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But what strange art, what magic can dispose


The troubled mind to change its native woes?


Or lead us willing from ourselves, to see


Others more wretched, more undone than we?


This, Books can do; — nor this alone; they give


New views to life, and teach us how to live;


They soothe the grieved, the stubborn they chastise,


Fools they admonish, and confirm the wise:


Their aid they yield to all: they never shun


The man of sorrow, nor the wretch undone:


Unlike the hard, the selfish, and the proud,


They fly not sullen from the suppliant crowd;


Nor tell to various people various things,


But show to subjects, what they show to kings.


George Crabbe, The Library






Introduction


I love to lose myself in other men’s minds. When I am not walking, I am reading; I cannot sit and think. Books think for me.


I have no repugnances … I can read any thing which I call a book.


Charles Lamb, ‘Detached Thoughts on Books and Reading’


We’re living in a time of cultural and political crisis. Wars and climate change, racism and the resurgence of far-right ideology, the huge gulf between the mega-rich and the poorest, years of attack on tax-funded services – education, social care, the legal system, libraries, the health service – have all contributed to it, as has the internet, especially social media. Climate change has exacerbated the exploitative relationship between the developed and developing worlds, which in turn has intensified both economic migration and war-driven asylum-seeking. With all that, the last decade or more in the UK has also seen an extraordinary and unprecedented attack on every aspect of serious culture: systematic and destructive underfunding of libraries, schools, universities, theatres, museums, art galleries, film, orchestras – in fact all the arts and all the humanities, with concomitant effects on publishing, arts broadcasting, newspaper reviewing and so on. The result has been a society that has become morally and culturally impoverished.


A crisis like this demands more than books, but without the breadth of imagination, sense of history, awareness of alternatives and hope for the future that can come from reading books, things will not get better. Nor will AI solve our problems. Very few discoveries are straightforwardly progressive: the undoubted benefits of laptops and tablets for teaching must be seen against the decline in attention span and reading ability, and in social media the instant responses, magnifying unfounded rumour or piling on to some momentarily fashionable target of hatred or admiration. The novelist Julia Bell has written cogently about the way the demands of the internet and social media distract our attention: ‘Our capacity to make memories is most affected by this kind of divided attention. We can – just about – attend to several things at once but we do them badly. In the midst of all the overstimulation we are unable to lay down new memories … A new kind of human behaviour then emerges under this influence, a semi-automated for-profit personality which is being constantly nudged and notified and prompted.’1 Warnings have long been sounded, notably in Nicholas Carr’s 2010 book The Shallows: How the Internet is Changing the Way We Think, Read and Remember, but not enough has been done to counter the situation. And we’ve been made forcibly aware of new vulnerabilities where our overconfident reliance on computer systems can lead to disastrous consequences, as when in 2023 the British Library system was hacked into, depriving readers of access not just to electronic materials from the catalogue itself but also to large numbers of books – because the library, understandably but short-sightedly, had discontinued its policy of receiving a physical copy of each book published in favour of electronic copies. In the wake of the cyberattack, the weakness of that policy is very clear, and the advantage of the material object ought to be obvious, despite the space each book needs to occupy. (There are other reasons, too, for having physical copies of books, as we’ll see later.)


Even for ordinary readers, there are advantages to having actual books. I know ebooks are convenient for travel and storage, but you can’t so easily lend one to a friend or remember the particular feel of it in your hand. When I’ve read a book (if it isn’t a library book), I like to have it around, on a shelf, fully present, separate but available, ready to be consulted again, shown to other people or borrowed (and returned). I’ve accumulated books all my life. In a sense, books have been my life, or at least they’ve usually been somewhere near the heart of it. I’ve been a teacher, an academic, a translator, a political activist, a second-hand bookseller, an editor, a writer and a poet. The constant theme linking them all is books.


I am a reader and an accumulator and collector of books. Since I was very young, I’ve wanted to read books and have them around me. I believe books and reading are important – all kinds of books and all kinds of reading. It seems natural to me to want to create a library of my books wherever I’m living, even if I’m only to be there for a short time. I used to feel guilty about it sometimes, prey to the accusation that absorption in books is an avoidance of the outside world, a feeble substitute for ‘real life’. But that notion of ‘real life’ is dubious at best. At worst it’s just bogus ideology, used by right-wing politicians and demagogues to belittle the whole array of creative thinking by accusing artists, writers, academics and intellectuals of retreating into ivory towers, when the rarefied world of parliamentary politics is itself much more of an ivory tower than universities, publishing or the media. Reality is complex. It’s not just social reality, the things that actually happen in the world, practical matters, action; there’s also the life of the mind, the imagination, the arts, history and memory, everything we think, remember, hope for, forget, everything that isn’t the ‘reality’ that politicians are concerned with, but which belongs in another kind of reality, psychic reality, no less real for being imaginative, subjective or invisible, or confined in books.


Reading is a necessary part of reality, and an unavoidable part of everyday life. We live within language, and using it is as natural to us, and as unconscious, as breathing. When we think, it’s what we think with. Exercising our use of language, both our receptivity to it and our control over it, is how we develop individual personhood, self-knowledge, knowledge of others and of the world. And although we live in language, the language we live in from day to day is like the sea, constantly shifting in permanent restlessness. It is only still when it’s written down.


But how, and why, and in what medium it’s written down also matter. So many crucial elements of our society are distorted by oversimplification. As the American novelist, activist and polemicist Sarah Schulman says, ‘We have developed these reductive modes like email and texts to accompany reductive ideas that are supposed to serve large social functions but are not based in human complexity. They seem to be time-savers, but avoiding real communication produces long-lasting problems that can endure forever. Shortcuts and speed-ups define our moment, and yet they simply do not address human reality.’ Human reality is infinitely complicated, and our understanding of it changes all the time. One way to understand it better is to read, not just informative books but literature – novels, plays, poems, contemporary and from the past, including literature translated from other languages, different realities.


One of the great pleasures of reading is encountering the different ways language is used: different styles, different attitudes, different aims, language used for different purposes. The current focus in schools, and even in university courses, on exams and exam results tends to encourage uniformity and stifle independent thinking. It has probably always been like that: a hundred years ago, Gilbert Cannan wrote in his novel Sembal, though admittedly in the persona of his central character, that ‘The atmosphere of education suffocated him. He wanted to learn and he had only been taught. His years at the University had been one long frustration of his desire to learn, and when they were over he had less capacity for learning than when he started, was left indeed with only a desperate and almost hysterical longing to recover the ardour with which he had begun.’


But as William Davies points out in a 2022 essay in the London Review of Books, it isn’t as easy as that. Things have changed, whether we like it or not. Talking about the difficulty students can have navigating the expectations governing essay-writing, he explains that ‘the discerning scholarly self on which the humanities depend was conceived as the product of transitions between spaces – library, lecture hall, seminar room, study – linked together by work with pen and paper. When all this is replaced by the interface with screen and keyboard, and everything dissolves into a unitary flow of “content”, the identity of the author – as distinct from the texts [students] have read – becomes harder to delineate.’ With the result that students muddle up the passages they’ve copied and pasted from the ‘relevant’ bits of online books or essays with their own thinking, in another illustration of the changing experience of reading texts.


Universities and schools need to find ways of accommodating their requirements to respond to this, while ensuring students know how to read and how to use books, whether the books are online or on shelves in a library. Nothing is more important than learning how to think for yourself.


The importance of books and the importance of recognising the connections between the books we read, the lives we live and the things we think and believe and hope for or struggle against was brought home to me quite powerfully a few years ago when I had to dispose of part of my own library when I retired, and again a year or two later when I had to dismantle what was left of it, put the books into store, move house and wait two more years until there was somewhere in the new house for them to go. The pages that follow trace those reflections of mine about what books are and what they’re for and why we need them, why we should all be passionate about them, as I watch the reconstruction of a space for my own library and ponder what books mean to me, and what they have meant to me over a lifetime. Along the way, I’ll be writing about all kinds of books and authors and thinking about what’s worth reading and why it’s worth building one’s own collection or accumulation of books. As I talk about personal histories and global politics, expanded horizons and quiet pleasures, difficult poems, romantic novels, well-known writers, new writers, forgotten writers, other languages, other cultures, the uses of reading and the pleasures of the imagination, I hope things may spark the reader’s interest and suggest books worth discovering, as well as encouraging the use of public and institutional libraries and the habit of acquiring and keeping books. Libraries of all sorts are storehouses of culture and knowledge and pleasure, a really necessary part of being human and understanding our common humanity.






1


The Library or ‘I could not live without them’


When I’m grown up I’m going to have a library. With all the books there are, in every language.


Elias Canetti, Auto da Fé


It was a cold, bright day in January when I saw the library for the first time, though at that point it wasn’t a library. It was a solidly built Victorian coach house, down at the far end of the garden. One half had been converted years ago into a garage and now it was showing its age, slightly damp, rather makeshift, gloomy and grimy, with the up-and-over door needing to be propped open. The other half of the building – the old stable and loose box – was just a store place for ancient discarded things and a home for spiders and their webs, probably undisturbed for a decade or more. The garage part contained a car (shrouded in a protective sheet), and there were shelves housing tins of paint, sundry tools, various pieces of wood, coils of cable and suchlike, and against the back wall, among other mementos of the debris of daily life, the large cut-out figures belonging to the local church’s Christmas crib, complete with a camel or two. Nothing about the place looked in the least like a library. But the more I thought about it, the more I realised that it had the potential to be one, though I had no idea at that point whether we would be able to buy the house we were viewing, nor, if we did, how and when the transformation from garage to library would come about.


That January day was shortly before the onset of the pandemic. My life, not for the first time, was in flux. My wife had died some years earlier, and I’d retired from my job teaching English at Queens’ College, Cambridge. I was now married again, and trying to find a new structure for my days, a project made more difficult by the unfamiliar rhythms of time the pandemic brought with it. Nonetheless a change was needed, and eight months after I’d first seen the house and imagined creating the library, we finally took possession of it and moved in, leaving Cambridge, the city I’d lived in for forty years, for a Suffolk village seventy miles away. The house and the garden were lovely, but there wasn’t yet enough room for my books (a situation I was all too familiar with). A hundred and fifty boxes of them had to go into store. This meant that all the books that had been shelved or piled up in the studio shed in my Cambridge garden, including all the books of poetry, my main interest, were now expensively in store and out of reach for the foreseeable future. The contents of yet another seventy or eighty boxes had already been accommodated in my study and wherever else we could fit them around the house: I really needed somewhere to put the rest of my library. Which is why the coach house was already starting to metamorphose into a library in my imagination.


Why did I want a library? Why did I have so many books in the first place? Books and reading have always been an integral part of the fabric of my life, but sometimes I would look at the sheer quantity that I’d accumulated and wonder about them. How did they all get there? Surely they weren’t all necessary, and surely I hadn’t read them all? Indeed, I might ask myself these days how many books I could possibly read in the years left to me before death intervened. And in the twenty-first century, with so much material available online, wasn’t a library of actual physical books an outdated idea? Wasn’t there something pathological about wanting to own so many books? Why would anyone want a library of their own? Who has enough space for one? These were questions that, if I didn’t ask them myself, other people asked for me. There are no easy answers, or not short ones at any rate; I’d been thinking about it for years, and as my retirement loomed, the questions took on a new urgency. At about the same time, my wife had developed terminal cancer, which gave me another reason to interrogate myself about my past, my purpose, my books, my future, and other difficult questions.


Books and my desire to collect them seem always to have been linked in my mind with loss, sometimes in contradictory ways. In childhood they sometimes played the part of transitional objects, giving me a sense of connection to the world, providing a feeling of permanence and protection I couldn’t quite experience elsewhere. I often felt more at home in those fictional worlds than I did in the one I was required to inhabit, which seemed lacklustre and ordinary by comparison, and my rows of books became a defence against normality as well as a way to escape from it, functioning as a sort of carapace, almost as character-armour in the Reichian sense. But at the same time, I knew that the protection they offered was illusory, that they couldn’t be truly permanent. The fictional worlds that engaged my imagination were all too obviously absent from the world I lived in. As the spell of those worlds faded, some time after the last page of the book had been reached, their sheer absence could leave me feeling bereft and that I belonged nowhere, out of place at home and unable to join in with the Treasure Seekers, or the Famous Five or the Swallows and Amazons. At least the books themselves were more permanent – but only if I owned them. Most of the books I was reading in those days came from the public library in Hoylake, the small town on the edge of the Wirral peninsula where we lived, and as I write this, the feel of those library books comes back to me, especially the mottled blue-grey and the shiny brown bindings, along with indistinct but powerful memories of the emotions the stories aroused. Some of them, the ones I was fondest of, I took out time and again, although sometimes to my dismay they vanished from the library shelves, discarded, and were never seen again.


Before I could read for myself, and for two or three years after I was able to, my father would read to my sister and me every night before we went to sleep. Not from library books, but from books of our own or books that he’d owned and enjoyed when he himself had been a child in the 1920s, which meant that they were there to be looked at whenever I wanted. Books like Winnie-the-Pooh, Beatrix Potter’s stories, Alice in Wonderland and The Wind in the Willows. When I started to read for myself, I loved picture books like Old Dame Trot and her Pig, with the brilliant illustrations of Frank Adams; Orlando the Marmalade Cat, written and wonderfully illustrated by Kathleen Hale; my sister’s Little Golden Books (Pantaloon by Kathryn Jackson, The Saggy Baggy Elephant by Kathryn and Byron Jackson and The Train to Timbuctoo by Margaret Wise Brown);* Rupert Bear annuals, all that sort of thing. But of all the books I read then, and especially as I grew older and read voraciously, the ones I enjoyed most, the ones I read and reread, were those where there was some kind of access to another world; first just to places that looked far more interesting and exciting than the ones I knew, but soon I was deep in books that led me to a quite separate or mythical or otherwise fantastical place, like finding a way into Narnia through the back of a wardrobe in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, or like Tom’s Midnight Garden by Philippa Pearce, in which a boy slips back in time after midnight, when the clock strikes thirteen, and enters a Victorian garden that shouldn’t be there, tantalising me with the puzzle of where or how the two worlds might coincide. More than anything, I wanted to find a way into them: the more intense my experience of the book, the more I felt a part of its world, and at the same time shut out from it. No matter how many times I reread them, the books refused to show me how to cross that borderline. That fruitless quest may be one key to my pathology, my wanting to keep my own copies of the books I read: I wanted a library of my own so I could read the books whenever I desired, building a defence against them not being in the public library when I needed them.


Years later, when I was in my early teens, one event more than any other came to symbolise for me this precarious availability of books – a promise and what felt like a betrayal. The promise came when I must have been about eight years old. My sister and I were staying with my grandmother, who with two of her sisters had apartments in the large old house in Sussex that belonged to their brother, my great-uncle Ken, who bred racehorses. One day my great-aunt Ginny took me into her drawing room and showed me a tall breakfront bookcase full of similar-looking books. Opening a glass door, she took out a small blue volume, Household Tales by the Brothers Grimm. ‘This is for you,’ she said, putting it into my hands. Then, gesturing towards the bookcase, she went on, ‘This is called Everyman’s Library. The man who published it was a great friend of your great-grandfather’s. I know you like reading, so one day these books will all be yours.’*


Nothing before had equalled the excitement of that moment. It held out the promise of something that was almost grown-up, something that contained a guarantee of my sense of my inner self. As the inveterate reader I was, I felt a powerful need to have my books around me, and I dreamt of the day that bookcase full of books would be mine to explore.


By the time I was nine or ten, the eldest child of very literate but not bibliophile parents, living in a big enough house in the Wirral between the Royal Liverpool Golf Course and the sea, most of my pocket money went on books – Billy Bunter, Jennings (which made boarding school appear very attractive), Just William (freedom and destruction wrapped up in a past that looked odd and funny), War Picture Library, Biggles (men-but-really-boys having adventures with aeroplanes), Arthur Ransome (independence, adventure, hierarchy and a realistic but distant topography), bird books, wild-flower books. And every week I read comics, too, variously Topper, Eagle, Rover, Adventure, Hotspur, Wizard, preferring the ones that were printed text rather than comic strip. In the late 1950s, when I was ten or eleven, I used to send away for the Puffin Books catalogue and order books from it by post, the pleasure of opening the parcel rivalling the discovery of a new book in a Christmas stocking. For my ninth birthday, I had asked for and been given a glass-fronted bookcase (a step, as I saw it, towards that great glass-fronted bookcase full of Everyman’s Library), and loved to organise the rows of uniform jacketed hardbacks and bright Puffin Books. I can still see the Puffins in my mind’s eye: The Phoenix and the Carpet, The Wouldbegoods, The Story of the Treasure Seekers, The Borrowers, Robin Hood, King Arthur, Tales of the Greek Heroes, The Saga of Asgard, Redcap Runs Away, Norman and Henry Bones: The Boy Detectives, The Magic Pudding, Kidnapped, Treasure Island … They weren’t just lined up behind glass and left there, either; they were frequently taken out and reread. It was one of the great pleasures of childhood (long periods of which I spent ill in bed), reading familiar stories over and over again. So the shiny rows of books in my bookcase continued slowly to expand.


Writing now, I find all this rather odd. I didn’t know anybody else, child or adult, who acquired books, or collected anything seriously, except for my grandfather, who collected stamps. As I did, too, in fact. When I was seven, I’d tried to set up a stamp club with two boys in my class, both called Paul. It was to be known as the Victory Stamp Club (it was 1955 and the war was still a very live memory). It only had one meeting – even though tea was included – because it turned out that neither Paul was really interested in stamps at all. My collecting, like my reading, remained a solitary pursuit. I got through quantities of library books each week, but it wasn’t the same as owning them myself. I suppose I felt that possession gave me a different kind of relationship with the stories the books contained; it certainly seemed to bring me closer to the kind of life I enjoyed imagining for myself: I could be living in a rambling old house in the country with priest-holes and secret passages, or alternatively, in a tall terrace in London with high dark rooms full of untidy piles of books and wildly interesting – more interesting than my parents – grown-ups. (I think that latter idea must have come partly from Noel Streatfeild’s Ballet Shoes.) The sight of the books, the feel of them, their colour and their smell were a reliable source of pleasure and comfort, separate from but always associated with the narratives and locations to which they provided access.


I anticipated receiving the library of Everyman’s books with mixed feelings: as I got older, I began to be anxious about the sheer size of the bookcase. Would I be allowed to have it in my bedroom? Would it even fit in there? I kept these worries to myself, in fact forgot about them and the bookcase until the day they were dispelled, which happened in a sudden and unpredicted way. My great-aunt, it transpired, was suffering now from dementia. When one day two strangers came knocking at her door and offered to take away unwanted furniture for cash, she invited them in. They took all the furniture they could find, including that bookcase and its contents, and left her with a five-pound note and almost empty rooms.


I still feel a pang of loss as I write about that, even though some sixty years have passed since my mother told me the news. It was a blow, but in a way the promise of that library had already served its purpose by validating my desire for books and giving me a sense that it was permissible to own lots of them. So when I was twelve or thirteen, I took my first opportunity. By chance, I spotted a large quantity of books at the local auction house. I went to the sale the following day and bid for them, successfully. There were more than a thousand altogether, Victorian novels and histories for the most part, along with some religious tracts and a few bound volumes of piano music. The whole lot cost me a pound. I went back to the saleroom the next day with an old pram and started the business of transferring the books to my room at home. It took several journeys there and back to remove them all. But at the end (discounting the religious tracts and suchlike), I had a very substantial addition to my embryonic library: a quantity of uniform quarter-leather hardbacks (I think probably from a set of the ‘Hundred Best Books’),* and a variety of other books ranging from novels like The Count of Monte Cristo and Alain-René Lesage’s Gil Blas to Napier’s History of the War in the Peninsula, an almost complete set of Dickens (the last three volumes had been placed on top of a cupboard, and the dealer who’d bought it wouldn’t let me have them as he claimed they were part of his lot), a set of Scott’s novels, a great deal of Thackeray and Macaulay, some Jerome K. Jerome (first editions, I discovered later), Pardoe and Bartlett’s Beauties of the Bosphorus (seven out of eight quarto volumes of steel engravings), the works of Homer, Milton, Bunyan, and so on and on and on. Not quite a treasure trove or the complete Everyman’s Library, but getting so many books at once, with so few titles I would have chosen for myself, moved me suddenly much closer to possessing a real library, and catapulted me into reading books I would never have read otherwise. Some of them were very hard going – I could never get through anything by Hall Caine or Jeffery Farnol, sentimental novelists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries – but there was enough enjoyable reading there to keep me productively occupied for quite a while. As Will Self puts it, ‘By reading indiscriminately, I learned to discriminate – and learned also to comprehend: for it’s only with the acquisition of large data sets that we also develop schemas supple enough to interpret new material.’


A couple of years later, a generous Welsh bibliophile my parents knew gave me a calf-bound set of the first forty volumes of The Edinburgh Review,* along with an early-seventeenth-century edition of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs,* a 1615 history of England and a few eighteenth-century odds and ends, all of which extended my interests as well as extending my bookshelves. Add to this all the books I bought for myself, and it’s clear that by the time I left school I already had a biggish, if miscellaneous, collection. The latest addition to it had been a complete set of bound volumes of Punch (which cost me five pounds), from its beginnings in 1841 to the 1950s, which I read avidly. As Max Beerbohm wrote many years ago, ‘It is from the bound volumes of Punch that small boys derive their knowledge of life.’ I didn’t learn a great deal relevant to my own life from those pages, many of the cartoons relying on a familiarity with fox-hunting or the inadequacies of servants (nor was I any longer small), but, along with Richmal Crompton’s Just William books, it was certainly where I learnt at least half of what I knew about social history.


I continued to buy books when I was a student. That’s when I started to spend time in second-hand bookshops, which quickly became a consuming interest. Wherever I went, I would search out the bookshops and spend disconcerting amounts of time in them, after which of course I usually had to carry at least one bag of books with me for the rest of the day. (Some years later, leaving young children in the car with their mother, after spotting a bookshop and saying I’d just be a minute, six-year-old Jacob would ask, ‘Is that a minute, or a bookshop minute?’) My main criterion for choosing books was that I might want to read them some day, but not necessarily immediately.


As I got older, and my interests became more specialised, the books I wanted became commensurately harder to find, and sometimes, as with Wyndham Lewis, whose works I devoured in my twenties, more expensive. What I loved about Wyndham Lewis’s writing was its polemical intelligence, its idiosyncrasy, its energy (such a change from most of the literary critics I’d read) and its unpredictable and bellicose style. Partly as a result of my interest in Lewis, in my late twenties I developed a consuming fascination with out-of-print or forgotten fiction from the first part of the twentieth century – books by writers like Ford Madox Ford, Mary Butts, Gilbert Cannan, Douglas Goldring, Carmel Haden Guest and Yvonne Cloud, as well as more overtly left-wing writers like John Sommerfield, Jack Lindsay and Ralph Bates. By my mid thirties, I was spending so much time in second-hand bookshops that I decided I might as well capitalise on it by giving up my (part-time) job as a teacher in a further-education college and becoming a second-hand bookseller myself. A subsidiary motive for this, or so I told people who disapproved of my book-buying habit, was the hope that it would make me less acquisitive if I was buying books in order to sell them rather than keep them. Selling them would also be a sort of controlled loss. I spent much of the next ten years in that world, accumulating a large and somewhat specialised stock in the basement of my house in Cambridge (I specialised in modernism, left-wingery, the Spanish Civil War, ephemeral political pamphlets and the like), until my undiminished capacity for buying books outstripped my aptitude for selling them by a large overdraft, and I stopped, sold the stock and the shelves, started a PhD and fell into the equally bookish business of academia, teaching English at Cambridge University. After thirty years of that, my Queens’ College rooms were a parody of dons’ rooms in novels, most of the shelves double-stacked and the tables, chairs, window seats and much of the floor covered in piles of books and xeroxed articles and papers.


Those rooms were a comfortable place to work and to teach in. The large windows looked out over the green, and from the table where I worked, I could survey the rest of the room, where there were armchairs and a sofa (often occupied by the students I was teaching), and a small rug that was always edging its way across the stained fawn carpet. Most of the wall space was covered in shelves, partly original to the room, partly built to accommodate my books. Where there weren’t shelves there were Spanish Civil War posters and a large neon-pink print of a Christopher Logue poem.* There were some filing cabinets, one full of notes, the other full of photocopied articles (though one drawer did contain bottles of wine). The green armchair and sofa were reupholstered when I moved into the rooms. I worked at a big oak table with laptop, dictionaries, pens and phone. In later years a second large table in the inner room became almost invisible as rows and piles of books crept across its surface: American poetry from Ashbery to Zukofsky, literary biographies, journals waiting to be read and piles of photocopied poems for practical-criticism classes.


In an alcove just inside the door was the smallest sink in the world, with cupboards over the draining board. The cupboards were full of books, too. There was a large board on the wall covered in cuttings and postcards (mostly of Marilyn Monroe, sent by students to accompany the Eve Arnold photograph of her reading Ulysses that used to be on my door). The inner room contained philosophy, psychoanalysis, literary theory, literary criticism and history, linguistics, classics, books in French and German and five shelves of collections of short stories. The first room contained more poetry (from Wyatt to Eliot – more recent poetry was kept at home), Victorian literature and criticism, and what could broadly be described as modernism. Orwell’s works occupied two shelves beneath the CD player. A revolving bookcase on loan from the college library held additional books (Frank Kermode, Norbert Elias, the New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics) and had more papers stacked on top of it. Once there had been a bed in the inner room, but it had been used as a place to store books for so long that in the end the housekeeper took it away and replaced it with another bookcase.


That was my office, my store, my workplace and my home from home for nearly twenty years. It contained my working library of literature, literary theory and literary criticism, philosophy, politics, psychoanalysis, history and art history. I had about the same number of books at home – fiction and poetry for the most part – occupying all the available shelf space. Then came the time when I had to retire. A small Cambridge terraced house like the one I lived in then, even with a library shed or two in the garden, can only hold a certain number of books, and it was already full. I’d had a wooden building, a long, low barn-like structure with a beamed roof, put up a couple of years earlier expressly to house the books I had in college, but almost at once I’d completely filled it with the poetry books and periodicals from the house. I decided that nearly all the books in my college rooms would have to be disposed of. And that would be no hardship, I thought: not really, not with so many libraries, including a copyright library, within walking distance. Silly to hang on to them when there was nowhere to put them except in store, where they’d be inaccessible. So I decided to sell them, all except good editions of literary texts and a few other things that I couldn’t contemplate living without, such as some books by Walter Benjamin, Guy Debord, Freud and Lacan, and various other works by philosophers, art historians and literary critics.


Despite having lived within that carapace of books for so long, I didn’t realise what a wrench it would be to get rid of them. I thought at first I’d just sort everything systematically and decide what had to be kept, what could go, what might go, what could go at a pinch, but almost as soon as I started, I realised it would be an impossible task. Each book had its own history, which was part of my history. In the days before the internet made finding books relatively easy, you had to search bookshops, send lists of wants to booksellers and scour their catalogues to find scarce or out-of-print volumes. It could take years. Now each time I pulled a book off the shelf, I remembered when and where I’d bought it. The day I’d finally handed over twenty-five shillings for Spinoza’s correspondence. The Bergson with Hubert Bland’s bookplate that I found in a jumble sale. The complete run of C.K. Ogden’s journal Psyche, which he’d bound himself in quarter vellum with his butterfly insignia on the spine, and all the volumes of the Psyche Miniatures I’d picked up here and there over the years.* Books by friends and books by people I disliked. Books full of my notes or jottings on the backs of envelopes. Books bought in Cambridge from the libraries of Raymond Williams, Dadie Rylands, Tony Tanner, Jack Lindsay and other luminaries. Even the most unassuming books prompted recollections. They composed a sort of biography, each one acting like a door in an advent calendar, opening on to some moment in the past.


Still, they had to go. From a dozen shelves of psychoanalysis, I kept nothing but the works of Freud, Klein, Bion, Winnicott and Lacan, alongside Adam Phillips, John Forrester and some André Green and Laplanche. All the other history and commentary and penumbra went, along with books on psychical research, including the two fat volumes of Frederic Myers’ Human Personality and Its Survival of Bodily Death.* A whole swathe of twentieth-century thought went with it: Lukács, Kristeva, Barthes, Sollers, Pleynet, Lyotard, Sartre, de Beauvoir and the complete works of Georges Bataille. And Spinoza, Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, Bradley, Collingwood, Scheler, Merleau-Ponty, Wittgenstein … all gone. No more literary criticism, or literary history, or history, or linguistics. And then there were the sets: Hazlitt’s Works, De Quincey’s, the Oxford Wordsworth, Coleridge’s Letters: they all had to go in the end. (The bookseller, though, declined to take the works of Marx and Engels.)


There were some books I didn’t regret losing. A couple of hundred academic volumes called Modernism and (this or that). A few inspection copies. Books bought purely for teaching purposes. But that hardly accounted for more than about five hundred. The rest I minded. They weren’t a collection so much as an accumulation, but they shared, even embodied, what Walter Benjamin called ‘the chaos of memories’. If I’d stopped to try to sort them out, I’d never have been able to part with most of them.


I said earlier that there was no more room at home for books. That wasn’t quite true. I had extra shelves made in the first of the garden buildings to accommodate some of the books saved from the axe. The rest, texts of poetry from the last few centuries, would have to go on the floor of the second building, the one at the far end of the garden, which housed my poetry library; and forty boxes of books and papers would have to go into store. Walter Benjamin, a great book collector, wrote a marvellous essay, originally a talk, about unpacking his library;1 I thought of it as I contemplated the prospect of opening those boxes again, wondering whether I’d experience the same sort of thoughts and emotions as Benjamin, though most of the books I’d think of as belonging to collections in the Benjaminian sense were already safely on my shelves.


As a corollary of all this, I’ve often wondered what it would be like to lose all of my books, the ones I’ve collected in the course of my life or never parted with, the ones that really matter to me, whether because of their contents, their history, their value or their associations. My Wyndham Lewis, Ford Madox Ford or Mary Butts collections, my 1930s stuff (though I sold my complete set of the Left Book Club* many years ago), first editions by pre-war writers, rarities, oddities, and books of poems given to me by their authors. Not to mention all the poetry books, pamphlets and magazines I’ve acquired over the last fifty years.


The novelist Rose Macaulay lost all her books, along with the rest of her possessions, when her flat was bombed during the Blitz. When she wrote about it, in The Spectator in 1941, she recalled, not without an eye for effect, her first dismay. ‘Here was a charred, curled page from one of the 12 volumes of the Oxford Dictionary, telling of hot-beds, hotch-pots, hot cockles, hotes and hotels; there, among a pile of damp ashes and smashed boards, were a few pages from Pepys, perhaps relating of another London fire, a few from Horace Walpole, urbane among earthquakes, revolutions and wars, knowing that all things pass. But no book remains; my library, with so many other libraries, is gone.’ Indomitably she started to make lists. She listed (‘the saddest list’) the books she had had, then she listed the ones she would never be able to replace. Then the ones she hoped to replace. And finally the ones she would replace straight away (‘the indispensables’). It’s a poignant essay, but also a practical one, gradually registering her coming to terms with the situation, an experience that many of her readers must have shared. There’s always a sense of relief mingled with the distress of loss, but it’s not always such a relief to recognise it.


The feeling of having to make a mature rational decision that came to me as I confronted the need to get rid of the books turned into something much less controllable when they actually started to disappear. The bookseller sent two very capable men to pack them up. Both were tall, not young, and they brought what seemed like a thousand flat-pack boxes and rolls and rolls of tape. As each box was filled, it was taped up and labelled with my name (I supposed that was what PAT meant) in broad marker-pen letters. When I told the chap in charge that I was thinking of writing about the process, he said he’d like to be described as wearing a beret and with a French intellectual look. They brought packed lunches and ate them sitting in the college grounds. As the shelves emptied, I felt rather sick.


Quite suddenly, through my psychosomatic nausea, I was gripped by a mixture of apprehension, misery and fear. It may have been tied up with thoughts of death (retirement prompting recollection of the phrase ‘unburdened creep towards death’), or some terror of displacement or abandonment. I was close to tears quite often as I thought about it. How was I to find space for the right things and how could I let go of half a lifetime’s accumulation? The emotions I felt were overwhelming, bound up with my sense of myself and the organisation of my memory and my thinking mind. Ever since I can remember, I’ve thought through the feel and look of books as a way of getting at the stuff they contain. People I’ve lived with have tended to comment, sometimes impatiently, on my habit of standing in front of bookshelves with a vacant expression on my face. I have to explain to them that what I’m actually doing is a kind of reading, looking as it were through the spine or the outside of a book to what it contains, remembering the past self that read the book (or that bought the book with the intention of reading it one day) and re-experiencing the feeling of reading it for the first, or the most recent time. There’s a latent knowledge or an association of memories that gets released by that, or by the book’s smell or its texture or heft, which I find intrinsic to the process of reading.


To explain what I mean, let’s imagine a question arises about Heidegger’s Being and Time. The first thing that happens is I simultaneously see and feel the cloth of my second-hand 1960s edition, before I start to flip through the pages in my mind, stopping here and there because I know the sentences I’m looking for are on the top part of the right-hand page, round about page 110. But I can’t now reach up for the book to do the actual research, which is what I would once have been doing as those impressions passed through my mind, because I don’t have it any more.* There’s something about the authenticity of an encounter with a book that requires the actual (not even an actual) book. It may be a sort of fetishism, but that’s how my mind seems to work best. Proust experienced something similar, and describes it in the sequence of thoughts that assail him when he is in the Guermantes’ library in Finding Time Again. He explains that ‘a thing which we saw at a certain time in our lives, a book which we read, does not remain for ever a part solely of what there was around us; it remains just as faithfully part of what we then were, and can be re-experienced, re-thought, only by the sensibility, the thought-processes, the person that we then were; if in the library I take down François le Champi, a child immediately rises up within me and takes my place, the only one who has the right to read the title François le Champi, and who reads it as he read it then, with the same impression of the weather outside in the garden …’


While I was trying to sort all these feelings out, and when the first consignment of books had filled the bookseller’s van and driven off, I received an email from someone I didn’t know, in Sweden. When my late wife, Jenny Diski, was alive she used to write a monthly column for a Swedish newspaper, the Göteborgs-Posten, and one of the pieces had been about me and my books and where they’d all go when eventually I retired. My correspondent had, it seemed, been worrying about this for some years. Apologising for what might seem too odd or too personal a question, she told me she couldn’t ‘stop thinking from time to time about how it ended or will end’. Not so much on my behalf as because Jenny had written ‘so beautifully’ about it.


It was a strange coincidence and felt too much like a message from the land of the dead for comfort. Ever since I’d started dismantling my office, I realised, I’d been caught unawares by things that weren’t there any more. Stretching out my hand to turn on the red Anglepoise lamp on my desk when I’d already taken it home was like missing the last step when you’re going downstairs. The jerk of realising that things had changed worked like a momentary revival of the experience of bereavement, which was why it had got so powerfully under my skin. But books are not people, although they do become their readers. It’s a lot easier to get used to their absence, even if it takes time.


It used to be my habit to read digressively, taking down books mentioned or cited in what I was reading and reading them, or reading in them, until they in turn were supplanted by another digressive impulse. (The unpredictability of this process is very helpful to me in my role as editor of the long-running literary quotation quiz Nemo’s Almanac, enabling useful discoveries of vivid extracts to file away under headings like ‘canaries’, ‘spinach’ or ‘Westminster Abbey’.) Reading a book about Paris and existentialism recently I kept wanting to follow up ideas, or just read more of whatever the author was mentioning; but the knowledge that I couldn’t simply reach for my copies of Sartre or my run of Les Temps modernes did at least help me focus on the book in my hands and rely on my own memory. I might at last, in my retirement, I thought, be taking the first steps towards a more organised kind of thinking.


And one of the things this new, organised thinking would address would be the nature of reading itself, the pleasures of the imagination, the satisfactions of thought and understanding, thinking about what books are for and what fiction or poetry can do, the purpose of book ownership, and the continuing life of books whoever claims temporary ownership of them. Some days after I’d sold the final batch of volumes from my shelves, I had an email from a colleague who’d been delighted to find what he called an amazing selection of books in a Cambridge second-hand bookshop. Somebody else mentioned that they had bought the set of Hazlitt’s Works. I tried to imagine all the books going to good homes, as I hope they did. Meanwhile, I continued to buy more at a fairly steady rate, even though I still had too many to reread in my lifetime. You don’t have to read them all, all the time. The American poet Alice Notley said once, in response to a discussion about the way poems can find the right time to be read by a reader: ‘That’s what books are for. You’re supposed to have them and read them when you need them.’


Which is a very good reason for having a library. Partly an accumulation of books you’ve read, but also a collection of all the books you might want or need to read, or reread, or consult, or just look at and remember or think about. When the French literary philosopher Jacques Derrida was asked if he’d read all the many books ranged round his walls, he laughed and said, ‘No, only two or three. But those I’ve read really well.’ Apocryphal as that story may be, it points to something important: in one’s own mental universe there will always be a small number of books that have canonical status. The books themselves may change with time, but their presence means that most of the other books in the library are satellites, or footnotes, ways of extending, illustrating, qualifying or questioning the books you’ve ‘read really well’. Libraries, institutional and personal, are more than accumulations of books; they are central to learning, both to learning as a general state and learning as a continuing process, reading and rereading ‘really well’. But in my case, alongside my books now there was also a ghost library, a memory of the books I no longer had, nagging away like a phantom limb. And every so often, a freshly bought copy of one of the books I’d sold would appear on the shelves, or on my desk, like an interloper, a less substantial copy of an authentic original, doing its best to merge its presence with the memory of its predecessor. For some time after my college books had gone, the loss of them was somehow tied up with the death of my wife, sadness about the one infused with grief about the other, but also, by displacing it, helping to make it bearable. Which is why finding a place that I could make into another library, a solid one made from bricks and mortar, and with space for as many of my remaining books as possible, was also a way of reconstructing myself.
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