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  Foreword

  Nowhere in this rich selection of timeless quotations is there any resonant expression of love for a laptop computer, an operating system, or the myriad kinds of software that permeate the marketplace today with such dismaying abundance.

  If it is true, as some people suggest, that a microchip-driven “paradigm shift” has occasioned the imminent death of the printed word, then the extraordinary passion people have lavished on their books through the centuries has entered a dramatic new phase, possibly one that may even presage its demise. Or so we would be led to believe.

  Still, books are changing, that is without question, and how they are being produced and marketed is changing just as profoundly. But is the book dead? Are the sentiments expressed in these pages by so many different people, over such a broad expanse of time, about to become charming anachronisms, quaint relics of history, bits of cultural evidence, as John Milton would have it, to be preserved in a vial? Is it possible that libraries will become “book museums,” and that the specimens on display under glass will be curious examples of an archaic medium that educated, informed, and enlightened so much of the world for so many hundreds of years?

  These are not matters of idle speculation to be pondered casually, at least not for the members of the American Library Association who will be attending a symposium in the year 2000 to debate these very issues. It will be merely the latest in a series of scholarly conferences mounted in recent years to explore various facets of the subject. One gathering in 1994 at the then newly established Center for Semiotic and Cognitive Studies at the University of San Marino in California was aptly called “The Future of the Book.” Another, in the spring of 1999 at Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island, called “Technological Platforms for Twenty-first Century Literature,” devoted three days to the writing of fiction and poetry on computer—hypertext as an art form—with demonstrations presented by a number of its prominent practitioners. One of the more vexing concerns was expressed by an author who was worried about producing material that ultimately is “unreadable,” and by that she did not mean by people who may be literate or illiterate, but by people without the right machinery, the correct software, or the technical dexterity to access her work.

  Most ominous of all, perhaps, is the prospect that electronic books may be the only objects people will ever need to read. When plans were being developed in the early 1990s for a new state university to be built on the grounds of an abandoned military base in Monterey, California, no provisions were made at first for a library. Especially disturbing was a report that the exclusion was not an oversight, but part of a “mission” to eliminate formal restraints and to teach vast numbers of students through electronic sources.

  When word of the omission reached the press, specifications were abruptly modified. A building with shelves in it was worked into the final layout, and a rudimentary selection of twenty-five thousand books was there to greet the first undergraduates when they arrived on campus. “In this institution, change is at the core,” the university president explained unapologetically to a journalist. And the direction, he emphasized, is clearly plotted. “If you think that technology is the worst thing in the world, then you really shouldn’t come here.”

  In an 1815 letter to John Adams, Thomas Jefferson confessed that he could not live without books. It was a flat-out statement, written on a sheet of paper in pen and ink, expressed simply and in a forthright manner: “I cannot live without books.”

  Jefferson was a modern man, it must be noted, a thinker of the first magnitude, and a lover of technology who took special pleasure in tinkering with gadgets, as any visitor to his delightful house in Monticello will readily discern. By sending his precious library to Washington, D.C., after the destruction of the capital in the War of 1812, he is the father of the Library of Congress as we know it today. Somehow, it is difficult to imagine him saying, with any degree of intensity, “I cannot live without my computer.”

  It may well be true, of course, that people of the twenty-first century will be unable to live without computers. Indeed, it may even be the case now. This essay is being written on a word processor, a circumstance that should come as no great surprise to anyone. What might raise a few eyebrows is the admission that parts of it were dictated into a computer through a program that recognizes my speech patterns, and converts them instantly into words on a screen.

  This tool is far from satisfactory—please notice that I said “parts” of the essay were dictated into my computer—but I have no doubt that in five years the deficiencies I find so annoying today will have been worked out, and that I will use the system to transcribe the interviews I now spend hours deciphering myself.

  That is progress I will welcome with boundless enthusiasm, because when that happy day arrives I will be able to spend more of my time writing, and less on the thoughtless but necessary exercises that consume so much effort. It is this kind of direction, I think, that awaits the printed book, that after finally being relieved of handling every form of mundanity, it can now concentrate on achieving its full potential as a creative medium.

  With the invention of photography in the 1830s, there was widespread anxiety about the certain death of painting as a form of artistic expression. Today, more than a century and a half has gone by, and the world has celebrated the achievements of such giants as Winslow Homer, Claude Monet, Vincent Van Gogh, Mary Cassatt, and Pablo Picasso, and coined phrases like Impressionism, Post-Impressionism, Modernism, Abstract Expressionism, and Post-Modernism to identify the various movements that have explored exciting new directions during that time.

  The awe that we feel for the written word is endemic to the species, apparent from the earliest of times, and the conviction that books still matter is evident in the pages that follow. Thankfully, the passion is not about to abandon us just yet.

  —Nicholas A. Basbanes

  April 1999


  Preface

  The quotations in this book traveled a wide variety of routes before arriving here. Though most are from our own reading, some are quotes quoted by others, or have been drawn from that vast well of memory we all rely on; still others have come from friends who themselves remembered or collected them from their reading. In a few cases, memory may have been inexact—and sources defied our best efforts to track the words to their origins. In such instances, the quotations were simply too interesting to be left out and we took the bold step of including them herein, with the hope that readers would correct us as need be. Mostly, we wanted to offer a full and engaging group of comments on various aspects of books and writing, a collection that we hope you will enjoy reading as much as we have enjoyed compiling into The Quotable Book Lover.


  1

  In Praise of

  Books
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  The books we read help to shape who we are. Reading offers us, as children, our first independence—allowing us to travel far beyond the confines of our immediate world. Books introduce us to great figures in history, narratives that stir our spirit, fictions that tug us out of ourselves and into the lives of a thousand others, and visions of every era through which human beings have lived. And in the process of stretching who we are, books also connect us to all others—of our own or previous times—who have read what we’ve read. In the community of readers, we instantly become linked to those who share our love for specific characters or passages.

  “A well-composed book,” says Caroline Gordon, “is a magic carpet on which we are wafted to a world that we cannot enter in any other way.”

  Here, then, are some words in praise of that magic carpet.
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  Books may well be the only true magic.

  ALICE HOFFMAN
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  A well-composed book is a magic carpet on which we are wafted to a world that we cannot enter in any other way.

  CAROLINE GORDON (1895-1981)
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  Books are the carriers of civilization . . . They are companions, teachers, magicians, bankers of the treasures of the mind. Books are humanity in print.

  BARBARA W. TUCHMAN (1912-1989)
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  Good books are the warehouses of ideas. H. G. WELLS (1866-1946)
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  Books admitted me to their world open-handedly, as people for their most part, did not. The life I lived in books was one of ease and freedom, worldly wisdom, glitter, dash and style.

  JONATHAN RABAN

  FOR LOVE AND MONEY (1987)
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  I grew up kissing books and bread.

  SALMAN RUSHDIE

  IMAGINARY HOMELANDS (1992)
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  Bread and books: food for the body and food for the soul—what could be more worthy of our respect, and even love?

  SALMAN RUSHDIE

  IMAGINARY HOMELANDS (1992)
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  A book is a version of the world. If you do not like it, ignore it; or offer your own version in return.

  SALMAN RUSHDIE

  IMAGINARY HOMELANDS (1992)
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  How beautiful to a genuine lover of reading are the sullied leaves and worn-out appearance, nay the very odour (beyond Russia) if we would not forget kind feelings in fastidiousness, of an old “Circulating library” Tom Jones or Vicar of Wakefield. How they speak of the thousand thumbs that have turned over their pages with delight.

  CHARLES LAMB

  “DETACHED THOUGHTS ON BOOKS AND READING” (1822)
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  A book reads the better which is our own, and has been so long known to us, that we know the topography of its blots, and dog’s ears, and can trace the dirt in it to having read it at tea with buttered muffins.

  CHARLES LAMB

  LAST ESSAYS OF ELIA (1833)
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  Books must be the axe to break the frozen sea inside me. FRANZ KAFKA (1883-1924)
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  A good book is the precious lifeblood of a master spirit, embalmed and treasured up on a purpose to a life beyond life.

  JOHN MILTON

  “AREOPAGITICA” (1644)
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  For books are not absolutely dead things, but do contain a potency of life in them to be as active as that soul whose progeny they are: nay, they do preserve as in a vial the purest effigy and extraction of that living intellect that bred them.

  JOHN MILTON

  “AREOPAGITICA” (1644)
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  An author who speaks about his own books is almost as bad as a mother who talks about her own children.

  BENJAMIN DISRAELI

  A SPEECH IN GLASGOW (NOVEMBER 19,1873)
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  A bibliophile of little means is likely to suffer often. Books don’t slip from his hands but fly past him through the air, high as birds, high as prices.

  PABLO NERUDA (1904-1973)

  MEMOIRS (1974)

  [image: image]

  It is with the reading of books the same as with looking at pictures; one must, without doubt, without hesitations, with assurance, admire what is beautiful.

  VINCENT VAN GOGH (1853-1890)

  [image: image]

  It is with books as with men: a very small number play a great part.

  VOLTAIRE (1694-1778)

  [image: image]

  Books are the true levellers.

  WILLIAM ELLERY CHANNING,

  “SELF-CULTURE” (1838)
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  My books are water; those of great geniuses are wine. Everybody drinks water.

  MARK TWAIN

  NOTEBOOK (DECEMBER 11, 1885)
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  I suggest that the only books that influence us are those for which we are ready, and which have gone a little farther down our particular path than we have yet got ourselves.

  E. M. FORSTER

  “TWO CHEERS FOR DEMOCRACY” (1951)
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  Laws die, books never.

  EDWARD GEORGE BULWER-LYTTON (1803-1873)
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  Books are necessary to correct the vices of the polite.

  OLIVER GOLDSMITH (C. 1730-1774)
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  Real education consists in drawing the best out of yourself. What better book can there be than the book of humanity?

  MOHANDAS K. GANDHI (1869-1948)
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  I like a thin book because it will steady a table, a leather volume because it will strop a razor, and a heavy book because it can be thrown at a cat.

  MARK TWAIN (1835-1910)
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  Books will speak plain when counsellors blanch.

  FRANCIS BACON

  “OF COUNSEL” (1625)
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  The pale usher—threadbare in coat, heart, body, and brain; I see him now. He was ever dusting his old lexicons and grammars, with a queer handkerchief, mockingly embellished with all the gay flags of all the known nations of the world. He loved to dust his old grammars, it somehow mildly reminded him of his own mortality.
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