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Outline of events 

In January 2006 it was noticed that the map of the New World was missing from one of the 

British Library’s copies of Simon Grynaeus’s Novus orbis regionum ac insularum veteribus 

incognitarum. Five readers had recently used this book and all were sent letters asking for 

information. No further action was taken, until July 2006 when a reader reported that another of the 

Library’s books had been mutilated (Thomas Herbert, A relation of some yeares travaile, begunne 

anno 1626 (London, 1634). One of the five readers of Grynaeus, Mr Farhad Hakimzadeh, was also 

among the recent readers of this item. We next concentrated on the 842 books consulted by him since 

the British Library opened at St Pancras. These books were examined repeatedly and 112 items were 

deemed to show clear evidence of mutilation. No reader other than Mr Hakimzadeh had consulted all 

the mutilated items, and in many cases he was the only reader to have consulted the books. 

Mr Hakimzadeh is a businessman resident in London. He was instrumental in setting up the 

Iran Heritage Foundation which gives support to scholars studying Iran and he has become respected 

in some circles. 

On 7 February 2007, the Metropolitan Police raided Mr Hakimzadeh’s flat, assisted by me 

and Judith Barnes, Collection Security Coordinator at the British Library. A folder of loose leaves was 

found, some of which carried the stamps of the British Library or the Bodleian Library. In his 

extensive library we also identified a number of bound volumes as potentially containing leaves from 

British Library copies. Along with some books which had not been inspected because of a shortage of 

time, the identified material was taken to Holborn police station. Here a more detailed examination 

was undertaken in the following weeks. 30 of the loose leaves in the folder were identified as coming 

from British Library books, and 2 books contained leaves from British Library books loosely inserted, 

and 12 books were found in which British Library leaves had been pasted in or otherwise attached. 

Many leaves identified as British Library property were from items consulted by Mr Hakimzadeh but 

not included on our list of mutilated items. 

  A further raid on 2 August 2007 led to the recovery of further books which contained British 

Library leaves. Subsequently it emerged that other parts of the same building also belonged to Mr 

Hakimzadeh; no further search warrant was sought by the police. 

The Crown Prosecution Service decided to charge Mr Hakimzadeh with twelve specimen 

charges. He pleaded not guilty on 9 November 2007. In February 2008 his defence team appointed 

David Slade as their expert witness. Mr Slade inspected the mutilated items on several occasions and 

drew up a statement which sought to refute our position. However, in March 2008 Mr Slade was 

himself arrested and subsequently convicted for theft of books from Sir Evelyn Rothschild. On 19 

May 2008 Mr Hakimzadeh pleaded guilty to 11 of the 12 specimen charges. His defence team then 

appointed Stuart Leggatt as an expert witness. 

After several adjournments Mr Hakimzadeh was sentenced on 16 January 2009 to two years’ 

prison. The eleven specimen charges and twenty further admitted thefts were the only ones considered 

for sentencing by the court, a significant point for the Library as we now learned that the value of the 

theft in money terms indicated the likely length of sentence considered by the judge. On 27 April 

2009 this sentence was reduced on appeal to one year’s prison on the basis of a technicality: the judge 

having applied outdated guidance on sentencing. The British Library was not enabled to make its case 

1 at this point and the Crown Prosecution Service did not seek to challenge claims made by Mr 

Hakimzadeh’s defence team even where they went far beyond the grounds for appeal. 

 



Identifying the perpetrator 

Judith Barnes’s detailed knowledge of our Automated Book Request System, how these 

records are generated and used, was vital for our ability to manage the data and to put together a 

compelling set of evidence. 

 

The initial analysis of the mutilated items and the records very soon pointed towards Mr 

Hakimzadeh. But we carefully examined other possibilities throughout the process, not least the 

possibility that a member of staff was the culprit or had assisted an external perpetrator, including the 

subsequent ‘restoration work’ undertaken for Mr Hakimzadeh. No evidence was found to support any 

of these options. 

A statistical analysis of the evidence showed that the likelihood of the mutilations having 

been caused by a person other than Mr Hakimzadeh was very low indeed. The rate of mutilation of 

the items consulted by Mr Hakimzadeh was also compared with the rate with which leaves had been 

found to be missing in the 60,000 books digitised by Microsoft for the British Library. The variation 

between the two groups of materials was highly significant. 

Nature of the damage and value in the market place 

Very broadly speaking the affected books deal with the European engagement with the 

Middle East, Mesopotamia, Persia, and the Mughal empire. 

Mr Hakimzadeh did not succeed in stealing entire items from us; but he managed to steal 

individual leaves. They can be grouped into three broad categories. 

1. Leaves of text. 

Individual leaves of text, ranging from prefatory material, over pages from the body of 

the books, to pages from indexes. A number of missing leaves were of the pages 

numbered 99/100. 

2. Leaves with portraits or other illustrations. 

A large number of the leaves contained portraits; a smaller number contained other 

illustrative material. For such leaves there is a commercial market, even though each leaf 

is most often comparatively cheap. The price of the individual leaves is much lower than 

the differential between the price of a complete copy and the price of an incomplete copy 

of the book from which they derive.  

3. Leaves with maps. 

There is a lucrative market for maps, which may fetch a high price compared to the 

differential between the price for a complete copy and the price for an incomplete copy of 

the book from which they derive. The theft of maps by Mr Hakimzadeh may to some 

extent be directly related to the market value of the leaves which contain the maps, 

although also here there is evidence to indicate that he acted out of a desire to complete 

incomplete copies or to improve copies. 

It is normally assumed that stolen items have a market value. This was not the case for most 

of the items stolen by Mr Hakimzadeh. This contributed to the complexity of all aspects of the 

process, from the identification of damage, to recovery, prosecution, and valuation. But after the raid 

on Mr Hakimzadeh’s flat that this began to make some sense. We discovered that he had books where 

leaves were either absent or in a condition which he would appear to have wished to improve –for 

instance if they were in a bad condition. Furthermore, many institutions stamp portrait plates and 

several are known to stamp the leaves with pages 99/100; 199/200 etc.  

It seems that unstamped portrait plates and pages 99/100 were cut from our copies with the 

intention inserting them into copies from which leaves carrying the stamps of other institutions have 

been removed. This raised the possibility of a wider pattern of theft. 



Despite the claims of his defence team at the appeal, there is no doubt that Mr Hakimzadeh 

traded. A copy of the Muse of Newmarket (1680) was sold by Mr Hakimzadeh at Bloomsbury 

Auctions; it incorporated a title page extracted from a British Library book. Proportionately, a very 

low number of the leaves stolen from books printed in the sixteenth-century were recovered. Perhaps 

a higher proportion of these leaves served to improve the sales price of incomplete or unsatisfactory 

copies. 

Detecting the scale of the damage 

The first investigation of the items consulted by Mr Hakimzadeh was undertaken by library 

assistants, who do not have the right skills sets for interpreting historic books, bearing in mind that the 

nature of the damage was highly unusual and that it was often undertaken with great skill, making the 

extraction especially of plates very difficult to detect. Also we did not yet know exactly what we were 

looking for. 

The whole set of books was again investigated by a group of curators over a few days. 

However, there was a need for a rapid result so the group had to be quite large; therefore this 

inspection reflected differing levels of expertise between curators who specialise in historic books and 

those for whom this constitutes a small part of a wider portfolio of tasks 

Next a small group of preservation staff examined the books in detail over a longer period of 

time. The narrower group of staff and the more generous length of time were strongly to be preferred. 

However, they assessed damage exclusively on the basis of the physical condition of the books 

without taking into consideration how they were produced, how plates might have been inserted at a 

separate production phase and how early users might have customised their books. Their approach led 

them not only to identify mutilated books but also to identify others as not mutilated; indeed they 

classified as “not mutilated” items which had in previous inspections been found to be mutilated. 

However, in the end the majority of the recovered leaves which were manifestly extracted from 

British Library copies came from books which this group deemed not to have been mutilated.  

Throughout the process it was evident how the often very old records of our historic printed 

books were created as a finding tool, not as a description of the property of the Library. On occasion, 

this problem was mitigated by information which could be derived from microfilms of the books, 

which also helped fixing dates post-quem for mutilations. 

Subsequently a rare books specialist recatalogued all books consulted by Mr Hakmzadeh at 

the British Library. The number of mutilated books now stands at 162, up from 112. This process has 

taken place over a number of years, the average number of books catalogued per day amounting to 

four or five. It is clear that such a detailed examination could not be achieved within a timeframe 

compatible with the criminal investigation. 

Issues of identification after recovery 

The materials recovered from Mr Hakimzadeh’s flat were brought to Holborn Police station. 

This was where we undertook all further examination. This posed practical difficulties. We did not 

have internet access and the need for strict control of evidence meant that there was a lack of 

flexibility: each item was kept in separately sealed and numbered containers which had to be opened 

and resealed by police officers who at each point had to record that they had done so. Most 

importantly we could not make a direct comparison between the recovered items and the related 

books in the British Library. The process had to be based on photographs which we took ourselves 

and consisted in the main of the following broad activities. 

 

1. Identifying the publication or publications which, as published, contain the loose leaves 

which were found in Mr Farhad Hakimzadeh’s possession. There were several hundreds of 

these loose leaves from books spanning five centuries, published in at least seven different 



languages, covered subject areas ranging from restoration drama to telephonic engineering. 

We had to find out what text and which edition the loose leaves came from. This required 

language skills, expertise in printing history, in intellectual history, the history of the British 

Library’s collections, and in rare books resources, but also imagination. I certainly learnt a lot 

about western orientalists. 

2. Identifying the publication/publications in the British Library's collection which, as 

published, contained those leaves. In practice this task overlapped with the above, but as we 

have several copies of most of the books it posed significant logistic problems in terms of 

storage which was both secure and appropriate from a conservation perspective.  

3. Verifying the absence/presence of the relevant leaves from the items in the British Library's 

collection. As part of this process we identified numerous mutilations which had not been 

detected in previous examinations. 

4. Matching this against the evidence provided by the British Library’s Automated Book 

Request System of books consulted by Mr Farhad Hakimzadeh. 

5. When a relevant leaf was found to be missing from the item in the British Library’s 

collection, establishing whether there was physical evidence to show that a leaf belonged to 

our book. In the case of leaves inserted into books it consisted of two processes, first 

establishing that a leaf was alien to the context in which it was found and subsequently to 

ascertain if it could be shown to belong to the British Library copy rather than any other copy. 

In some cases a British Library or a British Museum stamp was present, in some cases it had 

been overstamped. In some cases a stamp had been physically removed through abrasion of 

the paper. 

The work of Judith Barnes and Kristian Jensen was throughout supported by Deborah Novotny, Head 

of Collection Care. Her remarkable expertise proved especially useful in detecting and interpreting the 

physical evidence of damage in points 3 and 5 above. 

Some of the main criteria which were found useful were 

a. the size of the leaves in the British Library book compared with the measurements 

of the recovered leaves, bearing in mind that they had often been cropped 

b. matching or non-matching wormholes, stains, or tears in the paper 

c. the stitching of the British Library copy compared with the marks of stitching on 

the recovered leaves 

d. colouring of the edges of leaves 

e. matching manuscript notes 

f. matching chain-lines in the paper 

g. past conservation work which could be recognised as British Library/British 

Museum intervention  

 

Valuation 

Part of assessing the scale of the damage was a financial valuation. This was done very 

quickly by curators in order to gain an impression of the scale of the damage with a view of reporting 

it to Department of Culture Media and Sport, the British Library’s sponsoring government 

department. We decided not to assess the value of the individual missing leaves but “what a complete 

copy in good but not exceptional condition might be expected to fetch in the current trade for 

antiquarian books,” in other words the price which we would have found it acceptable to pay if we 

had been intending to buy a volume. Despite the speed, the estimated replacement costs have proved 

robust, perhaps with two exceptions, and although the valuations were subsequently used for a wide 



range of purposes the approach to valuation proved to be appropriate but not sufficient for all aspects 

of the legal process. 

  The valuations were unsurprisingly challenged by the expert witnesses of the defence team. 

They claimed to estimate the market value of the actual items in the British Library, if they were to be 

sold, rather than the price of replacement. However, they did not take into account the additional 

market value of the British Library items based on their provenance, which would of course have been 

consistent with their approach. 

A more sophisticated issue of valuation was later raised by the Library’s legal team – residual 

value. Undoubtedly the mutilated items still have a residual value and a judge was likely to take this 

into account when awarding compensation. A claim enabling us to require replacement copies might 

have been perceived as a claim for double compensation, especially in the cases where lost leaves had 

been returned. The law treats books and archives as any other class of goods but we argued that this 

approach failed to take the purpose of the Library into consideration: the Library is not primarily 

concerned with the financial value of its items but the research value which they present to their users. 

We directed our lawyers to recent case law in support the view of an approach to valuation that gives 

due weight to the value of a collection in toto as opposed to merely being the sum of its damaged 

parts. 

In this legal context it was also realised that, for the purpose of a claim in a potential civil 

case, the replacement values given by the British Library were one element but they were not 

sufficient as they established replacement costs not valuations of the British Library’s objects. Bernard 

Quaritch Ltd undertook to asses the value of the items of the British Library, including the additional 

value of their important provenances, as well as the market cost of a replacement. While the 

valuations of the latter approach was largely in agreement with the valuations made by British Library 

staff, the former approach to valuation resulted in higher prices overall. 

Value to the British Library and the nation 

The collections of the British Library are not independent of the market. Our acquisitions 

reflect the same changes in taste and interest as those which have affected the value of books in the 

market place. The damage suffered by our collection is thus one which has serious financial 

implications and consequences, but the importance of the damage goes much deeper. 

Books are not acquired by the British Library because of their market value but because of 

their intellectual importance. As we do not alienate our historic printed collection, once a historic 

book is in our collection its value is no longer chiefly monetary. As a public institution we collect to 

preserve and enhance the most fundamental evidence which we have for the nation’s past. The 

damage to the national heritage falls into at least three different, if related, categories: 

1. The now incomplete items have lost their value as text to other researchers. For instance the 

volume of Sir Thomas Herbert’s A relation of some yeares travaile, begunne Anno 1626 into 

Afrique and the greater Asia, from 1634 is now so mutilated that it scarcely serves any 

research purpose. Even in the case of books which have lost fewer leaves, the integrity of the 

book is gone, and they are now inadequate for serious research. Equally the mutilations hit at 

the British Library’s function as a trusted repository, which enables researchers to verify, 

discuss, and criticise the work of others who have used the source material before them, an 

essential part of free, democratic discourse. Increasingly researchers of book history have 

emphasised the importance of understanding the text of a book as integral with the physical 

structure which carries it. The physical book is evidence of the cost of the production of the 

text, the type of reader at which it was aimed, and of how it was used. The mutilations have 

damaged our collection as a resource for this type of research. 



2. While the individual books are of great importance, they have hitherto had even greater 

intellectual significance because they were available within the widest possible research 

context of other books. Some of these books are available elsewhere, but the cumulative 

intellectual damage is the greater because they belonged within a context where they could be 

used and interpreted in conjunction with an unparalleled range of other material. They 

benefited from the added value provided by the depth and breadth of the British Library’s 

collection. 

3 These books are in themselves witnesses of the importance which was attached to them in 

the past, the importance which British collectors attached to understanding the Middle East in 

the widest sense. The following constituent collections, and many others affected by the 

mutilations, are objects of study in their own right, providing historical evidence for how their 

past owners sought to understand the world in which they lived. 

For instance some of the books come from the historic collection of the monarchs of England, 

which was donated to the nation in 1757. At least five of these come from the intellectually very 

interesting collection of Henry Prince of Wales (1594-1612). 

Communication and relationships 

Internal communication was strictly circumscribed by the need to keep the matter 

confidential, in order not to prejudice the outcome of the criminal proceedings. The confidentiality 

was not broken and staff was overwhelmingly supportive and understood the need for punctual 

involvement in specific tasks without disclosure of a wider context. 

Once established, the relationship with the Police was one of the very time consuming aspects 

of the process, but one which I think both sides over-all enjoyed as a sort of ethnographic experience. 

A close relationship of trust was established at all levels. This was very skilfully maintained by Judith 

Barnes. There was an element of educating the police about the specific nature of the crime, so 

profoundly different from the cases with which they more routinely engage. Some police took to 

bibliography like ducks to water, while the British Library was responsible for much which in other 

circumstances would have been undertaken by the police, for instance the entire evidence gathering 

process. 

We had a more complex relationship with the Crown Prosecution Service. A fundamental 

issue was the disparity in the quantity and quality of the resources which were available to the 

defendant, a very rich man, and the quality and quantity of resources allocated by the Crown 

Prosecution Service to this type of case. The British Library perceived that Crown Prosecution 

Service devoted uneven attention to the matter and that it gave contradictory messages. Most 

problematic was perhaps the decision to prosecute only for a small number of specimen charges. The 

quantity and the nature of the evidence was difficult and costly for the Crown Prosecution Service to 

master and more than was needed for a conviction. Originally we were informed that the reliance on 

specimen charges would not have any wider impact, but we found that this decision had an impact on 

many aspects of the entire process, including the length of Mr Hakimzadeh’s jail sentence and the 

Library’s subsequent prospects for compensation through a potential civil case. 

The Library instructed Farrer’s to work for it on a potential civil case. For those who directly 

participated in the work with Farrer’s, it was a very satisfactory relationship but a cultural difference 

between agents in the legal system and the British Library was apparent, not least in the way in which 

time was managed. However, the British Library received highly qualified and well judged advice on 

how to assess the potential outcomes if a civil case were to be taken to court, on the procedural 

options, and how this information could best be used in case an  out-of-court settlement was sought. 

Among the first loose leaves identified in Mr Hakimzadeh’s flat were leaves which carried the 

ownership stamp of one of the special collections of the Bodleian Library. The British Library notified 



the Bodleian which was represented in the second raid on Mr Hakimzadeh’s flat. Mr Hakimzadeh was 

also charged with specimen charges relating to the Bodleian Library, for which he also declared 

himself guilty. There was a good exchange of factual information between the two institutions. 

It also emerged that other institutions may have been affected. In August 2006 the British 

Library learned that Mr Hakimzadeh had reached a settlement with the Royal Asiatic Society 

concerning the unauthorised removal by him of items from their collection in 1998. The subsequent 

confidentiality agreement between Royal Asiatic Society and Mr Hakimzadeh was presented to the 

court by Crown Prosecution Service as evidence of previous wrongdoing and it was commented upon 

by the sentencing judge. It remained a matter of concern to the British Library that information 

concerning the Royal Asiatic Society had not been in the public domain, and so we had been unable to 

take preventative measures in 1998. 

The pattern of page 99/100 made us suspect that a library which stamped those pages might 

have been another victim. Despite extensive investigation we were not able to establish if this was the 

case. Most institutions approached were very cooperative, although we had to maintain strict 

confidentiality about the substance of the matter. A few, however, did not respond, or did not respond 

substantively. This may be because they did not have staff with appropriate expertise in the history of 

their collections or it may in some cases be because their wish to avoid scandal was greater than their 

wish to investigate a potentially criminal situation. 

The British Library had the most generous cooperation imaginable from the Folger Library 

when it was found that it had, in good faith, bought at auction the copy of the Muse of Newmarket 

which contained a title leaf from the British Library’s copy. 

For reasons of confidentiality academics who had been associated with Mr Hakimzadeh and 

the Iran Heritage Foundation could not be approached. Yet is was a disappointment that, even after all 

evidence was in the public domain, senior academics provided generous character references and 

continued to work closely with Mr Hakimzadeh. Not least did it cause surprise that a senior museum 

director who had approached the British Library to enquire about the affair, subsequently continued 

his close relationship with Mr Hakimzadeh. 

The trade in rare books was largely extremely supportive of the British Library, and most of 

its members were enthusiastic in providing information, although the balance which the Library 

struck seemed to some members of the trade to be too weighted towards ensuring confidentiality and 

a conviction. Some auction houses were, however, more reluctant to reveal information, relating to 

their dealings with material offered for sale by Mr Hakimzadeh. 

From very early on after the first raid on Mr Hakimzadeh’s flat it became clear that he had 

employed qualified book restorers or bookbinders to work for him. We learned that in conversation 

three book restorers and binders, all distinguished persons in their field, had said that they had worked 

for Mr Hakimzadeh. We obtained valuable documentary information from them about the types of 

work which they had done for Mr Hakimzadeh. Although this was not used in the criminal case, it 

was of use subsequently and certainly confirmed aspects of his working practice. It had to be 

considered whether the restorers had acted in good faith. Both the British Library and the police 

judged that there was no evidence for taking this matter further.  

An important aspect of the successful management of this criminal event was the relationship 

with the press and other media. We were very aware that unless well handled this could become a 

negative news story about the alleged negligence of the library, rather than about the successful 

handling of a criminal case. Our work was continuously informed by the thoughtful advice of Ben 

Sanderson, one of our press office colleagues. An especially important occasion was the press event 

held the day before Mr Hakimzadeh was scheduled to appear in court. In preparation for this and 

related events the Press Office had organised a workshop to identify and refine the Library’s key 



messages; this proved immensely valuable for the rest of the process. The workshop was followed by 

two sessions with two different approaches to targeted media training, one being hostile media 

questioning. This enabled us on the day, to present the Library’s case on the basis of its expertise; the 

ensuing press coverage could not have been more positive. 

 

Outcomes 

All in all 89 leaves were recovered coming from 40 items, either recovered as loose or as 

inserted into other books. For several items only some of the missing leaves were recovered. At least 

as seriously, it was only when the leaves were finally returned to the British Library that it became 

apparent how extensive was the physical modification which Mr Hakimzadeh had subjected them to. 

Many were severely cropped in some cases involving the loss of text; in several cases the coloured or 

gilt edges of the leaves had been cropped; and in many cases the leaves were abraded where a Library 

stamp had been removed. In numerous cases the extracted leaf had also been washed or bleached or 

treated in some other way. In no case can we talk about true reconstitution of the object as it was 

before it was mutilated. 

Decisions also had to be made about the extent to which we would undertake further damage 

to the existing structure of a mutilated book, in order to reinsert a leaf. In some cases Hakimzadeh’ 

binders had inserted the British Library’s leaf into a book in such a way that it could only be extracted 

either by damaging the leaf further or by destroying the entire binding of the book. In these cases the 

unhappy decision had to be made that a historic binding had to be destroyed. 

Some leaves were passed on to the British Library not through the Police but through Mr 

Hakimzadeh’s lawyer’s, after the matter had been brought to a formal close. These were leaves which 

Mr Hakimzadeh after his conviction had declared to be British Library property. However, most of 

them turned out not to be British Library property. It would have been a major research undertaking to 

seek to identify the copies from which they had been extracted and also raised a number of potential 

legal issues, so they were returned to Mr Hakinzadeh.  

The British Library allocated a sum of money for buying replacement copies for the book 

mutilated by Mr Hakimzadeh. Unsurprisingly, it was not possible to use this money in a reasonable 

timescale and it was subsequently allocated to other initiatives that improved research access to the 

affected areas of research. 

To ensure a record for future researchers and for future staff, we allocated resources to the 

amendment of catalogue records to explain the changed state of damaged books, and to catalogue the 

newly acquired replacement volumes. 

After the matter had been concluded the Library undertook a series of workshops and 

interviews with key staff to ensure that all lessons which could be learned from his had been captured, 

relating to the process of investigation, the legal process, the library’s internal governance of the 

processes. 

Reviews and enhancements of actual security measures had been undertaken on an ongoing 

basis concurrently with the investigation. 

The main lesson is perhaps one around team work and the respect for the expertise of others; 

when we have worked well, we have understood that the skills of each of us was never enough on its 

own, at any one stage. 

We have drawn on staff expertise ranging from statistics to the stitching of books, from 

intellectual history to the flow of books through a complex organisation, from communications to the 

history of collection. The lessons learnt from the Hakimzadeh case will for many years remain one of 

the touch stones for us in the British Library in all our work on collection security  



Kristian Jensen 
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