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To the people who, just like stories, have the power to make us feel at home.
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Introduction

MORE BOOKS THAN YOU COULD EVER HOPE TO READ
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Izumi wakes up early every day, and today is no exception. She enjoys gazing out of the window, watching the sun’s rays turn ever-warmer shades of yellow as she lingers over her breakfast.

She leaves the house and begins walking – quickly, yet never rushing – without having to think about where she’s going. She lets her feet lead the way: after all, by now they know it by heart. She enters her local bookshop, her favourite, then leaves again a little while later. Her feet automatically take her back home, one in front of the other – walking slowly, yet never dawdling.

Tucked into her tote bag, she has a book on the language of flowers, its pages full of drawings printed on the thick paper reserved for beautiful books. The sky is quickly clouding over, and the wind has picked up. A sudden gust blows her hair over her eyes. She tries to smooth it back into place with one arm, but doesn’t quite manage to, as her hands are full with a mystery novel – the latest outing of her favourite detective – and a book with a cover that offers no clue as to what lies within. She had taken them out of her bag to flick through as she wandered home.

The moment she gets home, she sets the books down on the table, sinks into the sofa and closes her eyes. A ray of sunshine peeks through the clouds, warming her legs. She opens her eyes again.

In an attempt to make a little room and get comfy on the sofa, she moves a couple of books onto the coffee table in front of her, placing one on top of the pile in the middle and the other on the one next to it: the central pile has grown a smidge too tall and now seems dangerously rickety. The overflowing bookcase opposite her is an explosion of colours. Although it was once neat and tidy, her orderly arrangement has been undermined, disrupted by the new books she has tried to squeeze into every last nook and cranny, adding a horizontal row in front of the others, wedging in any oversized books diagonally …

Izumi gets up and readjusts one that she worries is about to come tumbling down. She runs her fingertips along the entire bookcase, then turns the corner that separates it from the hallway, where she immediately comes across another. This one is where some of the denser volumes can be found: the hallway bookcase is home to all the reference books, which is a delight to cast your eyes over as you walk past; it is positively brimming with interesting things you can learn about a little at a time. It is seven steps wide from edge to edge.

The bedroom door, open just a sliver, offers a glimpse of her double futon, which is wedged between shelves crammed with romance and mystery novels: the perfect diversion for when you wake up at the crack of dawn and can’t get back to sleep.

Before going to the bathroom, Izumi goes back into the lounge, picks up her latest acquisition – the new mystery novel – and delicately balances it on top of one of the piles on her bedside table. Nobody glancing at the tabletop would be able to discern whether it was made from light wood or dark, but it really doesn’t matter.

Finally, Izumi heads into the bathroom for a steaming hot shower. She slides the glass door open, gently moves the stool out of the way – being careful not to tip over the stack of books sitting on it – then takes a big, fluffy towel out of the cupboard and hangs it on the hook on the wall. Then she turns on the water.
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If you found yourself smiling and nodding as you read this, your nostrils filling with the heady, wholly irresistible scent of crisp new pages, then it can mean only one thing. Your love of books is boundless, buying them is a source of immense joy, and … well, you live in a home with something rather peculiar about it: bedside tables buried under teetering piles of books, bookcases vast enough to accommodate second and even third rows, cupboards hiding the shame of duplicates purchased by mistake, shelves that threaten to crash to the ground at any moment under the weight of countless colourful recipe books, sofas surrounded by makeshift walls of beautifully bound classics, orderly columns of timeless British literature lining the hallways … and a passion, an urge, that could see every last gap in the house being stuffed with books before long.

All these books seem to be sitting there, patiently waiting. But waiting for what? For the right moment, of course: the moment when you finally crack them open and set about reading them. A moment – it is worth bearing in mind – that might never even come.

Because of the ten books you buy today, you might read one or two within the next year, with three or four more earmarked for holidays or ‘when you’ve finally got some free time’, but you can be sure that the rest will stay there perfectly untouched, peering down at you, cluttering up every home you have over the years, following you each time you move house.


LIVING ON BOOKS ALONE

Let’s try to calculate statistically – at a rough approximation – the maximum number of books that one person could theoretically get through in their lifetime, assuming that this hypothetical person decides to dedicate their entire existence to reading. There are, on average, 300 pages in a book, each of which contains 300 words. The average reading speed is 200 words per minute. If we assume these figures to be true, then it follows that we can read a standard book (90,000 words) in 71/2 hours. Now, if we set aside 8 hours for sleeping and another hour for dealing with our basic needs, let us assume that we can spend all our remaining time reading: 15 hours a day. If the average lifespan is around 80 years, and we assume that this person started reading at the age of 5, then they could get through a dizzying 54,788 books in their lifetime.

Seems like an absurd number, right?

But in 2010, Google conducted some research that will blow your mind. The question was: how many books are there in the world? The result was staggering: in 2010, there were no fewer than 129,864,880 unique books in the world.

Given that more than two million new books are released every year, by the time this book hits the shelves of your local shop, that number will be somewhere closer to 160 million.

Which means that, even with a life dedicated exclusively to reading, there would still be a mammoth 159,945,212 books you would have to miss out on.

So although this is just napkin maths, with some rather extreme assumptions, it nonetheless gives us a clear idea of the pitifully small number of books we are capable of reading over the course of our entire existence – a drop in the ocean compared to the millions on the market!



Don’t you feel sad at the thought of the many pages whose content is destined to remain unknown to you, adventures that will never transport you to the far-off realms of your dreams, fantastical lands that you will never explore?

Not exactly, right?

It would be more accurate to say that, when struck by the sight of all the books that you own but will never manage to read, the feeling that washes over your body is more like a mix of melancholy and euphoria, a unique emotion that nothing else is quite capable of stirring up.

So … doesn’t that at least discourage you from buying any more books?

Not in the slightest!

There is nothing like dreaming about walking into a bookshop, sifting through the second-hand tables or surrendering to the delights of the infinite options at a book fair just so that enthusiasm once again floods your heart and that gentle, tingling itch on your fingertips grows into a frenzy.

Worried you might be a weirdo?

Absolutely not, don’t you fret: you’re in good company here. There’s even a name especially for people like you, a single word that contains an action but also conjures up that bittersweet feeling that we have come to revel in over the years. It is no coincidence that the term is taken from Japanese, which is the language of symbols par excellence.

SO WHAT IS TSUNDOKU?

Tsundoku (積ん読) describes the act of procuring reading material, then allowing it to accumulate around your house without ever reading it or, in many cases, even flicking through it. It is also used to refer to the books left on a shelf or bedside table, just waiting for that perfect moment to come around: the (in)famous ‘pile of shame’.

The word tsundoku brings together two elements: tsunde-oku (積んでおく, stockpiling things to make sure they’re ready to use later, then forgetting about them for a while) and dokusho (読書, reading books). It doesn’t means forgetting them forever – or at least, that’s not the intention of whoever bought those books – but certainly for a good long while.

The term tsundoku originated in the Meiji Era (1868–1912) as a dialect word.

The Meiji Era was a busy time for Japan: it was a period of vast, sweeping changes, destined to alter the course of the country’s history and future forever, so much so that it is also referred to as the ‘Meiji Restoration’.

Up to that point, the Land of the Rising Sun had been stuck in the past and completely closed off from the outside world, both economically and socially. The Japanese had been used to their insular perspective, always looking inwards, and so they became a world of their own – a world within the world. Although this had serious repercussions in terms of stifling development and innovation, it did allow Japan to foster a culture with a marked identity, deeply rooted in its age-old traditions.

Change came swiftly and unexpectedly: in the space of a mere 50 years (from 1850 to the early 1900s), waves of profound upheaval swept the country.

The Japanese felt the earth crumbling beneath their feet, shaken by change so rapid that it threatened to undermine the very foundations of the precious culture they had so assiduously nurtured. Why? Because this dramatic change did not sprout spontaneously from within the island nation, where the inhabitants were used to watching everything unfold before their eyes. In July 1853, US Commodore Matthew Perry led four warships to the port of Uraga, near what is now known as Tokyo Bay, on the principal Japanese island of Honshu. The point of the warships descending upon the island was clearly to intimidate the locals, with Perry’s ultimatum sending a chilling message: if the Japanese did not agree to end their isolation and open up to foreign trade, their shores would be bombed to smithereens.

And so, in the interests of avoiding a devastating conflict, the shogun – who had political control of the country – was forced to accept and sign agreements that would see Japan finally engaging in trade with other nations.

A NEW STATUS QUO

Japan opening up resulted in a variety of outcomes: while the country underwent an impressive flurry of modernization, the sudden switch from a rural to an industrial economy and the upsetting of the existing social structure were violent enough to rend Japan in two. The price to pay for modernization was a deep divide in the country.

However, when the hostilities were finally over, Japan wholeheartedly embraced the new status quo. As in many similar situations, the image of flowers blooming out of the rubble or ashes of destruction fits like a glove. The crack that had been opened up by the world on the other side of the ocean found the strength to heal itself in nothing less than Japan’s newfound drive towards the innovative, the other, the unknown. Opening the Japanese economy up to foreign trade made the country what it is today, and engaging with different cultures and societies allowed the rigid caste system to evolve and modernize.

Democracy was knocking at the door, bringing with it a whole new climate. The capital was moved from Kyoto to Edo, which was later renamed Tokyo. Once the modern world hit Japan’s shores, it advanced across the island nation in leaps and bounds: the telegraph, the postal system, the yen, fashionable clothing from the West … the lives of everyone in the Land of the Rising Sun changed radically overnight. Their tried-and-tested ways of communicating, getting around and paying – but also dressing and behaving – were suddenly transformed and would never be the same again. The educational system was reformed and the country was reorganized.

Just as every last aspect of life was changing before the very eyes of the Japanese, they coined the term tsundoku, to refer to those who filled their homes with books without reading them, purely for the pleasure of owning them.

It was as if their attachment to books and what they represent – a link to the past and to tradition, knowledge as a form of love for the habits and customs of yesteryear, the rapidly fading ways of life – could offer a kind of anchor capable of steadying a ship tossed about by a stormy sea.

In a way – and this is still true today, if you think about it – books have always been a soothing source of comfort and security. They are tangible, material relics of a time long before us that will continue to endure long after we are gone. Something that occupies a space in the world, never changing as the years roll by and humankind’s many conflicts rage on. And whether we devour their pages over and over again or never so much as glance at the wisdom within, their words will never change.

There is something reassuring about the thought of books as eternal elements that fill our homes, sturdy and weighty enough that the wind will never be able to blow them away.

BIBLIOMANIA, BIBLIOPHILIA AND TSUNDOKU

It is fascinating to consider that the word tsundoku never made it out of Japan after it was coined. In European languages, there is a word to denote a love of books (bibliophilia) and another for an obsession with books (bibliomania), but somehow, this third nuance has not made its way into our lexicon. Bibliophilia, bibliomania and tsundoku are similar, yet nonetheless distinct concepts. They all have something to do with books, reading, love and a splash of obsession, but these factors are combined in different ways.

Bibliophilia – from the Greek βιβλίον (meaning ‘book’) and Φιλία (meaning ‘love’) – is a love of books.

A bibliophile is someone who harbours a deep passion for everything relating to books. What’s more, they are usually seasoned connoisseurs of all the different editions, especially the rarest, most precious and valuable ones. The bibliophile spends a great deal of their time frequenting libraries and archives. An understatement, perhaps: indeed, it is thanks to bibliophiles that libraries and archives came about in the first place. We owe their very existence to these people, who appreciated the value of books and sought out a way to preserve their beauty. Bibliophiles are ardent believers in spreading culture, in the power of the knowledge that is shared when we read good writing.

Thanks to their ability to recognize a high-quality edition, bibliophiles are worshippers of the book as an object, but also capable of grasping its cultural and political value above and beyond its aesthetic and economic worth.

Bibliophiles are avid readers, though in many countries you only need to read 12 books a year to earn the title.

For the bibliophile, owning the books they love is a secondary consideration: reading or simply admiring them provides enough enjoyment. They have a vast library of their own, of course, but also love to linger around public spaces that can be a magnet for books and readers.

A Bibliophile’s Home

If you imagine the home of a bibliophile, it might conjure up the image of a neat, orderly bookcase containing shelves enclosed by glass doors, protecting their precious historical editions from dust. But at the same time, those doors are never sealed under lock and key: bibliophiles love to show off their treasures to other people – not to brag about them, but as a way of sharing their love and knowledge. They fully expect other people to treat books with the same care and reverence, considering their value to be universally obvious.

Indeed, in a bibliophile’s home, you would never find books strewn carelessly about, used as knick-knacks on mantelpieces, tossed on the floor or with dogeared pages used as makeshift bookmarks.

Bibliomania, on the other hand – from the Greek βιβλίον (meaning ‘book’) and µανία (meaning ‘mania’) – is an obsession with books.

It is an obsessive-compulsive disorder that presents as a form of disposophobia, or hoarding disorder. As such, it is first and foremost a pathology, and therefore affects the sufferer’s quality of life.

A bibliomaniac does not follow any conscious will to choose, as they cannot suppress their impulse to buy and accumulate books, at the considerable expense of their personal and social wellbeing. Their disorder often dominates their relationships: the unshakeable urge to acquire more and more books always takes precedence, leaving no room for compromise or anything (or, indeed, anyone) else.

The bibliomaniac often becomes attached to unique and valuable editions, or obsesses over owning every existing edition of a particular title. Those who suffer from this debilitating condition can even devote their entire lives to searching for a specific tome, bound in a particular year at a particular bindery and bearing the author’s signature.

And yet, paradoxically, a bibliomaniac is not necessarily an avid reader. For someone like this, accumulating books has nothing to do with reading them. A bibliomaniac buys books for the sole purpose of owning them and increasing the size of their collection.

In a way, bibliomania can be considered a degeneration of bibliophilia, wherein love becomes obsession and, as such, loses sight of everything that made it love in the first place.

For bibliomaniacs, the love of books is wholly replaced by the anxiety triggered by not owning a particular volume.

A Bibliomaniac’s Home

If you imagine their home, you will see a space entirely overrun with books. Books on the floor, books on the beds, books on top of cupboards, books everywhere you look. Every possible edition of a book with the same title – hundreds of copies which, to the untrained eye, may seem identical.

The bibliomaniac’s house has been taken over by books and rendered uninhabitable. Sacrificed at this altar is the living space of whoever lives there, often along with their health and hygiene.

A TSUNDOKU-ER’S VIEW OF BOOKS AND READING

In light of this, tsundoku can be seen as a meeting point of sorts between bibliophilia and bibliomania. Those who fall into this third category buy books fully intending to read them, just … at some point in the future.

They find the presence of books in their home reassuring, and certainly not a source of anxiety, as is often the case with bibliomaniacs.

Much like bibliophiles, those who tend towards tsundoku are avid readers and find reading to be a positive stimulus for their wellbeing. They feel no hint of distress at seeing the unread books at the top of their pile gradually being buried under new ones on a daily basis, because they are firm in their belief that, sooner or later, they will get around to reading every single book they have bought.

Though countless volumes may occupy every corner of the house – never graced with the same orderly cataloguing considered so crucial by bibliophiles – they never impinge upon the living space of its residents: on the contrary, they often serve as an original furnishing in their own right.

The tsundoku category often includes omnivorous readers who, rather than accumulating particularly rare or valuable editions, stockpile books that they intend to read as they consider them interesting and unmissable.

A Tsundoku-er’s Home

While the homes of bibliomaniacs and bibliophiles – who often organize their bookcases according to criteria of objective value, shared by the community of collectors of rare editions – tell us precious little about who they truly are, as we shall see, we need only cast the briefest of glances over the titles and covers of the books filling the homes of tsundoku practitioners to open up a clear window into their soul.
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How deep is your love of books?


	When you open the first cupboard you see as you walk through your front door …

	There is a handful of books.

	There are only books and nothing else.

	There are no books.




	Find the book you have the most duplicates of at home. How many copies are there?

	Four.

	Two or three.

	I don’t own any duplicates!




	How many books do you have on your bedside table?

	The one I’m reading, plus a few extra to leaf through every now and then.

	If only I could see my bedside table …

	Just the one I’m reading.




	You decide to have some friends over for dinner …

	I can’t wait to show them all the new books I bought!

	Hang on, I have to get all the books off the table …

	Looking forward to a lovely, relaxing evening.




	Where is your happy place?

	The library.

	Home.

	A quiet outdoor spot where I can read in peace.




	When you’re packing your suitcase for a trip, what do you do with your books?

	I never pack them in my suitcase because I’m afraid they’ll be damaged.

	I only bring the one I’m currently reading, leaving a little space in my suitcase for a few new purchases.

	I bring the one I’m reading plus a few more, just in case.







Answers

You answered mostly (a):

You’re a bibliophile. Your love for books knows no limits and you adore sharing it with others.

You answered mostly (b):

You fall into the category of those who ‘live tsundoku’. You love buying books, even though you know that you won’t read them right away (and perhaps never will). This book is all about you!

You answered mostly (c):

You are, quite simply, a great lover of books. You see books as treasures because of the boundless stories they contain. You can’t wait to immerse yourself in new worlds and go on new adventures.



What kind of reader are you?


	What’s the first thing you do when you get home with a new book?

	Record a new video for TikTok.

	Leaf through it.

	Look for somewhere to put it.




	How do you choose the books you buy?

	I follow the recommendations I find on social media.

	I judge it by its cover.

	I consider whether I’m interested in the topic.




	How
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