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NEW FOREWORD TO THE 2019 EDITION

By H. Austin Booth

The writer Zadie Smith claims, “A good library offers what cannot be easily found elsewhere: an indoor public space in which you do not have to buy anything in order to stay.” The power of libraries as public spaces, spaces in which there is freedom to discover and share ideas, preserve cultural heritage, and form communities cannot be overstated. Libraries might have changed since the library of Alexandria, but the mission of libraries has not: to enable communities to preserve and create knowledge. Knowledge is created through collaboration, through networks—contemporary libraries serve as participatory networks that allow us to share our passions and our expertise, networks in which access to information is barrier-free, and in which anyone can be a scholar. 

The notion of a library is revolutionary. Libraries are, as bell hooks puts it, “subversive institutions.” Libraries are places in which intellectual freedom and privacy are deeply valued and fiercely protected. Libraries can also be, simply put, life-altering. Libraries of all types—public, academic, specialized, universal, small, large—play a very large part in the lives of those of us from less privileged backgrounds. For many of us, the library becomes our home—it is our safe space, physically, psychologically, and intellectually. Libraries allow one to follow one’s own intellectual passions, at one’s own pace, in one’s own manner. Whatever one’s interest, whatever one’s question, there is a book on it. (And, yes, there are many books about the fear of the disappearance of books from contemporary life.) Ta-Nehisi Coates’s description of the important role the library played in his life echoes the sentiments of many writers, artists, and thinkers: “The pursuit of knowing was freedom to me, the right to declare your own curiosities and follow them through all manner of books. I was made for the library, not the classroom. The classroom was a jail of other people’s interests. The library was open, unending, free. Slowly, I was discovering myself.” For many library visitors, as for Ta-Nehisi Coates, the library is a place of self-transformation. In his wonderful poem honoring libraries and librarians, Joseph Milles writes, “If librarians were honest, they would say, No one spends time here without being changed.”

As Ursula Le Guin notes, “A library is a focal point, a sacred place to a community; and its sacredness is its accessibility, its publicness. It’s everybody’s place.” That is why, after describing the ways in which knowledge and art sets us free, Le Guin asserts, “A great library is freedom.” That is why, while many traditional institutions are in a decline, library usage is steadily increasing. That is why communities protect their libraries, why public outrage over the closing of libraries is so passionate, why people are so resourceful about bringing books to those who may not have access books otherwise, bringing them by bookmobiles, boats, and even burros. 

As this volume illustrates, libraries do not just contain stories, they tell stories. Libraries explain who we are; they tell our stories. Whatever form a library takes, a librarian, a person, a community has chosen the books in it, choices which reveal what we care about the most. The philosopher Walter Benjamin, in his essay “Unpacking My Library,” describes the process of unboxing his books, a process which tells his own story. Alberto Manguel, a bibliophile writing about Benjamin seventy years later, also writes about his personal library as a library that tells his story, writing that “I’ve often felt that my library explained who I was.” The stories of the libraries described in this volume go beyond the stories of buildings, and even the stories of books. These libraries tell stories of the passion of people for learning, whether in the expanding Egyptian empire of the third century BC or the European Renaissance. In our networked, digital age, libraries are doing what we have always done: celebrating diverse viewpoints, empowering library users to use information in order to create a better future for us all. 

In “The Library of Babel,” Jorge Luis Borges’s well-known story, Borges describes a library that contains every possible book, a library the narrator of the story chooses to call “the universe.” In Borges’s tale, the library is a place of infinite possibilities—indeed, the stories of the libraries contained in this volume tell a story of infinite possibilities, stories both known and yet to be discovered, stories that have been told and those yet to be imagined. 

—H. Austin Booth

Dean, Division of Libraries

New York University


FOREWORD

During the darkest days of the Great Depression, a noted bibliophile named Paul Jourdan-Smith wrote a heartfelt tribute to the eternal power of reading in which he offered a passing commentary on the continuing misery he saw everywhere around him.

“This is no time for the collector to quit his books,” he observed. “He may have to quit his house, abandon his trip to Europe, and give away his car; but his books are patiently waiting to yield their comfort and provoke him to mirth. They will tell him that banks and civilizations have smashed before; governments have been on the rocks, and men have been fools in all ages. But it is all very funny. The gods laugh to see such sport, and why should we not join them?”

Published in 1933 in a work aptly titled For the Love of Books, Jourdan-Smith’s observation came at a time when people throughout the United States were using their local libraries in record numbers for precisely the reasons he had perceived, turning to them as sanctuaries of first resort during times of particular need. And the widespread reliance on these remarkable institutions of cultural preservation—five thousand years in the making, as we learn in Stuart Murray’s most useful survey—continued through the long trauma of World War II.

A week after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, the charismatic mayor of New York City, Fiorello H. La Guardia, took to the airwaves on radio station WNYC for a series of Sunday night broadcasts in which he would speak directly to his constituents, keeping them apprised of world events, giving them all an encouraging pep talk in the process. At the end of each program, it was the custom of the man affectionately known as the “Little Flower” to conclude his remarks with the words “patience and fortitude,” calm advice that he felt would see everyone safely through the long ordeal that lay ahead. 

So inspirational was La Guardia’s message of comfort and hope that “Patience and Fortitude” were adopted as the unofficial names of the majestic lions carved from pink Tennessee marble that guard the entryway to the New York Public Library on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. With concern in some myopic quarters arguing that technology has rendered twenty-first-century libraries quaint and archaic, these names have taken on renewed significance, especially as a financial crisis of monumental proportions took its toll during the early months of 2009. As conditions worsened, news reports began to crop up that libraries were busier than ever, a circumstance made especially curious by the fact that so many of them were among the first to suffer severe cutbacks in funding. 

In New York, attendance for 2008 was up 13 percent over the previous year, with circulation reaching 21.1 million items, an increase of close to four million. Similar patterns were evident from coast to coast, with the American Library Association reporting more active borrowing cards in use nationally than at any other time in history. Americans visited their libraries some 1.3 billion times in 2008, and checked out more than 2 billion items—an increase in both figures of more than 10 percent. “It’s a national phenomenon,” ALA president Jim Rettig told NBC News. “Library use is up everywhere.” Too bad, he might have added, that it takes hard times for some people to appreciate the indispensability of this remarkable institution. What follows is an eloquent account of this noble history, as it has unfolded from its earliest times to the present. “A great library cannot be constructed,” the nineteenth-century Scottish historian John Hill Burton reminded us in The Book-Hunter, “It is the growth of ages.” 

Nicholas A. Basbanes


INTRODUCTION

Libraries, or collections of recorded knowledge, are the collective memory of the human race. The story of libraries is the saga of what our predecessors thought was important enough to write down and preserve in order to inform or enlighten future readers. Thus, all libraries are acts of faith—faith that coming generations will make use of the contents of those libraries.

The record of human cultural achievement is found primarily in the writings and graphics preserved from previous generations. Archival and library collections enable us to understand our monuments and artifacts and to interpret their meaning and the context in which they came to be. The history of libraries is a cultural world history, seen through library-colored lenses. The present volume is a brief historical survey that serves as a modest introduction to human history as it relates to the transmitted record of civilization. 

Beginning with the origins of writing, and the resulting early records and books, this volume summarizes vast periods of time and a multitude of regional and national traditions, ending with the globalization of information resources. Current strides in accessible electronic information are an extension of the library’s classic role of bringing patrons and materials together, not only for pleasure, but as an engine for the production of still more knowledge. 

After a chapter on ancient libraries, this survey continues with a balanced treatment of worldwide library development to the middle of the second millennium. Thereafter, following the arrangement of many library historians, the narrative combines a chronological treatment with relevant continental and national concerns. The emphasis is on libraries in the United States, but the rest of the world is hardly slighted. Well-supported libraries of all types predominate in Europe and America, and of special interest is the rise of public libraries that provide popular materials and media for all levels of society. A section with brief sketches of notable and representative libraries (more than fifty, in all) concludes the book.

The difficult choices to be made in preparation of a short work that reaches for such breadth and scope should not be underestimated. Telling the intriguing story of the production, transmission, preservation, organization, and utilization of cumulated human knowledge—and telling it in a style that appeals to the widest spectrum of readers—is both a challenging and a most worthy task. No one—from library historians and cultural scholars to the general public and young readers—will agree on what should be included in or omitted from the text and illustrations. Least of all will librarians themselves be of one mind—of that we can be sure! But the effort to tell this story, however sketchy and even idiosyncratic, is well worth it.

Several audiences will find this volume helpful. There will be patrons of libraries who will be curious about how collections came to be and how they developed through history. Others will find this book a stimulus to read and study further about libraries. And, finally, there may well be readers and lovers of libraries who will be stimulated by text and illustrations to visit some of the libraries mentioned in this overview. 

With whatever perspective a reader comes to this work, and to whatever purpose it is put, those who are drawn to its pages can agree on one thing: Libraries remind us of our humanity, preserve our legacy as a species, and provide the intellectual building blocks for the future.

Donald G. Davis, Jr.

Professor Emeritus of Library History

School of Information & Department of History

University of Texas at Austin


	“For the Dedication of the New City Library, Boston”

Behind the ever open gate

	No pikes shall fence a crumbling throne,

No lackeys cringe, no courtiers wait, —

	This palace is the people’s own!

Oliver Wendell Holmes

1888
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This seventh-century carved alabaster panel from Nineveh shows Assyrian king, Assurbanipal, closing on his quarry during a lion hunt.




CHAPTER 1

THE ANCIENT
LIBRARIES

On a December night in 1853, gangs of diggers labored with pick and shovel by the light of oil lamps to fill baskets and handcarts with sandy rubble. An ancient palace was thought to be under their feet, part of the ruins of Nineveh, capital of mighty Assyria from the ninth to seventh centuries BCE. Nineveh had been destroyed by the Babylonians in 612 BCE, razed, and left to the desert wind and sand.

The men worked after dark, in secret, because this ground was reserved for a competing French archaeologist—one who had neglected it too long but who could expel them if he found them here. Directing the laborers, who were from nearby Mosul, was Hormuzd Rassam (1826–1910), an Assyrian Christian and a native of that city. Rassam, who had studied at Oxford, was funded by the British Museum, which financed several ongoing excavations and took delivery of the best finds. If Rassam’s diggers found something important, the established archaeologists’ code would permit them to keep excavating, and the museum could claim first choice of any discoveries.

In a memoir, Rassam wrote about his worries that night as he watched the men work and as morning approached. If he were evicted before finding a structure, he would be accused of poaching, would be ridiculed, and the museum trustees surely would fire him. Then, there came the shout, “Sooar! ” meaning “images.” “[T]o the great delight of all we hit upon a marble wall,” Rassam wrote.

The work continued, excitement mounting. A “beautiful bas-relief in a perfect state of preservation” appeared, showing a king carved in alabaster, armed with bow and spear, standing in a chariot as he hunted lions. The digging soon revealed a long, narrow room, a “saloon,” as Rassam termed it.

Suddenly, an embankment attached to the sculpture fell away and fully “exposed to view that enchanting spectacle.” Rassam felt the excitement surge “through the whole party like electricity”:


They all rushed to see the new discovery, and having gazed on the bas-relief with wonder, they collected together, and began to dance and sing my praises, in the tune of their war-song, with all their might. Indeed, for a moment I did not know which was the most pleasant feeling that possessed me, the joy of my faithful men or the finding of the new palace.



That momentous find would lead to more sculptures and larger halls, to entire city walls with entrances paved with marble, decorated by carved rosettes and the lotus. So began the unearthing, shovel by shovel, of the palace of Assurbanipal (625–587 BCE), last ruler of Assyria. In the king’s “lion-hunt room” Rassam would find all the walls covered with carved alabaster scenes, and also something less dramatic:


[I]n the center of the same saloon I discovered the library of Assur-bani-pal, consisting of inscribed terra-cotta tablets of all shapes and sizes; the largest of these, which happened to be in better order, were mostly stamped with seals, and some inscribed with hieroglyphic and Phoenician characters.



In the presence of such exquisite bas-relief scenes, it was no wonder Rassam mentioned only briefly the terra-cotta tablets. These, however, were part of the royal library, which would eventually number 30,000 tablets and fragments. This would prove to be the earliest-known “cataloged” library, organized into sections: government records, historical chronicles, poetry, science, mythological and medical texts, royal decrees and grants, divinations, omens, and hymns to the gods.



[image: image]
A weary digger, pick at his feet, rests from his labors excavating an ancient Nineveh palace.



Scholars would learn vastly more about the ancient past from those unobtrusive stacks of tablets with their wedge-shaped writing than from all the glorious sculptures and palace rooms discovered in the long-buried ruins of Nineveh. 
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This detail from a second-millennium BCE Babylonian stele, inscribed in cuneiform, proclaims Babylonian government regulations.



The first libraries appeared five thousand years ago in Southwest Asia’s “Fertile Crescent,” the agricultural region reaching from Mesopotamia’s Tigris and Euphrates rivers to the valley of the Nile in Africa. Known as the “cradle of civilization,” the Fertile Crescent was the birthplace of writing, sometime before 3000 BCE.

The earliest writing was done on various materials: bones, skins, bamboo, clay, and papyrus. It consisted of images (pictographs) representing a subject or idea. From the start, written documents needed storage and organization—libraries.

In ancient Mesopotamia, written documents were clay tablets inscribed by using a stylus when the clay was damp. Cuneiform, the name for this technique of ancient writing, comes from cunea, Latin for “wedge,” because the characters were made by cutting small wedges into the clay. Groups of wedges indicated words or terms. At least fifteen ancient Mesopotamian languages have been discovered on tablets inscribed with cuneiform.

The earliest clay tablets recorded business transactions and government matters, such as taxes paid and owed, armies raised and supplied. In time, literature developed—epics and myths, as well as scientific, historical, and philosophical tracts. Clay tablets contain the ancients’ knowledge of astronomy, geography, and medicine, and reveal the earliest myths, such as the Epic of Gilgamesh, the creation story of Babylon, Mesopotamia’s great city. Clay tablets were the first books.

About an inch thick, tablets came in various shapes and sizes. Mud-like clay was placed in wooden frames, and the surface was smoothed for writing and allowed to dry until damp. After being inscribed, the clay dried in the sun, or for a harder finish was baked in a kiln, much like pottery. For storage, tablets could be stacked on edge, side by side, the contents described by a title written on the edge that faced out and was readily seen. Some ancient libraries used baskets to hold tablets, while a library at Babylon stored them in earthenware jars.

When it came to the archives and libraries of ancient cities, conquest by invaders usually resulted in the victors carrying off the tablets or burning down the buildings that housed the libraries. Since clay tablets do not burn, they endured when left undisturbed in the arid climate of Southwest Asia. Over time, the encroachment of the desert buried many an abandoned tablet-library under drifting sand, to be hidden for thousands of years.



[image: image]
The excavated ruins of the third-millennium BCE West Asian city of Ebla have yielded 20,000 inscribed clay tablets from the oldest known library.



Archaeological expeditions have excavated scores of ancient libraries, notably at Ebla, Nineveh, Nimrud, and Pergamum. The daily life of legendary civilizations has been revealed by the discovery of the clay tablets. The oldest known library was found in the lost ruins of Ebla, in northern Syria. A major commercial center by 2500 BCE, Ebla was destroyed twice. After the second time, around 1650 BCE, it never recovered and wind covered the ruins—and their libraries—with the desert’s sand. Ebla was no more than a legend until the 1970s, when it was unearthed by archaeologists who eventually recovered 20,000 clay tablets with cuneiform writing.

Typical of ancient libraries, Ebla’s tablets had been arranged on shelves built into the walls. When Ebla’s library shelves were burned by the invading army, or decayed over time, they collapsed under the tablets’ weight. According to one researcher, the tablets “settled on top of one another, in horizontal heaps, like cards in a file.” They were discovered in exactly that way.

Many Ebla tablets were inscribed with a previously unknown dialect termed Northwest Semitic, or “Old Canaanite” (also named “Eblaite”). Other tablets were in Sumerian, a language much studied and well understood by archaeologists. Among the tablets were vocabularies that intermixed words from the two languages, which allowed for the translation of Eblaite.

Ebla’s tablets documented the economic and cultural life of the city’s 250,000 inhabitants, who had commercial relations with the peoples of eighty other lands. One library storeroom contained lists of food and drink, apparently keeping the accounts of official messengers and state functionaries. Other tablets dealt with the textile trade, Ebla’s prime business, while many were concerned with taxes. Some tablets contained legends, hymns, magical incantations, and scientific records and observations—including writings on zoology and mineralogy. Ebla’s tablets also held the first known references to the city of Jerusalem.


[image: image]


In the seventh century BCE, Assyrian king Assurbanipal established one of the greatest ancient libraries at Nineveh, on the Tigris River. Assurbanipal’s royal library of more than 30,000 clay tablets, written in several languages, often were organized according to shape: four-sided tablets were for financial transactions, while round tablets recorded agricultural information. (In this era, some written documents were also on wood and others on wax tablets.)

Tablets were separated according to their contents and placed in different rooms: government, history, law, astronomy, geography, and so on. The contents were identified by colored marks or brief written descriptions, and sometimes by the “incipit,” or the first few words that began the text.

The Nineveh library was Assurbanipal’s passion, and he sent out scribes to the distant corners of his kingdom to visit other libraries and record their contents. These were among the first library catalogs. The king also organized the copying of original literary works, for he sought to study the “artistic script of the Sumerians” and the “obscure script of the Akkadians.” In so doing, Assurbanipal hoped to obtain “the hidden treasures of the scribe’s knowledge.” Assurbanipal’s library also held the Gilgamesh Epic. In the coming ages, libraries would be increasingly revered as sources of knowledge and wisdom—spiritual, magical, and earthly—and whoever controlled books and libraries possessed a unique power.

Assurbanipal died in 627 BCE, and the Assyrian empire weakened. Nineveh was attacked and destroyed in 612 BCE, its people massacred or driven away, the city razed to the ground, and a great fire ravaged the library.
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By 3000 BCE Egyptians had developed hieroglyphics, which combines pictographs with symbols (glyphs) that represent syllables when spoken aloud. Hieroglyphics means “sacred engraving,” the term given to this form of writing by Greeks, who discovered examples of it in Egyptian temples and funeral sites. There are some six thousand known hieroglyphs from Egypt, where they were in use until the fourth century.


[image: image]
“Sacred engravings,” carved Egyptian hieroglyphics is a form of writing that combines glyphs that symbolize spoken sounds with pictographs.
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This fourteenth-century BCE scene from The Book of the Dead shows a scribe, followed by his mother and wife, meeting Osiris, the Egyptian god of the dead.



In Egypt, papyrus rolls were used for writing on rather than clay tablets. Papyrus—from which the term “paper” derives—is a tall, reedy plant that grows in abundance in the delta of the Nile River. To produce a writing surface, papyrus stalks were opened, exposing the interior pith, which was then pounded flat into a sheet. The sheet held together because of the reed’s stringy consistency, and when two sheets were overlaid, crisscrossing, the resulting page could be made durable and smooth. Papyrus sheets were glued in sequence, making a scroll which received writing only on one side.

Library papyrus rolls were stored in wooden boxes and chests, piled on shelves, and also kept in wooden cases made in the form of statues. In some civilizations, they were kept in large clay jars. Scrolls were organized and grouped according to subject or author, and identified by labels that specified their contents. These labels, often made of clay, like thin pieces of pottery, were attached by a string to the end of the scroll. Labels made it possible to identify the contents without having to take down and unroll the scroll.

Papyrus was resilient enough to be reused when the writing was wiped off. Unlike clay tablets, it was lightweight, and since papyrus grew abundantly in the region, it was also inexpensive. Papyrus grew almost exclusively in Egypt; this meant that Egyptians controlled its distribution, which influenced the development of books and writing in the civilized world.

The English term “library” derives from liber, Latin for “book.” The Greek term for a papyrus roll is biblion, and a container for storing rolls is called a bibliotheke. In some languages, the word for library is a variant of bibliotheke, a place where books are kept.

Unfortunately, papyrus was susceptible to deterioration, so few ancient scrolls survive. Conversely, archaeologists have discovered more than 400,000 clay tablets, buried in Fertile Crescent cities abandoned long ago and surrendered to the sands.

Clay tablets and papyrus scrolls kept in temples were maintained and organized by priests and their scribes (professional writers and copyists). The scribe worked in his “scriptorium,” or writing chamber. One task was to prepare funerary scrolls for the wealthy by copying the texts of original books, the most revered of which was The Book of the Dead, a sacred guide to the afterlife. A copy of this text was an essential component of the deceased’s burial wares and treasures. The funerary papyrus scroll was buried in a tomb, often in a mummy’s sarcophagus, and expected to endure longer than a carved stone, or stele, which stood aboveground, exposed to the wind and weather.

The scroll was engraved with symbols, and often with writing. Scribes who wrote biographical literature were considered to have a kind of mystical ability to transcend time and death because their writing would last beyond the lifetime of the subject—king, noble, or priest. The scribe’s name was usually included on the scroll, occasionally accompanied by his family heritage, which could be quite lengthy if the scribe were important enough in his own right.
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This drawing, taken from a lost second-century Roman bas relief, shows papyrus or vellum scrolls stacked in a library.
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In this drawing copied from a wall painting decorating an Egyptian tomb, scribes are portrayed working in a Memphis writing chamber.



The best scribes were valued by nobles and governments, and it was a status symbol to have their signatures on one’s family documents. The scribe was highly regarded for superior, almost magical, reading and writing skills. His written words were a link to the ancestors, to the future, even to the gods themselves. As an ancient Egyptian poem put it, “The wise scribes of the time[,] their names endure forever,” even though they built no pyramids or “stelae of stone.”


They chose not to leave children

to be their heirs and perpetuate their names:

they appointed as their heirs

the books they wrote and the precepts therein. . . .

Man vanishes, his body is buried in the ground,

all his contemporaries depart this earth,

but the written word puts the memory of him

in the mouth of any person who passes it on to the mouth of another.

A book is better than a house

or the tombs in the West.

It is more beautiful than a castle

or a stele in a temple.



The profession of scribe was a difficult one, its demands all-consuming, as exemplified by what an Egyptian instructor told his student: “I shall make thee love writing more than thine own mother.”
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Legend has it that when the preeminence of Egypt’s Alexandria library was challenged by a new library at Pergamum in Asia Minor, the Egyptians refused to export papyrus to their competitors. As a result, Pergamum developed a writing material of its own, made from the skin of calves, sheep, and goats, called parchment (it is pergamenum in Latin and pergament in Germanic languages, harking back to its origins in Pergamum).

Parchment’s smooth surface took ink and paint better than papyrus, facilitating beautiful designs and calligraphy on the book page, and it was also more durable. The finest quality parchment is vellum, generally made from calfskin. By the fifth century in Europe, parchment, in its various forms, had replaced papyrus as the leading writing material.

In ancient Greece, library and archival collections flourished by 600 BCE, and within the next three centuries the culture of the written word rose to a pinnacle there. By the closing centuries BCE, writing and books were not only essential to human progress, but cultures also won prestige according to the size and worth of their libraries. Private book collections in homes and temples, and handsome structures to contain them, were being built by the leading citizens of Greece.

The Greeks were the first to establish libraries for the public, not just for the ruling elite. By 500 BCE, Athens and Sámos were developing public libraries; however, the majority of people could not read, so even these early public libraries served just a small part of the population.

In addition to government-sponsored Greek libraries, private libraries came to be assembled by wealthy book lovers, called bibliophiles, who appreciated beautiful scrolls and well-appointed library rooms. Private libraries were also built by professionals, such as doctors and scholars, who needed information close at hand. Greek city-states founded specialized libraries for medicine, philosophy, and the sciences.

The scholars Plato, Euripides, Thucydides, and Herodotus owned large personal libraries, pioneering a custom that blossomed in Roman days, when beautiful private libraries were essential centerpieces in the homes of the wealthy and the noble class.

One of the most celebrated libraries belonged to the philosopher Aristotle, who permitted his students and fellow scholars to use it. The fate of Aristotle’s library is the stuff of legend, for it is said to have been brought generations later to either Alexandria or Rome, or perhaps even later to Constantinople. Becoming the spoils of war was the precarious destiny of many a library in classical times, when books and the knowledge they held were coveted by both the educated and the avaricious.
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In his short lifetime, Macedonian king Alexander the Great (356–323 BCE) conquered Greece and most of the known world. Alexander laid claim to the mantle of Greek, or Hellenic, culture and to its educational tradition, rich in reading and writing and libraries.

Alexander’s conquests facilitated the vast spread of Hellenic culture, which took root in the cities he captured or founded from the Mediterranean to the Himalayas. His victories, on the other hand, often resulted in the destruction of major libraries. A third-century Persian text describes how Alexander brought to the land “severe cruelty and war and devastation,” sacking the capital city of Persepolis with its large library of ancient books. The account states that his forces seized an archive of holy works “written upon cow-skins and with gold ink,” and “burned them up.”

Although dozens of cities were named after Alexander, his enduring imperial jewel was founded in Egypt, at the mouth of the Nile: Alexandria. The most renowned cultural treasure of Alexandria was its Great Library, or Royal Library, established by Ptolemy I Soter, a Macedonian general who assumed kingship of Egypt upon Alexander’s death.

Ptolemy’s Alexandrian library was founded by 300 BCE and became a world center for scholarship, literature, and books. The Great Library acquired—often by laborious copying of originals—the largest holdings of the age, although historians debate the precise number of scrolls. The highest estimates claim 400,000 scrolls at the Great Library, while the most conservative estimates are as low as 40,000, which is still an enormous collection that required vast storage space.
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Scholars and library staff work with papyrus and vellum scrolls in the Alexandria library.



Over the centuries, the Great Library and several other major Alexandrian libraries suffered from fires and conquest, but for seven centuries the city was famous as the world’s leading repository of learning and wisdom. Alexandria retained this status even during Rome’s ascendancy. From the second century BCE to the first centuries of the Common Era, Romans looked to Alexandria for learning and for books.

Alexandria remained the intellectual capital of the Western world during the rise of Christianity in the second and third centuries. With the fall of the city to Arab invaders in the fourth century, the heart of learning shifted back to cities in Mesopotamia—Damascus and Baghdad—where scholars still studied the ancient texts, and libraries were essential to intellectual exploration and scientific advancement.
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The Alexandrian Great Library was essentially a temple, dedicated to the Nine Muses, the goddesses of the arts—among them poetry, music, singing, and oratory. A building so dedicated was more than a place for records and books, but was termed a museum, a place of the Muses, a place of culture.

There were several major libraries in the city, of which the Great Library was the most prominent. The Ptolemaic dynasty, down through Queen Cleopatra of the first century BCE, stimulated Alexandria’s libraries to flourish. The leading philosophers, teachers, and scholars of the age made their way to the city to teach and to learn. Just as Rome became the capital of the empire, Alexandria could be considered the capital of knowledge and learning.

Alexandria’s library administrators collected scrolls from all over the world and organized and copied them—not always returning those they borrowed. In one notorious case, Athens loaned the library some extremely important original scrolls so they might be copied, and, as a guarantee of their return, Alexandria gave an enormous sum in gold to the people of Athens. Alexandria’s desire for original books was so strong, however, that only the new copies were shipped back to the Athenians, who had to be content with keeping the gold and the copies.

For all his love of books and libraries, Roman emperor Julius Caesar (100–44 BCE) was reputedly responsible for the inadvertent destruction of thousands of scrolls during a battle for Alexandria in 48 BCE. According to his memoirs, Caesar’s forces torched ships in the harbor, but the fire spread to buildings on land. Later historians claim that the fire engulfed thousands of books stored there. Historians have attempted, inconclusively, to establish whether the books actually were in the Great Library or were in warehouses at the seaport—destined to be shipped by Caesar himself, back to Rome. The only certainty is that many works were tragically lost in the fire.

In spite of enduring legends, no single fire destroyed the Alexandrian Great Library. After Caesar’s blunder, several major fires, and even earthquakes, damaged Alexandria over the centuries. Periodic wars and destructive riots by anti-pagan Christian mobs cost the city’s libraries further damage and loss. The Alexandrian book collections steadily diminished as a result of natural causes, war, and wholesale theft by corrupt administrators.

By the fourth century, the Alexandrian libraries—both books and buildings—had faded away, until only the legend remained.
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Far to the south of Alexandria, in the lands some knew as Ethiopia, lay the kingdom of Aksum, a trading and maritime power. Fifth-century BCE Greek author, Aeschylus, wrote of this region as “a land at the world’s end, where tribes of black people live.”

Established by the first century as a trading hub for Europe, Asia, and Africa, Aksum rose beyond tribalism to become a militarily potent empire. In the following centuries, its far-ranging navy and merchant fleet operated from bustling ports on the Red Sea. Rich in gold, iron, and salt, the third-century Aksumite Empire was considered equal to the three other major empires: Rome, Persia, and China.

Towering stone stelae stood throughout Aksum, the tallest reaching one hundred feet in height. These obelisks were engraved to identify royal gravesites or to mark important places. With a unique written language, Ge’ez, Aksum possessed its own translation of the Bible, and its libraries contained important Christian documents. Many such works were translated by Aksum’s Coptic monks between the fifth and seventh centuries. The pre-Christian Book of Enoch exists only in Ge’ez. Aksum scholars and scribes also taught calligraphy and manuscript illumination—decoration with designs, colors, and miniature images—and they highly esteemed the composition of poetry.
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An illustration from a manuscript Bible depicts Moses receiving tablets inscribed with God’s law. The Bible is written on parchment and in Ge’ez, the liturgical language of the Ethiopian Orthodox Christian Church.



Aksumite rulers, who often spoke and read in Greek, put great store in written documents and in libraries to keep them, which allowed the history of Aksum to survive. Thousands of Aksumite documents have been preserved, including theological tracts and medical treatises, as well as important writings on natural history that were studied by contemporaries in Europe.

Aksum was cosmopolitan, with a diverse population of Ethiopians, Nubians, Sudanese, Hebrews, Arabs, Indians, and Egyptians. Aksum’s faiths included Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, Jainism, and Judaism, as well as Greek polytheism and animist beliefs. The kingdom is said to have been home to the fabled tenth-century BCE Queen of Sheba, known to Ethiopians as Makeda, and the honored guest of King Solomon of Israel.

According to local lore, the Hebrews’ Ark of the Covenant is secreted in an Aksum church and guarded by priests. This sacred container, said to have been created at the direction of God, is believed to hold certain sacred articles, including the tablets of stone bearing the Ten Commandments given to Moses.

In the fourth century, Aksum became the first significant empire to accept Christianity when King Ezana (320–350) was converted by his slave-teacher, Frumentius (d. 383), a Greek Phoenician. The zeal of Frumentius for proselytizing the people of the Red Sea persuaded the Patriarch of Alexandria to ordain him Bishop of Aksum.

The kingdom declined after the seventh century, giving way to Islamic powers, agricultural failures, and the rise of new trading empires that exploited the Persian Gulf rather than the Red Sea. Aksum would be more commonly referred to by medieval writers as Ethiopia, remembered as an educated, literate society that cherished libraries.
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The Roman republic, and later the empire, embraced the culture of the Greeks, including the Hellenic virtues of acquiring a broad education and of building libraries. As the empire flourished, between the first century BCE to the fourth century, Romans established libraries throughout the known world.

The finest Roman libraries contained books in both Latin and Greek. In keeping with Hellenic tradition, the classical Roman library was constructed in the form of a temple and usually had separate rooms for Greek and Latin works. These rooms were joined by a covered esplanade where visitors and scholars could sit in the shade and read or hold discussions. Roman libraries were even placed in public baths, a token of the luxurious lifestyle of the empire’s wealthiest citizens who grew up with a love of books and literature.

Emperors Augustus, Tiberius, Vespasian, and Trajan all created great libraries, emulating Julius Caesar, the first emperor who aspired to establish a library for the public. Caesar’s assassination in 44 BCE cut short his ambitions, but his successors built public and private libraries with books gathered from around the empire. Although scribes copied thousands of books, and Roman scholars and thinkers came to write their own important works as successors to the Greeks, many libraries were founded, or enlarged, by bibliophile generals who carried off books as war booty.
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The second-century facade of a library and tomb still stands in Ephesus, Turkey, testimony to Tiberius Julius Celsus Polemaeanus, governor of Asia, whose 12,000 scrolls were once kept here.
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The Roman poet Cicero writes in his library, where shelves hold both scrolls and bound codex books.



Roman libraries and their scribes and scriptoria suffered along with the decline of the empire and the ravages of invaders. Of course, some conquerors of Rome, such as the Ostrogoths, were themselves educated, and they built new libraries or preserved existing ones. By the fourth century, Rome had been diminished, and the focus of the empire moved eastward to the city of Constantinople, the next great center of learning and libraries.

With the rise of Christians to political power, many Roman book collections were wantonly destroyed as unholy, pagan teachings that revered more than one god. Yet, the tradition of writing books and maintaining libraries persevered, for the book proved an effective means of propagating and spreading the newly dominant faith. New libraries were established at churches and monasteries, often containing ancient pagan books that had survived persecution and destruction—although these were not for public view.

The fall of Rome brought a cultural and intellectual darkness over much of the Western world by the sixth century, as the church was acquiring worldly power and influence. As the outside world suffered intellectual oppression, scribes were working as hard as ever in Christian libraries and scriptoria, copying old and new books and manuscripts for future collections.

Among the greatest achievements of these far-flung scriptoria, from Britain to the Black Sea, was the advance of the art of illumination. Bookmaking moved from papyrus scrolls to vellum bound pages inscribed on both sides—and new arts arose in the craft of bookbinding, calligraphy, and design.
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This page from a late 1470s “book of hours” shows a butterfly with the plants speedwell and periwinkle. The Latin text is a devotion to Saint Christopher.




CHAPTER 2

EUROPEAN LIBRARIES OF THE MIDDLE AGES

Roman libraries which were open to readers other than colleagues of the owner or benefactor—and termed “public”—laid the cornerstone for the future libraries of Europe and the Mediterranean countries. At the height of the old Roman Empire it was said that public libraries made authors’ “talents a public possession.”

By the close of the fourth century, the Roman Empire was divided into western and eastern realms, with Rome and Constantinople the respective capitals. In the fifth century, Rome fell to invaders, and Constantinople dominated what remained of the original empire: parts of southern Europe, Anatolia, and much of the Mediterranean coast.

The Middle Ages in Europe—from the fifth to the fifteenth centuries, known as the medieval era—was a time of decline in civilization. The period from 500 to 800 is often considered the “Dark Ages,” when cities and towns were swept away by warfare and neglect, and barbarity overcame Rome’s intellectual heritage. Although there were few open libraries anywhere between the sixth and ninth centuries, hundreds of small, private libraries were struggling to survive and even to grow. It would be long after the end of Rome’s dominance before libraries would again be open to the public.

Yet, all was not darkness and loss. This era saw the rise of the Roman Catholic Church in the West, and the Byzantine, or Orthodox, Church in the East. As early as the second century, monastic communities dedicated to the contemplative life were being established, many devoted to book learning, which prepared monks and nuns to understand and teach the faith. Monastery scribes, both monks and nuns, labored to carefully copy and preserve books so that even the Dark Ages were not completely devoid of learning or of libraries.

In the fifth century, while the Roman Empire of the West was crumbling, the libraries of Constantinople, capital city of the Byzantine Empire, were gathering classical Greek and Roman works. In Byzantine libraries they were protected from destruction by invaders or by Christians hostile to “pagans”—the term used for anyone not a Christian, Muslim, or Jew.
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In Roman times, the term librarii meant publishers, copyists, and booksellers (the book trade), not buildings or book collections. At first, the future of the book trade looked promising under Constantinople’s rule, for the flourishing of Christianity inspired believers to produce new writings; however, that promise was not to be fulfilled. For one thing, Christian writers generally published their own books, and in very limited numbers, circulating them mainly among friends and associates.

Another circumstance adverse to the book trade was the steady crumbling of the eastern empire’s economy, embattled by wars on several fronts. Economic decline contributed to the ruin of publishing, which had already been struggling because of the high cost of book production. Parchment was scarce and expensive, as were the services of professional scribes and bookbinders.

Perhaps the most decisive factor in the demise of the Byzantine book trade during the medieval era was Christian opposition to pagan works that challenged its doctrines. With the persecution of non-Christian writers, and the banning and destruction of works from the classic Greco-Roman era, the book business virtually collapsed. Libraries suffered in kind. One contemporary observer remarked that once-thriving libraries had closed up and were “like tombs.”



[image: image]
An illumination from a late tenth-century Byzantine manuscript of the Christian Gospels, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.
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Greek text from a fourth- or fifth-century Gospel of Mark.



Despite Christian suppression of pagan texts, the upper classes of the Byzantine Empire possessed refined taste, admired learning, and appreciated beautiful books. In the fifth century, Constantinople’s rulers maintained a great imperial library of several thousand books on diverse subjects, which were made available to scholars. These were parchment scrolls for the most part, rather than the increasingly popular new form of book, the bound codex, with pages. Constantinople’s imperial collection was said to have a scroll of Homer’s works one hundred and twenty feet long, written in gold ink.
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