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Introduction

There is a book which has not moved a centimetre in 800 years. It is on the tomb of Eleanor of Aquitaine in Fontevraud Abbey, near Poitiers. Her turbulent life is all behind her as she lies in deep repose, holding up an open Bible. She rests as we all do in bed when, finished with talking or tea, we become one with a book, lost in a private world. The story of humanity’s love affair with books is, to a visitor from another galaxy, one of our strangest tales.

This history of the book explores our relationship with the physical book, showing how it has deepened our sense of self. The printed book helped to inaugurate an Earth-wide springtime of consciousness. Curled up with a book, we continue to find new selves.

Such private reading only became widespread in the age of print. In most languages the word ‘read’ originally meant ‘read aloud’. Alexander the Great’s men stared in puzzlement when he read silently, and, until the age of print, being read to was commoner than reading privately. With this new privacy came a deepening of emotional involvement, of affect. The pioneer Victorian sociologist Harriet Martineau felt she often became the author she was reading, and novels such as Clarissa generated extraordinary convulsive weeping and exaltation. Post-Gutenberg, our imagination was mainlining stories, high on new realms.

Private reading gave us new inner dimensions. We feel the truth of this in the stacks of a great library, or in corners of a bookshop, places which give us a sense of immanence, of being on the verge of infinite inner space. The ancient library of Alexandria may not even have existed, but, as the classicist Edith Hall says, the idea of such a library is almost as important to our collective psyche as its reality. We know instinctively that we are both infinite and serendipitous, so we love getting lost in bookshops and libraries, and accidentally finding books which unlock our various hidden selves.

Our passionate relationship with actual books (not ‘the text’ of literary theorists) has been enacted in many little-documented physical ways. It can be, Virginia Woolf observed, an almost sexual interplay. I have seen this in thirty years of bookselling: customers stroking a book’s cover, peeking under the jacket, surreptitiously closing their eyes to smell the valley of pages – this sometimes accompanied by a quiet moan of pleasure – hugging it after purchase, and even giving it a little kiss.

Book users cannot explain why they love holding books, and, after hearing them – a few hundred times over the years – say at length that they cannot explain it, I am beginning to think that they do not want to analyse a feeling so inner.

The book, of paper from trees, is halfway to the forest, that great source of myth. Tech devices are not only made of colder, denatured materials, they are relentlessly demanding. In 1913 Kafka, with astonishing prescience, described the future in a letter to his would-be girlfriend Felice, who sold dictation machines. He detested such machines, and celebrated the way he might stare out of the office window mid-dictation, then hear the soughing of his secretary’s nail file as she joined in the secret dawdle. He told Felice that ‘faced with such machines’ we become ‘degraded factory workers’. Today, we all sometimes feel like grunts serving our machines; we do not feel that with the book. Kafka predicted that such machines would end up talking to us, making suggestions as to restaurants, correcting pronunciation even. Such a technology was preposterous even when I started this book a decade ago, but is now commonplace. Poor old Felice did not reply to Franz’s bonkers-seeming letter.

The ‘cold tech’ of digital devices offers ‘interactivity’, but it is an interactivity with formatting rules, from ‘liking’ something to blogging, very far from how many interact with books – ‘warm tech’ – by writing in them. Montaigne’s marginalia on his copy of Lucretius represent a whole strand of his thought, as do Blake’s heated scribblings on Joshua Reynolds’ Discourses. Coleridge’s marginalia fill an entire volume of his collected works. But marginalia have been literally marginalized by academic librarians, especially in Victorian times, when they were sliced off and binned in rebinding operations and even – this happened to Milton’s marginalia – bleached out. The legacy of this Benthamite hygiene is our excessive opposition to writing in books today. One recent historian of marginalia laments that, unless we relax, we won’t have a record of our fresh, unmediated reactions to books.

With a similarly irreverent biblio-sensuality, from about 1600 until about 1870, book users cut out favourite passages and pasted them into commonplace books, which were interspersed with their own manuscript thoughts. This craze went largely unrecorded because of the attitude of librarians such as M. R. James, who described commonplace books as ‘a sort of residue or sediment’. To add vexation to the librarian’s empiricist mind, these books were unclassifiables – were they books or manuscripts? They were thrown out in skiploads until as late as the 1980s.

Racy short books, known in Britain as chapbooks, are another lost part of book history. These narratives of crime, mythology, paranormal activity, romance, philosophy and religion were printed in unrecorded millions worldwide, but looked down upon by librarians and ignored until recently by academics. This is odd because so many titans of literature were fed on these viral tales. Pepys hoarded them, Blake wrote great poems in the format, Dickens was weaned on them, Stevenson loved them so much he wrote one (Moral Emblems) and Shakespeare’s love for the nomadic bullshitting chapbook seller Autolycus is palpable. But, often with no covers, they only had a street life, and are largely lost.

Jacques Derrida has lamented the baleful influence of a largely male cadre of librarians in editing our culture, coining the term ‘patriarchive’. Not for them the interest of this writer in the archaeology of books, the odysseys of nomadic tomes, the secrets hidden in ink and paper, in watermarks and in fore-edge paintings, the stories of pressed flowers and of handwritten dedications. Lovers resent rival stimulation and dictators just want to be loved. East German leader Erich Honecker presided over much persecution but lamented in old age: ‘Didn’t they see how I loved them?’ This jealousy accounts for the great number of books burned by dictators. The survival of underground books is a history yet to be fully told, from the secret photocopying of Solzhenitsyn in Kremlin offices, to East Berlin’s hidden cache of Animal Farm.

This is the uncensored tale of our love affair with books, an affair which saw the emergence of a more private and reflective self. It is an affair with the physical book which thrives even – perhaps especially – in the digital era.


I don’t know how I learned to read. I only remember my first readings and their effect on me. It is from that time that I date my consciousness of self. (Rousseau’s Confessions)
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1. Comfort Books


Childhood memories recur, like a door suddenly slammed by the wind in the distant wing of an old house.

Richard Church, in an obscure essay I cannot now trace.

Each one of us should make a surveyor’s map of his lost fields and meadows.

Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space

It is only recently that I have overcome my education and gone back to that early intuitional spontaneity.

Robert Graves, Goodbye to All That



The Low Door in the Wall

An Egyptian in about 2500 BC equated finding the right read with embarking on a small boat. Certain comfort books have this ability to take us away to a better place. These totemic novels are a strange mish-mash of ‘trash’ and ‘classics’.

Editor and biographer Jenny Uglow was once on a panel at the New York Public Library, discussing which classics are still widely read. She came into my shop beforehand to check and got some surprising indications from the computer. Excluding set books and screen adaptations, it was clear that Mrs Gaskell still sells, and Hemingway of course, but only a few of his works. Middlemarch is still a bestseller but not Fielding. Although Anthony Powell’s Dance to the Music of Time has great cultural influence, it sells only occasionally. By contrast the lengthy Balkan Trilogy and Alexandria Quartet from the early 1960s still ‘wash their face’ (mysterious business jargon for something which delivers a profit). One might think it was only newish novels which drive stock-turn and ‘wash their face’, but Robinson Crusoe (1719) and Candide (1759) are both regularly purchased for pleasure, rather than as set books. Smollett, however, like Boswell’s Life of Johnson, is stocked out of fond respect rather than commercial necessity, selling in tiny quantities each year. In thirty years I have never been asked for The Pilgrim’s Progress. Chesterton’s The Man Who Was Thursday, however, is one of several perennials which are word-of-mouth phenomena. The list of loved shot-in-the-arm books known to most booksellers – which includes much sci-fi and children’s books – bears only a partial relation to ‘the canon’ of classics as perceived by academe, and, I suppose, why should it? To name a few: Cloud Atlas, Against Nature, Watchman, I Capture the Castle, The Catcher in the Rye, Tristram Shandy, Wide Sargasso Sea, To Kill a Mockingbird, The Earthsea Trilogy, Eragon, Lord of the Rings, Pratchett’s Discworld books, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, Anne of Green Gables, The Harry Potter books, The Phantom Tollbooth, The Little Prince, The Alchemist, the Jeeves books, Cold Comfort Farm.

Lovers of all these books have on occasion felt that they should be reading something more monumental instead. The literary novelist A. S. Byatt was an early fan of Terry Pratchett, in the days when sci-fi and fantasy rarely intruded into broadsheet book reviews. In 1990 when she excitedly bought the new Discworld book in my Canterbury bookshop she said jokingly, ‘I love Discworld but I can’t be seen buying it in London.’ This state of affairs is a by-product of the modern educational establishment: Chaucer, Shakespeare and Dickens enjoyed a shame-free eclecticism. The Victorian establishment loved the story of heroic Dr Brydon, sole survivor of the 1842 retreat from Kabul, who rode to safety after a bible in his hat stopped an Afghan sword blow. As an old man back home in the Highlands, Brydon debunked the myth (which he had not created). It was not a bible which saved his life, but a volume of Blackwood’s Magazine, a popular repository of romanticism and horror stories.

Comfort is such an important part of reading, but we need to preserve it, or end up like some of Professor Deirdre Lynch’s students at Harvard. She has lamented:


the frequent undertone of nostalgia in the complaints of … students in English … about how the training in criticism and theory to which they must conform smothers the love of authors and reading that had brought them to their graduate programs in the first place.



The discovery of a comfort book is, like the occasion of falling in love, often an unforgettable experience. For some years, in my early twenties, I used to cycle to Tite Street in Chelsea and lock my gearless student bicycle to the railings of an Edwardian block of flats. The street hummed with a bookish atmosphere: Radclyffe Hall and Oscar Wilde had lived a few doors away. I took the ancient lift to the top floor and, as I slowly reached it, through the grille of the lift gates two feet would come into view on the landing, in worn handmade leather shoes from Tricker’s of Jermyn Street. My visits to the writer and traveller Wilfred Thesiger were extended conversations, often into the small hours, as the lights of Albert Bridge twinkled on the Thames outside.

He used to be called the last of the Victorian explorers, but his hatred of the internal combustion engine and respect for indigenous world-views have caused younger writers such as Levison Wood and Rory Stewart to give him a new tag: the first hippy. Although Thesiger is forever associated with befriending the Bedouin and crossing Arabia’s Empty Quarter, he was a keen bibliophile, so we spoke a lot about books – here was someone who possessed a subscribers’ edition of The Seven Pillars of Wisdom with covers made from slices of the wooden propellers of a 1915 Turkish aeroplane downed in the Hejaz, a rarity which no dealer I have spoken to seems to have heard of.

On an index card Thesiger wrote me a list in his tiny, even handwriting of his six all-time comfort books. Brideshead Revisited was on there, the first time I had heard of it, but he had to add a rider: Evelyn Waugh, whom he had known well in Abyssinia, was ‘an absolutely bloody man’, whom he could never identify with such a great book. Thesiger, who was awarded a DSO for bravery fighting Mussolini’s forces in Abyssinia and later served in the early SAS, was particularly unimpressed that Waugh, reporting on the Italian invasion, sported a big floppy hat. ‘That damned het,’ Thesiger would say, shaking his head at the memory, but with a shadow of a smile.

Nowadays, as a bookseller – I was not one then, just an earnest history PhD student – I know that Brideshead is a comfort book for people of all ages and genders. Waugh’s tale of aristocratic life keeps on selling every week because of its heady prose and, for me anyway, the way it conjures something unget-at-able about beauty, and leaves it unget-at-able.

One young woman recently came into my shop and said, ‘I’ve just read Brideshead Revisited. It was just so … different, it blew my head off and I need something to follow that – y’know, something that really gets to you.’

A tough one, which goes to the heart of reading pleasure: there are books with an element of duty in the reading, and books you get up earlier in the morning for, and slow down near the end to delay parting from. For this customer, neither Dostoevsky nor Dickens would have served. She would have understood Nabokov’s strange aim in writing. Speaking in a grainy fifties TV interview, he said – so quickly I had to replay it several times to get the words – he wrote not to move hearts or change minds but ‘to produce that little sob in the spine of the artist reader’. A shorter, unmediated shot in the vein was required. I thought of some of my own totem-books, Crash for instance, by J. G. Ballard? No good – my advocacy of it once started a pub fight in Fulham (I was not a participant). We lined up copies of I Capture the Castle, To Kill a Mockingbird, The Shooting Party and Frankenstein for her. I heard later that, as so often, the first book, by Dodie Smith, pleased her greatly, and she wondered why it was not better known.

Another book on Thesiger’s list was Upon That Mountain (1943) by Eric Shipton. For years, Thesiger would refer to that book as one he had lost long ago and could not get hold of. It dawns upon me in retrospect that he somehow wanted not to get hold of the book. It was that obscure object of desire for him, something which – to quote the master-work of his inappropriately hatted friend – represented:


that low door in the wall, which others, I knew, had found before me, which opened on an enclosed and enchanted garden, which was somewhere, not overlooked by any window.



‘Not overlooked’ is central to the power of a comfort book. It is utterly personal, rarely a prizewinner or current bestseller, a private discovery, epiphanic, something which created a slow-motion explosion in some previously unvisited desert of the soul.

For some, the comfort book represents the beauty of loss: Upon That Mountain is all about fulfilment deliciously denied. Thesiger talked a lot about Nanda Devi, the ‘widow-maker’ Himalayan peak which repelled all attempts to get near it; Shipton’s book was about a failed attempt to climb it. This could explain the book’s rarity, it was no ‘peak-bagging’ chronicle.

This year, seventeen years after Thesiger died, I found a 1956 Pan paperback Upon That Mountain in a charity shop; I keep it next to my signed Arabian Sands.

Everyone I have asked to explain the appeal of their comfort books becomes evasive, so I don’t ask directly any more. Often, like a captured spy in wartime giving name, rank and number, they give title, author and maybe format, paperback or hardback. Then they change the subject, unwilling to give anything away about their magical hinterland. They are protecting their mountain sanctuary, for surely the comfort book is one which always remains a private happening. To put it into prose would be as wrong as a helicopter trip to the top of Nanda Devi.

As we grow up some of our imaginative power slips underneath our administrative self, to resurface, say, in times of love and death, or when out in nature, or curled up with a book. Shipton opens his book with this:


Every child, I suppose, spends a large proportion of its time in a day-dream about trees, or engines, or the sea … Sometimes these longings are submerged, but sometimes sufficient remains to have a decisive effect upon our way of life.



‘A decisive effect upon our way of life’: the comfort book is a way to keep the effect going. No wonder people clam up about comfort books: in asking about them I am interfering with the surviving mind-stream of their childhood, a tender matter. As kids we are innocent of the administrative matters which will one day muddy that mind-stream. We grow up taking for granted an imaginative world as rich as The Arabian Nights.

I am one of eight children and my youngest sibling, Sarah, had a childhood comfort book which she had never talked about until I asked her. In Children of the Old House, a large family make do and mend in a run-down home. They thrive, amid many challenges. Sarah grew up in just such a house, and her career in children’s nursing started at Great Ormond Street Hospital. I have found time and again that people’s childhood comfort book prefigures, to an almost comical degree which they cannot always see, their adult mission in life.

This morning, while I was writing this section in a Canterbury café, a young couple came in with rucksacks and wooden staffs. We got talking and I asked about their childhood comfort books. Both twenty-one, they were walking from Bordeaux to Ireland, wild-camping, with no itinerary. Zakaria Fassi had overcome his domineering father by reading Un homme ça ne pleure pas (Men Don’t Cry) by fellow French Algerian Faïza Guène. His girlfriend, a shaven-headed trucker’s daughter called Lelia Galin, made sense of the ‘madness’ in her childhood home by reading an obscure fairy tale involving an ogre being tamed by love. They talked about the two books quietly, religiously, and said they had never told anyone about them before. The books mapped their sensibility and explained their great escape better than any chit-chat.

On the London to Canterbury train recently I was talking to Sam, a barrister on the way back from an Old Bailey murder trial.

Self: ‘What was your childhood comfort book?’

Sam: ‘Oh, I loved the Peter and Jane reading scheme books, and Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities, Les Misérables and –’

Self [interrupting because I sensed this was a recital of precocity]: ‘Stop right there – I mean what book was personal to you as a child?’

Sam: ‘Oh, what I really loved was a little hardback Cinderella.’

Cinderella, I thought, oppressed by two step-sisters and an evil stepmother, three ugly forces, a spot-on fable for the life of Sam, who somehow stormed the legal establishment despite being Trinidadian, working-class and a woman. She agreed that, despite Cinders’ whiteness and the role of the airhead Prince Charming, it was a liberation tale for her.

The same mechanism was at work in the copy of The Little Red Engine That Could which came up for sale in New York a few years ago, with childish pencil markings and signs of much wear: it was Marilyn Monroe’s.

My comfort book aged about eleven was The Time Garden, and it means so much to me that I have never told anybody about it, or thought about why it is so close to me. As with Upon That Mountain for Thesiger, I have never for a moment wanted a copy to reread, nor have I thought before this moment about why on earth it means so much to me. It concerns a boy who encounters a natterjack toad on the sunlit brick path of his back garden, and the toad somehow enables him to time travel. That’s all my youthful aspirations in a nutshell: mystery, nature, secret gardens, animals who know more than they are giving away, and trips through history.

A few years on, in the storm of adolescence, a new protective amulet emerged for me in the form of The Silver Sword – still widely read, this one – a Second World War story about a teacher whose house in the Warsaw ghetto is destroyed by bombing. He meets a homeless boy who keeps a few atmospheric personal treasures in a shoebox, including for some reason a tiny silver sword. When I tried to look this book up I thought it was called The Sword in the Stone. It is clear to me now that the horrors of secondary school were destroying the symbolic house of my magic world, but that I could secretly hang on to it all via a few totemic objects in a metaphorical shoebox. The potential of the mini-sword has remained Arthurian, although in the book it was merely the paper knife of the teacher’s wife, who died in the bombing. The book’s power lives on among my grown-up children (‘Loved that sword book,’ said Oliver; ‘I so wanted that sword!’ said India) and among customers.

I read somewhere about a young English girl whose mental uniqueness was unnameable in any of the current ‘disorders’ like ADHD. Intelligent but somehow continually distracted by something, some need. No doctors could crack the problem until she went to one specialist in London. He arrived late for work and noticed her in the waiting room, tapping her feet continually. When she came into the appointment he said ‘she’s a dancer, that’s all’ – she became a principal ballet dancer at Covent Garden. I wonder what her childhood reading was.

Childhood daydreams surface in reading, and outlive childhood. We don’t need French thinker Gaston Bachelard to tell us ‘what special depth there is in a child’s daydream, and how happy the child who really possesses his moments of solitude, and boredom’, but we can sympathize when he cries out, ‘How often I have wished for the attic of my boredom when life’s complications made me lose the very germ of freedom’, and commend his optimistic insistence that ‘In the realm of absolute imagination, we remain young late in life.’

Comfort books help us to get through what Nietzsche called ‘the horror of living’. Montaigne, in his tower library, called his favourite books ‘the best munition I have in this humane peregrination’. Sometimes we carry them around like amulets: Alexander the Great carried his Homer on his wanderings – a book full of nostalgia, a word meaning literally longing for home.

Many a fighter used their favourite book to combat the horrors of war. Napoleon carried Goethe’s Sorrows of Young Werther on his campaigns, an interesting choice because it was famously about an existential crisis leading to thoughts of suicide. Perhaps Napoleon needed fall-back suicidal thoughts to balance Imperial hubris, after the manner of the Roman emperors who had a boy standing behind them on their victory parade chariot whispering ‘all glory is fleeting’. (It is hard to imagine that boy not being incredibly annoying.)

The meaning for General Wolfe, fighting the French in Canada, of his battered copy of Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard, apart from reminding him of England, was hinted at by the bit he double-underlined: ‘The paths of glory lead but to the grave.’ He was killed in Quebec, aged thirty-two. In the First World War, Lawrence of Arabia read Aristophanes’ plays in ancient Greek on long camel marches, to remind him of life’s absurdity. There was a similar war-neutralizing function for Glasgow carpenter James Murray, who fought in the trenches of Flanders with his favourite Goethe in his pocket – in German. Sharing a loved book in battle is hard to imagine, but Captain Ferguson insisted to Walter Scott that, in the bitterest days of the war against Napoleon in Spain, he read Scott’s epic poem The Lady of the Lake to the lads waiting in the battle line: ‘the stag-hunt was the favourite among the rough sons of the Fighting Third Division.’

A more convincing frontline reaction is recorded by the novelist Stendhal, who soldiered in Napoleon’s terrible retreat from Moscow: his consolation was a red leather copy of Voltaire’s satirical sallies, rescued from a burning house in Moscow. Although he tried to read it discreetly by the campfire, he was derided by his comrades who thought it too dilettantish for the setting: he left it behind in the snow.

A pleasingly pacifist reader was William Harvey, discoverer of the vascular system, who spent the Battle of Edgehill in a hedge reading to two boys until, as John Aubrey tells us in his Brief Lives (c. 1680), ‘a Bullet of a Great Gun grazed on the ground neare them, which made him remove his station.’

Where does the comfort book come from? Often an unexpected source, the very oddness of its arrival lending it mana, to use an untranslatable Polynesian word for the vibe an object can possess. (Patrick Leigh Fermor used the word about his green-backed travel journal.) We are not all lucky enough to have, as Alexander did, a tutor like Aristotle to recommend Homer; more likely we stumbled on our favourite childhood book in a library or bookshop. As children’s magazine editor Anne Mozley argued in 1870, the book which is ‘an event in [the child’s] inner history can never be supplied by teachers: a book this influential comes by a sort of chance’, like the old Paradise Lost found in a meal chest by a boy called David Grieve in Mary Ward’s 1891 eponymous novel: ‘he devoured it all morning lying in a hidden corner of a sheepfold, the rolling verse imprinting itself by a sort of enchantment.’

Recommendation can be good, but we yearn for the adventitious discovery, for the finding of a book to be in itself fabulous. ‘Somehow,’ the author of Moby Dick mused, ‘the books that prove most companionable are those we pick up by chance.’ Dorothy Wordsworth would have agreed, on the day she came down to the firelit snug of a Lakeland inn, wild weather outside. Her brother William


soon made his way to a library piled up in a corner of the window. He brought out a volume of Enfield’s Speaker, & an odd volume of Congreve. We had warm rum & water – we enjoyed ourselves.



If there are hostile observers, the book can become even more electric. The popular Royalist poet Abraham Cowley, as a boy, happened on a copy of The Faerie Queen in his mother’s room and became ‘irrecoverably’ a poet. The childhood of the Victorian Augustus Hare centred for a while around retrieving the serial parts of his grandmother’s Pickwick Papers from her wastepaper basket, whilst another Victorian lad, Edmund Gosse, developed a fetishistic curiosity about a hat-box in the uncarpeted lumber-room. Illicitly opening the box one day, it was: empty! – except for the lining, made from pages of a sensational novel. This he read ‘kneeling on the bare floor with indescribable rapture and with delicious fears that my Mother [might return] in the midst of one of its most thrilling sentences’.

Why is reading by torchlight under the covers after bedtime so enjoyable for kids? I recently discovered that all of my five children handed down the technique to each other like a survival skill. In past eras, before torches, it was romantic too: Conan Doyle read Scott’s historical novels ‘by candle-end … into the dead of night’ and recalled concisely that ‘the sense of crime added zest to the story’.

The Subtle Art of Recommendation

Comfort books can be shared in certain intimate friendships, but it’s as subtle as tickling trout or grafting orchids. If you want to get someone to enjoy your heartfelt recommendation, a sort of take-it-or-leave-it insouciance is required. An over-enthusiastic recommendation gives your friend a burden: he or she must also find the book life-changing or profoundly affecting, or they are somehow not deep enough, or insufficiently caring about the friendship itself. And so the borrowed comfort book – we’ve all experienced this – sits somewhere emitting silent guilt-waves.

Henry Miller, novelist of sex and Bohemia, wrote about this business. He remembers a close friend who had just the right subtlety in luring him to Herman Hesse’s Siddhartha:


The man who put the book in my hands employed artful strategy: he said almost nothing about the book except that it was a book for me. Coming from him, this was incentive enough. It came exactly at the right moment.



This book has transformed so many lives. In the seventies it helped a lot of young people decide to avoid the rat race and have a bit more of a journeying existence. It had that effect on me: I got a job in a bookshop and did a lot of shoestring travelling. I remember being sat next to a very upright Berliner in a Sudan Airways Comet over the upper Nile in 1975, the sort of man who felt no need to make conversation. I have the sort of weak personality which leads me to vainly try and fill the silence with these types, like a bird futilely bashing itself against a window. In my mind I cast around for a specious Germany link – I only knew the country aerially from seeing The Dambusters, hardly a happy opening gambit. Then I remembered Siddhartha, and I was off: ‘Yeah, loads of young people in Britain are reading it now – it’s really changing our outlook,’ I gushed. Raising his gaze slowly from the vomit bag instructions to the seatbelt alert lights, he just said, ‘I can imagine,’ before reaching for his month-old Die Welt.

If, forty years later, he had been sitting next to Paulo Coelho – third bestselling novelist on earth and author of The Alchemist – Coelho would have explained the whole Siddhartha thing better than me: in his introduction to one recent edition he says that ‘Hesse sensed – decades before my generation – the necessity we all have to claim what is truly and rightfully ours: our own life.’ The Alchemist is a successor comfort book to Siddhartha; I met a customer recently who had read it six times. She knew she would read it more times too, whenever her life went pear-shaped.

Customers who buy Siddhartha in my shop usually have a quiet, purposeful air: they have heard it spoken about in a certain way, as you might describe early Bob Dylan songs to an alien, or sometimes they are buying it with a gleam of hope, for a lover.

Miller failed to emulate the strategy that drew him to read Siddhartha when he handed friends his own comfort book, the obscure Seraphita by Balzac. None of them took the bait, even though he told them the story of the student who accosted Balzac in the street and begged permission to kiss the hand that created this pioneering celebration of androgyny. Miller was just too enthusiastic to achieve the comfort book transfer. In his conversational autobiography, he does stop short of recommending Siddhartha to his readers, knowing that ‘the less said the better’.

When it comes to ‘inner history’ books, recommendation is indeed a fine art. Miller points out that it is not the actual words used in a recommendation, but ‘the aura that accompanies the words’ which might alert the listener to a real comfort book recommendation. Be alive, he suggests, to these ‘smouldering vibrations’. I think he gives off such vibrations when he ends a chapter by referring to The Round by Eduardo Santiago – not the surfer of insta-fame, nor even the notorious murderer who went to the chair, but an unknown Cuban occultist about whom even the internet yields no information. Miller’s phrase, ‘I doubt if a hundred people in the world would be interested in this book’ is a sure-fire come-on. If a comfort book is outré and hard-to-get, the idea of it is all the more alluring.

I had a highly introverted bookseller in my independent bookshop whom I secretly admired for his literary tastes, although they made me feel inferior. Once, looking up from the catalogue of an obscure American university publisher – he spent hours poring over these catalogues, much to my fury and envy – he quietly enthused in his thick Cumbrian accent, mainly to himself – ‘Aaaahh, The Pit – reprinted at last.’

I had to ask, ‘What’s that when it’s at ’ome, George?’

‘Well, Martin, I’ll tell you if you turn this bloody crap off’ – I did play a lot of world music in the shop in the eighties – ‘What CD is it anyway? Don’t tell me: another Mozart of the nose-flute?’

Huffily I defended the Burundian gourd-and-zither combo as a sub-Saharan sensation, but he wasn’t listening. I turned it off.

‘Onetti?’ he said with a raised right eyebrow, Spock-like.

I had never heard of Onetti and so, in disgust, George returned to marking up his catalogues, muttering, ‘Next you’ll be saying you’ve never heard of the Premio Cervantes.’

I hadn’t, of course, and this ignorance went to the core of my insufficiency as a manager and human being. I enquired, ‘OK, what the fuck is it?’

George: ‘Oh, it’s only the premier literary prize for the second most widely spoken language in the world, but why should you have heard of it when you spend your time reading a tosser like Kipling? Onetti got it in 1980.’

Self: ‘Look, just because I once confessed to reading The Man Who Would Be King – which your revered Eliot admired – you keep trying to brand me as the person who actually fired the shots at the Amritsar Massacre.’

Pause.

Self, now in conciliatory management tone: ‘OK, who is Onetti anyway? I’m sorry I’ve never heard of him. Pardon me for living. I just have to spend my time finding a decent cleaner so we don’t get endless complaint letters about the toilets, which you don’t have to reply to – that’s why I get the big money and my hair’s falling out.’

George, shaking his head, and turning the page of the Arizona State University Press catalogue: ‘Juan Carlos Onetti, you benighted southern imperialist, is … [looking from our shopfloor desks across the Fiction section] … is the Uruguayan Tolstoy.’

Since that memorable literary conversation I have regarded Onetti with the sort of awed reverence which Miller induced for Eduardo Santiago.

Both serendipity and inaccessibility can enchant a book and make it a comfort book, but buying it in a particular bookshop can lend enchantment too, in a completely illogical way. For instance, we buy a local book as a consoling souvenir of our exploration.

I am sure this is a general phenomenon. When I go on holiday to somewhere very different from homely Kent, for instance, I find myself buying books in a new way, trying to take home some essence of my odyssey. Scanning my shelves I see such purchases, the middle-class version of a stick of rock or sombrero, and perhaps less useful: The Geology of Mull, Wild Plants of Northern Cyprus and Ghosts of North Wales. As well as looking distinctively local, these arcana feel different, run off clanking printing presses in Oban, Kyrenia and Pwllheli. The physicality of a book is often crucial to its comforting nature. In the fragile rainforest of private emotion, the senses are so alive that a book can become a talisman.

Getting Physical

The comfort book thing is very physical. This would be hard to explain to an alien: the fact that a book, a vehicle of mere words, is loved for its smell or feel. In thirty years working at tills in bookshops I have heard so much talk of changing times – books are dead, dumbed down, too many published, blah-di-blah – but customers’ physical reaction to books has never changed. Very often they will give the book a post-purchase hug. Women will with surprising frequency kiss a book after buying it.

This does not, the women I have asked tell me, happen with the superficially more sensual purchase of clothing. Perhaps it is books as portals to an infinite past which invites the kiss, a sort of natural reverence for something which silently holds so much. Reactions to an installation at Tate Modern in 2019 shed some light on this beautifully mysterious behaviour. Icelandic artist Olafur Eliasson placed blocks of 15,000-year-old ice from the Greenland Ice Shelf outside the gallery. To his surprise, faced with this storied ice, many women kissed it.

The secret history of women enjoying books in the round is long. Michelangelo’s spiritual mentor, Vittoria Colonna, kissed her copy of Dante, which inspired the forgotten Victorian Caroline Fellows to a poem, ‘Book-Song’:


Vittoria kissed the page with sudden, tender lips

And sighed, and murmured, the beloved name.



In the 1600s the pompous bore Philip Salmuth, in his six-volume medical encyclopaedia, attempted to pathologize a perfectly innocent young girl who ‘experienced extreme pleasure in smelling old books’. The Edwardian sexologist Havelock Ellis was in the Salmuth mode, goggling pruriently at what he called women’s ‘considerable degree of sexual excitement in the presence of leather objects, leather-bound books, etc.’ (Ellis, a virgin until sixty who got his kicks by watching women urinating, is perhaps not the go-to authority on female sexuality.)

Sensuality does not have to be orgiastic: in modern times the academic Marina Warner goes enjoyably bonkers over an old Arabian Nights she finds in London’s Arcadian Library. The book, she writes:


gives a powerful sense of the way books lived … boards softened by handling, pages tattered and torn, in some places patched and edged to stop them falling to pieces – these copies have been read to bits … a fusty creaturely smell of human hands and breath rises.



Nineteenth-century Romantics shared Warner’s appreciation of old books which had patina, a good history, feel and smell. Visitors to Dove Cottage were surprised to see that Wordsworth’s few books, in a recess beside the chimney, were ‘ill-bound, or not bound at all, sometimes in tatters’. Coleridge was seen to kiss his old copy of Spinoza, and Charles Lamb shocked the upright lawyer Henry Robinson in 1824 with his tatty stable of comfort books:


Called on [Charles]. He has the finest collection of shabby books I ever saw … filthy copies, which a delicate man would really hesitate touching … he loves his ‘ragged veterans’ [and] throws away all modern books, but retains trash he liked as a boy.



One of those veterans was the copy of Chapman’s Homer which he was once spotted kissing. Lamb wrote unashamedly in an essay of embracing his ‘midnight darlings’, books ‘which have been tumbled about and handled’.

Male physicality with books became a little more restrained as Victorianism encroached and men had to be steadily less demonstrative: Thackeray was seen to hold Lamb’s writings to his forehead ‘and ejaculate: Saint Charles!’ – verbal ejaculation, but no kissing. As the age of steam transformed printing, new books’ smell became a thing, and Dickens loved the waft of fresh paper coming out of a bookshop, as did George Gissing a little later. I have found one lone twentieth-century man showing physical love for a book, but even he was old in 1927:


When Harry Smith bought at auction the copy of Queen Mab with Shelley’s inscription to Mary Wollstonecraft, an old bibliophile came up to him and, brushing tears from his eyes, asked if he might merely hold the book in his hands for a moment.



Neuroscientifically, olfactory book-love is healthy. It is a commonplace that smell is the sense most directly linked to memory, but it signifies much more. In patients with damage to the storytelling side of the brain, language and literalism take over. Such patients ‘struggle to understand context, intuitive processing and metaphor’. They ‘over-intellectualize and lose the ability to appreciate narrative’. Smell, Iain McGilchrist concludes in The Master and his Emissary: The Divided Brain and the Making of the Western World (Yale University Press, 2009) ‘grounds our world in intuition and the body’. In the International Journal of Neuroscience, Marcello Spinella’s ‘A Relationship between Smell Identification and Empathy’ (2002) underlined the link between awareness of smell and mental wholeness. Women are generally raised to be more grounded ‘in intuition and the body’, and to love narrative, and so it is unsurprising that they smell, hug and kiss books. Sylvia Plath’s first reaction to the news that Ted Hughes’s poems were to be published was intuitive: I can hardly wait’ she wrote, ‘to smell the print off the pages!’ This olfactory sensuality – the French for ‘smell’, sentir, means both to smell and to feel – sheds some light on Freud’s lament that the one thing he could not understand was what women want. In Freud’s writings, David Howes noticed in Sensual Relations: Engaging the Senses in Culture and Social Theory (University of Michigan Press, 2003), the nose is ‘notably missing’.

It seems that all those book-smelling women and romantics were neither in need of clutter-clearers nor sexology; they were in possession of a healthy love of life’s narrative context, as experienced in the aroma of books. Sensing books is animal, and so is where we go to read them.

Curling Up


I mounted into the window-seat: gathering up my feet, I sat cross-legged, like a Turk; and, having drawn the red moreen curtain nearly close, I was shrined in double retirement.

Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre



Where do we go when we curl up with a book? The ability to lose ourselves in a book is spooky, and so is the whole question of where we choose to read. In the right place, we forget time, we forget the room, then the chair, then our very self. The self-educated radical William Cobbett recalls it evocatively. He saw Swift’s Tale of a Tub in a Richmond bookshop window, bought it instead of dinner for threepence, climbed over a wall into a field at the upper corner of Kew Gardens and there:


On the shady side of a haystack, I read on till it was dark without any thought of supper or bed. When I could see no longer … I fell asleep beside the stack; and then I started off: still reading, I could relish nothing besides.



There are extraordinary stories of this sort of absorption. G. K. Chesterton read through the hansom cab he was in lurching off the road, unaware of any disturbance until he was ejected in surprise on to the ground, and his brother Cecil regularly read standing in a crowded London pub, pint in one hand, book in the other, ‘chuckling occasionally’. The Blitz did not stop old Mrs Dyble, housekeeper at Dr Johnson’s former house off Fleet Street. While everyone else went to the cellar when the siren sounded, she went to her favourite reading spot in the attic room where Johnson had written his Dictionary.

This ‘losing ourselves’ is a phenomenon of our river-like consciousness. Science remains hazy about this dissociation. The ‘stream of consciousness’ idea coined by William James in about 1890 remains convincing. Descartes’s theatre of mind has been long debunked, and the recent ideas of Antonio Damasio, Daniel Dennett and quantum physicists all point to a consciousness which cannot be viewed mechanistically as having discrete levels. Certainly, the two-level idea of conscious and subconscious has come and gone. Consciousness is more like a stream, or deep river, than a machine or any spider diagram.

It seems obvious that we duck and dive around our river like an Amazon dolphin when we, say, drive habitually on a known route and ‘switch off’, or when we dream, or start registering background music during a conversation, or tune out aircraft noise. Virginia Woolf’s fictive descriptions of being have lasted better than the shifting semantics of much neuroscience. To lose oneself in a book is akin to what booze gave the once-alcoholic writer Leslie Jamison, something she called a ‘wriggling-free of the swaddling of self-awareness’.

Whatever one chooses to call the as-yet-unnamed state of ‘losing yourself in a book’, coming out of it is like transporting back on to earth anew, hence the vividness of re-arrival described by the parapsychologist and classicist Frederick Myers (1843–1901) remembering his six-year-old self reading Virgil: ‘It is still stamped on my mind, the ante-room at the parsonage with its floor of bright matting, and its glass door into the garden, through which the flooding sunlight came.’

It happened to Marjory Todd, a Limehouse boilermaker’s daughter, with Wuthering Heights in a park in 1920:


I experienced that sudden awareness of identity and purpose which I suppose comes to most adolescents. Perhaps to some it comes gradually. For me the moment was caught so that now I can remember the exact angle of the slanting sun, a clump of pine trees, the rough worn grass and a few pine cones at my feet. (Snakes and Ladders, 1960)



My son, aged about fifteen, told me of finishing the Northern Lights trilogy in his Canterbury bedroom. The Cathedral bell had been tolling for a while but only after he finished the last line did it wash back into his consciousness. The memory of the room, the sunlight and the bell is etched on to his mind.

This occasional awakening of a sense of self happens to us all, mostly in childhood. Bachelard in The Poetics of Space calls it a ‘cogito of emergence’. It has a corollary. If we can suddenly become aware of our existence, what is existence when not present in our consciousness? Here we are near Sartre’s existentialism, and he was deeply impressed by a childhood ‘cogito’ in Richard Hughes’s High Wind in Jamaica. Emily is lying in ‘a nook right in the bows’ when ‘it suddenly flashed into her mind that she was she’. Emily was not reading, but readers have frequently recorded experiencing such quiet revelation in a sequestered nook.

This finding oneself in a nook is subtle and beautiful, and fragile too. Novelists and poets are congenial explorers of these magical stretches of river. Here is Andrew Marvell in his garden in 1681:


The mind, that ocean where each kind

Does straight its own resemblance find

Yet it creates, transcending these,

Far other worlds, and other seas;

Annihilating all that’s made

To a green thought in a green shade.



Marvell’s transcendentalism is not for everyone, but everyone does become, around their home, different people, differently conscious. At the front door when the policeman or postman calls we instantly strike poses of ideal citizen, or receiver of mysteries. On the stairs we are between states, becoming public going down, renewing individuality going up. Sometimes a shattering event sends us to a new domestic location, to process emotions undeadened by habit; when I heard that a bookseller friend had died young in Scotland I found myself disappearing to stand in the alley by the wheelie bin. Yorkshirewoman Anne Lister in 1824 went to extremes. To read, she sat in a window seat with curtains open only enough to admit reading light, a high folding screen cordoning her off from the house, two great coats on and a dressing gown over her knees.

Seclusion

Van Gogh painted many nests and wrote in a letter of his hope that his cottage could resemble a wren’s nest. Significantly, the entrance to those globe-shaped nests is often hard to find. That extreme outsider Quasimodo found his nook in the belfry, which Hugo called his ‘egg, and nest’. Pasternak had a particular partiality to seeing the human-made world as akin to a swallow’s nest. The reading nook is I think easily metaphored by the swallow’s home, being made from the mud of a nearby river, just as we make our mythic home from the rivers of consciousness.

There is a heroic hidden history of people managing to read books in extraordinary circumstances and against the odds, by what can best be described as inspired pragmatism. So many people can only read in bed, because the rest of the house is just full of jobs, or simply not cosy. ‘Cosy’, this untranslatable word, derivation unknown, came to us from the Vikings via the Scots, coined by two peoples who knew all about appreciating a warm nook out of the weather. Out of the wind too, for which those connoisseurs of wild weather the people of Orkney have eight words.

In Nature Cure, the naturalist Richard Mabey’s memoir of crippling depression, he describes roaming the house for the right reading nook and eventually finding it, next to a small corner table with a side light on. In this quest he was emulating animal processes: thus hares find a form, a place in a meadow that is just right for giving birth. (Francis Bacon painted well only in limited South Kensington lodgings: he needed ‘to be confined’, one critic thought.) We are closer to this animal instinct for the right nook than we might recognize, especially when it comes to the moment when we decide to go and lose ourselves in a book. Octopus studies have got us thinking about how consciousness can be distributed in limbs, which hints at why and how we arrange our legs and arms with such purpose when we settle into reading.

(There is one amusing case of fake-nookery, of someone pretending to absorption in a nook for political reasons. A servant observed Thomas Cromwell, after his patron Wolsey’s fall, in a window seat at Esher Palace loudly sobbing over a prayer book. It was, Eamon Duffy remarks, ‘a public display of traditionalist piety’.) Back to genuineness: Erasmus had Mabey’s problem too; although he had ‘a fine house’ he spent ages ‘finding a nook in which he could put his little body’, his first biographer wrote. This process of finding a reading nook is all the more freighted because of what might happen during reading. Often it is a chrysalis experience and we emerge a different creature. We curl up to read, become disembodied, and might emerge re-embodied, changed. Once, Kafka’s actual body seemed to counterpoint this metamorphosis. He wrote to his would-be girlfriend Felice in 1913 of reading a poem: ‘it rises with an uninterrupted, inner, fluid development – how one’s eyes open wide while lying scrunched up on the sofa!’

Landings and staircases can be tempting, free of visible household tasks and possessed of an unowned departure lounge feel. Sir Walter Scott’s house was so grand it was almost impersonal, so he often read perched halfway up his library steps.

Away from Erasmus’s and Scott’s reading issues in their fine houses, working-class readers had more challenging problems to overcome than finding the right spot.
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2. Reading in Adversity

Tears on the Machine: Working Readers

For many working people in human history, books have been so hard to come by, and leisure time so scarce, that reading has been restricted in matter and manner. For Cornish carpenter George Smith (born c. 1800), maths books had the gift of longevity. As he recalled in his autobiography: ‘a treatise on algebra or geometry which cost a few shillings, afforded me matter for close study for a whole year.’ Others were more time-poor than book-deprived, such as the London cobbler and future bookseller James Lackington (1746–1815). He devised a truly astonishing regime, by which he and his fellows allowed themselves only three hours’ sleep a night:


One of us sat up to work until the appointed time for the others to rise, and when all were up, my friend John, and your humble servant took it in turns to read aloud to the rest, while they were at their work.



The same humbling commitment was displayed by James Miller, a Highland harness-maker, who usually found people to read to him while he worked, and held readings every evening, often attended ‘by two to three intelligent neighbours’. Perhaps unsurprisingly his son Hugh (1802–56) became a significant writer, transforming the study of geology and prefiguring Darwin. Ingeniously, another early Scottish reader, a travelling stonemason, taught his horse his regular routes and read as he rode.

The ingenuity award for readers must go to the nineteenth-century Scot James Somerville. He was an itinerant labourer with eleven children, who were literally clothed in rags, collected














































Hiding Ovid Behind the Bolster: Women Reading



























































Overflowing Emotions: Blubbering and Shouting
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