
there were few thrills in this story.
In the past 20 years, however, the field

has suddenly become very exciting in-
deed, leaping into the vanguard of cul-
tural history. Now historians are studying
the libraries you scarcely knew existed:
prison libraries in the
age of Dickens, min-
ers’ libraries in the
coalfields of South
Wales, labor-camp
libraries in Stalin’s
Russia, Jim Crow li-
braries in the Old
South, polar libraries
in the Arctic and
Antarctic, ghetto li-
braries in the Holo-
caust. 

If your postmod-
ern friends doubt
that library history 
is indeed cutting-
edge (they’ll proba-
bly o≠er bromides

about “the death of the book”), you can
impress them by citing Michel Foucault,
who emphasized the importance of un-
derstanding how society preserves,
classifies, and discards texts. Foucault
never bothered to study actual libraries

(he was more of an ideas man), but once
you accept his premise, the library be-
comes central to the project of investigat-
ing culture. We have come to realize that
we cannot understand ancient Meso-
potamia, Ptolemaic Egypt, Moorish
Spain, the French Revolution, or Sinclair
Lewis’s America unless we know which
books were up there on the shelves, and
who was allowed to read them.

Matthew Battles, coordinating editor
of the Harvard Library Bulletin at Houghton
Library, has now produced, for a lay audi-
ence, a distillation of this fascinating and
innovative body of scholarship. He shows

Conflict in the Stacks
Libraries can be battlegrounds, littered with lessons for the cultural historian.

by jonathan rose

ibrary history used to be the sleepiest of all academic 

disciplines. Compared with the gripping narratives of 

military or political history, it o≠ered a fairly banal plot

line: usually something about Andrew Carnegie or some

other public benefactor erecting lighthouses of knowledge

here and there. Except for the occasional fire in the stacks,L
B
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Matthew Battles, 
Library: An Unquiet History
(Norton, $24.95).

Target of choice:
the burned-out ruins of
the Bosnian National
and University Library
in Sarajevo, 1993.
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that the delicious
sense of peace that
pervades any great
library is, in an im-
portant sense, decep-
tive. Library: An Un-
quiet History is above
all a story of conflict.
Yes, libraries are tem-
ples of learning, but
they can also be po-
litical, imperial, theo-
logical, or racial bat-
tlegrounds. In that
sense, the new library
history is intriguing-
ly revisionist.

We all know about
the celebrated an-
cient library at Alex-
andria, which was
burned accidentally
by Julius Caesar in 48
b.c. Or was it? That
fire may actually
have a≠ected only a
small fraction of its
700,000-scroll collec-
tion. Visitors’ ac-
counts suggest that
the library was still
functioning well after
Caesar’s death. An-
other version tells us
that the library was
destroyed by Arab
conquerors when
they seized the city
in a.d. 641. But that story may have been
concocted by a twelfth-century Muslim
chronicler as an alibi for Saladin, who was
selling libraries to finance his war with
the Crusaders. Battles concludes that the
library was likely burned more than once
but, in the long run, probably fell victim to
more mundane forces. The scrolls were
written in ancient languages that, over the
centuries, were forgotten. The pagan
philosophies they debated were not con-
sidered worth preserving in the Christian
era. This, typically, is how libraries end:
occasionally with a bang or a sudden
conflagration, but more often as the cu-
mulative result of neglect, vermin, losses,
dispersal, and decay. 

At any rate, new library historians find
the political role of the Alexandrine li-
brary more significant than its incinera-
tion. Battles describes it as a kind of in-

stitute for advanced study, where schol-
ars on royal pensions could pursue re-
search free of teaching obligations, in a
climate of exceptional academic freedom,
and exchange ideas in a common dining
hall. Of course, the Ptolemies did not un-
derwrite this expensive project out of a
Carnegiesque sense of philanthropy.
They aimed to acquire a weapon that
could be used in the power struggles of
the Mediterranean world: an information
monopoly, particularly in the strategic
fields of engineering, medicine, and reli-
gion. Hence they concentrated all the
best minds of the region in one place,
confiscated books from travelers, and
banned the export of papyrus to stifle
rival libraries at Rhodes and Pergamum.
(The Pergamenes got around that em-
bargo by inventing parchment.) 

Students of globalization should note
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A story of
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Following the destiny of one family from

the first class of Harvard to the present

day, HARVARD YARD is a brilliant 
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READ AN EXCERPT ONLINE AT www.twbookmark.com

AVAILABLE IN HARDCOVER
X

AN AOL TIME WARNER BOOK GROUP COMPANY 
JACKET ILLUSTRATION BY WENDELL MINOR

From the bestselling 
author of Back Bay

“Martin is a master
storyteller.” 
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“A writer whose
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A story of
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The Reading Room at the Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
Don’t be deceived by the aura of peace.
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that the United States today maintains
world hegemony by fairly similar means:
subsidizing research, importing foreign
experts, and enforcing intellectual prop-
erty laws. Cyberphonies endlessly reiter-
ate that ours is an “information society,”
but new library historians know what the
Ptolemies knew: that every literate soci-
ety in human history has been an infor-
mation society. We have always used in-

formation to exert power, distribute
wealth, create technology, preserve mem-
ory, and communicate ideas. Marx was
wrong once again: the key is control of
knowledge rather than of the means of in-
dustrial production. That is why histori-
ans are refocusing their attention on trea-
suries of intellectual capital. 

Battles does precisely that for the gen-
eral reader—concisely, vividly, and mem-

orably. He walks you through controver-
sies that once engaged only specialists,
and makes them unexpectedly interest-
ing. The history of cataloging may sound
soporific, but he shows that the organiza-
tion of books is an intriging intellectual
problem that took centuries to work out.
Librarians still debate, with ideological
fierceness, whether catalogs should use
“dysmenorrhea” or “menstrual cramps” as

24 November -  December 2003

That Very Mad A≠air
Love and Hate in Jamestown: John Smith, Pocahontas, and the Heart of a New Nation (Knopf, $25.95), by David A. Price, J.D. ’86, is a stylishly
written, authoritative retelling of the opening of the first permanent English settlement in the New World. Price breaks readers’
hearts early on with this debunking:

T
he survival of the small English
outpost was thanks mostly to two
extraordinary people, one a com-
moner and one a royal. The com-
moner was Captain John Smith, a

former soldier with an impatient nature
and a total lack of respect for his social
betters—and anyone else who hadn’t
proven himself through his merits. The
royal was Pocahontas, the beautiful,
headstrong daughter of the most
powerful chief in Virginia.

The names of John Smith and
Pocahontas have by now passed
into American legend. Like the
Jamestown story as a whole, their
stories have been told over the
generations with varying degrees
of accuracy. The imaginative 1995
Walt Disney Co. movie, for exam-
ple, endowed Pocahontas with a
Barbie-doll figure, dressed her in
a deerskin from Victoria’s Secret,
and made her Smith’s love inter-
est. Or, as Peggy Lee sang,

Captain Smith and Pocahontas
Had a very mad a≠air
When her daddy tried to kill him
She said, “Daddy, oh don’t you dare
He gives me fever with his kisses
Fever when he holds me tight
Fever, I’m his missus
Oh Daddy, won’t you treat him right.”

Trouble is, Smith and Pocahon-
tas were never romantically in-
volved. That isn’t surprising;
when Smith was in Virginia, Po-
cahontas was a girl of 11 or so. The

real Pocahontas was a child of privilege
in her society—that is, the Powhatan
Empire—who was curious about the
English newcomers, befriended Smith,
and gave him and the rest of the English
crucial assistance. Years later, looking
back on her contributions, Smith would
recall that her “compassionate pitiful
[pitying] heart…gave me much cause to
respect her.” He credited her with saving

the colony. The English in Virginia, for
their part, chose a strange way to repay
her: after Smith left the colony, they kid-
napped her and held her hostage for ran-
som from her father, Chief Powhatan.
Yet during that time, she came to em-
brace English ways, married a thor-
oughly lovestruck Englishman named
John Rolfe, and lived out the rest of her
short life in his country.
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a subject heading. Battles shows that
Melvil Dewey devised his ingenious deci-
mal system of classification as part of a
much vaster plan to create a huge social
machine for the e∞cient delivery of
knowledge. To that end he founded the
American Library Association and
launched the nation’s first library school,
at Columbia University. He set up a firm
to supply libraries with labor-saving
equipment, everything from card files to
date stamps. He propagandized for pho-
netic spelling, shorthand, and the metric
system, and his lectures were clocked at
180 words per minute. 

All societies are information societies,
but until recently only Dewey and other

pioneering librarians fully understood
the importance of classification and re-
trieval. In the 1890s Dewey devised a
desk with 120 pigeonholes and paper
slips coded in five colors—a remarkable
anticipation of today’s workstations.
John Dee, a celebrated scholar in Eliza-
bethan England, introduced into his vast
personal library a cross-referencing sys-
tem that astonishingly foreshadowed hy-
pertext. It remained only for the hard-
ware to catch up.

Of course, you can also corner the mar-
ket for knowledge by burning books,
which Battles treats as a universal human
habit. Shi Huangdi, the emperor who uni-
fied China in the third century b.c., con-
solidated his authority by destroying pri-
vate libraries and (frequently) the scholars
who owned them. Early followers of the
Koran burned rival scriptural texts. When
the Aztecs conquered Mexico they de-
stroyed their own histories: now that they
constituted a great empire, they wanted
to erase evidence of their nomadic past.
The Spanish conquistadores would in turn
burn nearly all of the Aztec books, realiz-
ing too late that they had wiped out the
kind of ethnographic information that 
can be extremely valuable to imperial ad-
ministrators. That mistake was not re-
peated by the British, who meticulously 

preserved and studied Indian texts. 
The most devastating “biblioclasm” of

all time was carried out by the Nazis, who
in 12 years destroyed an estimated 100 mil-
lion volumes throughout occupied Eu-
rope. The book burnings one sees in news-
reel footage were only the beginning.
German students celebrated the bonfires
as a perverse academic ritual, a kind of
anti-commencement. In one case firemen
threw kerosene on the flames—quite pos-
sibly the inspiration for Ray Bradbury’s
Fahrenheit 451. For a long time Joseph Goeb-

bels did not publish lists of forbidden
books, a Machiavellian strategy for keep-
ing librarians and private citizens in con-
stant anxiety: because they did not know
which titles the stormtroopers would rip
from their shelves, they preemptively cen-
sored themselves, often burning their own
books. 

The Nazis temporarily permitted some
libraries to function in the Jewish ghettos,
perhaps to distract the residents from the
inevitable. Library annual reports as a
genre are usually dull, with their pie
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C H A P T E R  &  V E R S E
A correspondence corner for not-so-famous lost words

Miranda Yousef asks for titles of any
novels that reprint this excerpt from
Ford Madox Ford’s poem “In October
1914”: “This is Charing Cross; it is past
one of the clock; / There is very little
light./ There is so much pain.”

Ellen Peel hopes someone can identify
the novel which presents one spouse’s
version of events and then forces the
reader to flip the book over and upside
down for the other spouse’s version.

John Cooke hopes someone can iden-
tify a novel about a man’s e≠orts to keep
his amnesia-a±icted ex-girlfriend from
recalling that she broke up with him.

David Burrows asks where Emerson
writes of attending a musical perfor-
mance which he imagines occurring in
an insane asylum, with the inmates as
performers and family members and
sta≠ as the audience.

Patrick O’Malley requests a confirmed
source for “Marriage is like putting your
hand into a bag of snakes in the hope 
of pulling out an eel,” attributed (with-
out citation) to Leonardo da Vinci and
W. H. Brookfield and paraphrased in 
M.E. Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret.

Pete Hart seeks the source of “Oblivion
here thy wisdom lies, / thy thrift the
sleep of cares./For a proud idleness like
this/crowns all thy mean a≠airs.” 

J. R. Taber would like to know who
wrote “Not for me the mad violence of

the moon, /nor the apex of the serene
volcano in eruption./For who shall find
our father Chaos / waddling in the in-
evitable mire of yesteryear / Splashed
with newt’s blood but unafraid.”

“Puccini of music” (March-April). Ma-
son professor of music emeritus David
G. Hughes suggested checking Music and
Criticism: A Symposium (1948), edited by
Richard F. French, the proceedings of
the conference recalled by Richard Wil-
bur. In his lecture, “The Raison d’Être of
Criticism in the Arts,” E. M. Forster
stated, “When the English humorist
Beachcomber says, ‘Wagner is the Puc-
cini of music,’ he means rather more
than he says. Besides guying a well-
worn formula, he pierces Grand Opera
itself, and reveals Brünnehilde and But-
terfly transfixed on the same mischie-
vous pin.” Forster’s citation is not foot-
noted. The writer J.B. Morton began his
50-year stint as “Beachcomber” in the
Daily Express in 1924.

“cli≠…strawberry” (September-Octo-
ber). Don Walker was the first to identi-
fy this Buddhist parable; Lavinia Schoene
and others noted that it appears in Zen
Flesh, Zen Bones, compiled by Paul Reps.

Erratum: Katherine Kurs noted that the
name of Scottish artist Ian Hamilton
Finlay was misspelled in the last issue.
We regret the editorial error.

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware
Street, Cambridge 02138.

The key is control 
of knowledge rather
than of the means of
industrial production.
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charts and bar graphs, but the report filed
by the Vilna ghetto library in September
1942 is devastating. You read there that
patrons frequently borrowed War and
Peace, trying to make sense of the present
conflict, and you know that within a year
they will all be shipped to the camps.

The literary holocaust certainly did not
stop at Jewish libraries. Collections in oc-
cupied Poland and Ukraine typically suf-
fered losses in the range of 80 to 100 per-
cent. Nazi ideologist Alfred Rosenberg
had his own team of o∞cial looters, the
Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg, who
raided collections throughout Europe,
seizing some books for German libraries
but destroying most of them.

The Nazis understood what Battles
understands: national consciousness is

incarnated in books, therefore you can
erase a people from history by wiping 
out their libraries. Just 50 years later,
with the same motive, Serbian national-
ists launched a barrage of incendiary
shells at the Bosnian National and Uni-
versity Library in Sarajevo. András Riedl-
mayer, who works at Harvard’s Fine Arts
Library, has taken a leading role in the
Bosnian Manuscript Ingathering Project
(www.kakarigi.net/manu/ingather.htm),
which catalogs the losses and tries to
find replacements. At least book burning
is now considered a war crime: Riedl-
mayer has testified in the trial of former
Serb president Slobodan Milosevic.

Given those dangers, a library is not al-
ways the best place to preserve books. In
Jewish tradition, obsolete volumes were
not destroyed but interred in a geniza, a
kind of literary tomb which has proven to
be a gold mine for bibliographers. The ge-
niza preserved books which, in a working
library, might have been misplaced, stolen,
used until they fell to pieces, deacces-
sioned, or never acquired in the first place.
An equally remarkable find is a 2000-
scroll collection excavated in the Roman
city of Herculaneum, buried by the erup-
tion of Mount Vesuvius in a.d. 79. Most of
the books survived only as charred frag-
ments, but now even these can be deci-
phered using digital imaging techniques.
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Build Yourself a Democratic House
“Build a yurt with Bill and you witness his educational ideas in action. The yurt is
his philosophy made visible—security, nonviolence, simplicity, experimentation, ac-
tivism, cultural blending, reverence for place, and beauty. He will not build a yurt
for you (that would be tantamount to commodification of an educational experi-
ence), but he will work with you to build a yurt,” writes John Saltmarsh in his intro-
duction to A Handmade Life: In Search of Simplicity, by William S. Coperthwaite, Ed.D. ’72
(Chelsea Green Publishing, $35). Coperthwaite is a teacher, builder, designer, and
writer who has lived for many years a self-sustaining life on Maine’s northern coast,
in Machiasport, eschewing grid electricity and plumbing and motors. This hand-
some book, with photographs by Peter Forbes, is part manifesto, part biography,
and part instruction about how to build necessities such as a rain barrel. Before you
decide where to live, consider these thoughts about “democratic architecture.”

I
t may sound strange to talk of
honest and dishonest houses. After
all, aren’t houses neutral, material
objects? Yet if a house is larger than
we can build and care for on our

own, it could be regarded as violent, ex-
ploitative architecture.

The larger and more complicated the
house we build, the more that house be-
comes a time-consuming luxury, requir-
ing e≠ort that could be focused on areas
of greater need and worth.

Balance in this, as in all matters, takes
judgment. Some people put in a dispro-
portionate amount of time styling their
hair, some spend hours on their car,
some are obsessed with their tennis
stroke, and some of us are inclined to
spend too much time on our houses.

Until there is a decent balance of
basic necessities for all people, we are
duty-bound not to waste time and en-

ergy on peripheral things. The modern
yurt has been designed as part of the
quest for a democratic architecture—a
shelter that people can take part in
building for themselves. For this to be
possible, it must be simple, take rela-
tively little time to build, be aestheti-
cally pleasing, low in cost, and easily
cleaned and maintained.

There will not be one form of struc-
ture that answers the needs of all peo-
ple. Climate, occupation, and taste vary
too greatly for universal rules. We need
to experiment with many designs using
many di≠erent materials. And we need
to design not for material gain but to
create the best, most genuinely nonvio-
lent architecture possible.

What are your requirements for a de-
mocratic house?

O P E N  B O O K

Coperthwaite and his yurt, Machiasport

At least book burning
is now considered a
war crime.
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“The most complete ancient library acces-
sible to us today survived because it
burned,” Battles concludes, with some
wonderment. But then the new library
history is full of counterintuitive ironies. 

Jonathan Rose’s most recent book is The Intel-
lectual Life of the British Working Class-
es, which won the Jacques Barzun Prize in Cul-
tural History and the Longman-History Today
Historical Book of the Year Prize. He is also the
editor of The Holocaust and the Book: De-
struction and Preservation, and coeditor of
the journal Book History. He teaches history at
Drew University.
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The Straight Skinny on
String (Theory)
Physicists’ quest for the “theory
of everything,” now focused on string
theory, poses unusual problems of
imagination and visualization, even
for specialists. Brian Greene ’84 made
a marked contribution toward public
understanding in his book The Elegant
Universe (which reviewer Alan Light-
man called the “clearest and most
comprehensive” popularization; see
July-August 1999, page 25). Among
the challenges: coming to terms with
the six extra dimensions in Calabi-
Yau spaces required by string theory,
depicted above.

The image is from a Nova series
based on Greene’s book, airing on
public television in late October and
early November, and featuring
Greene and Harvard physics profes-
sors Nima Arkani-Hamed, Peter Gal-
ison (a scientific historian, as well),
and Cumrun Vafa, among others.
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SKILLS FOR THE NEW WORLD
OF HEALTH CARE 

March 7-12, 2004

A program developed for physicians, health care leaders, and 
policy makers in government and the private sector. The program
aims to develop knowledge and skills
to navigate the troubled waters of the
health care environment.

For more information about 
this program please contact:
Eleanor Brimley

Tel: 617-496-1069, Fax: 617-496-0300,
E-mail: eleanor_brimley@harvard.edu
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