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We’re in the age of electronic books, 
and if you’re a reader who likes the 
feel of a real book, this can make 
you sad. Yet physical books still 
have a vital place in this world. 
Nowhere is this more evident than 
with coffee table books. Somehow, 
scrolling through an e-coffee table 
book on a tablet isn’t as appealing as 
feeling the heft of a lavish, oversized 
tome – one that you can really stick 
your nose into. 
 Sales of coffee table books are 
robust, even with the higher price 
tag. That means most of us have 
one or more of them gracing our 
living rooms, adorning our bedside 
table, or gathering dust on our 
bookshelf. Whatever their use in 
our home, the subjects they explore 
is a manifestation of our life and 
personal interests. They allow us to 
make a statement about ourselves, 
whether it be bold or subtle.

Seinfeld, Coleridge, and 
Audubon
Taking inspiration from Seinfeld’s 
Kramer, who created the seminal 
coffee table book on coffee tables, 
I researched the existence of a 
coffee table book on coffee table 
books. No luck. Nor is there much 
information about their prov-
enance. What is known is that the 
first appearance of a book of this 
sort, known as a parlor book, was 
in 1580. Michel de Montaigne, 
famous for his wordy, but nonethe-
less insightful essays wrote in Upon 
Some Verses of Virgil that he is “…
vexed that (his) Essays only serve 
the ladies for a common movable, 
a book to lay in the parlor win-
dow…”
 Much later, nature became a 
common theme for oversized il-
lustrated books. In the 1820s John 
James Audubon paid homage to 
our feathered friends in Birds of 
America. This publication, reserved 
for those with means, sold for 
$1,000, which is nearly $25,000 to-
day. Audubon’s illustrations allowed 

books + design

the wealthy a rare insight into birds 
they might never see, bringing them 
alive through his vivid renderings.

Welcome to my parlor
In the late 1800s, technological 
advances in the printing process 
and newfound wealth, education, 
and social mobility spurred by the 
Industrial Revolution caused a more 
widespread ownership of books, 
particularly ones that could be 
displayed in homes. 
 Dan Dwyer, antiquarian vintage 
bookseller and owner of Johnnycake 
Books in Salisbury, CT, observes 
that a wonderful example of this 
type of parlor book is Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge’s Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner illustrated with the wood 
engravings of Gustave Doré. 
 As he reverently turns the book 
pages, Dwyer explains that this 
book, published in 1870, “utilized 
state-of-the-art publishing tech-
niques” and typifies the parlor book 
of that era. Classic tales and verse 
were combined “for people to look 
at and enjoy, associating images 

with the text.” These parlor books 
were meant to inspire conversa-
tion and were popular throughout 
Europe. It was at this time, says 
Dwyer, “that the idea of decorating 
with books found a foothold in the 
Victorian parlor and from there into 
popular culture.”

Coffee table advocacy
Fast forward to the 1950s. With the 
rapid advancement of photo repro-
duction, the market for the coffee 
table books we’re familiar with 
today came into being. Paul Steiner, 
founder of Chanticleer Press in 
1952, is generally credited as the 
father of the coffee table book. 
 In 1960, under the leadership 
of David Brower, the Sierra Club 
published the first modern cof-
fee table book. Entitled This is the 
American Earth, it was graced with 
the stark and gripping photographs 
of Ansel Adams with compelling 
text by Nancy Newhall. It became 
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Above: Screenshots from the Seinfeld 
episode where Kramer unveils his coffee 
table book on coffee tables. Images 
courtesy of Pinterest.
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the fi rst book in Sierra’s Exhibit 
Format collection. These books 
had an educational and political 
purpose, which was to allow readers 
to connect with nature’s majesty 
and thereby promote conservation 
of the natural world.
 Each oversized volume in this 
series conveyed the sense of being at 
a photography exhibit. Brower ex-
plained, “The eye must be required 
to move about within the boundar-
ies of the image, not encompass it 
all in one glance.” 
 For the Sierra Club, this series 
was the medium for their message. 
“It has long been recognized,” said 
Brower, “that the book, for all that 
TV, radio, and periodicals may do, 
still has a status of its own in infl u-
encing thought. It lasts. It is kept 
and referred to. It is quoted. This 
is particularly true of the exhibit-
format books.”

Works of art
In contrast to a nature theme, back 
at Johnnycake Books, Dwyer brings 
out a 1955 mid-century modern 
volume entitled The Europeans. 
With photographs and text by 
Henri Cartier-Bresson and an 
iconic cover by artist Joan Miró, 
for Dwyer it exemplifi es “state-of-
the-art publishing technique with 
cutting edge art and photography.” 
It is very much a book of its time, 
namely post-war Europe.
 In the 1960s, museums began 
in earnest to enter the coffee table 
book market with exhibition cata-

logues. These books evolved from 
the previously used hand lists and 
contained detailed text to go along 
with the images. Their goal was to 
celebrate the exhibition and add to 
scholarship.

Décor meets substance
So what makes a great coffee table 
book? Well, some of that depends 
on you. Coffee table books, meant 
to be prominently displayed, should 
refl ect something of value to you. 
They can offer a fl eeting glimpse 
or a full-on frontal view of your 
personality. A book about antique 
world maps says one thing, Ma-
donna’s best-selling Sex, well, that 
says something quite different.
 The cover should be visually 
appealing and draw people in. This 
puts the cover on a more equal foot-
ing with the content. In the case of 
the coffee table book, you can tell a 
book by its cover. For example, the 
Cartier-Bresson/Miró collaboration 
delivered a work of abstract art on 
the outside that could easily stand 
on its own merit, with stunning and 
beautifully composed photographs 
on the inside. 
 The topic should also be inter-
esting. A book on the history of 
butter knives might not pull people 
in, or say much that’s interesting 
about you. You want the book to 
be opened, casually perused or even 
pored over, start a conversation, and 
adorn your living space. 
 When Dwyer thinks about ac-
quiring a book for his shop he con-
siders the nexus “between decora-
tion and substantive elements.” The 
book should be visually appealing, 
but also meaty and thought-provok-
ing. It should enrich you when you 
engage with it and pull you into the 
subject it explores. 
 Another factor to consider is 
your interior décor. A country cabin 
might call for a nature-themed 
book, a contemporary style would 
go well with a more modern one. 
Dwyer is often called upon by inte-
rior designers to locate books that 
complement the theme or mood of 
a room.

The more things change…
Alex Tart is a long-time editor at 
Rizzoli Publishers, the esteemed 
publishing house that specializes 
in illustrated books. She observes 
that “with the advent of the e-book, 
there’s been a shift in how people 
view books. They’ve become more 
precious, people care about the 
books that they own and they 
choose them intentionally.” 
 In addition, more people are 
becoming home-centric. Home en-
tertaining and time spent there are 
increasing. Because of this people 
devote more time and money to 
decorating them. She points to the 
proliferation of home design shows, 
celebrity interior designers, and 
books on the subject. 
 Tart adds that coffee table 
books are still produced in the 
old-fashioned way, and this takes 
time. From inception of an idea to 
publication takes over a year. Due 
to cost, most illustrated coffee table 
books are produced overseas. Physi-
cal proofs must be shipped back and 
forth, as electronic images lack the 
clarity and impact that is achieved 

by seeing the actual proof. Editors 
like Tart must keep ahead of the 
curve when considering potential 
ideas for a book, which is part of 
her challenge and reward.

Book of life
Your coffee table books refl ect your 
life, taste, interests, as well as com-
plement your décor. With a rich 
history grounded in a rich variety of 
topics, these books are personal pro-
fi les that can be proudly displayed 
and cherished. Over time they 
document the trajectory of your 
life and provide you with a tangible 
reminder of who you were, are, or 
want to be. •

Johnnycake Books is located at 12 Acad-
emy Street in Salisbury, CT. Owner Dan 
Dwyer carries a wide range of rare and 
collectible books and “takes great pleasure 
in customers experiencing the undiluted 
moment of discovery” in his shop. Visit 
his website at www.johnnycakebooks.
com, email him at dandwyer@johnny-
cakebooks.com, or call him at (860) 
435.6677.

Above: One of the wood engravings by Gustave Doré from Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge’s Rime of the Ancient Mariner. Below left: The cover of The Europeans. 
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