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INTRODUCTION



Alexandria Is Still Burning


How can I help libraries?


That’s a question I never really thought about until recently. But now it’s something constantly on my mind, because libraries can use some help, and very often the people in the best position to do so are those of us who haven’t thought about them for a long time.


If you travel across America talking about libraries, you will meet some people who love them, some who are indifferent, and others who think they are a waste of resources. The functions that libraries serve are bound up with their communities; indeed, the two are symbiotic. The more love you put in, the more you will get out.


Ptolemy I Soter loved libraries. A lot.


In 323 BCE Alexander the Great, after conquering as much of the world as the Greeks knew existed, heeded the advice of a fortune-teller and marched into Babylon through a swamp instead of the main road, caught typhoid fever and dropped dead at age thirty-two. With the taut strings of power suddenly and unexpectedly cut, his generals, the Diadochi, divided up the conquered world among themselves. There was an enormous amount of squabbling, backstabbing, and poisoning, which lasted for fifty years, but in time the three largest portions were sectioned off to Antigonus, Seleucus, and Ptolemy. Within these three kingdoms would exist all the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, five of which had already been constructed. Antigonus’s kingdom contained the Statue of Zeus at Olympia, the Temple of Artemis, and, later, the Colossus of Rhodes. Seleucus inherited the Hanging Gardens of Babylon and the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus. Ptolemy inherited the Great Pyramids of Giza and built the Pharos Lighthouse. (The Colossus of Rhodes was built by the joyful citizens of Rhodes after Ptolemy sent his navy to prevent Antigonus from sacking it in 305 BCE, making him, obliquely at least, responsible for 29 percent of the Wonders of the Ancient World, which is nice to have on your résumé if you’re trying to compete with Alexander the Great.)


Perhaps Ptolemy acquired his love of learning from Alexander, who in turn may have inherited it from his teacher Aristotle, or perhaps developed it on his own. In any event, after helping to conquer pretty much every blade of grass between Thrace and the Himalayas, Ptolemy settled down in the extremely unfashionable delta of the Nile on the Mediterranean Sea and set out to build the greatest library on Earth. I’d like to think that this is what he would’ve preferred to be doing while conquering the world; his statue in the British Museum suggests the kind of man that people like to be around. He’s wearing the pharonic nemes headdress, smiling and looking for all the world like a man who loves books and cats. (His bust in the Louvre looks nothing like this, but I’m a dreamer.)


Egypt was a squandered kingdom by the time Alexander arrived. Its past glory had been eroded by the Persians, who conquered it in 525 BCE and, for most of the next two hundred years, beat the wealth out of it like dust from a rug. When the Macedonian army arrived after conquering Gaza, the Egyptians were so happy to be rid of the Persians that they gleefully, it would seem, handed the crown over to Alexander without a fight. The Egyptian capital of Memphis had been a fine place to rule Egypt from; it was the closest place to the delta that didn’t more or less vanish under a foot of silt every year when the Nile flooded. It was, however, uselessly remote for someone who wanted to rule the entire world. Alexander needed a deep-water port on the Mediterranean for a navy. Greek engineers were able to build on marshlands where the Egyptians had failed to do so. Alexandria, as a city, was built from nothing, but Ptolemy dreamed big and wanted it to be the most sophisticated city on Earth. He began amassing books and scholars. Every mathematician, astronomer, philosopher, poet, and thinker in the region flocked to the new capital of Egypt to research, talk, teach, and create. It was a bacchanal of the intellectuals that was to last two centuries.
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We don’t know a great deal about the Great Library itself; primary sources are scarce. We know that it was built around 300 BCE, with Ptolemy’s sumptuous and extravagant goal of amassing all the knowledge on earth, and we know that it burned.


In all likelihood it burned on at least three separate occasions, but even before it burned the Great Library of Alexandria was already a shadow of its former self. It flourished for two hundred years and then died a slow, whimpering death of neglect over the next seven centuries.


The Ptolemaic dynasty had already been in decline for ten decades when Julius Caesar accidentally set fire the city while trying to burn the Egyptian fleet to the waterline in 48 BCE, long before Pope Theophilus set it ablaze in 391 CE, and Caliph Omar sacked the capital in 639 CE. After the most auspicious and noble beginnings the rulers of Alexandria had become distracted, focusing their attention, and their money, elsewhere. Death came not in one fell swoop, or in three major fires, but in a thousand little cuts. One by one new rulers abandoned the principles and practices that Ptolemy knew were critical to knowledge, discovery, and progress. Budgets were slashed, salaries of scholars were cut, and eventually all foreigners studying there were expelled. The later Ptolemys (there were many; Cleopatra VII was the last) diverted their attention to wars, religion, inbreeding, and the occasional matricide. And then, when Egypt was at its most preoccupied with petty squabbles, the Romans took over and for seven hundred years used the country as a larder, shipping grain back to Rome to feed the Empire.


As you trace what little remains of Egypt’s history, over the years references to the library grow fewer and farther between. Paulus Orosius, a fourth-century Catholic priest, in his History of the Pagans written around 400 CE talks about boxes of books in “temples” but mentions no Great Library. What the fires burned were remnants of a memory. Had the library buildings been repurposed? Were their treasures lost, discarded, stuffed into attics and cellars? Who knows. If a librarian wrote a lamentation about the decline of the Great Library, it hasn’t survived.


What made the library of Alexandria great wasn’t just the collection of books, but rather its intellectual raison d’être: the insatiable pursuit, creation, and dissemination of knowledge as a force to drive civilization. This whirlwind drew the greatest minds on earth into one place where they studied, taught others, and improved the world based on what they learned there. The scholar Euclid came to Alexandria, where he wrote a treatise on geometry that we are able to still use today only because it existed in translation elsewhere. Eratosthenes of Cyrene, the chief librarian, not only knew that the earth was round more than a millennium before Columbus waved his feathered hat to Queen Isabella and sailed out into the sunset, but calculated its circumference and the tilt of its axis with astounding accuracy. The historian Manetho was the first to assemble the names and reigns of all the Egyptian dynasties; he wrote Aegyptiaca, a history of Egypt that began before the First Dynasty of Menes and went right up until Alexander’s arrival. Tragically, nothing of this remains. The great poet Callimachus cataloged all the library’s scrolls; of his own purported eight hundred books only six poems and some marginalia survive.


All this learning, compiled over hundreds of years, was left to bleed away.


Libraries in America today are at a crossroads, facing dangers not unlike those of the Great Library, as well as an evolving technology that has the power either to make libraries exponentially more valuable or to erode their foundation if we are not careful.


In January 2014 a librarian named Naomi Gonzales invited me to come to the American Library Association’s midwinter meeting in Philadelphia. She promised me that librarians were both friendly and photogenic.


At that point in my life I hadn’t been inside a library in more than a decade. The world had changed and an Amazon Prime account and a fast Internet connection had taken the place of my walking five blocks to check things out. That wasn’t always the case, though. My mother was a librarian in my hometown when I was growing up, and I spent a lot of time there. My library card number was 205. That’s how early we got into the system.


Our small library was housed in the historic mansion of one of the town’s founders. When my mother worked nights my father and sister and I would spend the evening at the library waiting for her to finish. It was a comfortable building, filled with tall shelves, wooden floors, stained-glass windows, and a delightful shelf of discarded books that could be bought for ten cents (paperback) and twenty-five cents (hardback).


Later the library moved across the street to an old supermarket with much more room. The services expanded to include reading groups and comfy chairs. At that point, libraries hadn’t changed much for the previous fifty years. The library my mother worked in was essentially the same library she visited as a child: a room filled with books.


In 1909 E. M. Forster wrote “The Machine Stops,” a twelve-thousand-word short story about a future where people live alone, underground, their needs tended to by an intricate machine whose reach spans the entire globe. Any interaction with other humans is done via videoconference.


Forster’s prescient story foreshadows many of the significant changes that have taken place in the world while I’ve been alive. Before the easy availability of VHS and Betamax machines in the late 1970s, movie delivery was at the whim of television stations and movie theaters. Viewers had to wait for a station to decide to air a movie, or a studio to re-release a film. The videotape industry uncorked the djinn of desire immediately fulfilled. “I want to watch Gone with the Wind and I want to watch it now.”


Digital transmission of data came rapidly on the heels of VHS: computers, modems, and finally the Internet turned the world inside out. Forster’s machine had come to life. Almost anything could be transmitted by pull rather than push technology. At the same time, online stores like Amazon, AbeBooks, and eBay gave us new and used books delivered, for a quarter of the retail price. Who needs a library when the machine will send books to your door? People could sit in their homes and let the world come to them.


Well, some people.


As many of us have drawn away from libraries and retreated into a digital world, there are those who simply can’t afford their own access to computers, Internet connections, DVDs, video games, and the digital and audiobooks that are downloaded to tablets and phones. Libraries have stretched themselves to begin providing these services for people who can’t leap across the digital divide—which quickly becomes a social divide that bars individuals from having the same opportunities as others.


When the recession hit the country, lawmakers, fresh from having all their books, movies, and news delivered via the Internet, began to look for ways to save money in cash-strapped cities. Libraries were often the first victims of budget cuts.


In 2009, in my own city of Philadelphia, Mayor Michael Nutter announced his “doomsday budget,” which caused the Philadelphia Free Library System to announce that it was going to close every single branch. Director Siobhan Reardon posted a memo at each library, listing the services that would no longer be available when the doors closed: programs for children and teens, after-school programs, computer classes, programs to support small businesses and job seekers, visits from day care, community, and senior centers, community meetings, GED, ABE, and English as a Second Language programs as well as borrowing books. Turns out that the one thing people thought libraries did, loaning books, was just a part of a vast array of services being provided for the two million people in the Greater Philadelphia area. People in the city freaked out, in the grabbing-their-hair-and-spinning-around-in-circles sort of way. People who hadn’t been to a library in twenty years as well as well-known writers such as novelist Cory Doctorow bombarded representatives with pleas to save the libraries. With less than two weeks to go before the libraries were to begin shutting down, the state senate voted 32–17 to provide funding.


Local crisis narrowly averted. Nationwide, however, libraries are facing difficult choices and shrinking budgets while at the same time trying to expand their services.


At the American Library Association’s 2014 midwinter meeting I photographed and interviewed thirty librarians about the challenges facing their profession. My eyes were opened to many library functions people might not be aware of, like providing Internet access and even shelter to communities that lack it. I learned about research librarians and collections librarians and the myriad people who don’t stand behind the counter. I met a librarian from Alaska whose library provided the only Internet connection in the entire town, a librarian whose job it was to improve access to HIV/AIDS-related health information for patients, the affected community, and their caregivers, and youth services librarians who fought battles to keep LGBT books on shelves.


In short, I met thirty people fighting, with both fists and a fierce cry, in myriad different ways, for the public’s access to knowledge.


How can I help libraries? I could help share these stories. When it was all over, I sent a photo essay to Slate magazine, and they ran it in March. It went viral in the first few hours, which was like being strapped to the front of a rocket. People around the country started sharing memories of libraries from their lives then and from their past. It went on for a week, at the end of which I realized that this project was bigger than a slide show on a popular Web magazine. I went to the crowdfunding site Kickstarter and raised money to attend the American Library Association’s annual meeting in Las Vegas with the goal of photographing one hundred more librarians. I spent four days there, and had six incredibly well-attended photo sessions during which I was able to photograph and interview 307 librarians and get a much more robust picture of what they were doing. I went back again, to Chicago in 2015 and Orlando in 2016, meeting more and more librarians and hearing more and more stories each time. The photographs are merely a trick; their purpose is to get you to look, and then listen.


What are your memories of libraries? In school, for me, the library was both a refuge and a retreat. I think there’s little that can supplant a librarian who knows what you like to read. I devoured 1950s-era science fiction like Lester del Rey’s Rocket Jockey, and also fantasy and historical fiction, driven by librarians who knew what to show me next, because they read and loved and cared. There are books I remember reading and loving whose names I can’t recall, but I can still tell you where they were shelved. The library was a safe place filled with thousands of potential life-changing friends who couldn’t talk to you, but would tell you a story nonetheless. It is the place that has become the genesis of many conversations, the field from which grew shared experiences with people I’ve yet to meet. Have you read… Have you read… Have you read…?


When I started college I couldn’t afford textbooks and the library was a necessity, but after that we drifted apart. While I was away libraries around me were changing. The Internet was happening, with its heavy requirements for participation: expensive equipment, a phone line, and the promise that if you had to uproot, you’d also have to bring all this stuff with you. For a while Internet cafés filled some of the void for people who didn’t have computers. You could pay for an outrageously priced cup of coffee and email all afternoon. Soon enough, though, Internet cafés died out, dividing the world into those who had reliable access to the Internet and those who didn’t.


Libraries in the literal sense of the word are not rare things. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s infamous antihero Jay Gatsby had a library, lined floor-to-ceiling with books whose pages are uncut, a status symbol, a crutch for his missing sophistication that is only unmasked if someone tries to read them. Being a bibliophile does not make one a reader of books. Jorge Luis Borges presents us with a library of nonsense where most of the books are gibberish. Collecting books is not necessarily helpful. What changes a collection of books into something useful is a librarian: a curator, an indexer, a manager, a gardener who knows what to cut back, what to add, what to highlight, and, most of all, what the community around them needs to grow as a society.


Around us libraries are turning into providers of services of all kinds to communities where there is often no other mechanism for deploying such services. Not just Internet access, but shelter—warmth in the winter, air-conditioning in the summer—de facto child care for weary parents, and in some cases even food. From the first days of Alexandria, the mission of libraries hasn’t been simply books. They are a safety net for civilization.


Over the years librarians have also consistently stood up against censorship in the fight to keep information free and available. When the Patriot Act forbade librarians from even telling people that the FBI had come in to search their records, some librarians began putting up signs saying THE FBI HAS NOT BEEN HERE TODAY. Part protest and part practicality, this was a defiant act against an obvious attempt to keep tabs on who knew what.


Librarians, I’ve come to realize, are not unsung heroes. Reading the praises in comments sections and on blogs as people shared the photos from the Slate article showed me how loved they are. Still, however much that is, I’m compelled to add my voice to the chorus.


With the exception of the pyramids, all of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World have been destroyed. Of all of them only two were practical—the lighthouse and the library—and of all of them, practical, artistic, and monolithic, the Great Library is the only one that lives on ideologically. That’s because the Great Library wasn’t about books, or architecture, it was about knowledge and it was about access to information. The massive achievement of Ptolemy was the idea that accruing knowledge and distributing it would create more knowledge for the betterment of everyone.


As Sir Isaac Newton famously said in a letter to Robert Hooke,* “If I have seen further, it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.” Ptolemy’s quest to acquire all the knowledge on earth invoked not just the shoulders of giants, but the shoulders of everyone else, every bad poet and mediocre historian as well as every great astronomer and physician. His idea was that humanity moved forward by climbing the achievements of others, giant or not. The Great Library’s powerful and enduring legacy—the idea of using state resources to acquire information for the purpose of developing knowledge as an object of power and that society would be better for it—that was the real wonder.


What we do to preserve it is up to us.
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FOBAZI M. ETTARH


Libraries are important because students these days are not actually competent at navigating the digital world. Librarians help them not only navigate the digital sphere, but become better global citizens.


MLIS Student


RUTGERS UNIVERSITY
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ADY HUERTAS


Librarians are extremely relevant and do a wonderful job at keeping up with emerging trends and technology. As a teen librarian I feel as though I have the best job in the world and I bring my passion for working with teens to everything that I do.


Manager, Pauline Foster Teen Center


SAN DIEGO PUBLIC LIBRARY
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PETER HEPBURN


Libraries have room for all of us, and though we grow and change throughout our lives, they will always be a comfortable fit. The library belongs to us all, and I take a lot of pride in ensuring that library users feel they, in turn, belong there.


Head Librarian


COLLEGE OF THE CANYONS, SANTA CLARITA, CA
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ALEA PEREZ


Impassioned librarians are a force to be reckoned with. We have the curiosity of a scientist, the work ethic of a teacher, the creativity of an artist, and the ferocity of a prize fighter. We are so much more than Google.


Head of Youth Services


WESTMONT PUBLIC LIBRARY
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LATANYA N. JENKINS


The greatest challenge we face today is the lack of a comprehensive way to make resources available. Libraries provide access to information, connecting people and the things they’re looking for. If my library shut down tomorrow there would be chaos.


Reference Librarian for Government Information & African American Studies


SAMUEL L. PALEY LIBRARY
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SARAH PRESKITT


While it’s true we have the Internet as a means of gathering information, it can be difficult to navigate for those who lack technology and information literary skills as well as Internet access. Even those who can afford Internet access don’t necessarily know how to use it—computers and the Web can be intimdating.


Librarian


TIPPECANOE COUNTY PUBLIC LIBRARY












[image: image]

MATT KRUEGER


Libraries can be—and in many places are—anything their communities need them to be. The power of libraries is their willingness and ability to assess the interests, desires, and needs of their patrons as they change over time. Libraries are community centers, schools, health clinics, post offices, movie theaters, job placement centers, and infinite other things.


Teen Services Librarian


IRONDEQUOIT PUBLIC LIBRARY
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CATHY LIN


I grew up in libraries where I was encouraged to learn about the United States through books. Librarians wear multiple hats. You want to learn how to code? We can point you to the right source. Interested in being an enterpreneur? We’ll be happy to support you. We’re pushovers until you tell us our funding is cut or that we’re not educators. Then we get creative. And fierce.


Library Assistant


MAYFIELD JUNIOR SCHOOL
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KYLE K. COURTNEY


Libraries are more important to our world than people realize. We are the “holders of forever” ensuring access to our cultural heritage, while providing the free access and flow of information to anyone in the world. All you have to do is ask.


Copyright Adviser


HARVARD UNIVERSITY LIBRARY





















Neil Gaiman



Based on an interview with the author




The first library I ever went to was near Purbrook in Hampshire, when I was about three or four years old, but the first library I really remember was the East Grinstead Library on the London Road. This was a big, old redbrick building that my parents started taking me to when I was about five, maybe six, and I loved it. It had this fantastic children’s section, and I remember learning how to use the catalog. The children’s area had its own catalog—a subject catalog, which meant I could look up ghosts and find all the novels that were ghosty. I could look up science fiction or I could just read through all of the authors in the library in alphabetical order. Or I could just roam the stacks and if a book looked interesting, I’d pull it down and read it. On school holidays, probably from about the age of seven until about thirteen or fourteen, I persuaded my parents to drop me off at the library on their way to work. That was my favorite thing to do on the summer holidays. They would drop me off, and I would make my own way home. Very occasionally my dad would embarrass me by insisting I take sandwiches, which I would have to eat in the parking lot. This meant I would have to leave the library at lunchtime, which just seemed like a horrible idea. I would rather be hungry and reading than not reading and eating sandwiches.


I made friends with the librarians because they had information that I needed. I remember things like trying to figure out with them who the author was of the Alfred Hitchcock and the Three Investigators series. Were they written by Alfred Hitchcock? I explained that I wanted to read the rest of the books in the series, but the library only had the one. The librarians, who were clearly masters of the interlibrary loan, were able to get me all of the books. It was like magic.


Whoever was stocking East Grinstead Library in some ways formed my taste in books. At that time there was a tiny science-fiction publisher called Denis Dobson, and Denis Dobson would publish authors like R. A. Lafferty. Someone in the East Grinstead Library made sure they had all the R. A. Lafferty books in stock. If you think Lafferty was obscure in America, he was virtually unknown in England! But the East Grinstead Library had all of his books. There are so many authors that I point to now as being hugely influential to my own writing—authors like J. P. Martin, who wrote the Uncle books, which have just come back into print; and Margaret Storey, who wrote the Melinda books, which have never come back into print, the Melinda Farbright series, which were my Harry Potter books—but nobody’s ever heard of them because they were only ever printed for libraries and when the libraries were done with them the books were done.


As a writer, libraries have helped me enormously. The first book I ever wrote was a book called Ghastly Beyond Belief, which was a collection of quotations from obscure, weird science-fiction and fantasy books. Some of them bad, but most of them just strange. Without libraries providing the resources and research to find and select these obscure quotations, the book would never have happened. The first book I ever published was a biography of Duran Duran, and it was made possible because there was a newspaper library in London. It was where every newspaper in London was stored. I could go in and read their microfiche; they would print out articles for me. I also owe a huge debt to the British Library. At that time, you had to be a legitimate researcher to get a British Library card. I have no idea how I managed this as a twenty-one- or twenty-two-year-old would-be journalist, but I talked them into it. That little library card, with my photo on it, made me feel more important than I’ve ever felt, before or since. I would go in sometimes and actually do good things for people, because I had a British Library card.


When we first moved to America I had young children. I would take them to the library and let them walk around, look at books, pick them up, put them down, decide what they were taking home with them for the week. Visiting the library with young children is one of life’s great joys, because nothing compares to the experience of picking a book up, holding it, looking at it, seeing the colors, smelling it, and, if you’re really small, chewing the edge of it. One of the glories of books is how many of your senses you use to experience them, including smell and the delight of discovering books by serendipity. You simply don’t have that with ebooks. I have hundreds of titles on my Kindle, but I am very unlikely to go browsing on my Kindle for something to read. That’s the magic of libraries, that possibility of discovering something you didn’t even know you were looking for.


The other magic of libraries has to do with curation and categorization. The entirety of human history is characterized by the hunt for information, as if we’re searching for a flower in the desert. In today’s world of information overload and 24/7 news, we are still looking for that flower, but now we’re looking for the flower in a jungle. The jungle may be writhing with poisonous snakes, or something that looks like the flower you’re looking for may not be a flower at all, but actually something quite dangerous or fake. It’s a whole weird world. I, for one, am grateful for librarians who can lead out ahead of us into the jungle in our search for our flowers of information.


There was a thing in England recently where they said, Libraries are on the way out, only a third of UK citizens used libraries last year. Okay, so that means that more people used libraries than voted for the government that is trying to get rid of them. I think a few things are happening. One has to do with social vulnerability. These days, I only use libraries for incredibly small, specialized, and weird things. That’s because I’m an affluent author who has the space and the access to own thousands upon thousands, upon thousands of books as well as immediate access to the Internet. But imagine how library cuts would have impacted and changed the life of seven-year-old Neil Gaiman. I would not be me if those libraries had not existed. People say, It’s all out there on the Web, but tell me what use this is to people who cannot afford smartphones, and home Internet, and home computers. Most of these folks are connecting to the world through services provided by their library. If you’re applying for jobs, looking for information online, the library is the place that provides access. The library’s the place where the librarians will explain to somebody how to fill out an online job application.


There are lots of things the government can do to save money. Cutting funding to libraries and education can save a lot of money, and most of us probably won’t feel the immediate effects of this loss. But we will. I don’t know what the numbers are in the United States, but in the UK the financially underprivileged, illiterate male child is the most vulnerable of beings. You may be thinking that a twelve-year-old boy who can’t read is not the end of the world, but that boy will grow into a man not literate enough to function or contribute in society. Reading doesn’t only give one knowledge and skills; it helps develop empathy, and without empathy one is much more easily manipulated, by demagogues or politicians playing to fears and feeding a lie, which cannot be verified without access to information or the ability to read. Depriving our communities of libraries will deprive our society of its ability to survive.


Neil Gaiman writes short fiction, novels, comic books, graphic novels, audio theater, and films. His notable works include the comic book series The Sandman and novels Stardust, American Gods, Coraline, and The Graveyard Book. He has won numerous awards, including the Hugo, Nebula, and Bram Stoker Awards, as well as the Newbery and Carnegie Medals. He is the first author to win both the Newbery and the Carnegie for the same work, The Graveyard Book (2008). In 2013 The Ocean at the End of the Lane was voted Book of the Year in the British National Book Awards.
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