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TO THE MEMORY OF CHAIM GRADE,
Great Soul, Great Poet, Great Jew, and Great Friend
 HR

TO JOSHUA,
who is just beginning to appreciate
the joys of reading and books
 RAK


 
 
Without books, God is silent, justice dormant, natural science at a  stand, philosophy lame, letters dumb, and all things involved in darkness.
THOMAS V. BARTHOLIN
Disparage no book, for it is also a part of the world.
RABBI NACHMAN OF BRATZLAV

Foreword
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BY RAY BRADBURY
Back in 1953 when I had finished a longer version of my novel Fahrenheit 451, I sought a metaphor for my artist friend Joe Mugnaini that would be appropriate to the text. Glancing through his sketches, I fused a combined metaphor: a neo–Don Quixote armored in newspaper print standing on a pyre of burning books. That chap isn’t really a faux Don Quixote, it’s me. My history is all books, and rarely anything else, which is why I am up front here, as preface.
The women in my life have all been librarians, English teachers, or booksellers. If they couldn’t speak pidgin Tolstoy, articulate Henry James, or give me directions to Usher and Ox, it was no go. I have always longed for education, and pillow talk’s the best.
I found my wife, Marguerite (Maggie), in Fowler Bros. marvelous bookshop across from San Francisco’s Pershing Square in the happy spring of 1946. She took a vow of poverty to marry me in 1947. Church-mice-poor, we lived in Venice before it was a funny-farm, surviving on hot dogs, pizza, and bad wine while I constructed literary rockets that missed the Moon but somehow reached Mars.
Along the way I increased my library with ten-cent and quarter purchases of much needed books at the Goodwill. Shakespeare, Steinbeck, and Shaw marked down seemed to me as one of life’s unbelievable bargains.
I believed in books so much that when I graduated from L.A. High with no hope for college, I carried with me the memory of my short-story teacher, Jannet Johnson, and my Yeats/Keats/Shelley/Lady Snow Longley Housh volume. My second novel, Something Wicked This Way Comes, is dedicated to them.
The library as raving influence is best summed in my first novel, Fahrenheit 451. Trying to write in my carless garage was impossible. My daughters knocked on the back window, yelling for Dad to come play. I did so, with a diminution of stories and funds.
Wandering around the UCLA campus, I heard the clatter of typewriters under the library, went down, and discovered a typing room where I could hammer out my breathless prose for ten cents a half hour. There was a device under each typewriter, a slot machine in which to shove dimes against the clock. You typed madly until the machine froze, then ran to fetch more cash. In nine days I wrote Fahrenheit 451. It cost me nine dollars and eighty cents to write what I later described as my dime novel.
But the important aspect here was the wonderfully crushing weight of the library above. Between stints at my rented Royal I dashed upstairs to grope, blindly, along various shelves to seize strange books and make friends. When I found apt sentences I ran back downstairs to pop them in the mouths of Montag, my flame-throwing book burner and his equally inflammatory chief. Hyperventilation, then, was my lifestyle, plunging down to hammer my novel into shape. The library turned out to be the best damn maternity hospital in my entire life. My child, born in semipoverty (I was still writing short stories that sold for one or two cents a word), has survived McCarthy, Stalin, and Mao and their fear of information. It now lodges in schools, thank God, around the country.
Along the way I have written more stories, poems, essays, and novels about other writers than any others in our time. I have claimed in one poem that Emily Dickinson was my mother and Poe my father, with H. G. Wells and Verne crazed uncles up-attic. The title of one poem was “Emily Dickinson Where Are You, Herman Melville Called You Last Night in His Sleep.” My story, “Any Friend of Nicholas Nickleby’s Is a Friend of Mine,” told how, age twelve, I helped Charles Dickens finish A Tale of Two Cities upstairs in my grandparents’ boarding house in 1932.
Finally, not so long ago with “Last Rites,” I invented a time machine so I could travel back to save my favorite authors on their deathbeds, offering them hope for their literary futures. Arriving in Melville’s last hour, I laid out new editions of his books published in 1930, 1954, and 1999 so that this old man, long abandoned, could see his immortality guaranteed. Herman, I whispered, open your eyes. Read the first line of your book, republished in 1939. Herman did so and murmured: “Call me Ishmael.” And died.
I then visited Poe and left copies of his Tales of Mystery and Imagination.Finally to Paris to bid farewell to Wilde.
So there you have it, a lifetime of first smelling the books, they all smell wonderful, reading the books, loving the books, and rememberingthe books.
The Egyptians often, in death, had their favorite cats embalmed, to cozen their feet. If things go well, my special pets will pace me into eternity, Shakespeare as pillow, Pope at one elbow, Yeats at the other, and Shaw to warm my toes. Good company for far-traveling.
Meanwhile, I stand here with my hopeless prejudices, to preface these loves.
Please, to begin.

Introduction:
A Passion for Books
In February 1998 Sotheby’s in New York held a series of auctions of a rather unique collection of books. The collection, some three thousand volumes, had belonged to the late duke of Windsor—the former King Edward VIII of England—who had collected them since childhood and had taken the collection with him when he abdicated the throne in 1936. After the duke died in 1972, the books, along with the rest of his possessions, had remained in the hands of his duchess—the former Wallis Warfield Simpson—the woman for whom he had forsaken his family, his country, and his crown.
On the duchess’s death in 1986, their mansion near the Bois de Boulogne in Paris, and its contents, were purchased by Mohamed al-Fayed, the Egyptian businessman perhaps best known as the father of the man who died in an automobile accident with Diana, the princess of Wales, the estranged wife of the duke’s grandnephew Prince Charles. Some ten years later, Mr. al-Fayed decided to sell the duke and duchess’s possessions, and thus they found their way to Sotheby’s.
There were three things that made these auctions of particular interest to bibliophiles. First, many of the books were inscribed by famous and/or wealthy individuals. They included, for example, a copy of John F. Kennedy’s  Profiles in Courage, inscribed “To the Duke and Duchess of Windsor with the highest respects,” as well as a Book of Common Prayer inscribed “For My Darling little David [Edward] on his 7th birthday, when he went to Church for the first time, from his loving old Granny,” by Queen Alexandra, wife of Edward VII.
Second, these auctions represented the first time in history that books from a British royal library had ever been offered for sale. Although the royal family, as would be expected, made no comment about the auctions, one doubts that they were happy about these books being placed on the market, the sale of such items being, at the very least, unseemly.
But the third—and perhaps most remarkable—aspect of the auctions was that they were proof that although the duke of Windsor had been willing to give up his throne “for the woman I love,” he had not been willing to give up his books. Such is the mark of a bibliophile.
We count ourselves among those who share the duke’s passion— at least his passion for books. We are among those for whom there is no such thing as too many books and, as a consequence, have become inured, of necessity, to that ridiculous question we all face from time to time from those who do not share our passion: “Have you read all these books?”
We are the people who can spend hours browsing through the shelves of a bookstore, completely oblivious not only to the passage of time, but to everything else around us. One of the editors of this book, in fact, was once so engrossed in browsing through the shelves of the old Brentano’s on Fifth Avenue in New York that it took him some moments to recognize that the man standing in front of him was his father.
We are the people for whom buying books is not a luxury but a necessity, those who can understand what Thomas Jefferson meant when he said, “I cannot live without books,” and how Desiderius Erasmus could write, “When I have a little money I buy books. And if any is left, I buy food and clothing.”
While making the decision to buy a book may be an easy one, deciding which pieces to include in a collection such as this is not. In fact, we read and discussed—sometimes at great length—more than five times as many selections as we ultimately decided to use. It wasn’t that those we put aside were necessarily less valuable than those we chose, but, rather, that were we to include everything we would originally have liked to, this book would have been several times its present size.
At the outset, we established two rather simple criteria. The first was that the pieces should be well written, entertaining, and informative. The second was that each should exemplify the extraordinary ardor those who love books have for those curious bundles of paper bound together between hard or soft covers. After reading all the material we had gathered and began discussing it, we reluctantly added a third criterion that we would use no more than one piece by any single author.
To be honest, we have cheated a little here. There are two short, although related, pieces by Umberto Eco (“How to Justify a Private Library” and “How to Organize a Public Library”), two pieces by Christopher Morley (“In a Second-Hand Bookshop” and “On the Return of a Book Lent to a Friend”), and two pieces by A. Edward Newton (“What Is the Matter with the Bookshop?” and “The Last of His Race”), the last such a loving and lovely portrait of a book collector of the old school that we simply couldn’t resist including it.
In making the selections, however, we also endeavored to include pieces that represented several aspects of bibliophilia. One of these, for example, concerns the eternal question of whether or not to borrow and/or lend books. We have accordingly included Anatole Broyard’s “Lending Books,” the anonymous poem “Welcome Home Borrowed Book,” and a selection from Roger Rosenblatt’s appropriately named one-man show,  Bibliomania.
Bibliomania itself—the ultimate form of bibliophilia—was another of the aspects we wished to explore, to which end we’ve included Gustave Flaubert’s classic short story “Bibliomania” (the title of which was an early coinage of the word), a selection from Nicholas Basbanes’s  A Gentle Madness on Samuel Pepys’s unique disposition of his library, and a selection from Susan Sontag’s novel The Volcano Lover, as trenchant a portrait of a collector as we have ever seen.
Nor have we otherwise slighted the collector. Although the passion for collecting is an undercurrent running through the entire book, it is particularly exemplified by such selections as Robertson Davies’s “Book Collecting,” Petrarch’s “My Friends,” William Targ’s “The Collector,” and the above-mentioned A. Edward Newton’s
“The Last of His Race,” among others. Because we thought the history of the book was important as well, you’ll also find here William Dana Orcutt’s “Aldus Manutius,” on the founder of the Aldine Press, and Ben Zevin’s “The Bible Through the Ages,” a history of the Bible as a printed book rather than as Holy Scripture.
Just to show, though, that while we take our book collecting seriously we don’t necessarily take ourselves that seriously, we’ve also included several humorous pieces, including those mentioned above by Umberto Eco and Roger Rosenblatt, John Updike’s “The Invasion of the Book Envelopes,” and Robert Benchley’s “Why Does Nobody Collect Me?” in which he questions why first editions of books by his friend Ernest Hemingway are valuable while his are not, when “I am older than Hemingway, and have written more books than he has.”
There are several other aspects of bibliophilia represented here as well. Among these are the particular pleasures to be found in old books (A. S. W. Rosenbach’s “Talking of Old Books”), the founding of Book-of-the-Month Club (Al Silverman’s “A Good Time to Start a Book Club”), the joys of reading in bed (Clifton Fadiman’s “Pillow Books”), and the future of books (Anna Quindlen’s “How Reading Changed My Life”).
Finally, to reflect the eclectic nature of book collectors and book collecting, we have also scattered among the longer pieces a number of book lists (by such people as Norman Mailer, Jonathan Yardley, Anna Quindlen, and Clifton Fadiman), entertaining anecdotes, cartoons, poems, and quotations from such literary luminaries as John Milton, Michel de Montaigne, and many others.
We do have to admit, though, that we have our personal favorites among the selections. One of these is Leo Rosten’s “Potch,” the first reading of which, some years ago, marked the entry of one of the editors into the world of words, ideas, and books. The other is George Hamlin Fitch’s “Comfort Found in Good Old Books,” an extraordinarily touching piece in which the author writes of the comfort he found in reading after the death of his son.
In all we have included nearly sixty selections for all those who, like us, have a “A Passion for Books.” We regret the necessary omission of many other excellent pieces and hope someday to compile another collection to remedy that situation. For now, though, our only hope is that you find as much pleasure in reading this collection as we found in compiling it.
—The Editors
Riverdale, N.Y., January 1999
Cortlandt Manor, N.Y., January 1999


In a Second-Hand Bookshop
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BY CHRISTOPHER MORLEY
What waits me on the shelves? I cannot guess,
 But feel the sure foreboding; there will cry
A voice of human laughter and distress,
A word that no one needs as much as I.

For always where old books are sold and bought
 There comes that twinge of dreadful subtlety—
These words were actual, and they were thought
By someone who was once alive, like me.


Unpacking My Library
A Talk About Book Collecting
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BY WALTER BENJAMIN
With almost every passing year, it seems, more serious students of literature discover the work and sensitive writing of Walter Benjamin, a critic who approached the loftiest ideas and pursuits with his feet planted firmly on the ground. His suicide in 1940 was brought on by his fear of capture by the Nazis, from whom he was fleeing. In this essay from his 1955 collection, Illuminations, Benjamin applies his critical approach to the simple pleasure of unpacking books.
I am unpacking my library. Yes, I am. The books are not yet on the shelves, not yet touched by the mild boredom of order. I cannot march up and down their ranks to pass them in review before a friendly audience. You need not fear any of that. Instead, I must ask you to join me in the disorder of crates that have been wrenched open, the air saturated with the dust of wood, the floor covered with torn paper, to join me among piles of volumes that are seeing daylight again after two years of darkness, so that you may be ready to share with me a bit of the mood—it is certainly not an elegiac mood but, rather, one of anticipation—which these books arouse in a genuine collector. For such a man is speaking to you, and on closer scrutiny he proves to be speaking only about himself. Would it not be presumptuous of me if, in order to appear convincingly objective and down-to-earth, I enumerated for you the main sections or prize pieces of a library, if I presented you with their history or even their usefulness to a writer? I, for one, have in mind something less obscure, something more palpable than that; what I am really concerned with is giving you some insight into the relationship of a book collector to his possessions, into collecting rather than a collection. If I do this by elaborating on the various ways of acquiring books, this is something entirely arbitrary. This or any other procedure is merely a dam against the spring tide of memories which surges toward any collector as he contemplates his possessions. Every passion borders on the chaotic, but the collector’s passion borders on the chaos of memories. More than that: the chance, the fate, that suffuse the past before my eyes are conspicuously present in the accustomed confusion of these books. For what else is this collection but a disorder to which habit has accommodated itself to such an extent that it can appear as order? You have all heard of people whom the loss of their books has turned into invalids, or of those who in order to acquire them became criminals. These are the very areas in which any order is a balancing act of extreme precariousness. “The only exact knowledge there is,” said Anatole France, “is the knowledge of the date of publication and the format of books.” And indeed, if there is a counterpart to the confusion of a library, it is the order of its catalogue.
Thus there is in the life of a collector a dialectical tension between the poles of disorder and order. Naturally, his existence is tied to many other things as well: to a very mysterious relationship to ownership, something about which we shall have more to say later; also, to a relationship to objects which does not emphasize their functional, utilitarian value—that is, their usefulness—but studies and loves them as the scene, the stage, of their fate. The most profound enchantment for the collector is the locking of individual items within a magic circle in which they are fixed as the final thrill, the thrill of acquisition, passes over them. Everything remembered and thought, everything conscious, becomes the pedestal, the frame, the base, the lock of his property. The period, the region, the craftsmanship, the former ownership—for a true collector the whole background of an item adds up to a magic encyclopedia whose quintessence is the fate of his object. In this circumscribed area, then, it may be surmised how the great physiognomists—and collectors are the physiognomists of the world of objects—turn into interpreters of fate. One has only to watch a collector handle the objects in his glass case. As he holds them in his hands, he seems to be seeing through them into their distant past as though inspired. So much for the magical side of the collector—his old-age image, I might call it.
Habent sua fata libelli: these words may have been intended as a general statement about books. So books like The Divine Comedy, Spinoza’s Ethics, and The Origin of Species have their fates. A collector, however, interprets this Latin saying differently. For him, not only books but also copies of books have their fates. And in this sense, the most important fate of a copy is its encounter with him, with his own collection. I am not exaggerating when I say that to a true collector the acquisition of an old book is its rebirth. This is the childlike element which in a collector mingles with the element of old age. For children can accomplish the renewal of existence in a hundred unfailing ways. Among children, collecting is only one process of renewal; other processes are the painting of objects, the cutting out of figures, the application of decals—the whole range of childlike modes of acquisition, from touching things to giving them names. To renew the old world—that is the collector’s deepest desire when he is driven to acquire new things, and that is why a collector of older books is closer to the wellsprings of collecting than the acquirer of luxury editions. How do books cross the threshold of a collection and become the property of a collector? The history of their acquisition is the subject of the following remarks.
Of all the ways of acquiring books, writing them oneself is regarded as the most praiseworthy method. At this point many of you will remember with pleasure the large library which Jean Paul’s poor little schoolmaster Wutz gradually acquired by writing himself, all the works whose titles interested him in book fair catalogues; after all, he could not afford to buy them. Writers are really people who write books not because they are poor, but because they are dissatisfied with the books which they could buy but do not like. You, ladies and gentlemen, may regard this as a whimsical definition of a writer. But everything said from the angle of a real collector is whimsical. Of the customary modes of acquisition, the one most appropriate to a collector would be the borrowing of a book with its attendant non-returning. The book borrower of real stature whom we envisage here proves himself to be an inveterate collector of books not so much by the fervor with which he guards his borrowed treasures and by the deaf ear which he turns to all reminders from the everyday world of legality as by his failure to read these books. If my experience may serve as evidence, a man is more likely to return a borrowed book upon occasion than to read it. And the nonreading of books, you will object, should be characteristic of collectors? This is news to me, you may say. It is not news at all. Experts will bear me out when I say that it is the oldest thing in the world. Suffice it to quote the answer which Anatole France gave to a philistine who admired his library and then finished with the standard question, “And you have read all these books, Monsieur France?” “Not one-tenth of them. I don’t suppose you use your Sèvres china every day?”
Incidentally, I have put the right to such an attitude to the test. For years, for at least the first third of its existence, my library consisted of no more than two or three shelves which increased only by inches each year. This was its militant age, when no book was allowed to enter it without the certification that I had not read it. Thus I might never have acquired a library extensive enough to be worthy of the name if there had not been an inflation. Suddenly the emphasis shifted; books acquired real value or, at any rate, were difficult to obtain. At least this is how it seemed in Switzerland. At the eleventh hour I sent my first major book orders from there and in this way was able to secure such irreplaceable items as Der blaue Reiter and Bachofen’s Sage von Tanaquil, which could still be obtained from the publishers at that time.
Well—so you may say—after exploring all these byways we should finally reach the wide highway of book acquisition, namely, the purchasing of books. This is indeed a wide highway, but not a comfortable one. The purchasing done by a book collector has very little in common with that done in a bookshop by a student getting a textbook, a man of the world buying a present for his lady, or a businessman intending to while away his next train journey. I have made my most memorable purchases on trips, as a transient. Property and possession belong to the tactical sphere. Collectors are people with a tactical instinct; their experience teaches them that when they capture a strange city, the smallest antique shop can be a fortress, the most remote stationery store a key position. How many cities have revealed themselves to me in the marches I undertook in the pursuit of books!
By no means all of the most important purchases are made on the premises of a dealer. Catalogues play a far greater part. And even though the purchaser may be thoroughly acquainted with the book ordered from a catalogue, the individual copy always remains a surprise and the order always a bit of a gamble. There are grievous disappointments, but also happy finds. I remember, for instance, that I once ordered a book with colored illustrations for my old collection of children’s books only because it contained fairy tales by Albert Ludwig Grimm and was published at Grimma, Thuringia. Grimma was also the place of publication of a book of fables edited by the same Albert Ludwig Grimm. With its sixteen illustrations my copy of this book of fables was the only extant example of the early work of the great German book illustrator Lyser, who lived in Hamburg around the middle of the last century. Well, my reaction to the consonance of the names had been correct. In this case too I discovered the work of Lyser, namely Linas Marchenbuch, a work which has remained unknown to his bibliographers and which deserves a more detailed reference than this first one I am introducing here.
The acquisition of books is by no means a matter of money or expert knowledge alone. Not even both factors together suffice for the establishment of a real library, which is always somewhat impenetrable and at the same time uniquely itself. Anyone who buys from catalogues must have flair in addition to the qualities I have mentioned. Dates, place names, formats, previous owners, bindings, and the like: all these details must tell him something—not as dry, isolated facts, but as a harmonious whole; from the quality and intensity of this harmony he must be able to recognize whether a book is for him or not. An auction requires yet another set of qualities in a collector. To the reader of a catalogue the book itself must speak, or possibly its previous ownership if the provenance of the copy has been established. A man who wishes to participate at an auction must pay equal attention to the book and to his competitors, in addition to keeping a cool enough head to avoid being carried away in the competition. It is a frequent occurrence that someone gets stuck with a high purchase price because he kept raising his bid—more to assert himself than to acquire the book. On the other hand, one of the finest memories of a collector is the moment when he rescued a book to which he might never have given a thought, much less a wishful look, because he found it lonely and abandoned on the marketplace and bought it to give it its freedom—the way the prince bought a beautiful slave girl in The Arabian Nights. To a book collector, you see, the true freedom of all books is somewhere on his shelves.
To this day, Balzac’s Peau de chagrin stands out from long rows of French volumes in my library as a memento of my most exciting experience at an auction. This happened in 1915 at the Rumann auction put up by Emil Hirsch, one of the greatest of book experts and most distinguished of dealers. The edition in question appeared in 1838 in Paris, Place de la Bourse. As I pick up my copy, I see not only its number in the Rumann collection, but even the label of the shop in which the first owner bought the book over ninety years ago for one-eightieth of today’s price. “Papeterie I. Flanneau,” it says. A fine age in which it was still possible to buy such a deluxe edition at a stationery dealer’s! The steel engravings of this book were designed by the foremost French graphic artist and executed by the foremost engravers. But I was going to tell you how I acquired this book. I had gone to Emil Hirsch’s for an advance inspection and had handled forty or fifty volumes; that particular volume had inspired in me the ardent desire to hold on to it forever. The day of the auction came. As chance would have it, in the sequence of the auction this copy of La Peau de chagrin was preceded by a complete set of its illustrations printed separately on India paper. The bidders sat at a long table; diagonally across from me sat the man who was the focus of all eyes at the first bid, the famous Munich collector Baron von Simolin. He was greatly interested in this set, but he had rival bidders; in short, there was a spirited contest which resulted in the highest bid of the entire auction—far in excess of three thousand marks. No one seemed to have expected such a high figure, and all those present were quite excited. Emil Hirsch remained unconcerned, and whether he wanted to save time or was guided by some other consideration, he proceeded to the next item, with no one really paying attention. He called out the price, and with my heart pounding and with the full realization that I was unable to compete with any of those big collectors I bid a somewhat higher amount. Without arousing the bidders’ attention, the auctioneer went through the usual routine—“Do I hear more?” and three bangs of his gavel, with an eternity seeming to separate each from the next—and proceeded to add the auctioneer’s charge. For a student like me the sum was still considerable. The following morning at the pawnshop is no longer part of this story, and I prefer to speak about another incident which I should like to call the negative of an auction. It happened last year at a Berlin auction. The collection of books that was offered was a miscellany in quality and subject matter, and only a number of rare works on occultism and natural philosophy were worthy of note. I bid for a number of them, but each time I noticed a gentleman in the front row who seemed only to have waited for my bid to counter with his own, evidently prepared to top any offer. After this had been repeated several times, I gave up all hope of acquiring the book which I was most interested in that day. It was the rare Fragmenteausdem Nachlass eines jungen Physikers (Posthumous Fragments of a Young Physicist), which Johann Wilhelm Ritter published in two volumes at Heidelberg in 1810. This work has never been reprinted, but I have always considered its preface, in which the author-editor tells the story of his life in the guise of an obituary for his supposedly deceased unnamed friend—with whom he is really identical—as the most important sample of personal prose of German Romanticism. Just as the item came up I had a brain wave. It was simple enough: since my bid was bound to give the item to the other man, I must not bid at all. I controlled myself and remained silent. What I had hoped for came about: no interest, no bid, and the book was put aside. I deemed it wise to let several days go by, and when I appeared on the premises after a week, I found the book in the secondhand department and benefited by the lack of interest when I acquired it.
Once you have approached the mountains of cases in order to mine the books from them and bring them to the light of day—or, rather, of night—what memories crowd in upon you! Nothing highlights the fascination of unpacking more clearly than the difficulty of stopping this activity. I had started at noon, and it was midnight before I had worked my way to the last cases. Now I put my hands on two volumes bound in faded boards which, strictly speaking, do not belong in a bookcase at all: two albums with stick-in pictures which my mother pasted in as a child and which I inherited. They are the seeds of a collection of children’s books which is growing steadily even today, though no longer in my garden. There is no living library that does not harbor a number of booklike creations from fringe areas. They need not be stick-in albums or family albums, autograph books or portfolios containing pamphlets or religious tracts; some people become attached to leaflets and prospectuses, others to handwriting facsimiles or typewritten copies of unobtainable books; and certainly periodicals can form the prismatic fringes of a library. But to get back to those albums: Actually, inheritance is the soundest way of acquiring a collection. For a collector’s attitude toward his possessions stems from an owner’s feeling of responsibility toward his property. Thus it is, in the highest sense, the attitude of an heir, and the most distinguished trait of a collection will always be its transmissibility. You should know that in saying this I fully realize that my discussion of the mental climate of collecting will confirm many of you in your conviction that this passion is behind the times, in your distrust of the collector type. Nothing is further from my mind than to shake either your conviction or your distrust. But one thing should be noted: the phenomenon of collecting loses its meaning as it loses its personal owner. Even though public collections may be less objectionable socially and more useful academically than private collections, the objects get their due only in the latter. I do know that time is running out for the type that I am discussing here and have been representing before you a bit ex officio. But, as Hegel put it, only when it is dark does the owl of Minerva begin its flight. Only in extinction is the collector comprehended.
Now I am on the last half-emptied case and it is way past midnight. Other thoughts fill me than the ones I am talking about—not thoughts but images, memories. Memories of the cities in which I found so many things: Riga, Naples, Munich, Danzig, Moscow, Florence, Basel, Paris; memories of Rosenthal’s sumptuous rooms in Munich, of the Danzig Stockturm, where the late Hans Rhaue was domiciled, of Sussengut’s musty book cellar in North Berlin; memories of the rooms where these books had been housed, of my student’s den in Munich, of my room in Bern, of the solitude of Iseltwald on the Lake of Brienz, and finally of my boyhood room, the former location of only four or five of the several thousand volumes that are piled up around me. O bliss of the collector, bliss of the man of leisure! Of no one has less been expected, and no one has had a greater sense of well-being than the man who has been able to carry on his disreputable existence in the mask of Spitzweg’s “Bookworm. ” For inside him there are spirits, or at least little genii, which have seen to it that for a collector—and I mean a real collector, a collector as he ought to be—ownership is the most intimate relationship that one can have to objects. Not that they come alive in him; it is he who lives in them. So I have erected one of his dwellings, with books as the building stones, before you, and now he is going to disappear inside, as is only fitting.

The Ritual

[image: image]
BY ROB KAPLAN
Everyone, of course, has their little eccentricities, but book collectors may have more than their fair share. Here editor Rob Kaplan explains, in considerable detail, the procedure by which he incorporates new books into his library—and his life.
Although I consider myself a reader rather than a book collector per se, the fact is that I have in effect been collecting books for almost forty years and now count nearly 4,000 volumes in my library. To be sure, there are others with larger collections—I recently read of a woman whose more than 10,000 books fill every nook and cranny of her New York City apartment—but even so, my books are without doubt my most important possessions.
Having purchased 4,000 books over forty years means I’ve brought home, on average, almost two books every week, year in and year out, for most of my life. And over all this time I’ve developed—albeit unwittingly and to some extent unintentionally—a procedure, a ritual by which I make each of those books mine and incorporate each into my library. Although the ritual has changed in subtle ways over the years, it has remained essentially the same for as long as I can remember.
The first step, of course, is walking into a bookstore. (I also purchase books through the numerous mail-order catalogs I receive on a regular basis, but when I do the procedure is somewhat different.) As many hundreds or thousands of times as I’ve done it, I still feel a thrill at stepping through the doors of such an establishment, something akin to the feeling I get stepping out from under the stands at Giants Stadium and seeing the broad, green playing field before the start of a game. There’s an expectation of discovery, a sense of journeying into the unknown, that always excites me.
For some time now I’ve kept an ongoing list of books I want to buy, and when I go on serious buying expeditions—as opposed to simply dropping into a bookstore—I always bring the list with me. This does not, of course, mean I buy only what’s on the list—or even that I necessarily do buy what’s on the list—but it’s a starting point. Even so, I always allow myself a little time to simply browse, taking in the “New Arrivals” section as well as a number of other subject categories that I habitually peruse.
Eventually, though, I find the appropriate section and look for the title I’m after. Of course, the book I’m looking for may not actually be there, but when I do find it I again feel that sense of embarking on a journey. So with restrained excitement, I gently take the book from the shelf and hold it for a moment, checking the front cover to make sure it is, in fact, the book I want.
Since I generally buy books on the basis of familiarity with the author, reviews, and/or recommendations from friends, it is not, strictly speaking, necessary for me to read the flap copy of hardcovers or the back panels of paperbacks, but I always do. I do it, I think, out of a sense of responsibility, because, as a former book editor myself, I know what an effort editors go through to accurately and— even more important—invitingly describe the contents of each title. But since I generally already know what the book is about, and am already inclined to buy it, it is a cursory reading at best.
The next step is to open the book itself, carefully lifting the front cover and, with brand-new books (as opposed to used ones), quietly thrilling at the slight resistance offered by a cover that’s never been opened before. Gingerly turning the pages, I read the half-title page, the title page, and, in a nonfiction book, the table of contents, savoring each step, until I come to the first page of text. This is the real test, the point at which I will decide to buy or not to buy, elect to make this book part of my life or place it back on the shelf. And so I read the first paragraph, only the first paragraph, never more. If I find myself sufficiently disinterested as to not be able to finish reading the first paragraph, I close the book and put it back where it came from. But if those first hundred words are to my liking—and I have no idea what specific criteria I apply—then the decision has been made.
But even now I’m not ready to bring the book up to the cashier with my money in hand. Before doing so I always inspect the book, to make sure it’s flawless, to be sure that this is the copy I want to bring home with me. So I look carefully at the dust jacket to make sure it’s neither torn nor soiled in any way, then gently remove it and inspect the binding, both front and back. If I find flaws, I take another copy from the shelf and go through the same procedure until I find one I’m satisfied with, and then, and only then, do I proceed to the cashier. (To be honest, since I rarely buy one book at a time it can take anywhere from half an hour to an hour before I actually stroll over to the cashier.)
At the earliest opportunity thereafter, usually later in the evening, in the quiet of my home office after my wife and children have gone to sleep, I proceed to the next step of the ritual. I must admit here that I am not only a confirmed bibliophile but also an inveterate list maker, and it’s at this point that these two inclinations dovetail into each other. Because for years I’ve not only kept a running list of those books I’ve purchased—as well as those I’ve read, incidentally—but also an index card file, such as used to be found in libraries, of all the books in my collection. I started all this, I believe, when I was ten or eleven years old, beginning with a simple handwritten list of titles and authors before graduating to handwritten, then typed, index cards, and finally to a computer database program. But I’m getting a bit ahead of myself.
Having seated myself at my desk, I gently remove my new books from the bag I’ve carried them home in—or from the package in which they’ve arrived from the catalog dealer—and bring up the acquisitions list on my computer. Each new title is assigned an acquisitions number—a consecutive number, beginning with number one for the first purchase of each year—and the list includes, in addition to this number, the book’s author and title as well as the subject matter of the book. None of this, I’ve long since admitted to myself, serves any truly useful purpose, other than the psychological one of making the book mine, of incorporating it not only into my library, but into my mind.
Then I bring up the database program. This is the second such program I’ve had—the first, an old one by computer standards, was ultimately not sufficiently sophisticated—and it’s become an extremely important part of the ritual. The database contains a template—a “form,” in Microsoft’s language—for each book record, each of which includes a number of fields that I faithfully fill in for each purchase. These fields contain the kind of bibliographic information one would expect in such a record—the author, title, city of publication, publisher, and year of publication. In addition, however, they include the subject matter, to three levels of specification, such as History, American, 20th Century, as well as the book’s format (cloth, trade paperback, mass market paperback, and so forth), the date on which I purchased the book, the acquisitions number, and other miscellaneous information about the book. Finally, there’s a field for the book’s “status,” which I record as “To Be Read,” “Reference,” or “Reserve,” the last of which is used for those books that I may read at some point in the future but are not on the primary list. Of course, as a book’s status changes—for example, once I’ve read it—I go back into the database to change the information.
Again, none of this serves any obvious practical purpose, yet I find the process of cataloging new books to be one of the greatest pleasures of my life. It provides a kind of closure. It’s a means of taking possession and a way of putting things into order in an otherwise disordered and disorderly world. Although there have been times I’ve felt that perhaps my systems were overwhelming me, I take heart from the fact that Thomas Jefferson, surely one of the greatest of all American minds, similarly devised such systems. Of Jefferson’s penchant for doing so, Jack McLaughlin wrote in his excellent book, Jefferson and Monticello, that “Assembling data of this sort had to be an end in itself for Jefferson, just as his collection of books was more than a convenient library of knowledge. Collecting odd pieces of data and fitting these meaningless bits into a rational system was a way of structuring and ordering his personal universe.” And so it is with me—my catalog serves as a kind of safety net, a means of feeling that, at least to some extent, I have control over my life.
(There is, to be honest, at least one practical use of all of this. Purchasing more books than I have time to read, I’m constantly falling behind and, at any given time, have several hundreds books I intend to read but haven’t yet had the opportunity to. The “status” field in my database enables me, once I’ve finished reading a book, to immediately call up a list of all those books I haven’t yet read, thus giving me a choice from which I can select the next one.)
While I have to admit that I derive a certain amount of satisfaction from cataloging a book (or books, as is frequently the case), there is nevertheless something a little depressing about it as well. It is, perhaps, a little like sex: once it’s done, while one (hopefully) feels satisfied, it’s also tinged with a little sadness, as if one were sorry it was over.
The ritual is now almost over. Having recorded all the pertinent data into my computer, having officially accessioned my new books, I now open the book from the back and, in pencil, write the purchase date in the upper right hand corner of the back cover. In all the years I’ve been doing this—and it’s now close to thirty—I’ve never had any reason to want to know specifically when I purchased a book. So this too serves no meaningful purpose, except as part of the ritual.
Now, at last, I’m ready to place my new book on my shelves. After waiting for more years than I like to remember, I recently bought a large number of seven-foot-high bookcases, fulfilling a lifelong dream of filling an entire room with books, and finally having the opportunity to display all my books rather than having half hidden away in cardboard boxes. My library is now divided according to subject area, the books in each area arranged alphabetically by author, so there is a place for everything. And in the final step of my ritual, I find the appropriate section, make a space for the new book between whichever authors it belongs, and slowly slide it into place, making sure that the spine is lined up with all the other books on the shelves, because anything less would offend my sense of order.
(This last, incidentally, has for years driven my wife to distraction, and she’s threatened on more than one occasion to sneak into the library one night and pull some of the books out just enough so they’re no longer perfectly lined up. I can’t really blame her—it’s the only complaint I ever hear from her about the books—but she restrains herself because she knows if she were to do it, I’d only line them all up again.)
The chances are, of course, that I may never pull that book from its shelf again, may never feel a sufficiently strong desire to read it or a need to consult it. But it doesn’t matter. It’s there whether I read it or not, whether I need it or not: it’s mine.
When we are collecting books,  we are collecting happiness. 
—VINCENT STARRETT
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