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INTRODUCTION [image: ] Private, Public, and Personal Libraries In Situ and in Circulation

Jason Camlot

The Library is unlimited and cyclical.1

—Jorge Luis Borges

This book is about the cultural significance of the private, personal libraries of authors in relation to libraries accessible to wider publics. Its core argument is that public and private libraries as material entities and as concepts have been in constant dialectical relation and exchange with each other since at least the eighteenth century. In approaching concepts and material instantiations of the library according to this premise, we frame libraries as sites of interpretation that reveal new historical insights about collecting, arranging, and circulating knowledge. Such insights are generated from observations about a broad spectrum of instances of use that exist on a continuum between, on the one hand, individual, private experiences of reading and collecting, and, on the other, widely accessible, structured information systems designed with unlimited public use in mind.

Allow me to begin with an initial, seemingly simple, and all-encompassing definition: a library is a collection of books (and other bookish things), intentionally designed, assembled, and arranged (to one degree or another) for the use of one or more persons. In the case of personal libraries, the library collection can paint “the broadest picture of what and (sometimes) when ideas were being read, internalized, and absorbed” into an owner’s life and work.2 At the core of this book is a rich series of questions about the literary–historical and cultural significance of the author’s personal library as both repository of materials and culturally informed organizational structure. By interrogating and incorporating both archival and library methodologies and theories, as well as ideas from research into the histories of the book, reading, authorship, and publishing, the chapters that constitute Unpacking the Personal Library: The Public and Private Life of Books work toward a critical poetics of the personal library, by which I mean a formal description of such collections within their broader social and cultural contexts and in relation to public sites or spaces that inform and eventually absorb such collections.

The history of the library is really a long narrative about collection, consolidation, migration, dispersal, and integration, where each story negotiates private and public spaces. In her introduction to The Meaning of the Library, Alice Crawford notes the paradoxical dynamic between the drive to build to completion and the acceptance of failure that seems to inform all libraries.3 My title for this introduction appeals to that historical dynamic with the terms “In Situ” and “Circulation”: the former term refers to the library as subject to historically specific moments of situated rationale and use, while the latter denotes its fluidity as a system of materials designed to be shared and passed on.

While Walter Benjamin’s “Unpacking My Library”4 has been a traditional go-to for understanding the library as a site of negotiation between order and disorder, and private and public, a new benchmark for reflecting on such issues might be Alberto Manguel’s Packing My Library. Perusing his collection of over thirty thousand volumes, Manguel offers an elegiac account of packing it up for storage: “either settled on shelves or packed away in boxes, [his library] has never been a single beast but a composite of many others, a fantastic creature made up of the several libraries built up and then abandoned, over and over again” throughout his life.5 Manguel’s beautiful tour through the personal and philosophical significance of his books as objects, and as conduits for meaningful ideas and stories, stresses the library as an ongoing, textured synthesis of unique discoveries and encounters. A reflection born of the need to pack up his library (settled for fifteen years in a fifteenth-century stone barn in a tiny French village near the Loire Valley) and to send it to a storage facility in Montreal, as he moved to Buenos Aires to take on the directorship of the National Library in Argentina, Packing My Library, not surprisingly, meditates on the library as a term defined by our subjective negotiations between its private and public instantiations. Manguel declares that though he has “always loved public libraries,” he doesn’t like “having to give back the books” if he discovers in them “something astonishing or precious.” As he puts it, frankly, “I want the books I read to be mine.”6 Where the public library stores and arranges books according to a rationale for the organization of knowledge, the personal library may be defined according to its subjective impact on owner and reader. The library shapes the individual’s sensibility, which in turn shapes the direction of the personal library collection. Public and private libraries exist as different points on a wide continuum of book collection possibilities. A collection of books is not a library without some shaping force and consequent formal definition.

Even if “order” seems arbitrary or esoteric, it is nevertheless a defining aspiration of any book collector building a library. According to library historian Elmer Johnson, a collection of books can be defined, ontologically, as a library only “when those books are well selected, arranged in some logical order, catalogued or not, but usable by the owner and/or by others.”7 In his history of Western libraries, Johnson includes a chapter on “Private Libraries in the United States” to demonstrate just how many of that country’s university or public library collections have been built up from the private libraries of individuals. The Library of Congress grew from the private collections of presidents George Washington, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson, and by the acquisition of great private collections, such as that of editor and historian Peter Force, whose heirs sold his sixty-thousand-volume library to the Library of Congress in 1867, “thereby more than doubling its holdings” in US history.8 University libraries were formed from the collections of their founders and donors, sometimes kept intact, as in John Carter Brown’s personal library, passed on to Brown University in 1900. From the mid-nineteenth century onward, private book collecting for the very wealthy became a quasi-profession unto itself, with the formation of book collector clubs like the Grolier Club (New York) and Roxburghe Club of San Francisco, and the development of “private” collections like that of railway industrialist Henry E. Huntington consisting of some 175,000 volumes and manuscripts collected over a period of thirty years.9 Of course, this collection was eventually integrated into the Huntington Library, a site of public exhibitions and specialized research. Not only do these examples reinforce the necessity of creating some tentative or esoteric concept of “order” through collections, but they also show that there can be no proper understanding of the modern private library without consideration of its public counterpart. As I say at the outset, the private and public dyad is a dialectical relationship.

Before the development of large-scale national public libraries, a writer might be dependent upon any number of libraries to acquire titles relevant to his or her intellectual and writerly pursuits. Samuel Taylor Coleridge, at the end of the eighteenth century, for instance, would move between the libraries of individuals, smaller subscription libraries, and larger ones, as required. Some of the libraries he consulted advertised their strengths with published prospectuses listing holdings according to discipline and subject in percentages relative to the entire collection. Coleridge used the London Library, a commercial subscription society, extensively in 1800 to 1801 due to its strong holdings in religion and metaphysics (15 per cent) and philosophy and science (33 per cent).10 The private libraries of friends played an equally important role in Coleridge’s writing life, illustrative of a point made by Ralph J. Coffman Jr., that, “before the public library in England assumed its egalitarian posture, personal libraries and the circles that formed around them continued to play important roles in the social and intellectual fabric of the nation.”11 In their study of 352 personal libraries known to have been assembled in Canada from 1840 to 1918 (especially catalogues), Yvan Lamonde and Andrea Rotundo identify some abstract constants of private libraries from this period: (1) they were functional in relation to the owner’s occupation or profession; (2) not only functional, they enhanced the owner’s general education, expanding their range of knowledge beyond particular areas of expertise; and (3) they were used as sources of amusement and pleasure.12 These working personal libraries can be distinguished from the private libraries of major collectors like Robert Hoe and J. Pierpont Morgan, each of whom collected on a large scale and created library collections akin to public libraries in range and scale.13 Therefore, personal and private libraries were an important supplement to public holdings throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and they continue to be today, especially in areas of specialized collection.

An independent (i.e., not publicly funded) subscription lending library like the London Library represented an interesting space in its own right as regards public/private library cultivation, encounter, and use. As Helen O’Neill has shown in her account of the London Library told through the case of a single, active member—John Stuart Mill—membership of such a library entailed not simply borrowing books one did not have, but also donating books no longer needed at home and recommending books one felt it ought to have. As a publicly shared space and collection, individual members of the library still had a deeply personal and private stake in shaping and stocking a collection of books that did not belong to them.14 The London Library thus functioned as a kind of extension of the writer’s personal library, as a space in which an active member, like Mill, could feel at home, and with which his own personal library collection had a reciprocal relationship.

Existing at the opposite end of the subscription library continuum, subscription and circulating libraries like Mudie’s represented another interesting example of a library model that worked on the fringes of the public/private divide, albeit for a less exclusively defined usership. Set up like a massive bookstore (with monthly catalogue lists) and serving as a popular subscription library that Victorian readers used for borrowing—but not as a space for reading—Mudie’s (and other subscription libraries like it) was a source of books for personal use that readers would never own and might hardly bring home given that the volumes were often lent for commuter reading. Mudie’s neither furnished books for private collections nor offered public space for personal reading; their business was in the circulation of books to be read elsewhere and then swiftly returned. Their books circulated through myriad of private hands that held them at eye level in a diverse range of reading spaces including private parlours, public cafés, and commuter railway cars. While never owned privately or even held in perpetuity in public library space, Mudie’s ever-changing library collection of “the best new works in every department of Literature” (as the text inside the cover of an 1860s Mudie’s catalogue proclaimed) was known to have had a significant influence on Victorian reading taste and culture through the selection of books for its lists. As a medium for the selection and circulation of books, Mudie’s functioned “as a cultural arbiter with the authority to demarcate literary value,” and contributed to a popular imaginary for what the contents of a common library might be, though that imaginary library, consisting, increasingly, of three-volume novels of high “aesthetic and moral quality,” would never be assembled anywhere privately or publicly on any long-term basis.15

Where the private library may be associated with extreme wealth (capital to buy books and substantial space and furniture to store them) and the public library associated with the lack of private means, private book collecting and public libraries as widespread phenomena emerged in historical parallel, and, one might add, also in tandem with the fast and expansive growth of the middle class in Britain and North America. Further, there is extensive diversity of formation within each category of library. A private library could range in form from a small selection of volumes for personal study and use to thousands of volumes collected over generations. Public libraries, by definition, might still differ significantly in degrees of actual public access. Using Richard Altick’s account of public libraries in England, for example), they included Mechanics’ Institutes libraries, often composed of “gift books, turned out of peoples shelves, and [never] used”; the national British Library, to which “admission was difficult”; socially exclusive subscription libraries like the London Library; and even more exclusive examples like the Minerva Library and Hookam’s, itinerant borrowing fee-based libraries that travelled in boxes to rural towns but weren’t much used mainly due to the overly pious nature of their collections.16 As Altick notes, well into the nineteenth century there was still “no single arrangement” for what a public library might be from the perspectives of access, architecture, or content.17 Moving into the end of the nineteenth century, this changed to some degree as bills were passed and large-scale initiatives were funded in the US, UK, and Canada, with the intent of providing free access to books for the population at large.

In the US, during the last quarter of the nineteenth century, public libraries were built across the country in rural towns and larger urban centres. Nearly all states had passed library laws by 1880, and the massive library construction donations of Andrew Carnegie (1896–1923) accelerated the construction of libraries across North America, including numerous municipal branch libraries (to augment the reach of the New York Public Library) in New York City.18 In Britain, the Public Libraries Act of 1850 allowed cities with populations of ten thousand or more to establish public libraries and spend tax money on their construction and maintenance. Manchester was the first city in England to establish a “rate supported” (not quite the same as free) public lending and reference library under this act.19 By 1877 seventy-seven cities in England had established public libraries.20 In Canada, the Upper Canada School Act of 1850 brought government support to the development of “common” school libraries, municipal public libraries, an education library for teachers, and libraries in a range of public institutions.21 This was followed by the Free Libraries Act of 1882, which enabled the development of public libraries as central cultural institutions within the jurisdiction of individual provinces. The Canadian models, and impetus toward the establishment of public libraries, consisted of a mixture of British and American traditions and resources, with Mechanics’ Institutes having a strong impact on library development in some cities (notably, Halifax, Montreal, Quebec City, and Toronto), and the financial benefits of American Carnegie library grants supporting the construction of 125 Canadian libraries (111 of them in the province of Ontario alone).22

By the second half of the nineteenth century, public libraries in the larger cities of Britain, America, and Canada contained separate reference and circulating collections, with books from both collections housed in closed stacks and requiring the use of printed catalogues to find them and request slips to ask for them. These libraries also offered large reading rooms in which books from the reference collections could be used. Fred Lerner notes that the emphasis at this time on reference collections was partly about keeping the books safe but also about “the need to provide a place for reading to working people who often could not afford the light and heat that would enable them to read books in their dismal living quarters.”23 Public library reading rooms represent a distinctive space for the convergence of the private and public insofar as they are public spaces designed for private work and experience. They may be sites of community acted out in carrels, as cells of solitude, spaces of phenomenological refuge, and spaces of cultural identification, disidentification, and belonging or orphanage.24 While the use of public libraries by members of the working classes has been substantial, Alistair Black has argued recently that “despite a ‘soup kitchen’ image, in places, public libraries originated and grew very much as middle-class institutions,” in order serve the cultural needs of the middle class and “to further their own class formation and consciousness.”25 By extension, then, the personal library, and the warm, quiet and well-lit space it presumed, can be understood as a class-based privilege that the newly designed spaces for reading like the British Museum and the New York Public Library provided in public facsimile.

In his account of the English library, from the notional libraries of Roman Britain to Victorian Institutes libraries geared toward working-class readers, Raymond Erwin makes a useful distinction between private and domestic libraries. The collections described a few paragraphs above—those accumulated book collections of US presidents, Peter Force, John Carter Brown, and Henry E. Huntington—would qualify as private libraries according to this distinction. And, as has already been said, most of such libraries built by collectors amassing books that represented either breadth of knowledge or comprehensive coverage of particular domains of knowledge, beginning with those compiled by “the aristocratic collectors of Tudor and Restoration times” and continuing with those built by industrialists like Brown and Huntington, have since come “into the public keeping, either in the university or national libraries.”26 In addition to identifying the trajectory of such libraries from private hands to public institutions, the history of private libraries entails narrating the diverse range of motives that inspired people to collect books. Motivating factors for the creation of private libraries might be the desire to collect extensively in a particular field or subject area of interest (David Pearson mentions the two hundred books on bees and apiculture left to the parish of Frodsham by their vicar in 1879 as a modest example27), financial investment (say, collecting pristine first editions), the demonstration of respectability to guests (i.e., a “gentleman’s library”), or some other predilection of the collector for a particular material format or kind of book (assembled according to the “cabinet” theory of collection and designed to display the collector’s “ability to express a refined eclecticism within the confines of a single book-case”28).

The domestic library, on the other hand, is a more specific kind of collection, designed for use and work by an individual or family, and usually situated in the “home” and representing “the bricks and mortar out of which our literary and intellectual heritage is built.” As Erwin continues,


The domestic working library in this sense is something much more than the shelf or case of books which it comprises. It cannot be fully considered in isolation from its background. It is its owner’s workshop; and to understand its significance one must know something not only of the works themselves, but of their owner, his purpose in collecting them, the sources from which they came and the use he made of them.29



When scholars in this book refer to the personal library collection—the author’s or writer’s library—they do so with Erwin’s domestic library in mind—i.e., a library of books, papers, and things accrued for particular creative and intellectual uses, and put to use in the realm of letters, culture, and society. It is worth noting that private and personal libraries have been made historically possible because books are collectible objects “long…feasible to own in considerable numbers.”30 As a result of this relative ease of ownership, and the usefulness attributed to books for so many forms of intellectual labour, “private libraries are an important part of our cultural and intellectual fabric, and they have also played a significant role in developing public collections.”31

By the nineteenth century, the domestic or personal library represented a localized, domesticated subspace for intellectual and creative labour necessarily supplemented by access to larger holdings in the libraries of public institutions. That is to say, readers of different kinds, students, autodidacts, and intellectuals engaged in reading, learning, and writing represented (and continue to represent) agents of interaction between domestic and public spaces where books were held and used, juxtaposed, rearranged, and eventually, reshelved. Again, as Erwin notes, by this time, “it was becoming plain that even the wealthy scholar could no longer hope to rely on his own collection for his researches. Knowledge was expanding, both in area and in depth, so rapidly that even in a specialized field no single worker could hope to gather all the material of value.”32 If the public libraries of Western nations were often developed from their absorption of the substantial private libraries of aristocrats and industrialists then those same public libraries came to have new meaning in relation to the personal (domestic) libraries held by individuals for regular use in their homes and studies. Within the frame of scholarly, journalistic, and creative writing, in particular, the personal library came to represent a context for individualized activity in the production of new thought and literature, a bibliophilic atelier in which the books were extensions of the writer’s own acts of writing, self-definition, and being. The author’s personal library was an inscribable space, separate from the public library and yet ever in dialogue and exchange with it, insofar as the work produced in the space of the personal library might have benefited from the holdings of public libraries and might, eventually, find its way onto public shelves through publication.

There has long been critical interest in the library as a space and material resource for understanding literary production. Edward Edwards devotes a chapter of Libraries and the Founders of Libraries (1865) to “the libraries of some famous authors, of various periods” with the aim of capturing the ways in which authors used and, indeed, worked the books they accumulated, marked them up, and, when necessary, sold them off. Edwards’s accounts are interesting for their focus on how an author used his books how an author used his books or what became of them once the author was deceased. For example, he tells how the Renaissance historian Jacques-Auguste de Thou wrote in his will that he forbade that his library “should be sold, scattered or divided” only to go on to describe how it “was kept entire for little more than sixty years after its founder’s death” due to the many misfortunes and deaths suffered by the historian’s descendants. Edwards thus explains in detail the dispersal of that library collection, and eventual reconstruction and augmentation, and subsequent, second dispersal, from the date of its public auction in 1679 to the incorporation of de Thou’s manuscripts (minus his library) into the Royal Library in 1730.33 And he relishes explaining how “the special interest which attaches to the Library of Jonathan Swift arises from his habit of lavishly annotating his books” with “very outspoken…reviewals [sic]” filled with a “wonderful flux of vehement objurgation,” or of how both Coleridge and Thomas De Quincey “delighted to annotate” books, “regardless alike of their ownership and their fate.”34 Such mid-Victorian interest covers a lot of ground: unearthing and delivering accounts of personal libraries as ephemeral entities subject to dispersal and migration, treating collected books as objects that bear literal traces of the private working contexts in which they resided, and as reckoning with the legacies of their pencil-holding reader’s intellectual development. That multi-faceted understanding of libraries captures a modern understanding of the library: the historically specific medium and environment of an individual reader’s and author’s agency necessarily also subject to history. From this perspective, libraries and displaced library collections are rich fields for interpretation. In these collections and spaces, we find material manifestations of individual and institutional structures of knowledge, sources and environments of creation, and case studies for understanding circuits of cultural production and dissemination. There are deep and historically wide-reaching stories to tell about any number of individual library collections.

Many such stories have been told through the development and analysis of researched lists, bibliographies, and catalogues of an author’s personal library collection. Catalogues and bibliographies of the personal libraries of writers ranging from John Berryman and William Faulkner to James Joyce, John Keats, and Henry David Thoreau have focused on what was found on the shelves in the domestic spaces of these authors. Other such studies compile lists of books that were both “owned and borrowed,” such as Robert J. DeMott’s study of Steinbeck’s Reading. Others extend even further to include books owned and borrowed as well as works that seem to have been referenced in authors’ published writings, as in Billie Andrew Inman’s Walter Pater: A Bibliography of his Library Borrowings and Literary References, 1858–1873.35 Others extend yet further still into detailed description, examination, and analysis of the marginalia and annotations found within an author’s library in relation to an author’s wider archival holdings, as in Dirk Van Hulle and Mark Nixon’s Samuel Beckett’s Library, which, in effect, is a critical study of Beckett as reader, translator, and writer through the prism of his personally owned books.36 In all cases, the description that is required to produce such lists entails significant research, speculation, and (to use the subtitle of Alan Gribben’s two-volume account of Mark Twain’s library) “reconstruction” from diverse sources of information.37 For example, Charles E. Modlin and Hilbert H. Campbell’s catalogue of Sherwin Anderson’s personal library is presented, somewhat sheepishly but honestly, as “an attempt to list, insofar as information can now be recovered, the books left by Sherwood Anderson on his library shelves at Ripshin Farm, near Troutdale, Virginia, or at Rosemont, his wife Eleanor’s home in Marion, Virginia, at the time of his death in 1941.”38 The reconstruction, in this case, is based on what books still remained on the shelves at Ripshin Farm decades later and the “partial lists” made by the author’s children of the many books that were moved to other locations. The relative usefulness of such a list is qualified by the fact that Anderson “was an inveterate reader of books all his life, but he was never a ‘collector,’” so the books found in his personal library likely represent a fraction of the much larger collection of books he read and used throughout his life. The “relatively small” size of Anderson’s personal library is diminished further as a source for understanding the author’s reading because many of the books left on bookshelves at Ripshin Farm—those marked with the bookplate “Property of the Marion Publishing Co. Library”—came from a print-shop library Anderson had set up during his newspaper editing days with his third wife, Elizabeth Prall. This print-shop library included not only some of Anderson’s own books but also many that came from other sources. Further, some of the books on the Ripshin shelves came from Prall’s personal library rather than that of Anderson.39

Sometimes the remains of a library are too meagre to incite any hope of substantial reconstruction. In his account of the fates of dispersal common to the personal library collections of many American authors, Alan Gribben laments the posthumous “decimation of circulation, loss, and sale” that worked to dissolve Mark Twain’s personal library out of existence and he tells of the relative impossibility of ever hoping to have a sense of the personal libraries of Wallace Stevens or Hart Crane.40 Scenarios of substantial dispersal lead to bibliographical adventures of sorts. Leon Edel and Adeline Tintner’s account of their work on reconstructing the library of Henry James reads like a tale of adventure (Nazi bombings), happenstance (accidental discovery of copies and inventories), and drudgery (making lists and checking them twice).41 In many cases, though the personal library reconstructed according to principles of provenance is a complex cultural assemblage and a challenge to evoke, the underlying, motivating impulses—belying the promise of possibly reconstructing and knowing a writer’s process of reading and writing—are palpable and powerful. It is through recognition of this kind of motivation that we see how research about libraries (and personal libraries in particular) represents a rich combination of literary interpretation, librarianship, and archival analysis. Such research falls within the domain of bibliography in its broader definition as the “sociology of texts,” especially in their conceptual and material frames and within the interdisciplinary field of book history broadly defined.

Donald McKenzie has defined the book as a technological artifact that is “the product of human agency in complex and highly volatile contexts,” one that demands methods for understanding its significance within such networks of societal and individual agency.42 Work of this kind often aims to develop narratives of an individual’s reading through painstaking bibliographical research alongside material and textual analyses that trace the texts held in writers’ personal libraries as sources for their own published thought and literary creation. The thoroughness and care required to perform such source analysis of personal libraries in relation to corpora is formidable yet, to some qualified degree, achievable by an individual scholar. Some of the more granular techniques of such analysis, including reading marginalia in books for information about how the book was read, has been applied both to the interpretation of an individual author’s personal library (where such annotations may be coherent and proliferous) and to the analysis of little-known or unknown readers.

In either case, the owned book represents a source of information about “individual acts of reading” that contribute to our understanding of historically situated readership, ownership, and interpretation.43 For instance, in his analysis of “a pair of annotated Spensers” Stephen Orgel demonstrates how “the marginalia in the body of the book allow us a rare opportunity to watch an early reader responding to Spenser” through traces of this reader’s sometimes “basic, powerful, and very indignant” reactions.44 Orgel’s focused and often personal methods of reading marginalia found in books that he himself now owns in his personal library is based in part on H. J. Jackson’s broader interpretive project (in Romantic Readers: The Evidence of Marginalia) of detecting motives and classes of early nineteenth-century readership in the traces that readers of different kinds have left behind in the books they read. While Jackson’s study of annotations and books includes accounts of the marginalia of famous authors in books from their personal libraries (e.g., William Blake, Coleridge, Keats, John Mitford, Felicia Hemans, and many others), she thinks of readers’ personal engagement with their books from a wide range of social strata and professionally defined roles. Her interest in what she calls “mundane marginalia” pursues answers to questions about what different kinds of nineteenth-century readers did with the books they used regularly, and what inferences about readership we can glean from such traces of use.45 Among other insights and impacts, this kind of research provides an understanding of the porous boundaries between public and private readers and the various libraries they use.

At the risk of sounding coy, the books held in public libraries are all private to some degree insofar as they are the objects of experiential encounters with individual readers. As Simon Eliot states in his background article to “The Reading Experience Database, 1450–1945,” an open access database of over 30,000 recorded reading experiences of British readers, “Any reading recorded in an historically recoverable way is, almost by definition, an exceptional recording of an uncharacteristic event by an untypical person.”46 Sometimes the signs of such private encounters persist in the form of traces in the margins, allowing us to speculate upon the reader of the book by analyzing the material markings of “the reader in the book” (to use Orgel’s phrase, with my italics). When I was a graduate student, one of my peers, a doctoral candidate studying eighteenth-century American book history, had a side hobby of buying up cheap used copies of The Norton Anthology of English Literature. He did so because he loved to read—sometimes out loud, at parties—the earnest and intense undergraduate marginalia he found there; phrases from a Shakespeare sonnet double underlined in purple pen, with capital-lettered, triple-exclamation-marked marginal observations indicating “THIS HAPPENED TO ME!!!” The hobby was funny, albeit a bit condescending, but it was also born of this emerging book historian’s fascination with questions about readerly identification and the evidence for how we can know what a book has meant to a reader. At that time, back in the 1990s, there was not much more to do than collect specimens on an ad hoc basis and appreciate them for what their margins said. Our present historical moment is characterized by what one day may be understood as a fortuitous intersection of still-expansive material book holdings at public libraries and fast-developing digital tools for tracking the meaning of such collections in relation to readerly contexts. Andrew Stauffer’s recent work (part of his Book Traces project)47 explores the significance of inscriptions and marginalia sometimes discovered in books that retain their coherence as scenes of nineteenth-century reading within the wider contexts of material book collections in university and other public libraries; it also explores new digital tools and databases that allow us to situate such “anonymous” traces in ways we could not have done less than a decade ago.48 Stauffer explains the historicity of the moment that informs his engagement in acts of “sympathetic reading—part evocation, part projection”49 of marginalia found in old copies of the collected poetical works of Felicia Hemans in this way:


On the one hand, we needed the plenitude of physical books in the open stacks: the multiple, historically layered copies of the same content (Hemans’s poetical works) available for browsing, cross-comparison, and serendipitous discovery. On the other hand, to determine the originality of the elegy for [the previous book owners and annotators], we needed Google Books, HathiTrust, and large-scale genealogical Web sites like Ancestry, which did not exist even five years earlier.50



At a moment when the digitization of “nineteenth-century content” is occurring on a massive scale (often in conjunction with the removal of once-popular, now scarcely borrowed copies of nineteenth-century books from the open stacks or from the library altogether) Stauffer argues that such content must include material evidence of readerly encounters found in the supposedly banal in-between copies (neither first editions nor the latest scholarly editions) that occupy rows and rows of public library stacks.51 The present collection of essays about personal libraries in relation to public ones works in sympathy with this argument and stresses the value of the individual, material instance of a book copy as a way to contemplate wider questions of authorship and readership.

[image: ]

This book has arisen, in the first instance, from a critical interest in a single author’s library, that of Canadian novelist Mordecai Richler. In 2013, Concordia University in Montreal acquired Richler’s personal library, related papers, and materials from the Richler estate. Originally housed in the designated library space of Richler’s home in Quebec’s eastern townships, the books and materials from the author’s study were hastily packed upon the sale of the house, after his death, into 158 two-cubic-foot cardboard boxes. They were then stored on industrial-grade shipping shelves in the offices of a large clothing manufacturer (owned by a friend of the family) in the east end of Montreal for over a year. The books and papers, once in regular use as a necessary resource for a writer of fiction, prose journalism, screenplays, and children’s stories, now sat in the dark on metal shelves, surrounded by a busy staff who worked 8 to 5 filling orders for men’s suits. In the few photographs we have of Richler in his eastern townships study, we see a sizable room with large windows; a long wall of white shelves filled with books, periodicals, typescripts, photographs, and knick-knacks; a carpeted floor punctuated with piles of readers copies, stacks of paper and newspapers; and a simple, large rectangular desk the surface of which is barely visible for the variety of print materials that cover it. It was a library space in active use, serving at once as storage space, writer’s atelier, and literary hoarder’s refuge. Nothing can be taken for granted as a constituent element of a library. As Jeffrey Schnapp and Matthew Battles have noted, the most basic elements of the architectonics of the library—the bookshelf, the card catalogue, the carrel, the reference desk, the reading chair, the reading room, the copy station, the book—all have long, illustrious, complex, and ideological histories, and all can be read as material manifestations of our fantasies of what libraries can and should allow us to do. Librarians of the present (and of the past, too) are designers of experience, and libraries as furnished, physical spaces are sites of material epistemology, containers of knowledge shaped by their material contents.52 Despite this library collection’s displacement (and many others) from the author’s original study space, and from the shelves that were left behind in that space, there are many material traces of the architectonics of that original library within the contents of the collection itself.

The Richler library collection consists of over 5,500 monographs (many annotated in Richler’s hand), thousands of pages of typescript, periodicals, personal agendas, correspondence, financial documents, photographs, prints and drawings, newspaper clippings, audio recordings, ephemera, personal documents, writing instruments (like typewriters, pencils, and pens), furniture (writing desk, step ladders, and chairs) and other interesting realia (unsmoked cigars, matchbooks, political pins, etc.). As a displaced material footprint of this writer’s working environment, the Richler library collection suggested itself as a case study by which to explore, specifically, the material and creative processes of a major Canadian author, theoretically, the formulation of concepts useful for the theorization of authorship as well as the author’s library and collection, and methodologically, identification of the library’s components that may be used for research in a variety of disciplines and for the development and application of research methods useful for the theorization and study of such collections. Research and development around this collection has included, in the first instance, extensive cataloguing and description. The description of an author’s library collection of this kind presented an interesting challenge due to the fact that it combines books (for which there is publicly shared metadata of different kinds) with other kinds of objects—some unique, some banal yet ephemeral—as one kind of coherent collection due to their shared provenance. The fact that they were collected and once held in the personal library space of a particular individual (in our case, an individual who wrote and published works of literature in a historical stretch of time when there was widespread interest in defining and realizing a national literature in Canada) only adds interest.

Personal libraries of this kind have many of the qualities of an archive: they are testaments to and records of a specifically instantiated historical moment or era in terms of culture, philosophical thought, historical knowledge, and industrial and architectural design. They are thus hybrid entities, “complicated collections that traverse traditional library and archival boundaries.”53 Writing about archives, Linda Morra has argued that “approaching traditional archives as the sole repositories of cultural material in fact privileges certain epistemologies.”54 The same may be said of libraries: for whom is, or was, this library designed?
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Many of the chapters in this collection examine assumptions about literacy, valued knowledge, culture, and the means by which culture and memory should be preserved and disseminated. They also question assumptions that have informed and continue to inform the establishment of libraries as authoritative institutions of cultural preservation, as sites of personal use, or as fluid enterprises for the circulation of political sentiment, solidarity, and knowledge. In doing so the chapters of this book interrogate the very nature of the libraries we know in terms of the ideologies they instantiate and the epistemologies they support. Our interest in how to link the author’s personal library as a site of engagement with questions about the nature and significance of libraries as material collections calls for new, hybrid methods of considering, describing and interpreting libraries. Concepts from archival science, such as the principle of respect des fonds—the idea that the records of one creator are best understood as a distinct whole—is one useful starting point. Special collections librarians have begun to adapt this principle and related practices to library materials through the creation of guidelines for collection-level cataloguing that closely resemble archival description standards; however, the process of thinking through the ways in which archival theory might inform our understanding of collections of published materials in relation to the ephemera with which they reside in a personal library collection is still relatively new critical territory. The difference between books and archival records is at the heart of the distinction between the professions of librarian and archivist: what happens when, as with an author’s personal library, this fundamental distinction is blurred?

Laura Hughes points to some of the basic conceptual issues that need to be addressed in her study of the personal library materials of theorist of the archive Jacques Derrida. Considering his library collections that include books, of course, many of which are filled with marginalia, Post-it notes, papers, scraps of papers, portions of manuscripts, and lots of other things, she points out how “because of the trouble they make for categorization, these objects illuminate at once the interdisciplinary nature of archive studies as well as the increase in scholarship on literary artifacts and their contributions to theorizing the archives.”55 Rather than books, she suggests, maybe we should refer to “literary artifacts” and acknowledge their “ontological fluidity” through time. In addition to talking about libraries, maybe Jane Bennett’s concept of “assemblages”—“groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant materials of all sorts…living, throbbing confederations” of things—can be conceptually useful and, in some instances, more accurate.56 This book advances the application of archival thinking, and of thinking beyond the archivist’s concept of a collection’s unity based on shared function, activity, form, or use—first of all, by thinking about the hybrid and beautifully messy qualities of personal library collections. Our collective investigation of the relationship between the concepts of library and archive are pursued more specifically in our examination of the productive differences and synergies that exist between the author’s personal library and more public-oriented libraries. Through attention to the institutional narratives that inform the acquisition and management of an individual author’s material legacy, the chapters in this book also shed light on the motivations and procedures that underpin the cultural work of universities and memory institutions.

This book thus helps answer questions pertaining to the political economy of authors’ libraries that can be ascertained from accession narratives and consideration of their cultural uses in relation to authorial legacy. And it helps answer questions about libraries in relation to diverse kinds of readerships through its consideration of a wide range of library instances as fluid fields of cultural activity. It has been the editors’ aspiration to accrue (through the accumulation of rich individual contributions based on well-researched case studies) a fuller imagining of personal libraries and of “the personal” in libraries more generally, so that we can articulate a methodology and lexicon for discovering, exploring, and articulating connections among libraries, readers, and generations. The contributions to this collection converge on a distinct set of general areas of inquiry and themes figuring the library as a material and conceptual field of research and interpretation. These key themes include the library as a record of individual experience and historical transformation within broader socio-cultural contexts; the library as a platform for the formation of disciplines of knowledge, of the nation, and of the self; the library as a material record of literary production and creation; and the library as a site of literary authorship and community.

These thematic areas of inquiry and interpretation do not exist in isolation, one divorced from the other. They overlap in many different ways. But each theme helps distinguish key concerns that inform the works discussed in this book, which, taken together, provide a unified set of methods for analysis, critique, and critical storytelling when it comes to characterizing and determining the significance of the formation, dissolution, and reformation of libraries in personal and public instances. Our book accomplishes this task through its interconnecting sections and chapters, which I now outline.
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Unpacking the Personal Library: The Public and Private Life of Books presents twelve scholarly chapters organized into two sections. Part I: Private Libraries Made Public offers a series of critical accounts about the transformation of privately developed libraries into different kinds of publicly accessible library collections. These cases lend themselves to consideration and analysis of the regular movement that books make between private and public spaces, and the significance of such movement and transformation in a range of institutional, national, and political contexts. Part II: The Personal Library as a Field of Interpretation consists of readings of personal library collections as sources for understanding the creative processes of figures involved in literary activity, including writers, researchers, and booksellers. Both sections present studies that approach the library as a situated material text to interpret for political, cultural, and institutional significance, and that expand our critical vocabulary and approaches for discussing the library as an object of research and study. In sum, the chapters in this collection work together to explore and reveal methods of inquiry into questions of ontology, agency, architectonics, access, and use (privacy vs. publicity) in relation to the library as a field of interpretation.

In the opening chapter of the book’s first section, Alberto Manguel provides an intimate reflection on the historical imaginary surrounding the library as a repository of knowledge and experience designed with an eye toward readers of the future. As Manguel explains, the idea of a library is inextricably linked with those of memory, preservation, and loss. Because of this, Alexandria is its archetypal model, and every library, public or private, is erected in its shadow. (Writing of the dispersal of Oscar Wilde’s personal library and papers after his public trials, John Sutherland notes grimly that “the Alexandrian fate is the ultimate destiny of all libraries, no matter what kind.”57) As a library, Alexandria first and foremost predicts its own disappearance, but it also proclaims its resurrection in other shapes and sizes and under other skies; it continues to house in a myriad ways the old and new technologies we are always inventing to preserve our experience of the world for readers of the future. In his depiction of the library as an iterative imaginary entity realized materially in different manifestations over historical time, Manguel sets the ground for the numerous figures of the library as sites of material and virtual metamorphosis found in the chapters to come.

In Chapter 2, we move into a specific instance of library foundation and transformation, as Anna Dysert tells the story of the Osler Library of the History of Medicine at McGill University, which opened in 1929, roughly a decade after the bequeathal of approximately eight thousand volumes from the personal collection of Sir William Osler (1849–1919). Tracing Osler’s philosophy of collection, which stresses the role of personality in the rationale of selection, Dysert argues that it is possible to read both Osler’s collecting practice and the collection, with all its “fancies and foibles,” as evidence of his particular intellectual sensibility and as a reflection of seminal ideas of his time. Through the example of one sub-collection in particular—a specific, assembled group of medieval manuscripts “whose items have in common their format and the intellectual and taxonomical challenge of their content”—Dysert reveals Osler as a collector who showed deliberation and intentionality in establishing a field of knowledge. Through this point of focus, the chapter argues that the confrontation between Osler the collector (and perhaps taxonomer of medical history) and Osler the bibliophile created his historical medical library, and that the meeting of taxonomer with bibliophile creates enduring tension in the collection he assembled. By tracing Osler’s rationale for collecting and how he built his library, Dysert reveals much about the development of the history medicine as a field of study. The chapter thus functions as both study of tensions between individual intention and taxonomical imperatives and example of how a library may serve as a field of interpretation for the formation of disciplines of knowledge and practice.

In Chapter 3, Meaghan Scanlon explores the fate of the personal library of William Lyon Mackenzie King, who served as prime minister of Canada for a total of over twenty-one years. King left a substantial body of personal materials, including diaries, documents, residences, and his personal library, all now under federal custodianship. In his will, King designated that his private property, including his homes (Laurier House and Kingsmere), should become publicly accessible, held “in trust” by the Canadian government for all Canadians. Ultimately, King’s papers went to the Public Archives of Canada (renamed the National Archives of Canada in 1987), and the bulk of his personal library was divided between Laurier House and the National Library of Canada, which merged with the Archives in 2004 to become Library and Archives Canada (LAC). The story Scanlon tells reveals King’s lifelong desire to link his personal history to that of Canada’s national narrative. She explains how King imagined his legacy in life and planned his own memorial by bequeathing the private spaces he inhabited, and the books they held, to the nation. Where King aimed to make his library accessible to the public, Scanlon’s chapter traces the different fates of portions of King’s library collection and what they reveal about the private life of Mackenzie King, the public life of a Canadian prime minister, and the preservation and curation of materials in a national library.

In keeping with the theme of the intermingling of personal and national libraries, in Chapter 4 Bart Vautour moves the discussion from the case of the library of an individual prime minster to examples of a strange hybrid entity that he calls the personal library of the state. Vautour argues that Canada has a long history of both creating and dismantling the equivalent of the “personal library” for its official residences and missions abroad in order to project a sense of the coherent state-sanctioned subject. As ambassadors come and go, the embassy’s personal library maintains a projected image of taste, erudition, and cultural competency that is associated with the figure of a private individual. By investigating the ways in which literary texts and other cultural products are subject to a particular mode of governmentality throughout the twentieth century, Vautour’s chapter outlines different configurations of the production and dissemination of “official” Canadian culture through what he calls “the state’s official personal library abroad,” a form of collection that simulates a personal library of the ambassador of the day. This chapter also considers the role of diplomatic missions in the founding and support of Centres for Canadian Studies and academic programs in Canadian Studies abroad through the divestment of the state’s official personal libraries. Vautour suggests that by studying the history of libraries in Canada’s foreign missions through a lens that sees those libraries as both personal libraries and official state-sanctioned cultural repositories, we come to understand how Canada has projected its ideal citizen as a cultural collector of material objects for outward display to global audiences.

Moving from cases in which the libraries of private collectors and individuals migrate in planned and deliberate ways into the public trust, Sherrin Frances in Chapter 5 analyzes a different, historically situated and formally extemporaneous example of the intersection of private and public libraries in her chapter on the physical book collections of temporary radical protest libraries. Focusing on the temporary libraries that have become a feature of the encampments formed during public protests like Occupy Wall Street (USA), 15-M (Spain), the Umbrella Revolution (Hong Kong), and Nuit debout (France), this chapter on the composition and use of ephemeral public protest libraries consisting of private donations interprets the significance of these physical collections as material forms of community excess or remainder. “Within this type of permanent–temporary, public–private library space,” Frances argues, “a book donation is not just an act of giving but one of giving-with,” and a collection’s materiality comes to support the formation and preservation of a volatile, radical community.

In the sixth and final chapter of this first section that has explored libraries as richly hybrid spaces that mix private and public meaning and intention, Andrew Stauffer interprets the university print collection as a legacy archive from donors and previous states of the institution, community, and region in which it sits. Here, he explains why it is important for scholars and librarians to work together to assess the research value of individual copies within public libraries thus composed from the private libraries of individual donors. Placing this important story about how North American university library holdings were developed during the postwar period into institutional and disciplinary context, Stauffer discusses the movement away from bibliographic training in both library schools and humanities departments as also, in part, responsible for the de-prioritization of books. This chapter, and section of the book, ends with a polemical defence of the scholarly and pedagogical value of book-filled stacks, thus mobilizing our critical understanding of material manifestations of the historical interactions between private and publicly held libraries and arguing for the library as a space that should continue to hold books from all ages, each of which carries its own rich history of acquisition, migration, and use.

Moving into the book’s next part—The Personal Library as a Field of Interpretation—we begin with a series of interpretive accounts of individual authors’ personal libraries. Each of these chapters, on the library collections of Virginia Woolf, Sheila Watson, Robert Duncan, and Al Purdy, respectively, highlights the author’s library collection as a source of interpretive speculation through material clues and evocative lacunae.

In Chapter 7, Emily Kopley studies the extant library of Virginia Woolf (née Stephen), most of it held at Washington State University, for clues about Woolf’s attitude toward poetry. As Virginia Stephen, the young writer did not read poetry, repelled by its patriarchal associations. Her father, Leslie Stephen, and her brother, Thoby Stephen, urged her to read poetry, but their encouragement seems to have been dissuasive. Woolf’s poetry books at Washington State—in particular, the dates of bookplates, signatures, and inscriptions—show that Woolf turns to buying and reading poetry only after the deaths of her father and brother. This turn toward poetry inspires the rhythmical, impressionistic prose for which Woolf is celebrated. Kopley focuses on two volumes, one by William Wordsworth and one by the Victorian James Thomson, that reveal Woolf’s recuperation in To the Lighthouse (1927) of the poetry her father and brother loved. Kopley shows that asking the right questions of the author’s library helps us reconstruct the literary and biographical past of the writer to whom those books once belonged. In Chapter 8, James Maynard begins with a similar principle of interpretation as found in Kopley’s approach, namely the idea that the potentially significant research value of a writer’s personal library lies in the material evidence it provides regarding that writer’s particular engagements with specific texts and what they demonstrate about such writing and generative intellectual and social contexts. But rather than extrapolate from a single book item, Maynard attends to an author’s library in all its complexity as a substantial, coherent entity. Focusing on the large and eclectic personal library of the poet Robert Duncan (1919–88), housed in the University at Buffalo Libraries’ Poetry Collection along with the supplemental apparatuses that extend it (namely, the poet’s bookplates, inventories, and reading/writing notebooks), this chapter examines what Duncan’s collection of books indicates about the sources of his poetics, origins and textual sources of certain writings, and literary communities. Usefully for scholars, editors, biographers, and other researchers, Duncan’s library helps document when he acquired most of his collection, and while the books themselves are relatively free of any marginalia, his notebooks often record his responses as a reader and writer. Maynard argues that one of the defining characteristics of Duncan’s practice is his belief that the activities of reading and writing are inextricable. Through consideration of the formal and indexical structures that give it shape, Maynard interprets the contents of Duncan’s personal library in terms of both intellectual influence on the poet and material record of actual, personal and literary associations and relationships. In reading Duncan’s library as a map of his literary and personal lives, Maynard makes the case that Duncan’s personal library is arguably one of the poet’s most informative and revealing literary productions.

In Chapter 9, Linda Morra works to reconstruct what happened to the personal library of Canadian authors Sheila and Wilfred Watson.
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