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      There is, in some libraries, still a clipboard at the desk.

      Next to it, laminated, sometimes in a plastic stand and sometimes taped flat to the counter, may be a document explaining the terms on which you may use the library’s computers. Below the clipboard may be a sheet with columns for your name, your card number, the terminal you have been assigned, the time you started, and the time you finished. You write your name in the first column. In some systems, somewhere in the process, you also indicate that you have read and agree to the policy.

      You probably have not read it closely. A great many patrons sign or click through computer-use terms the way people accept terms of service everywhere else.

      It is one of the few rules in the building that may ask for your explicit assent.

      That distinction is worth more than it looks. Many other library rules are simply imposed: posted on a wall, printed in a borrower’s agreement, or enforced by a piece of furniture. This one can be presented as something you agreed to. If it is enforced against you, the institution may be able to point to your signature or click.
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      Where did it come from?

      The answer is partly local and partly federal. The signature requirement is not in federal law. But in December 2000 Congress enacted the Children’s Internet Protection Act, which conditions certain E-rate discounts and Library Services and Technology Act assistance on a library’s adoption of an internet-safety policy and use of a technology-protection measure.

      CIPA does not prescribe every clause in a local computer-use policy, and it does not require patrons to sign one. Local boards still choose much of the wording and implementation. What federal law supplies is a funding condition and a set of filtering requirements for libraries that take the covered assistance.

      So the computer-use agreement is a hybrid: locally drafted and, in some systems, locally assented to, but partly shaped by federal funding rules that a participating library cannot simply waive while keeping the covered aid.
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      This is a book about rules like that one — several hundred of them, over about two thousand six hundred years, in institutions that have almost nothing else in common.

      Posted rules form a remarkably persistent genre of writing. From threats baked into Assyrian clay to anathemas inked into medieval psalters, from cathedral statutes to subscription-library articles of agreement to Victorian reading-room regulations to municipal conduct codes and the terms attached to a downloaded book, surviving records show the same problem recurring across literate history: what may a reader do with a text that does not belong to him? The technology changed completely. Much of the regulatory prose did not.

      And these documents are unusually good evidence, though not in the simple sense that every prohibition proves a specific incident. Rules may answer something that happened, something repeatedly observed, or something merely feared. A rule is therefore not a receipt for a single event; it is evidence that an institution perceived a risk strongly enough to write it down.

      The method of this book is to work backwards from the rule to that person.

      It is not difficult and it does not require credentials. Find the rule. Establish when it was written, when that is recoverable. Ask what incident, dispute, administrative pressure, or anticipated risk came just before. Then ask the question the document rarely answers directly: not only whom does this rule name, but whom does it cost.

      This book argues that the answer has been strikingly stable. Across very different periods and institutions, the burden of a library rule often falls hardest on the person who arrives with the least — less money, less standing, less shelter, fewer documents, the wrong skin, the wrong age, the wrong smell, the wrong reading.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Here is the argument, in full, so you can watch for the places where it fails.

      For most of the history of libraries, the rules existed to protect the collection from the reader. That was rational for a very long time, because for a very long time the collection was worth more than almost anything else in the building and the reader could walk out with it.

      Then, over roughly a century — beginning in the 1890s and, for the argument here, ending in a Connecticut courthouse in 2006 — many rules changed direction and began protecting readers from other users, from the institution, and sometimes from the state. The argument of this book is that this shift was assembled piecemeal: through experiments, administrative decisions, litigation, and professional principles that often came after the mechanisms themselves.

      And some of that visibility is now reversing. Restrictions once embodied in chains, signs, and openly debated rules can now sit in licensing agreements, funding certifications, vendor profiles, and payroll decisions — documents that are often less visible to the people whose access they shape.

      Three propositions. The first is uncontroversial. The second is the book. The third is the reason I wanted to write it.
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      Two housekeeping notes, both of them exclusions.

      This book proceeds by rule rather than by century, which means it moves sideways through time constantly and without apology. A single chapter may put a seventh-century curse tablet, a 1611 bookcase, and a 2011 ebook license into the same argument, because they are the same rule wearing different hardware. Where chronology is used it is used as evidence. It is not the organizing principle, and anyone hoping to be walked politely from Sumer to the present will be disappointed early.

      Second: this book will not discuss the burning of the Library of Alexandria.⁠1

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 It gets one footnote, later, and the footnote explains why. The short version is that the story is the single most-told thing in library history and one of the least useful, and that its endurance has more to do with what it lets everyone avoid looking at than with anything that happened in Egypt.
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      Notice Is Hereby Given

      The sign is laminated, and it is taped to something that was not designed to have a sign taped to it. A pillar, usually. The side of a returns cart. A pane of glass beside the door, at the height of an adult’s chest, which is the height at which nobody looks.

      The wording varies by city and so does the detail, but the family resemblance is obvious. Food and drink may be restricted. Animals may be barred except where disability law requires access. Sleeping, bathing in restrooms, soliciting, loud conversation, and unattended property are commonly regulated. Children below a stated age may not be left unattended, though the threshold varies substantially from system to system.⁠1

      None of it explains itself. A public library’s conduct policy is one of the few documents in American civic life that makes no argument whatsoever. It does not say why you cannot sleep. It does not say what happened with the shoes.

      But many of those lines do have a history. Behind a conduct rule may be a board discussion, a staff concern, an incident report, a lawyer’s advice, or a model policy copied from somewhere else. The person or event that prompted it is often absent from the final text.

      The sign is written in the future tense about the past. Patrons shall not. It describes something that has already happened as though it were a possibility, and in doing so it removes the one thing that would make it interesting, which is who.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ashurbanipal ruled Assyria from 668 to 627 BCE, from a capital at Nineveh, on the far bank of the Tigris from what is now Mosul. He was a competent and enthusiastic killer of both men and lions, and he had the lion part carved in gypsum at enormous expense so that everyone would know.⁠2 He also read. This was not typical of Assyrian kings, and he made sure it was written down: he claimed to work through Sumerian and difficult Akkadian, and to handle texts he believed predated the Flood.

      He assembled at Nineveh a collection that the British Museum has been counting since the 1850s and currently puts at somewhere over thirty thousand tablets and fragments. It is often described as the first library in the world. It was not. Collections of tablets existed in Sumerian temples, palaces, and scribal houses more than two thousand years earlier, and there were Babylonian libraries, and Assyrian kings before him kept records of their own. What Nineveh has is not priority. It has paperwork.

      At the end of a great many of those tablets there is a colophon — a note, appended after the text, doing the work that a title page and an ownership stamp and a catalog record now do separately. Some of them state that the tablet belongs to the palace of Ashurbanipal, king of the universe, king of Assyria, which is the earliest surviving version of the property stamp your local library still puts inside a front cover, minus the modesty. Some record which original the copy was made from, and where that original came from, which turns out to be useful: a study of the colophons written in Babylonian script found that more than a quarter of the tablets that name a source were copied not from Babylonian originals but from Assyrian ones, meaning the material had been moving around inside the empire longer than anyone assumed. Nearly a quarter of the colophons name the scribe rather than the king.

      And some of them threaten you.

      The formulas vary. One warns against rubbing at the text. One curses anyone who breaks the tablet or puts it in water or wears it down until the writing can no longer be read, which is a fairly complete inventory of the ways clay can be destroyed by a person who is annoyed. The best known of them, in a translation now well over a century old, comes down to this: whoever carries this tablet away, or writes his own name beside the king’s, may the gods Ashur and Belit come after him in anger and “destroy his name and posterity in the land.”⁠3

      Take the second half of that seriously for a moment, because it is stranger than the theft clause. Ashurbanipal is not only worried that you will take the tablet. He is worried that you will leave it exactly where it is and add your name to it. That is not larceny. That is a credit dispute. Somewhere in seventh-century Nineveh there was at least one scribe who had worked out that the collection’s ownership marks were the collection’s authority, and that the marks could be edited.

      The gods are doing the enforcement because there was nothing else to do it with. There is no evidence of a Nineveh tablet police. The curse is a penalty schedule with a supernatural collections department, and it is the oldest surviving example of a problem that every library in this book will have again: the institution wants the material used, and it has no reliable way to make the user behave, so it writes something on the object and hopes.

      Ashurbanipal unquestionably ordered officials in Babylonia to seek out texts and send them to Nineveh, and some material reached his collections in the aftermath of conquest. But the surviving colophons do not support a simple claim that the whole library was looted. Babylonia was the older center of cuneiform scholarship; moving texts and copies to Nineveh also moved scholarly authority toward the Assyrian court.
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      Two thousand two hundred years later, a commission appointed under Elizabeth I went to Hereford and reported that the cathedral’s library was neglected and badly kept. New statutes followed. One of the resident canons was to be named Master of the Library, and the books were to be chained.

      That is the whole mechanism of this book in one sentence of Tudor administrative English. An audit found a problem, the problem was recorded, and the record turned into hardware — bookcases, rods, locks, and a shelving arrangement in which every volume stands with its fore-edge facing out and its spine to the wall, so that a reader can lift a book down and open it without turning it around and tangling the chain.⁠4 The rule stopped being a sentence and became joinery. It is still there. You can go and look at it.
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      That brings the problem back to the laminated sign.

      Posted rules are a continuous genre of writing. Not a recurring one — continuous. From the colophons at Nineveh through the anathemas inked into medieval manuscripts, through cathedral statutes and subscription-library articles of agreement and Victorian reading-room regulations and municipal conduct policies and the terms of service attached to a downloaded book, there has not been a period of literate history in which somebody was not writing down what you may not do with a text that does not belong to you. The technology changed completely. The prose did not. It is still passive, still impersonal, still describing an offense that has already been committed by a person the document declines to identify.

      There is one difference, and it runs the wrong way from the direction most people assume. The Assyrian curse names its author. It says, at length and with considerable vanity, exactly who is protecting these tablets and what he will do about it. The sign taped to the pillar names nobody. It was written by a board that met in public, in a meeting whose minutes are a matter of public record, and almost nobody in the building could tell you when.
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      Nineveh fell in 612 BCE to a coalition of Medes and Babylonians, who took the city apart and burned the palaces.

      Clay does not behave in a palace fire like paper. Heat could harden some unfired tablets into more durable ceramic, helping them survive; the same destruction also smashed tablets, collapsed shelving, and scattered sequences into fragments. The collection survived partly because of the catastrophe, but not intact because of it.

      This should probably be held against the story that libraries most like to tell about themselves, and it will be, repeatedly. But the tidy version of the irony is not quite true either. Ceilings came down onto shelving. Tablets that had been shelved in sequence went into the floor as gravel. What Austen Henry Layard and Hormuzd Rassam dug out in the 1850s and shipped to Bloomsbury was not a library. It was a very large quantity of pieces.

      They have been putting it back together ever since. Modern cataloging and join projects work fragment by fragment, identifying pieces that belong to the same tablet and reconstructing texts whose archaeological context was badly disrupted by the destruction of Nineveh.

      Ashurbanipal had a phrase for what he was doing. It appears in some of the colophons, and it translates roughly as for the sake of distant days. He meant it. He was writing to us, and the curse and the dedication are on the same object, three lines apart, which is the first indication that this institution has never been entirely sure whether the reader is the point of the collection or the threat to it.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 Unattended-child thresholds vary widely among library systems. The important point is the specificity of the age rule, not a national standard of nine years; I found no evidence for a single model-policy lineage that would justify treating nine as the usual American number.

          

          2 The reliefs are in the British Museum and are magnificent and appalling in roughly equal measure. There is also a carving, from the same palace, of the king reclining in a garden with his wife, eating, while the severed head of a defeated Elamite king hangs in a nearby tree. It is generally called the Garden Party relief, which is either the driest label in the history of museum cataloging or evidence that curators stop noticing things.

          

          3 The wording here follows an older translation of a common Ashurbanipal colophon formula. Modern editions can differ in divine names and phrasing — for example Aššur and Ninlil rather than Ashur and Belit — while preserving the substance of the warning against removing the tablet or substituting another name.

          

          4 The chaining at Hereford lasted from 1611 until 1841, which is a longer continuous run than most public libraries have managed at anything. The full account of what the chain was for, and what it cost, is the next chapter’s business.
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