzr6st wraz z ich cenami,
choé te zalezaly od liczby dostgpnych egzemplarzy w obiegu. Zainteresowanie
tymi tytulami z czasem jednak spadlo. Trwale okazaly si¢ natomiast zmiany na
rynku aukgji antykwarycznych, ktéry w wyniku pandemii przenidst si¢ catkowi-
cie do Sieci. W tym czasie Internet pozwolil nowym sprzedawcom i kupujacym
zdobyé przyczoélek na rynku, cho¢ czotéwka branzy nie ulegla zmianie.
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The contemporary secondary book market in Poland was formed after
1989 as a result of the political transformation. The changes included the
ownership and spatial structure. The vast majority of state-owned estab-
lishments, operating during the years of communism under the banner
of Dom Ksigzki, were privatized or liquidated, while new private compa-
nies were established. Most antique shops and bookstores have withdrawn
from prestigious and attractive, but very expensive, locations in city cen-
ters. In towns, they have ceased their operations altogether. The develop-
ment of the entertainment industry, its offer multiplied under free market
conditions, has reduced interest in books. In the following years changes
took place in connection with the growth of the Internet. Stationary com-
panies became interested in the opportunities offered by new technologies,
and with time also companies operating exclusively online emerged, along
with forms of business already specific to this medium. These were pro-
cesses of varying dynamics, drama, chronology and scope, often occurring
simultaneously, but stretched over time (Nie¢, 2016). The COVID-19 pan-
demic hit suddenly and unexpectedly, not sparing the book market. The
restrictions associated with the pandemic were gradually lifted, but cer-
tain forms and institutions of the book market did not fully return to their
former forms. The changes brought about by the restrictions proved to be
profound and lasting. This text will present examples of such changes,
concerning two independent links of the antiquarian market, and their
consequences of differing nature: fleeting and permanent.

The pandemic was a media fact, and was itself an object of public interest.
First of all, news were followed, there was interest in the particular virus
and its variants, and the broader context of the issue quickly appeared
in the media. Public interest in the issue of epidemics was growing, and
numerous materials on the subject appeared of a strictly medical, but also
historical and cultural nature. Reissues and new studies on the topic, sci-
entific, popular and literary, including well-known works from the canon
of world literature, were suddenly published in significant numbers.

For obvious reasons, the secondary book market was able to respond to
this demand immediately, albeit on a much smaller scale, while publish-
ers, wholesalers and bookstores took a little longer, especially when the
titles they wanted were not in stock. Not all reissues could be published
quickly. It took time, and even more time was needed to write and pub-
lish new ones. Media that directly or indirectly popularized reading on this
current topic from the very beginning of the pandemic. A good example
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of this is the article by Michat Czyzewski, posted on March 20, 2020 at the
website of the Polish Radio, titled Nie tylko “Dzuma” Camusa. Co czytac
w czasach zarazy? [Not only Camus’ The Plague. What to read during the
times of the pandemic?]!

A significant barometer of the Polish book market, including the anti-
quarian market, is the Allegro.pl sales platform, which for years has main-
tained its position as the absolute leader on the web.? As a rule, it is on
Allegro that the search for a particular title begins, and there the offer of
used books is mixed with new ones. Both occasional sellers and profes-
sional ones of all types — from individual entrepreneurs to large compa-
nies — are active on Allegro. Traders of old books include bibliophiles—col-
lectors as well as small book traders, antiquarians, auction houses, etc.

Literary works, as well as scientific and popular science books on natu-
ral disasters, including epidemics are quite numerous. However, not all of
them are well-known and popular, while few became hits of the pandemic
era. There was, in fact, increased interest in a small number of them, and
only a few achieved high prices. All sorts of factors, not just those related to
the momentary spike in interest, have determined prices. These are: read-
ership appeal, recognizability, which may be established by school com-
pulsion, a film adaptation or some promotional campaign, and the avail-
ability of copies in circulation.

This included three well-known works of world literature: A Journal
of the Plague Year by Daniel Defoe, The Plague by Albert Camus and Love
in the Time of Cholera by Gabriel Garcia Marquez. The starting situation
of the various titles was radically different, although their supply was rela-
tively balanced, i.e., the books were available on the secondary book mar-
ket at prices significantly lower than those at which new books are sold, for
less than 20 PLN per copy.

The famous A Journal of the Plague Year (Polish edition: Dziennik roku
zarazy) by Daniel Defoe, originally published in 1722, was printed in Pol-
ish translation madeby Jadwiga Dmochowska in 1959 by a well-known
publishing house, Pafstwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, in an edition of
15,000 copies. The translation was reissued by the London-based Polish
publisher Puls in 1993, with a foreword by Gustaw Herling-Grudziniski,
an acclaimed Polish émigré writer. Already private, but still operating,
company did not relaunch the title unul 2022.

1 htps://www.polskieradio.pl/39/156/Artykul/2474368,Nie-tylko-Dzuma-Camusa-Co-czytac-
w-czasach-zarazy (access: 01.08.2023).

2 According to a survey, 86% of respondents recognize Allegro.pl, while 40% recognize OLX.
https://www.gemius.pl/wszystkie-artykuly-aktualnosci/e-commerce-w-polsce-2020.html
(access: 29.07.2023).
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La pesté (English edition: The Plague, Polish: Dzuma) by Albert Camus
in turn, is not only a work present in the world literary canon, but also
a mandatory school reading. It was first published in 1947, in English in
1948, and in Polish only in 1957 after the Stalinist era, translated by Joanna
Guze. Since then, the novel has been systematically reissued in various
editions, as well as in sets with other works by the same author by various
publishing companies.

Another, the third pandemic bestseller, is Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s
novel titled El amor en los tiempos del colera (English: Love in the Time of
Cholera, Polish: Mifos¢ w czasach zarazy) published in 1985, in English in
1988, and in Polish translation by Carlos Marrodan in 1994 by Warsaw’s
Muza. Since then, the novel has been reissued several times by this pub-
lishing house, and has also become part of high-volume publishing series.
An important impetus, which undoubtedly revived interest in the novel,
was its 2007 film adaptation directed by Mike Newell.

As I have already pointed out, all three of these titles were, on the
threshold of the pandemic, available on Allegro.pl at prices averaging from
a few to around dozen zlotys. The number of used copies offered at the
same time in the case of A Journal of the Plague Year averaged from a few
to a dozen copies, in the case of The Plague and Love in the Time of Chol-
era as many as over a hundred, some of which were new copies put up for
sale by publishers, wholesalers and bookstores. In 2020 and 2021, no new
copies of Daniel Defoe’s book were in bookstore circulation.

During the first few days, in February and March, including the 13th
when Europe was declared the center of the pandemic, almost all the cop-
ies on offer were bought up or withdrawn by sellers, and they reappeared
at higher prices. Most spectacularly, the prices of A Journal of the Plague
Year, auctioned and sold under the “buy now” option, rose to 195 PLN per
copy. The supply increased, but not by much, as only the resources in the
secondary book market remained available. The prices of the other two
titles increased, but compared to Defoe’s Diary, insignificantly and not
for long. This was determined by a much larger supply, including new
releases and additions. Interestingly, some vendors offered a kind of pan-
demic sets, such as A Journal of the Plague Year along with The Plague.

The increased interest in the three titles lasted for several months,
although the abundant supply of works by Camus and Marquez effectively
kept prices moderate, although they still did rise noticeably, for Defoe’s
Diary, however, one had to pay much more than before the pandemic until
the new edition was published in 2022, but even after that, prices did not
return to their former level below 20 PLN. The first two works were well-
recognized and popular on the market at the beginning of the pandemic,
and the offer was extensive, including used and new copies; A Journal of



Grzegorz Nie¢ — COVID-19 and the Book Market. Fleeting Phenomena and Lasting Changes

the Plague Year along with The Plague, in comparison, was a rather forget-
table title whose commercial circulation was limited to the secondary mar-
ket. The effect of the pandemic increased interest in the title in a signifi-
cant and, it seems, lasting way, which was sealed by a new edition that was
heavily advertised and available for general sale.

In summary, the increased interest in pandemic topics, which should
be considered a typical and temporary phenomenon, has its own dramat-
ics, depending both on external factors, but also internal from the point
of view of the book market. The demand intensifies, the price increases,
resources are mobilized, and new editions appear. As the fashion fades, the
demand falls, stabilizes, but — especially for less popular titles — it stabilize
at a higher level than it was before.

While we can consider the pandemic careers of three selected titles of
world prose described above as typical, what has happened in the online
auction market already has the character of fundamental and — it seems —
irreversible changes.

Until 1989, auctions were organized by state antique shops, mainly in
Krakow and Warsaw, but also those in other cities. The structure of the
auction offerings was driven both by trends and fashions in the collec-
tors’ market, but was also influenced by the authentic needs of libraries
and scientific and educational institutions, as well as researchers, teachers,
students and pupils, and ordinary readers. They were specific and charac-
teristic of an economy of shortages, resulting from both political reasons
(censorship) and the weakness of the publishing market, operating under
a centrally managed economy (Nie¢, pp. 83-85).

In the 1990s, there were quite a few companies organizing auctions,
but the market soon became saturated. After 2000, the number of antique
dealers and auction rooms holding auctions began to steadily decline,
eventually limiting itself to a handful of companies, mainly in Warsaw
and Krakow. This resulted in the outclassing of antiquarian bookstores
from other cities, whose customers (buyers and sellers) were largely forced
to use the services of Krakow and Warsaw establishments, to which an
attractive assortment flowed in a wide stream, bypassing the others (Nie¢,
pp- 308-311). The situation formed in this way lasted until early 2020.
Several companies held more than a dozen stationary antiquarian auc-
tions a year, their tops were Warsaw’s Lamus and Krakow’s Rara Avis and
Wéjtowicz. Traditional fixed auctions held in rented halls attracted par-
ticipants from all over the country, and online auctions were also held, but
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rarely and on a small scale.® Such events integrated the community and
provided an opportunity for meetings, conversations, although the num-
ber of bidders by correspondence and telephone and through intermedi-
aries was growing. Catalogs were developed and printed, which were dis-
tributed to customers by mail, while at the same time an electronic version
would be in operation, in which a larger number of photos of the items on
offer were available. The customer could personally inspect the items of
interest in advance in an antique shop or at an auction, where they were
displayed in a separate room, or they could just go by the catalog descrip-
tion and photographs. Antiquarians and their customers used a variety of
communication facilities, operating in a traditional manner.

The pandemic forced everyone to switch to remote forms, which hap-
pened almost overnight. The auction calendar was already filled, auction
bids were prepared, and companies specialized in organizing remote bid-
ding were already in operation, allowing a smooth transition to remote
mode. The auction market was dominated by the OneBid auction plat-
form, which has been operating since 2014. The platform’s offerings are
aimed at a wide audience, so alongside the former monopolists of the auc-
tion market, others immediately appeared.

The auction calendar, which until 2019 included more than a dozen
auctions per year, is now tight. The auctions take place several times a week,
even during the summer holiday months, their number steadily increasing.
However, they differ in the quantity and quality of items exhibited, the
standard of catalog development, the number of participants, and finally
the results achieved. The significant differences in the number of auctions,
objects displayed and the prices are largely due to the nature of the assort-
ment in which each company specializes. Between 2008 and 2018, there
were about a dozen auctions per year, and in 2019 the number of auctions
increased to 24, in the next — the pandemic 2020 there were already 45,
in 2021 — 105, and in 2022 — 156 auctions.” However, the increase in the
number of items put up for auction was already somewhat smaller: 15,074
(2018), 17,148, 25,316, 45,589, 74,571, respectively. Interestingly, as the per-
centage of sold items at auctions was more or less in the range of 68-57 per-
cent, it dropped to 42 in 2022, while the average price of a copy went down
in the 2020-2022 period to the lowest level of PLN 418.06. An analysis of
auction sales in 2022, a record year in terms of the number of auctions,
yields interesting and quite telling findings that put the overall figures in

3 According to compilations by Pawel Podniesifiski, two auctions by Lamus Secreter 112 and 113
in 2019 put up 1,759 objects of which 1,220 were sold, while the other organizers sold between
a few and twenty-something percent of the auction offer that year.

4 Iprovide auction data based on statements compiled by Pawel Podniesinski and Janusz Pawlak.
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a slightly different light. In 2022, 37 companies held 156 auctions with
a total of 74,571 items, with the absolute leader in terms of sales efficiency
and average price and a market share of 26.32 percent. The Warsaw-based
Lamus held just four auctions, while the next two tycoons, the Krakow-
based Rara Avis and Wéjtowicz, with a combined market share of 26.58
percent (14.34+12.24), held 23 auctions. In a nutshell: The three antique
book dealers that dominated in the era of stationary auctions have main-
tained their market position at more than 52 percent, with another 26 per-
cent of the market held by the next 10 companies on the list.

Observing the practice of antique stores and auction rooms and analyz-
ing the available data, at least two types of auctions can be tentatively identi-
fied: large auctions and small auctions. I consider large auctions to be those
that correspond to the size and quality of the offer, its structure and level of
claboration to those stationary auctions organized by reputable antiquar-
ians before 2020. On the other hand, I propose to consider all the others as
small auctions that include a smaller and — above all — qualitatively poorer
quality set of items, significantly less developed, without a traditional cata-
log. The auctions are organized quite often mainly by less prominent com-
panies, although renowned market leaders also organize them, exhibiting
an inferior assortment of products, which, as it turns out, finds its buyers.

Such a dynamic and sudden development of this form of book sales,
including just the quantitative aspect of the multiplication of the assort-
ment and with its active (auction organizers) and passive (bidders) partici-
pants, must have brought a lot of new experiences, surprising events, phe-
nomena, although the previous elite of the market retained their positions.
Auctions of quality items are still held in a similar manner, but records
have begun to be set not only for auctions of valuable books, but also for
those that were not previously on sale and can still be purchased for little
money from the current offerings of antique stores and sales services.

Thus, for example, Homerowej Iliady Pomdr i Gniew with illustrations
by Stanistaw Wyspianski (Krakéw 1903), which sold for amounts ranging
from a few hundred to a thousand several hundred PLN, Suszek Books
put up three copies in 2021 at a starting price of 2,500 PLN and sold con-
secutively auctioned for 14,000, 3,200, and 5,500 PLN.’ Records were also
set for the first edition of Stanistaw Wyspianski’s Wesele [The Wedding],
which is not uncommon and sold for an average of 3,000-4,000 PLN:
Wojtowicz sold a copy in 2020 — for 13,000 PLN, Suszek Books for 17,000
PLN, and Antykwariat Epicki for 9,000 PLN. Currently, most do not find
buyers at much lower prices.® It should be noted that all the listed copies

5 https://onebid.pl/pl/archive/1/0/0/0/Pom%C3%B3r%20Gniew (access: 01.08.2023).
6 https://onebid.pl/pl/archive/1/0/0/0/Wesele%201901 (access: 01.08.2023).
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of Homerowej Iliady... and Wesele did not have additional elements that
could significantly affect their value. As one can see, it is difficult to see any
regularity here.

Much more confusion arose around books generally available in the
secondary market offerings, cheap and of little interest, which until now
had not found their way into auction catalogs, for which there are plenty
of examples. For example, the first edition of Janusz Sowinski’s Polskie
drukarstwo (Ossolineum: Wroclaw 1988) in the Polskie Rzemiosto 1 Pol-
ski Przemyst series, the price of which on Allegro.pl is between 10 and 20
PLN, on December 3, 2021 was sold for 550 PLN, and on January 18 of
the following year for 600 PLN.” Another record was set at this latter auc-
tion: Bohdan Baranowski’s Polska karczma, restauracja kawiarnia from the
same series (Wroctaw 1979) was sold for 1,800 PLN, and on March 10 of
that year for 1,400 PLN. Other books from this publishing series were also
sold at high prices, although they are widely available for small amounts.

Surprising and non-substantive (rare, sought-after book) auction out-
bidding, both at old stationary auctions and on the most popular sales site,
Allegro.pl, happened in the past as well, but relatively rarely. This phenom-
enon was much more common in 2020-2022. It is possible to notice a cer-
tain calming down lately, and auctions with mediocre bids usually end in
failure, a good example of which is the Easter Auction of the “Sobieski”
Antiquarian Shop, where only 7 of the 360 items put up for auction were
sold.® The issue is undoubtedly complex and requires in-depth research,
however, already preliminary observations and analyses of partial data
allow us to outline the main problems and make hypotheses. The num-
ber of auctions held in the period since 2020 has increased by almost ten-
fold, which, for obvious reasons, had to be reflected in the quality of the
assortment, with a lot of books going up for auction available in the current
offer of both online and stationary sellers. Among the organizers of the auc-
tions appeared, already well-known companies active mainly on Allegro.
pl. Let us call them predatory companies. This predation here consisted of
a strong image of a professional, or even elite antique shop or auction room
with an exclusive offer aimed at a wealthy customer. The items on offer,
mainly books, were characterized by impressive covers, which were often
made at the seller’s request. The best examples are provided by Antykwar-
1at Sobieski, Pickne Ksiazki, or — previously less known — Suszek Books.
However, taking a closer look at the offer of this type of companies and
comparing it with what is sold by renowned and well-known antiquar-
ian bookstores in Krakow and Warsaw, one will easily notice that this offer

7 https://onebid.pl/pl/archive/1/0/0/0/Sowi%C5%84ski%20Drukarstwo (access: 01.08.2023).
8  https://onebid.pl/pl/auction/-/4961 (access: 01.08.2023).
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is rather shallow and narrow, as it covers mainly 19th century and inter-
war Polish books, while the marketing strategies implemented may already
raise considerable doubts, although much can be explained/justified by lit-
tle experience and low competence of both sellers and buyers.

An interesting example of this is the apparent blunder of with Pickne
Ksigzki regarding boxes attributed to Robert Jahoda®, which, by all indi-
cations, were converted German publishing bindings. A monogram deci-
phered as “RJ”"” had nothing to do with the famous Krakow bookbinder.
It was “FR”, Fredericus Rex, used to decorate a rather popular edition of
the works of Frederick the Great.!! Interestingly, according to information
available at the Onebid.pl archive, three sets consisting of four cassettes
were sold consecutively at prices of 5,280, 9,300 and 4,400 PLN, respec-
tively, at auctions on March 5, April 9 and October 2, 2022. As if that were
not enough, less than three weeks later, the works of Frederick the Great in
these bindings, in the version that was used to make the boxes, were put up
for 1,800 PLN at an auction of Antykwariat Wéjtowicz (auction No. 58)
with a fair and corresponding description.'?

Such sellers repeatedly display the same copies, which is a rather con-
spicuous practice. On the one hand, high asking prices and the high
frequency of auctions held, and on the other, the evident lack of abun-
dant supply are probably the reason for this. A good example is the set
of Jézef Ignacy Kraszewski’s Rachunki, oftered without success by Pickne
Ksigzki at five auctions from January 2021 to March 20225, or Vitruvius
O budownictwie ksigg dziesig¢ (Wroctaw 1840) equally unsuccessfully put
up for auction, this time by Antykwariat Sobieski from October 2022 to
August of the following year. "

At the auctions held before the pandemic, of which there were more
than a dozen during the year, the number of items that did not find buy-
ers ranged from 25-40 percent, and the efficiency calculated by sales value
oscillated between 80-110 percent. Nowadays, the opposite trend can be
increasingly observed, especially when the momentum of the audience,
which has somehow stabilized, began to dim. The audience of the old

9 https://onebid.pl/pl/ksiazki-i-starodruki-jahoda-robert-4-ksiazki-kasety-na-osobiste-doku-
menty-pelna-skora-maroquin-z-monogramem/1370218 (access: 01.08.2023).

10  https://onebid.pl/pl/ksiazki-i-starodruki-jahoda-robert-4-ksiazki-kasety-na-osobiste-doku-
menty-pelna-skora-maroquin-z-monogramem/1165953 (access: 01.08.2023).

11 https://www.antbuch.de/Buecher/Bibliophile-Ausgaben/ (access: 01.08.2023).

12 https://onebid.pl/pl/ksiazki-i-starodruki-fryderyk-wielki-die-werke-friedrichs-des-gros-
sen/1621786 (access: 01.08.2023).

13 https://onebid.pl/pl/archive/1/0/0/0/Kraszewski%20Rachunki (access: 01.08.2023).

14 https://onebid.pl/pl/archive/1/0/0/0/WITRUWIUSZ (access: 01.08.2023).
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stationary auctions, it seems, was quite stable, but also hermetic, and in an
accelerated mode this community came to confront not only the new tech-
nology, but also a new online audience. Investigating this process, while
probably not easy for a number of reasons (a solid roadblock was the ano-
nymity of auction participants and trade secrets), would certainly yield
interesting data. The above-described cases indicate that just as the ranks
of antiquarians would be filled by new, not always competent and skill-
ful adepts of this profession, the public has been enriched by new biblio-
philes — full of enthusiasm, often possessing considerable financial means,
but inexperienced, acting under the influence of emotions, perhaps —
which is not at all uncommon — treating participation in auctions as an
amusement or a game. This last factor, which is psychological by nature, is
extremely important and cannot be ignored.

Selected offers for sale of A Journal of the Plague Year by Daniel Defoe before and after the
introduction of the pandemic state (www.allegro.pl)

Dziennik roku zarazy - D
Oktadka: migkka Rokw:

Tytuk Dziennik roku zarazy

zakoficzona 7 luteg

: Dziennik roku zarazy

zakoriczona

1 0,50 zl sMARTQ z kurierem

Camus
1959 Tytuk DZIENNIK ROKU ZARAZY / DZUMA

: Dziennik roku zarazy

zakonczona 31

125,002

16 0s6h licytowalo

To sum up, the last three years have shaken the antiquarian market
hard and changed, it seems, the auction segment of sales permanently,
although it has remained unshaken in its main core. The decisive factor is,
first of all, the quality of the offer, but also the reputation of the company
and the professionalism of its employees, which attracts participants and
gains their trust. The participants, in the case of the secondary book mar-
ket, let us remember, are both sellers and buyers. It can be assumed that
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over time the competence of new antiquarians will improve, that new bib-
liophiles will gain experience and bid more prudently, however, “surviving
shapes no miracle will return to existence”. The online form of conducting
auctions and the subsequent massification of antiquarian book auctions
are already an everyday occurrence.
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