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A bookshop is only an idea in time.


CARLOS PASCUAL, “The power of a reader”


I do not doubt that I often happen to talk of things which are treated better in the writings of master-craftsmen, and with more authenticity. What you have here is purely an assay of my natural, not at all of my acquired, abilities. Anyone who catches me out in ignorance does me no harm: I cannot vouch to other people for my reasonings: I can scarcely vouch for them to myself and am by no means satisfied with them. If anyone is looking for knowledge let him go where such fish are to be caught: there is nothing I lay claim to less. These are my own thoughts, by which I am striving to make known not matter but me.


MICHEL DE MONTAIGNE, “On Books”,
translated by M. A. Screech


A man recognises his genius only upon putting it to the test. The eaglet trembles like the young dove at the moment it first unfolds its wings and entrusts itself to a breath of air. When an author composes a first work, he does not know what it is worth, nor does the bookseller. If the bookseller pays us as he wishes, we in turn sell him what we are pleased to sell him. It is success that instructs the merchant and the man of letters.


DENIS DIDEROT, Letter on the Book Trade
translated by Arthur Goldhemmer




Introduction inspired by a Stefan Zweig short story


The way a specific story relates to the whole of literature is similar to the way a single bookshop relates to every bookshop that exists, has existed and will ever perhaps exist. Synecdoche and analogy are the two most useful figures of speech: I shall start by talking about all bookshops from the past, present and whatever the future may hold via one story, “Mendel the Bibliophile”, written in 1929 by Stefan Zweig and set in Vienna in the twilight years of empire, and will then move on to other stories that speak of readers and books in the course of a frenzied twentieth century.


Zweig does not choose a renowned Viennese café for his setting, not the Frauenhuber or the Imperial, one of the cafés that were the best academies for studying the latest fashions – as he says in The World of Yesterday – but an unknown café; the story starts when the narrator goes to “the outer districts of the city”. He is caught in the rain and takes shelter in the first place he finds. Once seated at a table, he is struck by a feeling of familiarity. He glances at the furniture, the tables, billiard tables, chessboard and telephone box, and senses that he has been there before. He scours his memory until he remembers with a sharp jolt.


He is in the Café Gluck, where the bookseller Jakob Mendel had once sat, each and every day from 7.30 a.m. to closing time, surrounded by heaps of his catalogues and books. Mendel would peer through his spectacles memorising his lists and data, and sway his chin and curly ringlets in a prayer-like rhythm: he had come to Vienna intending to study for the rabbinate, but antique books had seduced him from that path, “so he could give himself up to idolatry in the form of the brilliant, thousand-fold polytheism of books”. And thereby become the Great Mendel. Because Mendel had “a unique marvel of a memory”; he was “a bibliographical phenomenon”, “a miraculum mundi, a magical catalogue of all the books in the world”, “a Titan”:




Behind that chalky, grubby brow, which looked as if it were overgrown by grey moss, there stood in an invisible company, as if stamped in steel, every name and title that had ever been printed on the title page of a book. Whether a work had first been published yesterday or two hundred years ago, he knew at once its exact place of publication, its publisher and the price, both new and second-hand, and at the same time he unfailingly recollected the binding, illustrations and facsimile editions of every book [. . .] he knew every plant, every micro-organism, every star in the eternally oscillating, constantly changing cosmos of the universe of books. He knew more in every field than the experts in that field, he was more knowledgeable about libraries than the librarians themselves, he knew the stocks of most firms by heart better than their owners, for all their lists and card indexes, although he had nothing at his command but the magic of memory, nothing but his incomparable faculty of recollection, which could only be truly explained and analysed by citing a hundred separate examples.





The metaphors are beautiful: his brow looks “overgrown by grey moss”, the books he has memorised are species or stars and constitute a community of phantoms, a textual universe. His knowledge as an itinerant seller without a licence to open a bookshop is greater than that of any expert or librarian. His portable bookshop, with its ideal location on a table – always the same one – in the Café Gluck, is now a shrine of pilgrimage for all lovers and collectors of books, as well as all the people who could not find the bibliographical references they had been looking for via more official routes. After an unhappy experience in a library, the narrator, a young university student, is taken to the legendary café table by a friend, a guide, who reveals to him a secret place that does not appear in guidebooks or on maps, one that is only known to the initiated.
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One could include “Mendel the Bibliophile” in a series of contemporary stories that focus on the relationship between memory and reading, a series that might start in 1909 with “A World of Paper” by Luigi Pirandello and finish in 1981 with The Encyclopedia of the Dead by Danilo Kiš, by way of Zweig’s story and the three Jorge Luis Borges wrote in the middle of the last century. The old meta-book tradition reaches such a level of maturity and transcendence in the world of Borges that we are duty-bound to consider what comes before and after each of his stories as precursors and heirs. “The Library of Babel”, from 1941, describes a hyper-textual universe in the form of a library hive devoid of meaning where reading is almost exclusively a matter of deciphering (an apparent paradox: in Borges’ story reading for pleasure is banned). Published in Sur four years later, “The Aleph” is about how one might read “The Library of Babel” if it were reduced to the tiniest sphere that condenses the whole of space and time, and, above all, it is about the possible translation of such a reading into a poem, into language that makes the portentous aleph’s existence something useful. But “Funes the Memorious”, from 1942, is undoubtedly the Borges story that most reminds us of Zweig’s, with its protagonist who lives on the edge of Western civilisation, and who, like Mendel, is an incarnation of the genius of memory:




Babylon, London and New York have overawed the imagination of men with their ferocious splendour; no-one in those populous towers, or upon those surging avenues, has felt the heat and the pressure of a reality as indefatigable as that which day and night converged upon the unfortunate Irineo in his humble South American farmhouse.





Like Mendel, Funes does not enjoy his amazing gifts of recall. Reading does not involve a process of unravelling plots for either of them, nor is it about investigating life patterns, understanding psychological states, abstracting, relating, thinking, experiencing fear and pleasure on their nerve-endings. Just as it is for Number 5, the robot in the film “Short Circuit” which appeared forty-four years later, reading for them is about absorbing data, myriad labels, indexing and processing information: desire is excluded. The stories by Zweig and Borges complement each other entirely: old man and young, the total recall of books and the exhaustive recall of the world, the Library of Babel in a single brain and the aleph in a single memory, both characters united by their poverty-stricken, peripheral status.


In “A World of Paper”, Pirandello also imagines a reading scenario beset by poverty and obsession. A compulsive reader to the extent that his skin replicates the colour and texture of the paper, but deep in debt because of his habit, Balicci is going blind: “His whole world used to be there! And now he could not live there, except for that small area his memory brought back to him!” Reduced to a tactile reality, to volumes as disorganised as pieces of the Tetris, he decides to contract someone to classify his books, to bring order to his library, so that his world is “rescued from chaos”. However, subsequently, he feels incomplete and orphaned, because he finds it impossible to read and hires a woman reader, Tilde Pagliocchini, whose voice and intonation annoy him so much that the only solution they can find is for her to read extremely quietly – that is, silently – so that he can imagine his own, ever-diminishing reading habit from the speed at which she covers lines and pages. His whole world, re-ordered in memory.


A world that can be encompassed and shrunk thanks to the metaphor of the library, a portable library or photographic memory that can be described and mapped.


It is not merely fortuitous that the protagonist of The Encyclopedia of the Dead by Kiš is, in fact, a topographer. His whole life has been determined in minute detail by a kind of sect or band of anonymous scholars who, from the end of the eighteenth century, have been pursuing an encyclopedic project – parallel to that of the Enlightenment – which includes everyone in history not to be found in all the other official or public encyclopedias available for consultation in any library. The story goes on to speculate about the existence of a Nordic library where one might find the rooms – each allocated a letter of the alphabet – of The Encyclopedia of the Dead, where every volume is chained to its shelf and is impossible to copy or reproduce, the object of partial readings that are immediately forgotten.
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“My memory, sir, is like a garbage disposal,” says Funes. Borges always speaks of failure: the three wonders he has conjured up amount to gestures in the face of death and the absurd. We know how foolish these lines are that Carlos Argentino was able to write with the inspiration of the incredible aleph, the possession of which he irrevocably squandered. And Borges’ librarian, a persistent explorer of the library’s nooks and crannies, lists in his old age all the certainties and expectations humanity has gradually discarded over the centuries, affirming at the end of his report, “I know of districts where the youth prostrate themselves before books and barbarously kiss the pages, though they do not know how to make out a single letter.” We find the same elegiac tone in the stories I have mentioned: Pirandello’s hero goes blind, Mendel is killed, the Library of Babel loses habitués to lung disease and suicide, Beatriz Viterbo has died, the father of Borges is ill and Funes dies of congested lungs, the father of Kiš’s narrator also disappears. What links the six stories is an individual and a world in mourning: “Memory of indescribable melancholy: walking many a night along gleaming passageways and stairs and not finding a single librarian.”




So I was overcome by a kind of horror when I saw that the marble-topped table where Jakob Mendel made his oracular utterances now stood in the room as empty as a gravestone. Only now that I was older did I understand how much dies with such a man, first because anything unique is more and more valuable in a world now becoming hopelessly uniform.





His extraordinary nature, says Zweig, could only be recounted through examples. To describe the aleph, Borges has recourse to the chaotic enumeration of separate fragments of a body that is capable of processing the universal. Post-Borges, Kiš emphasises how each of the cases he mentions is but a small part of the material indexed by his anonymous sages. A table in a local café can be the tiny key to opening the doors to the superimposed layers of a vast city. And one man can have the key that gives access to a world that ignores geopolitical frontiers, that understands Europe as a unique cultural space beyond wars or the fall of empires. A cultural space that is always hospitable, because it only exists within the minds of those who walk and travel there. Unlike Borges, for whom history is unimportant, Zweig is keen to talk about how the First World War invented present-day frontiers. Mendel had lived his whole life in peace, without a single document to prove his original nationality or authorise his residency in the country where he was now living. The news that war has broken out never reaches his bookish world and the postcards he continues to send to booksellers in Paris or London – those enemy capitals – suddenly attract the attention of the censor (a reader who is central to the history of the persecution of books, a reader who spends his time betraying readers). The secret police discover that Mendel is Russian and therefore a potential enemy. He loses his glasses in a skirmish. He is interned in a concentration camp for two years, during which time reading, his most beloved, pressing, perpetual activity, is interrupted. He is released thanks to important, influential clients, book collectors who know the man is a genius. But when he returns to the café, he finds he has lost the ability to read as he once did and spirals irreversibly towards eviction and death.


It is significant that he is a wandering Jew, a member of the People of the Book, that he comes from the East and meets misfortune and his end in the West, even though this only happens after dozens of years of unconscious assimilation, of being respected and even venerated by the chosen few who are able to recognise that he is indeed exceptional. His relationship with printed information, Zweig tells us, caters for all his erotic needs. Like the ancient sages of Africa, he is a library man and his world is the non-material, accumulated energy that he shared.


The story is recounted by the only survivor from the old days, when the café had a different owner and staff and stood for the world that disappeared between 1914 and 1918: an old woman who remembered Mendel. She is the memory of an existence sentenced to oblivion (if it weren’t for the fact that a writer listens to her and records a testimony he later transforms into a story). Thanks to this process of evocation and research, to the critical distancing of time, the narrator who is so like Zweig echoes like an epiphany:




In him, I had come close for the first time to the great mystery of the way what is special and overwhelming in our existence is achieved only by an inner concentration of powers, a sublime monomania akin to madness.





*


He is racked by shame. Because he has forgotten a model, a teacher. And a victim. The whole story builds up to that recognition. And speaks obliquely of a great displacement: from the periphery in youth to a possible centre in maturity that has forgotten origins that should never have been forgotten. It is the story of a journey to those origins, a physical journey that encompasses another mnemonic and culminates in a homage. Generous and ironic, the narrator allows the illiterate old woman to keep the risqué volume that belonged to Mendel and represents one of the few palpable traces of his passage through this world: “And I was the one,” the story ends, “who ought to know that you create books solely to forge links with others even after your own death, thus defending yourself against the inexorable adversary of all life, transience and oblivion.”


By paying homage to an itinerant bookseller from a world that has disappeared, Zweig acts like a historian as understood by Walter Benjamin: a collector, a rag-and-bone merchant. In this respect, Georges Didi-Huberman wrote in his essay, “Before Time”: “A remnant not only provides a symptomatic support for ignorance – the truth about a repressed period of history, but also the very place and texture of the ‘content of things’, of ‘work on things’.” Funes’ memory is like a rubbish tip. The stories I have discussed, which might be taken to be about reading and memory, are in fact explorations of the relationship between memory and forgetfulness. A relationship expressed through objects, volumes that are containers, the result of a kind of handicraft we call books that we read as remnants, as ruins of the texture of the past, of their ideas that survive. Because it is the fate of what is whole to be reduced to parts, to fragments, chaotic lists and examples that are still legible.


Books as objects, as things, bookshops as archaeological sites or junk shops or archives that resist revealing to us the knowledge they possess, that by their very nature refuse to occupy their rightful place in the history of culture, an often counter-spatial condition, opposed to any political organisation of space in terms of nations or states; the importance of inheritance, the erosion of the past, memory and books, non-material patrimony and its consolidation in materials that tend to decompose, Bookshop and Library as a two-faced Janus, or twin souls; police censorship, anti-frontier sites, bookshops as cafés and homes beyond the cardinal points of East and West, Orient and Occident; the lives and work of booksellers, whether sedentary or itinerant, isolated or members of a shared tradition, the tension between the unique and the serial; the power of encounters in a bookish context and their eroticism, latent sexiness; reading as obsession and madness but also as an unconscious drive or business, with its corresponding management problems and abuse of the workforce; numerous centres and infinite peripheries, the world as a bookshop and the bookshop as the world; irony and gravitas, the history of all books and specific books, with first names and surnames on jackets, of paper and pixels, bookshops at once universal and private: all that will be the subject of this book that until recently was in a bookshop or library or on a friend’s bookshelf and now belongs, if only for a time, dear reader, to the library you call your own.
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In other words, it has just left one heterotopia to enter another, with all the consequent changes of direction and differences in meaning. This book will work in this way: it will embrace the comfort of orderly reading and digressions and contradictions that disturb or threaten; it will re-create possible traditions and at the same time insist it only speaks of examples, exceptions from a map and a chronology of bookshops that it is impossible to re-create, that is made up of absence and oblivion, suggests analogies and synecdoche, a collection of glittering shards and leftover remnants from a future history or encyclopedia that can never be written.
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I


Always a Journey


Every bookshop is a condensed version of the world. It is not a flight path, but rather the corridor between bookshelves that unites your country and its language with vast regions that speak other languages. It is not an international frontier you must cross but a footstep – a mere footstep – you must take to change topography, toponyms and time: a volume first published in 1976 sits next to one launched yesterday, which has just arrived; a monograph on prehistoric migrations cohabits with a study of the megalopolis in the twentieth-first century: the complete works of Camus precede those of Cervantes (it is in that unique reduced space where the line by J. V. Foix rings truest: “The new excites and the old seduces”). It is not a main road, but rather a set of stairs, perhaps a threshold, maybe not even that: turn and it is what links one genre to another, a discipline or obsession to an often complementary opposite; Greek drama to great North American novels, microbiology to photography, Far Eastern history to best-sellers about the Far West, Hindu poetry to chronicles of the Indies, entomology to chaos theory.


You need no passport to gain entry to the cartography of a bookshop, to its representation of the world – of the many worlds we call world – that is so much like a map, that sphere of freedom where time slows down and tourism turns into another kind of reading. Nevertheless, in bookshops like Green Apple Books in San Francisco, in La Ballena Blanca (the White Whale) in the Venezuelan city of Mérida, in Robinson Crusoe 389 in Istanbul, in La Lupa (the Magnifying Glass) in Montevideo, in L’Écume des Pages (the Foam of Pages) in Paris, in the Book Lounge in Cape Town, in Eterna Cadencia in Buenos Aires, in La Rafael Alberti in Madrid, in Casa Tomada (House Taken Over) in Bogotá, in Metales Pesados (Heavy Metals) in Santiago de Chile, in Dante & Descartes in Naples, in John Sandoe Books in London, in Literanta in Palma de Mallorca – in all these places I felt that I was stamping some kind of document, accumulating stamps that attested to my journey along an international highway, the most important or significant, the best or oldest or most interesting or simply the nearest bookshop when it suddenly started raining in Bratislava, when I needed a computer connected to the Internet in Amman, when I was finally forced to sit down and rest for a few minutes in Rio de Janeiro or when I wearied of so many shrines in Peru and Japan.


I picked up my first stamp in La Librería del Pensativo (the Thinker’s Bookshop) in Guatemala City. I landed there at the end of July in 1998 when the country was still reeling from the outcry over Bishop Gerardi, who had been viciously murdered two days after he, the visible face of the Bishopric’s Human Rights Office, had launched the four volumes of the report “Guatemala: Never Again”, which documented some 54,000 violations of basic human rights during almost thirty-six years of military dictatorship. They shattered his skull to the point that it was impossible to identify him by his facial features.


In those unstable months, when I switched abode four or five times, the cultural centre La Cúpula – comprising the gallery bar Los Girasoles (the Sunflowers), the bookshop and other shops – was most like home to me. La Librería del Pensativo sprang up in the next-door La Antigua Guatemala in 1987 when the country was still at war, thanks to the tenacity of a feminist anthropologist, Ana María Cofiño, who had just returned from a long stay in Mexico. The familiar building on the calle del Arco had once been a petrol station and car-repair workshop. Distant shots fired by the guerrillas, army or paramilitary echoed around the volcanoes surrounding the city. As happened and happens in so many other bookshops, to a lesser or greater extent in bookshops throughout the world, the importing of titles hitherto unavailable in that central American country, support for national literature, launches, art exhibitions, and all that energy that soon linked the place to other newly inaugurated spaces, transformed El Pensativo into a centre of resistance. And of openness. After founding a publishing house for Guatemalan literature, they also inaugurated a branch in the capital that remained open for twelve years until 2006. Where I was happy – although nobody there knows that.
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After it closed, Maurice Echevarría wrote: “Now, with the presence of Sophos, or the gradual growth of Artemis Edinter, we have forgotten how El Pensativo sustained our lucidity and intellectual alertness after so many brains had been devastated.”


I look for Sophos on the Internet: it is undoubtedly the place where I would spend my evenings if I still lived in Guatemala City. It is one of those spacious, well-lit bookshops with a restaurant and a family air that have proliferated everywhere: Ler Devagar in Lisbon, El Péndulo in Mexico City, McNally Jackson in New York, 10 Corso Como in Milan, or the London Review Bookshop in London, spaces that welcome communities of readers and soon transform themselves into meeting points. Artemis Edinter already existed in 1998, had done so for over thirty years, and now has eight branches; there must be a book in my library that I bought from one of them, but I do not remember which. In El Pensativo in La Cúpula I first saw the shock of hair, the face and hands of poet Humberto Ak’abal and learned by heart a poem he wrote about the ribbon the Mayans still use to tie up the bundles they carry on their heads that are sometimes three times their own weight and size (“For/us/Indians/the sky finishes/where el mecapal begins”); I watched a man crouch down to speak to his three-year-old son and saw the butt of a pistol sticking out from the belt of his jeans; I bought Que me maten si . . . by Rodrigo Rey Rosa, in a house edition, poor-quality paper I’d never touched before, which still reminds me of the paper my mother used to wrap my rolls in when I was a child, the feel of the thousand copies printed in the Ediciones Don Quijote printworks on December 28, 1996, almost a week after the democratic elections; I also bought there “Guatemala: Never Again”, the single-volume précis of the original report’s four volumes of death and hate: the militarisation of children, multiple rapes, technology at the service of violence, psychosexual control of soldiers, all that is contrary to what a bookshop stands for.
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I found I had a mappa mundi rather than a passport the day I finally spread out all those stamps on my desk (visiting cards, postcards, notes, photographs, prints I had been putting in folders after each trip, anticipating the moment when I would begin this book). Or rather a map of my world. And consequently subject to my own life: how many of those bookshops must have closed their doors, changed address, multiplied, or must now be transnational or have reduced staff or opened a .com domain. A necessarily incomplete map criss-crossed by the length of my journeys, where huge areas remained unvisited and undocumented, where tens, hundreds of significant bookshops had yet to be noted (collected), though it nevertheless represents a possible overview of an ever-changing twilight scenario, of a phenomenon that was crying out to be analysed, written up as history, even if it would only be read by others who have also sat in bookshops here and thereabouts, so many embassies without a flag, time-machines, caravanserai, pages of a document no state can ever issue. Because bookshops like El Pensativo have disappeared or are disappearing or have become a tourist attraction in countries across the world, have opened a website or been subsumed into a bookshop chain with the same name and then inevitably transform, adapting to the volatile – and intriguing – signs of the times. And here, before me, lay a collage that evoked what Didi-Huberman has described in Atlas. How to carry the world on your back, where – just as in the passageways of a bookshop – “the affective as much as the cognitive element” has equal value on my desktop between “classification and disorder” or, if you prefer, between “reason and imagination” because “tables act as operational fields to disassociate, disband, destroy”, and to “agglutinate, accumulate and set out” and, consequently, “they gather together heterogeneities, give shape to multiple relationships”: “where heterogeneous times and spaces continually meet, clash, cross or fuse”.


[image: image]


The history of bookshops is completely unlike the history of libraries. The former lack continuity and institutional support. As private entrepreneurial responses to a public need they enjoy a degree of freedom, but by the same token they are not studied, rarely appear in tourist guides and are never the subject of doctoral theses until time deals them a final blow and they enter the realm of myths. Myths like St Paul’s Churchyard, where – as I read in Anne Scott’s 18 Bookshops – the Parrot was one of thirty bookshops and its owner, William Apsley, was not only a bookseller but also one of Shakespeare’s publishers, or the rue de l’Odéon in Paris which nurtured Adrienne Monnier’s La Maison des Amis des Livres and Sylvia Beach’s Shakespeare and Company. Myths like Charing Cross Road, the intergalactic avenue, London’s bibliophile street par excellence, immortalised in the best non-fiction book I have read on bookshops, 84, Charing Cross Road by Helene Hanff (where, as in any shop selling books, bibliophile passion is shot through with human feelings, and drama coexists with comedy), a first edition of which I was excited to see on sale for £250 in the window of Goldsboro Books, an establishment that specialises in selling signed first editions, very close to the same Charing Cross Road where nobody could tell me where I might find Hanff’s bookshop. Myths like the bookshop dei Marini, later the Casella, that was founded in Naples in 1825 by Gennaro Casella and then inherited by his son Francesco, who at the turn of the twentieth century invited to his premises people like Filippo T. Marinetti, Eduardo de Filippo, Paul Valéry, Luigi Einaudi, George Bernard Shaw or Anatole France, who stayed in the Hotel Hassler del Chiatamone, but treated the bookshop as his front room. Myths like Moscow’s Writers’ Bookshop that in the 1900s and the early 1920s made the most of a brief interlude of revolutionary freedom and gave readers a centre of culture managed by intellectuals. The history of libraries can be told in minute detail, ordered by cities, regions and nations, respecting the frontiers that are sealed by international treaties and drawing on specialised bibliographies and individual library archives that fully document the development of stocks and cataloguing techniques and house minute-books, contracts, press cuttings, acquisition lists and other papers, the raw material for a chronicle backed by statistics, reports and timelines. The history of bookshops, on the other hand, can only be written after recourse to photograph and postcard albums, a situationist mapping, short-lived links between shops that have vanished and those that still exist, together with a range of literary fragments and essays.


When I was sorting out my visiting cards, leaflets, triptychs, postcards, catalogues, snapshots, notes and photocopies I came across several bookshops that did not fit any geographical or chronological criteria, could not be explained in terms of the stopovers and paths I was tracing for others, however conceptual and transversal these might be. I am referring to bookshops that specialise in travel, a paradox in itself, because every bookshop is an invitation to travel, and itself represents a journey. But the latter are different. The word “specialise” points to their peculiarity. Like children’s bookshops, comic shops, antiquarian bookshops and those trading in rare books. Their specialist focus is evident in the way they categorise their books: not by genre, language or academic discipline, but by geographical area. This principle is taken to an extreme in Altaïr, whose main shop in Barcelona is one of the most absorbing bookish spaces I know, where they also group poetry, fiction and essays according to country and continent, so you find them next to the relevant guidebooks and maps. Travel bookshops are the only ones where cartography outshines prose and poetry. If you follow the itinerary suggested by Altaïr, you pass by the window display to a noticeboard of messages posted by travellers. Behind that sits a collection of the shop’s house magazines. Then come novels, histories and themed guidebooks on the subject of Barcelona in a pattern followed by most of the world’s bookshops, as if the logic of necessity meant one must move from the immediate and local to what is most remote: the universe. Consequently the world is next, also arranged according to criteria of distance: from Catalonia, Spain and Europe to the remaining continents, the world spreads across the two floors of the shop. Maps of the world are downstairs and beyond them, at the back, the travel agency. Noticeboard, magazines and all that reading matter can lead to only one outcome: setting out.
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Ulyssus in Girona carries the secondary name of Travel Bookshop, and like the founders of Altaïr, Albert Padrol and Josep Bernadas, its owner, Josep María Iglesias, sees himself first and foremost as a traveller and secondly as a bookseller or publisher. Likewise Ulysses, the Paris bookshop, has Catherine Domain at the helm, a writer and explorer, who obliges her staff to travel with her every summer to the casino in Hendaye. By symbolic extension, this kind of establishment is usually full of maps and globes of the Earth: in Pied à Terre in Amsterdam, for example, there are dozens of globes that observe you on the sly as you hunt for guides and other reading matter. Its slogan could not be more insistant: “The traveller’s paradise”. Deviaje (Travelling), the Madrid bookshop, emphasises its character as an agency: “Bespoke travel, bookshop, travel accessories”. The ordering does not alter the end product, because the truth is that travel bookshops throughout the world are also stores that sell practical travel items. Another Madrid shop, Desnivel (Uneven), specialising in exploration and mountaineering, sells G.P.S. trackers and compasses. The same is true of Chatwins in Berlin that devotes a good part of its display space to Moleskine notebooks, the mass-produced reincarnation of the artisan-made jotters that Bruce Chatwin used to buy in a Paris shop until the family in Tours that manufactured them stopped doing so in 1986, as he relates in The Songlines, a book published the following year.


Chatwin’s funeral was held in a west London church, though in 1989 his ashes were scattered by the side of a Byzantine chapel in Kardamyli, one of the seven cities Agamemnon offers Achilles in return for the renewal of his offensive against Troy in the southern Peloponnese, and near the home of one of his mentors, Patrick Leigh Fermor, a travel writer and member like him of the Restless Tradition. Thirty years earlier, a young man from the provinces by the name of Bruce Chatwin, without trade or income, had arrived in London to work as an apprentice at Sotheby’s, unaware of his future as a travel writer, a mythomaniac and, above all, a myth in himself. Unaware he would give his name to a bookshop in Berlin. Two bookshops stand out among the many Chatwin might have discovered when he arrived in the city at the end of the 1950s: Foyles and Stanfords. One generalist and the other specialising in travel. One full of books and the other awash with maps.


In the middle of Charing Cross Road, Foyles’ fifty kilometres of shelves make up the world’s greatest labyrinth of print. In that period it became a tourist attraction because of its size and the absurd ideas put into practice by its owner, Christina Foyle, which turned the place into a monstrous anachronism in the second half of the twentieth century. Ideas like refusing to use calculators, cash registers, telephones or any other technological advances to process sales and orders, or arranging books by publishing house and not by author or genre, or forcing her customers to stand in three separate queues to pay for their purchases, or sacking her employees for no good reason. Her chaotic management of Foyles – which was founded in 1903 – lasted from 1945 to 1999. Her eccentricities can be explained by genes: William Foyle, her father, committed his very own lunacies before handing over to his daughter. Conversely, Christina must be credited for the finest initiative taken by the bookshop in all its history: its renowned literary lunches. From October 21, 1930 to this day half a million readers have dined with more than a thousand authors, including T. S. Eliot, H. G. Wells, George Bernard Shaw, Winston Churchill and John Lennon.


Black legends are now only part of the past (and of books like this): in 2014 Foyles was transformed into a large modern bookshop and moved to the adjacent building at 107 Charing Cross Road. The reshaping of the old Central Saint Martin’s College of Art and Design was the responsibility of the architects Lifschutz Davidson Sandilands, who met the challenge of designing the largest bookshop to be built in Britain in the twenty-first century, creating a large, empty central courtyard suffused with bright white light, in turn reinforced by the huge lamps that punctuate the vast diaphanous text, which is surrounded by stairs that go up and down like so many subordinate clauses. The cafeteria – which is always buzzing – is at the top, next to an exhibition room equipped for trans-media projects and the main presentation room. When you walk in you are greeted by this sign at ground level: “Welcome, book-lover, you are among friends.” What would Christina say if she raised her head? Well, she would, in fact, see an entire wall commemorating her crowded lunches.


“Explore, describe, inspire” is the Stanfords’ slogan, as I am reminded by the bookmark I keep as a souvenir of one of my visits. Although the business was founded in that same Charing Cross Road where Foyles still survives, its famous Covent Garden headquarters in Long Acre opened its doors to the public in 1901. By then Stanfords had already forged a strong link with the Royal Geographical Society by virtue of producing the best maps in an era when the expansion of British colonialism and an increase in tourism had led to a massive rise in the printing of maps. Although you can also find guidebooks, travel literature and related items on its three levels with floors covered by a huge map (London, the Himalayas, the World), cartography plays the lead role. Even the bellicose variety: from the 1950s to the 1980s the basement was home to the maritime and military topography department. I remember I visited Stanfords because someone told me, or I read somewhere, that Chatwin bought his maps there, though there is no record of him ever having done so. The list of distinguished customers comprises everyone from Dr Livingstone and Captain Robert Scott to Bill Bryson or Sir Ranulph Fiennes, one of the last living explorers, not forgetting Florence Nightingale, Cecil Rhodes, Wilfred Thesiger or Sherlock Holmes, who ordered from Stanfords the map of the mysterious moor that enabled him to solve the case of The Hound of the Baskervilles.
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Foyles has five branches in London and one in Bristol. Stanfords has shops in Bristol and Manchester, as well as a small space in the Royal Geographical Society that only opens for events. Chatwin missed by a couple of years the opportunity to experience Daunt Books, a bookshop for travelling readers, whose first shop – an Edwardian building on Marylebone High Street naturally lit by huge plate-glass windows – opened in 1991. This is a personal project pursued by James Daunt, the son of diplomats, so used to moving house. After a stay in New York he decided he wanted to dedicate himself to his two passions in life: travel and books. It is now a London chain with six branches. Au Vieux Campeur has sold maps, guide and travel books and hiking, camping and climbing equipment from 1941 and now owns a grand total of thirty-four establishments across France. Such is the way of Moleskine logic.


At the end of the nineteenth century and at the beginning of the twentieth many amateur and professional artists took up the habit of travelling with sketchbooks that had thick enough paper to cope with watercolours or Indian ink and sturdy covers to protect the drawings and paintings from the elements. They were manufactured in different parts of France and sold in Paris. We now know that Wilde, Van Gogh, Matisse, Hemingway and Picasso used them, but how many thousands of anonymous travellers also used them? Where might their Moleskines be? Chatwin gives them that name in the Australian book we mentioned and it was what encouraged Nodo & Nodo, a small Milanese firm, to launch five thousand copies of these Moleskine notebooks onto the market in 1999. I remember seeing some of them or the limited editions following on from that first printing in a Feltrinelli bookshop in Florence, a moment when I experienced an immediate surge of fetishist pleasure, the one that recognition brings. What any committed reader feels on walking into Lello in Oporto or City Lights in San Francisco. For years you were forced to travel to buy a Moleskine. It was not necessary to go to a Paris bookshop, though that did not mean you could find them in any bookshop in the world. In 2008 they were supplied to some 15,000 shops in over fifty countries. To cope with demand, production was moved to China, although the design remained Italian. Before 2009 I had to go to Lisbon if I wanted to visit Livraria Bertrand, the oldest bookshop in the world, which fleetingly opened a branch in Barcelona, the city where I live, and serial commercial expansion won yet another victory – its nth – over that old idea, now almost without a body to flesh it out: atmosphere.




II


Athens: A possible beginning


One can walk around and read Athens as if it were a strange souk of bookshops. Of course, the strangeness is a consequence of the decadent atmosphere and palpable feeling of antiquity rather than of the language in which shop names and shelf labels are written, not to mention book titles and author names. For a Western reader the East begins where unknown alphabets start to be used: Sarajevo, Belgrade and Athens. On the shelves of bookshops in Granada and Venice no trace remains of the alphabets of anyone who arrived in those cities from the East in a remote past: we read all that translated into our languages and have forgotten that theirs were also translations. The centrality of ancient Greek culture, philosophy and literature can only be understood if one considers its position astride the Mediterranean and Asia, between the Etruscans and Persians, opposite the Libyans, Egyptians or Phoenicians. Their situation as an archipelago of embassies. Or radial aqueduct. Or network of tunnels between different alphabets.


After a long search on the Internet, inspired by the card of one of the establishments I have kept from 2006, I finally find a reference in English to what I am looking for: Books Arcade, Book Gallery or Book Passage, a succession of twenty spaces with wrought-iron gates that are home to forty-five publishers, including Kedros and Publications of the National Bank. I made notes on the ways bookshops relate to libraries sitting on one of the many armchairs in those passageways, under a ceiling fan that sliced through the heat in slow motion. Because the Pesmazoglou Arcade – which is another of its names, a reference to one of the streets giving access – is located opposite the National Library of Greece.
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The Tunnel opposite the Building. The Gallery with no inaugural date opposite the Monument recorded in minute historical detail: neo-classical in style, financed from the diaspora by the Vallianos brothers. The first stone of the National Library was laid in 1888 and it was inaugurated in 1903. It conserves and houses some 4,500 ancient Greek manuscripts, Christian codices and important documents from the Greek revolution (it was not for nothing that the idea behind it apparently came from Johann Jakob Mayer, a lover of Hellenic culture and comrade-in-arms of Lord Byron). But any library is more than a building: it is a bibliographical collection. The National Library was previously lodged in the orphanage in Aegina, the baths in the Roman Market, the church of St Eleftherios and the University of Otto; over the next few years it will transfer to a grandiose new building, on the seafront, designed by architect Renzo Piano. The present Library of Alexandria is a far cry from the original: although its architecture is spectacular, although it converses with the nearby sea and 120 alphabets are inscribed on its reflective surface, although tourists will come from all over the world to gaze at it, its walls do not yet contain sufficient volumes for it to be the reincarnation of the building that lends it its mythical name.


The shadow of the Library of Alexandria is so powerful it has eclipsed every other previous, contemporary and future library, and has erased from collective memory the bookshops that nourished it. Because it was not born in a void: it was the main customer of book traders in the eastern Mediterranean in the third century BC. The Library cannot exist without the bookshop that has in turn been linked from the outset to the publishing house. The book trade had already developed before the fifth century BC; by this date – when the written was beginning to prevail over the oral in Hellenic culture – the works of the main philosophers, historians and poets we today think of as the classics were known in a large part of the eastern Mediterranean. Athenaeus quotes a lost work by Alexis, from the fourth century BC, entitled Linos, where the hero says to young Hercules:




“Take one of these beautiful books. Look at the titles in case one is of interest. Here you have Orpheus, Hesiod, Keralis, Homer and Epicharmus. There you’ll find plays and everything you might want. Your choice will reveal your interests and taste.”





In the event, Hercules chooses a cookery book and does not meet his companion’s expectations. Because the book trade includes every kind of text and reading taste: speeches, poems, jottings, technical or law books, collections of jokes. And it also encompasses every level of quality: the first publishing houses comprised groups of copyists on whose ability to concentrate, to be disciplined and rigorous and on whose degree of exploitation depended the number of changes and mistakes in the copies that would eventually be put into circulation. To optimise time, someone dictated and the rest transcribed and thus Roman publishers were able to launch onto the market several hundred copies simultaneously. In his exile, Ovid consoled himself with the thought that he was “the most read writer in the world” since copies of his works reached the furthest boundary of the empire.


In his Libros y libreros en la Antigüedad (a shortened version of H.L. Pinner’s The World of Books in Classical Antiquity that was only published after his death), Alfonso Reyes talks of “book traders” when he refers to the first publishers, distributors and booksellers, like Atticus, Cicero’s friend, who was involved in every facet of the business. Apparently the first Greek and Roman bookshops were either itinerant stalls or huts where books were sold or rented out (a kind of mobile library) or spaces adjacent to the publishers. “In Rome bookshops were well known, at least in the days of Cicero and Catullus,” writes Reyes. “They were located in the best commercial districts, and acted as meeting places for scholars and bibliophiles.” The Sosii brothers, publishers of Horace, Secundus, one of the publishers of Martial, and Atrectus, among many other entrepreneurs, managed premises in the vicinity of the Forum. Lists were posted on the door advertising the latest books. And for a small amount one could consult the most valuable volumes, in a kind of fleeting loan. The same happened in big cities in the empire, like Rheims or Lyons, whose excellent bookshops surprised Pliny the Younger when he saw that they too sold his books.


The sale and purchase of beautiful copies increased as did the acquisition of volumes by weight so that wealthy Romans could cover a wall with a pretence to culture and boast about their libraries. Private collections, often in the hands of bibliophiles, were directly fed by bookshops and were a model for public collections, namely libraries, which sprang up in tyrannies, not democracies: the first two are attributed to Polycrates, the Tyrant of Samos, and Pisistratus, the Tyrant of Athens. Libraries are power: in 39 BC Gaius Asinius Polio founded the Library of Rome with booty from his campaign in Dalmatia. Greek and Roman titles were exhibited there for the first time publicly and together. Four centuries later there were twenty-eight libraries in the capital of the later Roman Empire. Now they are ruins like the library in Pergamum or the Palatine Library.
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