
M o n t a g e

In an era  of omnipresent digital media (and distractions), Leah Price ’91, RI ’07, is an 
anti-alarmist about the future of reading and of tangible books. The former Higginson 
professor of English, an expert on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century literature and on 
book history, recently decamped to Rutgers, where she is Henry Rutgers Distinguished 
Professor and founding director of the Rutgers Initiative for the Book. In What We Talk 
About When We Talk about Books: The History and Future of Reading (Basic Books, $28), Price 
reassures: “One constant in the history of books is their power to take new forms, and 
to prompt new ways of reading as a result.” In the course of making her case, she describes 
a class visit to a venue where lots of old-fashioned books await their next users:

One blustery  Febru-
ary afternoon, the 
class…took a field 
trip. A school bus 
whose bright yellow 
looked like something 
out of a Richard Scar-
ry illustration ferried 
us to an exurb an 
hour west of Boston, 
where a climate-con-
trolled Home Depot-

style hangar refrigerates Harvard Library’s 10 million least-loved 
volumes in off-site storage. A clang drew our gaze upward: 20 
men were shoveling snow from three acres of roofs. Beyond the 
fumes of the loading dock, neither leather spines nor wood shelv-
ing lay in sight. Instead, my students encountered fluorescent 
lights, linoleum floors, metal carts, plastic bins sold by the thou-
sand-count, an eyewash, and a stenciled hard-hat reminder. 
Climbing on the cherry picker for a high-tech hayride, the stu-
dents looked about as credible as politicans posing in a tank.

Stored at a temperature inhospitable to human bodies, the 

books in Harvard’s depository also inhabit a scale incomprehen-
sible to human minds. As tall as five people stacked on top of one 
another, the sublime crags of the depository’s 30-foot-high 
metal shelves produce the same vertigo as a stark cliff face. On 
campus, books are shelved by subject; here, by height. Arriving 
at the depository, each volume encounters a sizing tray….Also 
on arrival…each book’s title is replaced with a bar code readable 
by a pistol-grip Motorola scanner: prisoner without a name, cell 
without a call number.

The ticket to this Siberia isn’t always one-way. At some point 
in their exile, the luckiest books will be released at the request 
of a catalog user. If that user requests hard copy, the volume will 
be zapped by a scanner in the grippy-gloved hands of a fluores-
cent-lumbar-support-clad worker riding a cherry picker, bundled 
into a plastic bin, shunted onto a metal hand-truck, and loaded 
into an 18-wheeler to trundle past the sentry box and the near-
by Kwik Print to the highway leading to campus, and finally into 
the reader’s hand. When books do make the trip down the 
highway…they travel…11 million times slower than a packet of 
digital information. More often, therefore, the catalog user re-
quests page images—meaning that the lucky volume will be 
scanned without ever escaping the building.

o p e n  b o o k

“ T h e  L u c k i e s t  B o o k s ”

lem? a series of improvisational Facebook 
videos in which he plays a “comedian ther-
apist” to unsuspecting passersby. Dressed 
in a cardigan, and trailed by a small entou-
rage carrying an upholstered couch and a 
framed diploma, Greenbaum, who gradu-

ated summa cum laude in psychology, stops 
New Yorkers on the street and invites them 
to sit and talk (and joke) about their money 
woes and dating quandaries and, in at least 
one case, “a cat issue.” Each “session” ends 
with a hug and a hastily written, mostly pre-

posterous prescription.
That’s how Green-

baum comes across in 
his stand-up routines, 
too: easy, relaxed, full 
of gentle bemusement. 
He takes obvious, dis-

arming delight in bantering with the audi-
ence, including (maybe especially) hecklers. 
Partly that’s a comedian hitting his stride 
after years of practice and study; he recent-
ly gave an interview to a comedy podcast 
that amounted to a two-hour master class 

Greenbaum samples 
local culture in 
Vancouver and Mexico 
City in Recalculating.

Where there are still plenty of real 
books: the Harvard Depository
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