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It’s unlikely you’re totally new to buying online, who doesn’t 
use Amazon? But would you be confident about buying a rare 
map or print and parting with several hundred dollars online? 

The great thing about the online world is you can find many 
highly respected map and print dealers just a click away. Plus 
you can buy without even getting off your sofa! You just need 
to know what you’re doing and be confident about it. 

It’s also possible to find ‘Little Gems’ as I call them being sold 
on various online platforms by people who simply don’t know 
what they’ve got! I’m not just talking about on sites like eBay 
here. You’d be surprised what you can find when you know 
where to look. One of the keys is knowing what to look for.  

If you’re lucky enough to find the elusive ‘little gem’ then the 
next step is all the more important for you. This information 
will help you avoid some basic mistakes still made by the 
unwary on the verge of buying a rare map or collectable print 
online. 



1. 
FIRST CHECK OUT THE SELLER 

 

I f you’re considering buying via an online auction website or 
platforms like amazon, Etsy or good old ebay it’s sensible to 
check out the seller first. Likewise with platforms like 
Facebook and Instagram taking some time to get to know 

who you are dealing with is time well spent. All before you 
consider spending any money and buying. 

Most online platforms provide some kind of buyers review 
feedback or ratings process for trading partners. Sellers know 
their reputation depends on it. Doing business with reliable 
people makes life a whole lot easier.  

This is all the more important when considering buying 
something antique, potentially rare and of value. Before you 
even get into examining the item itself you really should take 
a close look at the seller. If it’s not an individual it may be an 
auction house website, same rules apply. Start with checking 
out their reputation and expertise.   

Get to know the kind of service the seller provides. Its 
important to know how the person or company operates their 
business and how they treat buyers. 

Top Tip: Know the seller before you buy. 



“ONLY BUY SOMETHING YOU’D BE 
PERFECTLY HAPPY TO HOLD IF THE 
MARKET SHUT DOWN FOR 10 YEARS” 

That’s a Warren Buffett quote on investing. If you were 
investing serious money you’d be a fool not to do your due 
diligence. Only then can you walk away perfectly happy and 
comfortable holding that investment if the market shuts down 
for the next ten years.  What does this have to do with buying 
rare maps and prints online? 



2. 
CHECK THE SMALL PRINT 

 

Ibet you’ve heard this said before “I forgot to check the 
small print”. Ever done that yourself over some really 
important transaction or deal? Most of us have made this 
mistake at sometime. Buying online has become so simple 

these days that it’s easy to forget to check on the details! 

When it comes to those scarce old maps or collectable 
prints these items often have a high value. All the more 
reason to make sure you check the description and images 
provided and contact the seller and ask for additional 
information and images if need be. You should also check: 

What are the delivery costs? 

How will the item be protected in transit? (Insurance) 

Will the item be shipped Internationally? (Extra fees/taxes) 

What payment options does the seller offer? 

Does the seller have a returns policy? 

Top Tip: Ask for ALL the information you need 



HE WHO HESITATES IS LOST 

It’s true that an individual who cannot come to a decision 
will usually suffer for it. If you’ve seen an item listed in an 
online auction and you’ve done the research, simply decide 
what’s you’re best offer and place a bid. If you get the item 
for a lower price than you offered you will be delighted. If 
someone bids higher than you, we’ll better luck next time.  



3. 
WATCHING THE WORLD GO BY 

 

T his can be a real danger when it comes to buying on 
auction sites like eBay. People ‘watch’ items of interest. If 
you see an item that you’re interested in you need to be 
swift about taking action. 

The danger is while you're busy ‘not watching’ another 
buyer gets in and grabs the item you were interested in. You 
could have simply contacted the seller and asked could you 
do a deal on a best price offer. While your sitting around 
watching someone else will be taking action especially if 
you’ve found a little gem.  

The reality is we’re all very busy people and “Watching the 
World Go By” can become a huge waste of time. I favour and 
recommend taking action quickly. For those who have time 
available eBay can be a fun diversion while you’re pondering 
a work problem or killing time waiting for a friend. BUT don’t 
fall victim to watching the world leave you behind. 

If you see an item and it's definitely what you’re after, 
you’ve checked out the seller and all available information, 
description, pictures etc, yes all the small print as suggested, 
then I recommend take action immediately. Approach the 
seller and politely ask is there a deal to be done. 

Top Tip: Approach seller’s quickly. 



 

 KNOW WHAT YOU’RE BUYING 

The above original map of the British Isles “Europae I Tab” 
1584 from a Mercator Atlas was purchased via an online 
auction. There were a few maps in the job lot. All were 
framed which makes it difficult to see details. With images 
provided I was able to inspect all the maps. I knew what I was 
looking at. I placed a relatively low bid with the auction house 
and didn’t attend the sale in person. My bid won the lot. The 
maps cost me under £250 including the auction house 
commission. I later sold just the above map to a collector for 
£1400. Do you’re homework, know how to identify an original 
and know what you’re buying. 



4. 
YOU GET WHAT YOU PAY FOR 

 

Even if you’ve only watched one episode of Antiques 
Roadshow, you know that a chip on a vase sharply 
decreases its value. The same holds true for rare maps 
and collectable prints, condition is king!  

     It’s unlikely that you’re going to pick up a high quality item 
at a giveaway price, but sometimes the seller simply doesn’t 
know the value of whats being sold. It does happen, that’s 
why it’s good to develop your knowledge about the maps or 
prints you’re especially interested in. Get yourself a reliable 
online reference and look out for old reference books that 
can help you build your knowledge. 

     If you’re looking to sell on or as a collector banking on an 
increased return in the future you must balance the quality 
condition and price issue. 

Rarely does quality come cheap, sometimes you can get 
lucky. It’s possible when buying online from auction houses or 
sites like eBay. This is where knowledge of your subject can 
really kick in. Be careful, remember quality is everything. 
Don’t fall into the trap of buying ‘cheap‘. 

Top Tip: Know your Subject  



. 

 

WHEN TO HIT THE BUY NOW BUTTON 

The above original map of the United States of America, is 
a Civil War Map by Theodore Ettling c1861. Two copies that I 
know of have been in specialist auctions in the last twelve 
months here in the UK. Both sold for over £250 with approx 
20% to 35% commission to be paid on top by the winning 
bidder. You can do the maths. I purchased a copy I spotted 
being sold on eBay for less than £15 including delivery! I 
knew how to identify it as an original, I hit the Buy Now button 
with no hesitation. 



5. 
ASSUMING THE PRICE IS THE PRICE! 

 

W ith buying online you assume the Price is the Price! 
With sites like Amazon, Etsy or eBay if an item has a 
Buy it Now price then you simply hit the button to buy, 
if you’re happy with the price. But old maps and 

decorative prints are not widgets made in China. Sellers set 
the price based on what they think the market can take.  

Here’s your opportunity! If you’ve done your research and 
checked out the item carefully, you’re confident it’s genuine 
and meets all the right criteria then what else is there to do 
'BUY IT NOW'. That’s all well and good if you think the price is 
fair. 

     What if you think the price is high? Then don’t assume the 
listed price is the price. Why? Because some sellers use very 
inflated prices when listing items for sale online. 

Why not simply approach the seller and ask if there’s room 
to move on the price? You may be pleasantly surprised and at 
worse they can only say no. One thing to remember when 
approaching sellers. Be reasonable when you suggest a 
price, you don’t want to offend anybody. 

Top Tip: If you don’t ask you don’t get! 



 

KNOW WHAT YOU’RE LOOKING FOR 
An original engraved lithograph published by Currier & 

Ives, 152 Nassau Street, New York c1857 “Views of New York - 
Broadway from the Bowling Green, 1828” Purchased via an 
online auction for less than £20 and sold to a dealer in USA 
for £200. This is a rare print that will retail for £300-£500. 



6. 
I THINK IT’S WHAT I’M LOOKING FOR 

 

Rare maps and prints can be a minefield when it comes to 
identification. So be sure to research your subject well so 
you are confident about 'key' methods of identification. 
Can you identify an original? Is a particular map or print a 

woodcut, copper engraving, steel engraved or lithograph? 
How about the colour, is it original old colour? Is the colour 
contemporary to the period or has it been added later? Can 
you distinguish between the valuable antique work in its own 
right and the appealing reproduction whose value is far less. 

When asked about specific items for sale online I use a 
variety of methods to reassure and assist potential buyers. 
Online we can only provide a limited amount of images and 
information. We’re always happy to provide additional help 
and direct attention to identification methods and reference 
works to help clarify and put a buyers mind at rest. 

 Genuine dealers are pleased to help buyers in this way. 
It's a win win situation, the buyer can buy with confidence and 
the seller having provided a high quality service knows that 
the buyer is very likely to return and buy again in the future. 

Don’t make the mistake of not doing your research. Ask 
questions, get additional information and pictures if you need 
them. Know what you’re looking for and buy with confidence. 

Top Tip: Know what you’re looking to buy 



 

KNOW AN ORIGINAL WHEN YOU SEE IT 
Coloured aquatint: London Plate V. Drawn, Engraved & 

Published by William Daniell, No 9 Cleveland Street, Fitzroy 
Square, London, Jan.y 1, 1805. Original on J. Whatman paper. 
From William Daniell's 'Six Views of the Metropolis of the 
British Empire'. Purchased via an online auction for under 
£500 including the commission. This extremely scarce print 
retails at around £1900. 



7. 
SHIPPING & TAXES 

 

I ts always worth checking postage and delivery costs, 
especially if you need your item shipped from oversees. 
Depending on what you're buying and it's value you’re well 
advised to select a 'tracked' delivery service with sufficient 

insurance cover to be sure of a safe arrival. 

Again communicating with the seller about best available 
options is the route to take and most are happy to advise a 
suitable and cost effective solution. 

Buying online gives you access to sellers across the world 
whatever platform or social media site you use to make 
contact with sellers and find what your looking for. Make sure 
you are aware of all the additional costs you will be liable to 
pay before closing any purchase.  

If buying via online from the US most sellers are now 
required to collect e-commerce sales tax. 45 U.S. states and 
Washington D.C. all have a sales tax. Different laws and rules 
apply to different states. 

When buying through a local or international auction 
house make sure you know the commission rates and be 
aware local taxes may be payable on the buyers premium. 

Top Tip: Calculate the real cost of buying 



“COMMUNICATION WORKS FOR THOSE 
WHO WORK AT IT” 

Communication makes the world go round and is the most 
important skill you can use to help you achieve success. 
Today’s online environment often amounts to operating in a 
faceless world of digital interactions. All very convenient for 
both consumers and business but in the world of rare maps 
and prints direct contact, communication and interaction 
between buyers and sellers around the world probably 
provides you your biggest opportunity. 



8. 
LOST OPPORTUNITY 

 

I f you really want to get the best deals then you need to 
invest a little time in communicating with people. If you've 
done your homework as mentioned in the previous points 
you can see the benefit in checking out the seller. 

You quickly get an overview of the kind of service a seller 
delivers. Most genuine dealers or sellers of antique maps and 
prints are 'people oriented' and look to develop a good 
relationship with buyers by offering an excellent service.  

This in itself takes an investment of time and effort on the 
part of the seller. Likewise if you want to get the best deals 
then you need to develop a working relationship with sellers. 

     Instead of ignoring available business seller information 
make a point of checking out who you’re dealing with. You 
should contact sellers directly and open up communication. 
Put a face to the name. There’s actually more opportunity to 
do this with today’s technology. Use it to your advantage. 

Use social media to discover sellers of rare maps and 
prints around the world. See what they’re selling. Use 
Facebook and Instagram to follow dealers, shops and 
specialists. Get involved, participate and communicate. 

Top Tip: Develop relationships by communicating  



PRACTICAL MAINTENANCE STEPS  

Firstly buy quality to avoid the need for conservation 
cleaning if you can. Then the best approach if you want to 
have your antique maps on display is to get the work 
professionally mounted and framed using archival framing 
standards where possible. The use of Conservation quality 
mat boards is best. There is a further cost involved in taking 
this approach but it’s money well spent in the long run.  

• A good frame complements and protects the work. 
Acid-free mats are used to prevent the glass from touching 
the surface of the map or print and these must be of 
archival quality. 

• Don’t hang antique maps or prints over radiators or air 
vents. The constant heat changes can affect the engraving 
and can be responsible for the warping of the paper. 

• Avoid direct sunlight! Prolonged exposure will cause 
the map to fade and the paper will yellow. 

• Hang items with a slight forward tilt to leave space for 
air to circulate behind them. 



9. 
AFTERCARE 

 

Subsequent care and maintenance of your antique map or 
new prints I assure you does need thinking about. If 
you've paid a few pounds for a nice print and want to just 
pop it in a frame as a gift, fine. 

However collectors and you may be one of them can 
easily spend anything from a few hundred to several 
thousand pounds on a single map or set of rare prints as an 
investment. The thing to keep in mind is that from the very 
moment they are created, these antiques start deteriorating if 
not properly stored or handled. 

You've probably seen those rusty brown spots, known as 
foxing. This along with forms of mildew are the most common 
problems which any collector should learn to recognise. 
Another enemy is discolouration which can be caused by dirt, 
dampness or the breakdown of the cellulose fibres. 

Sometimes works can be conservation cleaned. With old 
engraved prints that have had little care or maintenance 
maybe for a couple of hundred years this is possible. But with 
very rare maps this is best avoided. If work is required use a 
professional who can apply "moderate" restoration as is 
desirable. 

Top Tip: Use practical maintenance steps! 



WHO IS KEVIN J. RYAN ? 

Let’s keep this simple: Map Collector, enthusiast, creative, 
blogger, entrepreneur, business founder, encourager and jazz 
lover. I thought it might be good to put a face to the name!  

In future if you need to contact me about Rare Maps or 
Prints you will now be able to ‘put a face to the name’. 

raremapsandprints.co.uk  "We're very boutique, we don't 
have the largest stock but we do have some real gems and a 
huge amount of passion and enthusiasm for the subject - plus 
lots of free advice and resources” 

http://raremapsandprints.co.uk


10. 
USE WHAT YOU’VE ALREADY FOUND 

 

In the search for your next bucket list rare map or print you 
want to find, do you simply forget or ignore those you can 
rely on? If you’ve found a good reliable dealer or some 
trustworthy sellers don’t forget to utilise the opportunity 

they can provide. 

     They will have an online presence, keep in touch, visit 
their site regularly, subscribe if they offer a newsletter. Check 
out any resources they have on their website. Follow them on 
social media.  

     When you’ve had a good buying experience in the past 
this is the place to start when next looking to buy. Keep in 
mind, even if the seller doesn’t have the particular map or 
print you’re looking for listed on their website, they may have 
it in stock. Alternatively they can probably access it for you 
via another dealer they know. 

     Why waste time spending hours searching endless listings 
hunting for the next best deal? Contact and ask those reliable 
sellers you’ve established a relationship with or done 
business with previously. 

Top Tip: Utilise your reliable sellers list 



RECOMMENDATIONS - WITH LINKS 
If you haven’t got yourself a copy already get my kick start 

guide “Collecting Antique Maps 2021 Tips for the Novice” It’s 
available free via this link: ebook 

Manasek F. J. & Griggs M. & C. Collecting Old Maps 
Revised Edition 2015 Pub Old Maps Press, Arizona. 
Recommended VIDEO REVIEW of this ‘must have’ book. 

When it comes to identifying prints this is the best 
‘reference work’ I can give you, a must have for both map and 
print collectors: “How to Identify Prints” by B. Gascoigne 
published by Thames & Hudson Reprinted 2014. This is a 
complete guide to manual and mechanical processes.  

The book provides an exceptional introduction to the 
whole field of print making, a must have for rare print 
collectors. Check my RESOURCES page for more info about 
the book. 

Thank you for taking the time to check out “Buying Rare 
Maps and Prints Online - Tips for the Novice 2021” I hope you 
found some real value in the suggestions and can use them 
to help you get the very best out of buying online. 

http://bit.ly/394RXvB
https://www.raremapsandprints.co.uk/resources
https://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0500284806/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1634&creative=6738&creativeASIN=0500284806&linkCode=as2&tag=kevinjryan-21
https://www.raremapsandprints.co.uk/resources
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