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I remember; when we were foxhunters and a long day’s sport had rather tired than
satisfied us, we often passed the evening in reading the Ancient Authors, when the Beauty of
their Language, the Strength and Justness of their Thoughts, for ever glowing with a Noble
Spirit of Liberty, made us forget not only the pains, but the pleasures of the day.

from Henry Spellman’s The Expedition of Cyrus dedicated to Thomas Coke

HOLKHAM HALL 1s at the heart of a great estate of over 25,000 acres and
lies close to the sea on the windswept coast of North Norfolk. For nearly
three hundred years it has been the principal home of the
Coke family

All the statuary, most of the pictures, and much of the
furniture was acquired in the eighteenth century, and are
appreciated today not only by the family who live there,
but by the thousands who visit the Hall every summer.
There is, however, one treasure that tourists can only
glimpse briefly and that is the library. Holkham possesses
one of the world’s finest private libraries, a magnificent and
in some respects unique collection, but apart from the four
ranges of massive folios in the South Tribune, the
remainder of the ten thousand or so volumes of printed
books and manuscripts are housed in separate libraries in
the private apartments to which access is necessarily
restricted. Virtually the entire collection was acquired by
the builder of Holkham, Thomas Coke, st Earl of
Leicester (1697—1759) (except for those books formerly in
the library of the great lawyer Sir Edward Coke [1552—1634] and now held at
Holkham). Thomas Coke was an avid participant in all country pursuits, but
from a very young age he applied himself to and much enjoyed the classics.
His scholarly bent was reflected in his purchases: he bought books and man-
uscripts for their intellectual interest and not necessarily their beauty. He
studied architecture in Rome, and while he was there he bought a first
edition of Palladio’s I quattri libri dell'architettura. That interest and his liberal
education found their ultimate expression in the building of Holkham with
all its classical allusions.

In this volume D. P. (Sam) Mortlock writes a thorough and entertaining
description of the library, its history and its collections. Beautifully
illustrated in full colour with 56 reproductions of pages from selected titles,
it shows the astonishing range of books in the three main libraries of one of
Britain's most glorious houses. It also give a very rare glimpse of the jewels
sitting on the shelves of a library that began in the seventeenth century and is
still being added to today.

A 1630s Fench Royal binding: Francois Veron Responses aux livres des quatre ministers de Charenton Virgil, with
miniature by the Lugon Master; c. 1410
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