




“The Object Lessons series achieves something very close to magic: the books take ordinary—
even banal—objects and animate them with a rich history of invention, political struggle,
science, and popular mythology. Filled with fascinating details and conveyed in sharp,
accessible prose, the books make the everyday world come to life. Be warned: once you’ve
read a few of these, you’ll start walking around your house, picking up random objects, and
musing aloud: ‘I wonder what the story is behind this thing?’

Steven Johnson, author of Where Good Ideas Come From and How We Got to Now

“In 1957 the French critic and semiotician Roland Barthes published Mythologies, a
groundbreaking series of essays in which he analysed the popular culture of his day, from
laundry detergent to the face of Greta Garbo, professional wrestling to the Citroën DS. This
series of short books, Object Lessons, continues the tradition.

Melissa Harrison, Financial Times

PRAISE FOR HOTEL BY JOANNA WALSH:
“A slim, sharp meditation on hotels and desire. ... Walsh invokes everyone from Freud to
Forster to Mae West to the Marx Brothers. She’s funny throughout, even as she documents the
dissolution of her marriage and the peculiar brand of alienation on offer in lavish places.

Dan Piepenbring, The Paris Review

“Evocative ... Walsh’s strange, probing book is all the more affecting for eschewing easy
resolution.

Publishers Weekly

“Walsh’s writing has intellectual rigour and bags of formal bravery ... Hotel is a boldly
intellectual work that repays careful reading. Its semiotic wordplay, circling prose and
experimental form may prove a refined taste, but in its deft delineation of a complex modern
phenomenon—and, perhaps, a modern malaise—it’s a great success.

Melissa Harrison, Financial Times

“Walsh has been praised to the skies by Chris Kraus and Jeff Vandermeer, and it isn’t hard to
see why. Her writing sways between the tense and the absurd, as if it’s hovering between this
world and another.

Jonathan Sturgeon, Flavorwire

PRAISE FOR DRONE BY ADAM ROTHSTEIN:
“Adam Rothstein’s primer on drones covers (such themes as) the representation of drones in
science fiction and popular culture. The technological aspects are covered in detail, and there is
interesting discussion of the way in which our understanding of technology is grounded in
historical narratives. As Rothstein writes, the attempt to draw a boundary between one
technology and another often ignores the fact that new technologies are not quite as new as we
think.
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INTRODUCTION
WHAT’S IN A NAME?

A room without books
The Roman poet Marcus Tullius Cicero had a serious thing for books. For
Cicero, books were more than just physical texts full of abstract ideas—books
were objects that imbued their surroundings with metaphysical meaning. “A
room without books,” Cicero famously, if somewhat apocryphally, declared, “is
a body without a soul.”

As a stalwart book collector in the first century BCE, Cicero maintained
several extensive personal libraries at his country estates as well as a library in
his villa on the Palatine Hill in the center of Rome, near the Forum Romanum
and the Circus Maximus. For many of Cicero’s affluent colleagues, the mere
show of books was enough to cement their elite, educated status in Roman
society. The architect Vitruvius, Cicero’s contemporary, noted, “Among cold
baths and hot baths a library is equipped as a necessary ornament of a great
house.”1 Cicero’s libraries, however, weren’t merely the fodder of fashionable
display; these libraries were rooms to be read and re-read. For Cicero, the search
for truth, enlightenment, and progress rested on the knowledge that was between
a book’s covers—or at least between the scroll’s sticks.

With hundreds of volumes in his personal libraries, Cicero needed a way to
organize his collection. To give a room soul, he reasoned, you would have to put
books in it, but logic begged the question of where.

History tells us that we put books on a shelf. Cicero and his library suggest,
however, that books don’t go on just any shelf; books ought to be shelved on a
proper bookshelf.



What makes a bookshelf a bookshelf isn’t a given thing. Every bookshelf has
its own unique life history; every bookshelf speaks to its own cultural context.
Bookshelves are dynamic, iterative objects that cue us to the social values we
place on books and how we think books ought to be read. What makes a
bookshelf a bookshelf are the recurring decisions made about its structure,
architecture, and function.

For millennia, people have found ways to store their books, and even texts that
we might not today recognize as “books” were systematically gathered and
carefully cached. Some historical records like the knotted strands of Incan
quipus were recorded by tying the cords in patterns. Ancient Tibetan Buddhist
prayer wheels had small scrolls carefully stored and sealed inside the wheel. The
ancient Library of Ashurbanipal of Nineveh, in present-day Iraq, boasted a
collection of over twenty thousand cuneiform tablets. Southeast Asian
manuscripts from the fifth century BCE were written on smoke-treated palm
leaves and sewn together, forming a text that looked rather like a modern-day
Venetian blind and were read by fanning out the different pages. With this
diversity of “book” mediums comes a range of storage and reading requirements.
Not every bookshelf can look and behave in the same way since the texts they
hold are so varied.2

“What constitutes a book or a bookshelf depends, like so many things, on
definition,” notes Henry Petroski in The Book on the Bookshelf. “And that
definition can change with time. . . . Just as we may wonder if a tree makes a
sound when it falls out of earshot, so we may ask, Is an empty bookshelf an
oxymoron?”3 Decisions about a shelf’s structure, architecture, and function
morph the thing we call a bookshelf and shape how the shelf interacts with its
books. The decisions show the give-and-take of cultural mores that is inherent in
every bookshelf.

The lives of bookshelves
Some of the earliest bookshelves can be traced to the ancient library at Ebla in
modern-day northwestern Syria, near the city of Aleppo. Archaeological
excavations from this library provide the best evidence for what ancient
cuneiform bookshelves—like those at the library of Nineveh—would have
looked like. The rooms at Ebla’s library were small, measuring just 5.5 ´ 4
meters, and were lined with wooden bookshelves that extended into the floor. On
those shelves, the library’s clay tablets were arranged not with spines facing



outward, as tablets don’t have spines, but in rows with the marked front of the
tablet facing toward the reader. The shelves were widely spaced, allowing
readers access to the backs of the shelves—spacing that was necessary to move
and store the small, clay tablets without breaking them. Other small, clay
plaques cataloging what tablets could be found on each bookshelf were attached
to the ends of the shelves with string—like a modern call number that helps
orient a reader to what can be found on each shelf.4

In the sixth century CE, the celebrated woodworker, Fu Hsi of Imperial China,
invented revolving bookshelves for a different kind of access to the Tripitaka, or
traditional canons of Buddhist scripture. Fu is said to have thought that if a pious
person touched a bookshelf containing the Tripitaka and the person made the
bookshelf revolve just once, he would gain the same enlightenment, merit, and
understanding as if he had read the complete text. The concept of the revolving
shelf began to spread throughout China and Japan, with the shelves gradually
becoming larger, removing the people from the texts by more and more distance.
The fifteenth-century Mii-dera temple complex of Japan features a particularly
large revolving book wheel; the inside of the temple was almost completely
filled by a large octagonal bookshelf that contained sutras from floor to almost-
ceiling. No one was expected to be able to reach the texts at the top—the
bookshelf was meant to facilitate access to the texts by its motion. “Reading” the
shelf meant being able to rotate it, venerating the texts themselves as sacred
objects.5 In the European Middle Ages, bookshelves didn’t revolve, but books
were literally chained to their shelves, partly out of fear of theft and partially out
of a desire to control access to books. With the advent of mechanized printing
presses and the proliferation of books, the bookshelves of the sixteenth century
saw design change to accommodate storing more and more texts.

Some of these bookshelves are easily recognizable to us—shelves from the
ancient libraries of Ebla and Ashurbanipal, and certainly the Middle Ages, line
up with how we think about storing and displaying books. For other types of
texts, like prayer wheels and quipus, bookshelves are modified to facilitate
access to those records. Since form and function of a text determines how and
where it is curated, every text is stored on its shelf and encountered and read in
ways that are consistent with its respective technology, history, and cultural
symbolism. Text and shelf shape each other.6

Cicero’s shelves



For Cicero and his fellow Romans, personal libraries were ongoing building
projects. While public libraries, like the Library of Celsus in present-day Turkey,
were part of broader Roman culture, the private library dominated the circles of
the intellectual elite and economically affluent. In the public libraries of Rome,
the papyrus scroll remained the primary medium of book publication and scrolls
lay open on shelves in the library storerooms with parchment labels hanging
from the scrolls’ wooden rollers.7 For private libraries, however, the Roman
philosopher Seneca sniffed at the person “who seek[s] to have book-cases of
citrus-wood and ivory, who collect[s] the works of unknown or discredited
authors and sits yawning in the midst of so many thousand books, who gets most
of his pleasure from the outsides of volumes and their titles.” Seneca counseled
his readers to “let just as many books be acquired as are enough, but none for
mere show.”8 As personal bibliothecas grew, the architectural space allotted to
the library within a family’s villa was frequently renovated, often decorated with
images of authors, philosophers, family members, or friends.

By the turn of the first century BCE, Cicero’s libraries had reached a critical
mass of texts and were in dire need of an upgraded shelving system. Once
Cicero decided that he needed bookshelves for his burgeoning collection of
books, he wrote to his friend Atticus to secure someone to build them: “I wish
you could send me any two fellows out of your library, for Tyrannio to make use
of as pasters, and assistant in other matters. Remind them to bring some vellum
with them to make those titles.” Atticus was a wealthy banker, editor, and patron
of letters, and Tyrannio was an educated Greek, captured by Lucullus and
brought to the Roman Republic in 72 BCE. Tyrannio was employed by several
wealthy Romans, including Atticus, to arrange their libraries. Atticus loaned
Cicero Tyrannio and two of his assistants to help Cicero build bookshelves.

“Your men have made my library gay with their carpentry work,” Cicero
reported. “Nothing could look neater than those shelves of yours, since they
smartened up my books with their titles.” In Cicero’s final letter to Atticus on
the subject of his library, Cicero sings the praises of the bookshelf project, “Now
that Tyrannio has arranged my books, a new spirit has been infused into my
house. In this matter the help of your men Dionysius and Menophilus [the men
Atticus lent to Cicero] has been invaluable. . . . It is prodigious.”9

We can only assume that with such remarkable bookshelves, Cicero’s rooms
were filled with a lot of soul.

In our everyday interactions with bookshelves, it’s easy to just take them at
face value—they’re simply shelves for books; the stuff of libraries and offices,



the bane of the mover’s existence. (“Lift with your legs, not with your back.”)
Today we expect bookshelves to be those vertical pieces of furniture, with
shelves running horizontally, storing books from top to bottom, reading left to
right; we assume that books will be vertically situated with their spines facing
out, displayed and cataloged in a predictable way.

All of these expectations about the form and function of a bookshelf, however,
are choices that have been made over and over. Deciding to curate books.
Deciding to organize those books. Deciding on a system to store and display
books. Bookshelves beg the question of whether they are defined simply by their
architectural design or by their use. Esoterically, we could describe the
bookshelf as a linear plane, grouping together different categories of knowledge.
Pragmatically, what books are put where and on which shelves reflects a
particular worldview. Every shelf reflects this worldview and order, whether it’s
the subject-based Dewey Decimal System in “the stacks,” an ordering of books
by color, or the haphazardness of a toddler arranging picture books by shape.

In short, the bookshelf is how and where we create categories of knowledge
and experience. Even with the advent of digital books, the bookshelf has become
a visual metaphor as we add book bytes to a virtual shelf on our tablet screen;
even where a bookshelf lacks physical materiality, its function endures. What a
bookshelf is depends on the agency and choices of people interacting with it.
These decisions swirl around the shelf and shape what it looks like and how it
behaves. Everyone who cares about books cares about bookshelves. The very act
of picking up a book and reading it—even perusing through it—engages a
person with the book-to-bookshelf dialectic. The book had to come from a
bookshelf of some sort—a bookstore, a library, a Kindle.

To put words in Freud’s mouth: sometimes a shelf is just a shelf. Which might
be true, at least until you put a book on it.



1 FROM MEDIEVAL TO MODERN:
BOOKSHELVES IN CHAINS

The oldest still-chained shelves in the world
The first thing a visitor notices upon walking into the library at Hereford
Cathedral are the chains hanging from the bookshelves.

Hereford Cathedral is located in the west-central English countryside, close to
the border with Wales. The library itself is a rather small museum-like
athenaeum that runs along a wing of the cathedral where relics and artifacts are
carefully arranged and every object in the place exudes an air of antiquarian
importance. (“Someone historically significant once touched this.”) After
walking through a small display about the history of book storage in England,
visitors reach the actual chained library—a book nerd’s nirvana since the
library’s collection contains hundreds of books, some over a millennium in age.
Centuries earlier, the wooden desks next to the bookshelves invited readers to sit
and read; today the empty desks next to the bookshelves silently mark time’s
passing, roped off from visitors. Stepping into the Library feels like stepping
back in time through hundreds of years of English history.

The Hereford Library is the largest surviving chained library in the world, but
the books and their shelves aren’t just relics saved as-is from centuries past. For
over a thousand years, the library’s books and bookshelves have been made and
remade, functioning as architectural palimpsests of cultural mores and book
technologies. While history and tourism trends may have favored more majestic
buildings or made more significant collections of books famous, Hereford boasts
a curiously complex story of book and bookshelf. The chains dangle in front of
the carefully shelved manuscripts like a semitranslucent cascade, inexorably
linking the book with its bookshelf, themselves tangible artifacts from the



library’s long history.

So what are chained libraries?
Chained libraries are an architectural development for book storage that can be
traced to the Middle Ages. Chained libraries were one of a plethora of
architectural developments in the history of libraries; in addition to chained
bookshelves, a myriad of other forms of book storage technologies were in use
during the Middle Ages, practices that included storing books in cupboards,
chests, and almeries. Not all medieval libraries were chained ones and not all
medieval books were tethered to their shelves. Benedictine monks, for example,
were required to read for several hours a day, taking books from the library as
outlined by the rule drawn up by St. Benedict in the sixth century.1 However,
chaining was a practice that reinforced a relationship of power and access
between those who curated the books and those who read them.

For a book to be chained, it had to be attached with a metal front piece on the
book’s cover. The other end of the chain ran toward the shelf and attached to the
shelf’s wood. For books with wooden covers (generally oak, beech, or pine),
metal fasteners were nailed through those covers and small links were attached
from the front fastener.2 The chain then ran from the links of the front fastener to
the shelf; this meant that the book was permanently tethered to the shelf until the
chain was broken or detached. Book chains were made of long, thin links—
measuring from roughly one-and-a-half to two-and-half inches each, with a
metal ring at each end. Most chains had a swivel in the middle; if the chain was
twisted, it wouldn’t break. Some bookshelves had removable rods, where the
book and chain could be detached from the end.

By 1320, the chained library became a rather formal institution in England—
and chaining books was an expectation for materials that were particularly
valuable. The formalization of the chained bookshelf underwent several
evolutionary stages: first the chaining began with attaching a book to a desk (or
lectern), then several books to a stall (with two shelves), and, finally, multiple
shelves were introduced, giving bookcases extra height, breadth, and possibility.
The lectern system meant that seats were available and that only a select few
books were chained to the podium. A lock and hasp (a long hinge-like iron),
sometimes measuring up to five inches, were located on the end of lecterns as
the means of securing the books, but allowing for the possibility that they could
be disengaged from lectern furniture. Around 1480, the stall system combined



the lectern with the almery or recessed cabinet in the wall—there were two
shelves with chained books. By 1590, three shelves in the stall system were
common and became known as the wall system. All of these stages of
development are different methods of securing books that in turn reflect the
different patterns of book use by medieval readers.

By the late sixteenth century, there was a clear uptick in the number of books
available to and housed in libraries like Hereford’s. Medieval libraries grew their
collections from bequeathments and donations as well as the purchase of
manuscripts. For example, in 1399, Eleanor de Bohun, duchess of Gloucester,
willed a collection of seven books written in French to her daughter Isabel, a nun
of the London Minoresses. As personal property was forbidden, the volumes
may have found their way into the abbey libraries.3 The availability of books
increased in no small part due to changes in book technologies; with the
invention of moveable type around 1439, book printing began to increase. As
more and more books were printed, collected, and bequeathed to libraries, the
more and more a systematic, orderly technology was required to handle the
books on the shelves and to facilitate—or not!—access to those books. The 1414
account books for Wells Cathedral in Somerset, England, for example, included
an item of three shillings and ninepence, paid “for two rods and two chains 3 ft.
long each one porphory and one psalter, the gift of Master R. Crayton, in the
choir.”4

The books in chained libraries were tethered in place for a plethora of reasons.
Quasi–public libraries—read: nonprivate libraries—across Europe used chains to
secure reference materials like texts on law and religion to prevent theft. (“A
book, it was said, was worth as much as a farm; unlike a farm, it was portable
property that could easily be purloined.”5) On a practical level, chaining books
prevented the theft of manuscripts, in keeping with its many medieval
contemporary libraries.

Once a book was loosed from its chains, making sure books came back to their
shelves was no small task. Librarians promised their readers dire consequences if
patrons did not return borrowed books. While a book would have to be off the
shelf while someone was reading it, to a librarian’s perspective, books had their
proper places and those places were on their bookshelves. A twelfth-century
scribe, for example, soulfully implored his readers to return their books by
appealing to his fellow monks’ good nature:

This book, o Christ, in praise of thee,



Lies finished for all to see.
Good Benedictine, to spare my health,
Put back this book upon its shelf;
And you will give me recompense
If you deem it worthy of your intelligence.6

Other medieval librarians and scribes outright threatened readers who did not
deign to return books to their shelves of the Abbey of Saints Mary and Nicholas
of Arnstein:

If anyone take away this book, let him die the death; let him be fried in a pan;
let the falling sickness and fever seize him; let him be broken on the wheel, and
hanged. Amen.7

When Simon Vostre of Paris finished copyediting a Book of Hours in 1502, he
jotted a reminder in the front of the book, to prompt his readers of the calamitous
consequences of book hoarding:

Whoever steals this Book of Prayer
May he be ripped apart by swine,
His heart be splintered, this I swear,
And his body dragged along the Rhine.8

If medieval libraries had a mantra about their books, it might go something like:
books go on their shelves, period, finis. Amen. Curses and threats were common
ways to discourage errant readers from walking off with a text; chaining books
to their shelves was a much more tangible method.

But chaining books goes deeper than simply preventing theft. Chaining books
to bookshelves was an indicator of power and privilege—accessing books was
difficult and meant participating in a power dynamic. By chaining books,
libraries acted as gatekeepers to the manuscripts, determining how access to its
books would be granted. Today, the books are chained as a gesture to the
library’s long history—an act that legitimizes the library’s historic legacy.

Chained books have serious heft. To better understand how a book could
actually shape a bookshelf, I wanted to get a better sense of what it would have
meant to read a text like it. I submitted a request to the Harry Ransom Center at
the University of Texas at Austin to view one of the chained books in the
university’s collection: Actes and monuments of matters most speciall and
memorable, happening in the church, written by John Foxe, published in 1596.



After processing my request, the archival librarian carefully wheeled Actes and
monuments out on a cart, like he was serving an haute entrée. He left me to it
with the comment, “Wow. We don’t get a lot of requests for this guy. It’s one of
those awesome books—you know, with chains.”

I started to take the book out of the archival box and immediately realized that
this book must weigh at least twenty pounds. I needed both hands to lift it. My
fingers could barely span its spine, and the book measured a good twelve inches
by twenty inches in area. The cover was vellum-over-wood and metal strips
were nailed into the spine. The metal plate on the book’s front cover was a
couple of square inches and the wood of the cover was cracked, warped from the
strain that the plate and chain had on the structural integrity of the book. The
original small, thin chain for Actes and monuments of matters most speciall was
still attached to the book and carefully coiled in a padded linen satchel to avoid
damaging the book while in storage. Concern for the damage that chains could
do to a book was not misplaced; nineteenth-century book historian William
Blades noted that “if the chains were a check upon stealing the books, they were
certainly not preventive against damages and mutilation, as many of the volumes
unfortunately prove.”9

Simply lifting the book out of its archival box drove home a particular point
about the interplay between book and bookshelf. This book was massive, the
chain was an inescapable part of the book, and Actes and monuments was only
one volume. What kind of bookshelf would be needed to store this book, let
alone others like it?

A thousand years of chains: Hereford
Cathedral
Back at Hereford, chains keep the library’s 229 books tethered to their
bookshelves in the same order that the books were originally catalogued. Some
of the books on the Hereford shelves face spine-out, some spines face in, and
some books lay on their sides. The hardwood shelves practically groan under the
weight of their gravitas as the chains droop down the bookshelves.

The initial construction of the library began around 800 AD. The library joined
the cathedral proper and today is part of a complex that includes a suite of
historic buildings. Hereford suffered a major setback in its construction in 1055
—the cathedral and its surrounding buildings were destroyed in a “border



skirmish” by the exiled outlaw Earl Ælfgar (the son of Lady Godiva) and his
supporters as he sought to reclaim his earldom. By the twelfth century, the
library began, again, to expand its collection. By 1200, there were roughly 138
books on the shelves. Bookstalls for reading were added. A modest library by
modern standards, perhaps, but significant enough by medieval ones to mark
Hereford as a serious place for study and scholarship, developed book by book,
shelf by shelf, and chain by chain.

Figure 1  Books on bookshelves at Hereford Cathedral’s Chained Library. (Image Copyright:
The Hereford Mappa Mundi Trust and the Dean and Chapter of Hereford Cathedral. Used with
permission.)

As books were bequeathed to the library and the manuscript collection grew,
carpenters and blacksmiths were commissioned to build more places to put the
books. In 1369, Bishop Lewis Charlton bequeathed six assorted works to the
library with the specific requirement that the books should be “chained in the
church”—to a lectern or stall where the books could also be read. (Not all books
in the library were chained, hence the specificity of the Bishop’s demand.)
Thirteenth- and fourteenth-century references in the collection described
cupboards where the books would have been kept. The fifteenth century,
however, saw the first construction of dedicated library rooms, in answer to the
growing demands of space for the book collections as well as for fashion and
status. By 1478, the library sported long lecterns where books lay on their back
covers—a table presenting as a horizontal shelf—presumably chained to the
tables.

In 1528, however, a commission established by Queen Elizabeth I determined
that the Hereford library had fallen into a terrible state of disrepair. As a result of
the commission, new statutes required the books should be chained to their
shelves for their own security. In 1611, the Master of the Library, Thomas
Thornton, ordered new bookshelves and new chains for Hereford. They were
modeled after the then-recent library shelves installed at Oxford University,
where the books stood upright, accompanied by an integrated reading desk; this



was in contrast to lecterns or stalls that the library had been using previously.
By 1841, the chained bookshelves at Hereford were dismantled and the parts of

the shelves—like the seating—were taken and used in the rest of the cathedral.
However, around 1930, the books were re-chained to shelves, although not in
their historic order, and the library was moved from the attic and upper floors. In
1996, a new library building was opened by Queen Elizabeth II, and the
Hereford Library, its shelves, its books, and its chains, can be seen and
experienced by visitors in ways that would be similar to how the library was
“properly” organized by the seventeenth century.10

From the thirteenth century to the twenty-first, the books, manuscripts, and
their respective shelves at Hereford shaped each other’s evolution. Books
influenced bookshelves and vice versa. The bookshelves at Hereford show a life
cycle that ebbs and flows as different book technologies and storage systems met
the demands of the library’s books and manuscripts. Over the centuries, the
Hereford Library, its books, and its bookshelves have proved to be anything but
static. To talk about “the bookshelves” is to speak to this historical legacy; the
life history of these shelves is implicit in the very mention of them.

Medieval libraries and their shelves have a long historical organizing conceit,
an interplay with the architecture of the bookshelf and how it was to be used. A
chained book, of course, cannot be read unless there is somewhere to read it
within the length of the chain or some way of temporarily unchaining the book.
Some historians of architecture have argued that since a chained book could not
have been moved to a library’s window, the window must be near the book; that
determined the plan of the building.11 If my own experience with Actes and
monuments of matters most speciall and memorable, happening in the church
was any indication, it would be difficult to move any of the hefty tomes very far.

“Chaining, then, in ancient libraries is not an interesting irrelevance,” noted
historian Burnett Streeter in 1931. “The fact that some anthropoid ancestor
began to employ his front paws for grasping instead of for walking conditioned
the upright posture of man and his use of tools—and so his whole future
development. Just so, the fact that books were chained conditioned the structure
and development of the historic . . . libraries.”12

By the late nineteenth century, there would seem to be little place for such a
book and bookshelf relationship in the evolving functionalism of bookshelves.
There was, however, strong nostalgic sentiment associated with these great,
chained books from centuries back. Indeed, in his 1890 informal survey, printer,
bibliophile, and amateur-enthusiast book historian William Blades found that



relatively few old church libraries had any surviving examples of chained books
or, better still, had any examples of chained books on their shelves.13 Several
vicars wrote that they recalled their predecessors talking about chained books
and shelves, but they themselves had no experience with them. A few described
the history of such bequeathments to their libraries. Humphrey Chetham in 1651,
for example, had ordered, “And my Will and Mind is that the Books be fixed or
chained as well as may be within the sd [sic] library.”14

In Blades’ survey, churches—and libraries—generally had one or two
examples of chained books, most ubiquitously, a copy of Foxe’s Actes and
Monuments of Christian Martyrs15 and some printing of the Bible. Several
respondents described parts of the system. “I have found part of such a desk, but
I can discover no trace of the chains.”16 Mr. Wrigley of Kettering, Northampton,
Parish Church, wrote to Blades, rather in disgust, “I am sorry to say that the two
books which were in the church on the old desk have been destroyed, either by
visitors or children, and there is nothing left but the chains and the two
covers.”17 (The tattered remains of book covers would seem to reinforce Blades’
earlier argument that the chains prevented against theft, but not vandalism.)
Chained books would move to function as a historical bolster rather than a
working library: if a library had chained books, these books would strengthen
the historical legitimacy of libraries or book collections.

Digital books & digital chains: The medieval
legacy
For most book users in the postmedieval world, their only experience with a
chained book comes from wrestling with a sad, ragged copy of the Yellow Pages
tethered to a public phone booth. It’s easy to think that chained bookshelves are
a kind of a quaint curio of a centuries-old practice—an exaggerated medieval
curiosity, like a pointy princess hat and bells on a jester’s shoes. We’re a long
way from chaining books to their shelves. Or are we?

We come back to the point about the relationship between book and bookshelf
technology: the connection of book-with-bookshelf has evolved many times.
Where we might easily recognize ancient scroll holders as early bookshelves—
or the clay tablet shelves at Ebla—there are other ways that bookshelves
coalesce. These bookshelves look radically different from today’s, but they serve
a similar purpose. Here, in the twenty-first century, with e-readers and e-books, a



seeming demonstration of the democratization of the book, we are revisiting—
nay, recreating?—that historical relationship of chaining digital book to digital
bookshelf.

Digital books and digital shelves didn’t necessarily start out that way. In fact,
in 1971, when Michael Hart launched Project Gutenberg, he felt that digitizing
printed works in the public domain was a way of reinventing the very notion of
“text”—and, consequently, the very notion of “book” and thus “bookshelf.” In
an email interview in 1998, Hart argued, “We consider etext to be a new
medium, with no real relationship to paper, other than presenting the same
material, but I don’t see how paper can possibly compete once people find their
own comfortable way to etexts, especially in schools.”18

Project Gutenberg slowly but steadily grew its digital library, adding classics
and references well into the 1990s. A variety of e-readers sprang up post-1998—
the Rocket eBook, the SoftBook, EveryBook, Millennium eBook, Gemstar, the
Cybook. In an odd and confusing mix of marketing metaphor, the EveryBook
claimed to be “a living library in a single book.”19 By 2007, Amazon had
launched the Kindle and readers quickly began to fill their digital shelves with
books. Project Gutenberg ramped up to digitizing something like 340 books a
month and Amazon offered very low-priced options for downloading works of
literature. Presses began to simply release an electronic version of a book upon
publication of the print versions. Other digitization projects like Open Library or
the now-defunct Universal Digital Library complemented Project Gutenberg’s
work.20

Many e-readers are installed with book organizational apps and a reader is able
to organize and arrange her books on her digital shelf. She knows it’s a
bookshelf because there’s an entire set of actions that she is participating in. She
buys a book. There’s a colored icon with a title on the cover, representing the
book. (“A book is a book because it looks like that” illustrates the striking bit of
ontological circuitry that surrounds the digital book experience.) She files the
book on a shelf. The shelf serves as an organizing platform and the reader fully
expects it to be right where she left it, next to other books. The act of putting the
book on the shelf makes the book and bookshelf relationship a “real” one, and a
familiar one.

For these digital bookshelves, many are designed to show a handsome, faux
wooden grain. There’s a great cartoon by artist J. Koterba that depicts a series of
empty bookshelves with two very stodgy guys surveying the room. One of them
notes, “Kindle, Nook, Sony Reader . . . I say, Hardwick, this sure is an



impressive library.”21 It’s skeuomorphism at its finest. In other words, there’s an
odd necessity to how the book is placed on a bookshelf, but the bookshelf
“ought” to look a certain way for its legitimacy. As more and more digital
shelves exist on more and more e-readers, the wooden grain of the shelf, perhaps
the notion of what the “shelf” is for the books, has evolved.

And so what happens when a person downloads a book to a digital bookshelf?
The reader is paying for access to the book, whereas when that same reader buys
a physical book, she has a physical thing. She is within her rights to lend it to
someone. She can resell the book. She can copy parts of it under the domain of
“fair use.” But the notion of what happens to those books on a digital shelf is
something that culture writ large is grappling with. Some digital readers tether
the digital book to a specific device. Amazon will only let a person read her
purchased book on one registered device. Digital books cannot be shared
between devices or accounts. The nature of books and bookshelves has changed
significantly over the last decade. With the advent of digital media and digital
books, it’s natural to assume that the bookshelf’s cultural role has changed
considerably from the Middle Ages. In the current status of Digital Rights
Management and e-books, the digital rights to a book are tethered to the tablet
device and stored on the digital shelf.

Figure 2  Digital books on digital bookshelves. (Image courtesy of S. Seibert. Used with
permission.)

This notion of digital chains between books and devices was brought to a head
in 2009, when Amazon unceremoniously removed two books from readers’
devices—unchained the books, as it were, and removed them from a reader’s



bookshelf. It’s as if Isabel, daughter of Eleanor, duchess of Gloucester, went
back to the abbey and unchained the books from the shelves, removing what had
been clearly designated as property. (As New York Times writer David Pogue
described, “the juicy, plump, dripping irony” of Amazon’s unilateral decision to
yank the two books hinged on the titles: 1984 and Animal Farm). As hilarious
and ironic as this was, it strikes at the notion that the digital book and digital
bookshelf occupy a niche similar to the one centuries earlier, between medieval
manuscript and medieval shelf.

There’s a lot of rhetoric and discussion at the turn of the twenty-first century
about whether the printed book is “dead” and ready to be replaced by electronic
books. The question of whether the book survives and what survival would look
like has deep consequences for the bookshelf. As book and bookshelf shape each
other, there is a symbiosis in that relationship. We see the evolution of the digital
bookshelf already expressed in a curious way—a tablet, the physical tablet, is
both book and bookshelf.

Digital bookshelves have more in common with the chained bookshelves of
medieval Europe than one might expect. In adding the ability to lend books,
Amazon has replayed the history of books, bookshelves, and libraries. The new
millennium’s digital chains are just much more difficult to see than the metal
ones at libraries like Hereford.

What are chains about?
Chained bookshelves are about access and control of texts. They’re about
accessing books—through the books’ own bookshelf—and about regulating who
can read what under what circumstances. In the Middle Ages, chained libraries
made these links between a book and its bookshelf physical. Today, we see
digital chains mimic this centuries-old precedent, but with an interesting twist.
For readers in earlier centuries, a book was chained because it had value; books
were chained because duplicating them was extremely expensive, so there were
few copies. E-books are chained now because duplicating them is basically free;
chaining digital books insures that the text is still monetarily valuable and
artificial scarcity encourages readers to pay.

A chain is something that tethers a moveable object to an immovable one—a
pen to a desk at a bank, a phone book to a phone booth. The tether keeps the
moveable object from being stolen and designates access to the object—it
determines how and where and through what means the object will be used. In



an interesting reversal of the medieval book curse, the only kind of DRM or
copyright threat that comes with a digital text is the dire FBI pirate warning at
the beginning of a film. Digital books aren’t “valuable” enough to “curse” but
films are texts prized enough to protect. Bookshelves are the combinations of
cultural expectations and technological possibilities, and the hows and whens
and whys of bookshelf evolution are varied and unique. The chains for books
and their bookshelves remain.



2 THE THINGS THAT GO ON A
BOOKSHELF

The small library: Putting books on
children’s bookshelves
In 1907, Mr. James Duff Brown, borough librarian of Islington, London,
published the diminutively quaint volume The Small Library: A Guide to the
Collection and Care of Books. The Small Library was meant to be a handbook of
sorts that would help steer intelligent, discerning British readers toward good
book-collection practices. Putting good books on good bookshelves, went The
Small Library’s logic, meant that these book collectors would become better
people. The moral dimension of putting books on bookshelves, in James Duff
Brown’s world, would be fantastically recursive.

Brown carefully distinguishes between different types of book assortment—
personal hoards, school libraries, household collections—and argued that these
different types of book assemblages impose different requirements on the care
and shelving of them. Brown, for example, disliked the practice of keeping
books in one’s bedroom and rhetorically asks his audiences, “In the first place, is
it wise to encourage the habit of reading in bed, or of reading when one ought to
be sleeping? . . . Disturbing processes make bedrooms unsuitable places for the
permanent storage of books.”1 Brown leaves it to the reader’s imagination to
conjure up what these disturbing processes might be.

Brown opens his guide, lamenting the difficulties of giving people direction
about what counts as a “good book.” Offering recommendations was difficult,
since the notion of a “good book” is nominally an individual, personal choice.
“Of all the difficult, hazardous and thankless tasks which well-meaning persons



can choose for the improvement of their fellows,” Brown vents in the volume’s
introduction, “perhaps none is so unproductive, in some quarters, as book-
selection and the recommendation of reading matter.”2

Of all the types of bookshelf collections he hoped to influence through The
Small Library, the creation and display of children’s library bookshelves topped
his list. Frustrated that children’s bookshelves were filled with books categorized
only by a child’s age, he chalked up the practice to a rather fetishistic obsession
in the publishing world of forcing books associated with arbitrarily defined
categories upon book-loving children. “One can imagine the kind, but watchful,
American lady-librarian saying to a boy of eight: ‘My dear child, you mustn’t
take this book to read; it is reserved for boys twelve years old, and might cause
you to strain your mental outfit!’”3

Rather than categorize books relative to a child’s age, Brown outlines his own
system of categories. He suggests that the category of a book’s complexity ought
to correlate to the size of the child’s brain. He created a system that designated
books—and accordingly bookshelves!—based on the volume of a child’s brain,
carefully considering books that would be appropriate for children with 3 ounce,
3.5 ounce, 4 ounce, and 4.5-ounce brains. A child with a 3-ounce brain, for
example, could be capable of reading artistic, mechanical, or general books,
whereas a 4-ounce brain could tackle subjects like religion. Since brain size was
seen as a legitimate proxy for intelligence—as demonstrated by anthropology’s
fascination with measuring skulls at the beginning of the twentieth century—
Brown’s invented system in its historical context is slightly less crazy than it
reads to twenty-first-century audiences. Mr. Brown neglects, however, to
describe how one might ascertain such cranial measurements from London’s
young readers.4

The Small Library, does eventually deign to offer the following “ideal”
children’s bookshelf for its Edwardian audience: Aesop’s Fables; Grimm and
Andersen’s Fairy Tales; Arabian Nights; Pilgrim’s Progress; Little Lord
Fauntleroy; Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking-glass; Robinson
Crusoe; Tom Brown’s Schooldays; Jungle Book; Tales from Shakespeare;
Ivanhoe; Treasure Island; Uncle Tom’s Cabin; Gulliver’s Travels; Tom Sawyer;
English Fairy Tales; Lang’s Fairy Books (any color); Nursery Rhymes and Fairy
Tales; and Children’s Treasury of Poetry, to name a few. This entire
implementation of book organization highlights a certain paradigm of book
categorization. In Mr. Brown’s book world, only books go on bookshelves; and
only proper books ought to go on shelves, as there should be no “extras,” no



superfluous books. In fact, there is nothing but books on the shelves. No
tchotchkes, no photos, no clutter. The purpose for each shelf clearly shapes what
“ought” to go on it.

Putting books on a bookshelf
As quirky as Mr. James Duff Brown’s notions about categorizing books are,
Brown does hit on an interesting question that has fronted bookshelf
organization for centuries. What “ought” to go on a bookshelf? And what
“ought” that organization to look like?

On some level, what ought to go on a bookshelf is determined by each
bookshelf’s context. What goes on it and what its organization looks like
depends on its historical and social circumstances; every bookshelf has
expectations for what “ought” to be on it. For a writer and politically affluent
Roman like Cicero, it would have been expected that Cicero ought to have had
general collections of Greek classics. Cicero, in turn, congratulated his
contemporary C. Sulpicus Galus, a renowned astronomer, on having so many
Greek texts on astronomy in Galus’s own, private bookshelves.5 By the
Scientific Revolution, Isaac Newton’s bookshelves, in stark contrast to Cicero’s,
held more than just ancient Greek texts; his bookshelves contained a number of
seventeenth-century books on mathematics, physics, astronomy, natural history,
and alchemy, as well as theology, but Newton would only keep books on his
bookshelves that he, personally, had read.6 In the centuries from Cicero to
Newton to Brown, every bookshelf’s books are built, organized, and read by
their cultural contexts and individual motivations.

Any system of organizing books creates an order and an expectation; any
system of putting books on a bookshelf is a tradeoff between a formal catalog,
security of the books, and accessibility to the books themselves. In order to find
and locate a particular book or text, a system creates an expectancy that the book
will appear at its appointed place in that system. In other words, how books are
catalogued, shelved, and displayed shows a certain worldview and a particular
system of thinking—aesthetic, pragmatic, categorical, or out-and-out haphazard,
even. Regardless of underlying organizing schema, how books are displayed is a
physical expression of each type of cataloging. Any category or system for
organizing—cataloging books—is arbitrary, and there is no shortage of formal
and semiformal systems for cataloging books on a shelf.

For millennia, most categorizing schemas have hinged on organizing books on



a shelf by subject. In the early Middle Ages, libraries in Europe and the Middle
East organized their books by subject. Avicenna, the tenth-century Persian
philosopher best known for his medical treatises, stated that the library in
Bukhara (in present-day Uzbekistan) had books that were kept on shelves
according to subject. The tenth-century library of Azod al-Dowleh in Shiraz,
located in present-day southern Iran, also arranged its impressive collection of
books by subject. Each subject was kept in a different room and each room had
catalogs according to the title and author.7 The shelves of these Islamic libraries
were quite different from those of Western libraries of the era, even though both
organized their books by subject. For libraries like those in Bukhara and Shiraz,
books had titles on the top and bottom of each volume and were piled—that is,
shelved—into “pyramids” of books and kept in different compartment niches in
the libraries’ walls. In western European monastery libraries, librarians were the
only ones who had access to the rooms with books and the only ones who knew
where to find a particular book on a shelf. Books were brought to the reader—
the reader didn’t peruse the library’s bookshelves themselves.8

Fast-forward several centuries and books are still most often categorized by
similarity of subject. Something as familiar to modern audiences as the Dewey
Decimal System is, in fact, a relatively recent way of categorizing and displaying
books on a bookshelf. But even the question of categorizing a subject is difficult
to pin down specifically. In the Dewey Decimal System, categories like
language and social sciences are broad enough for most books to be assigned to
a category. A reader can walk shelves that have books cataloged according to the
Dewey Decimal System and encounter a myriad of books on a topic within a
relatively short shelf-distance.

Figure 3  The Makamat Hariri; copy decorated with paintings by Yahya ibn Mahmud ibn



Yahya ibn Abul Hasan ibn al-Wasiti Kouvarriha. Note books shelved horizontally. (Image
courtesy of Bibliotheque Nationale de France. BnF, Ms. Arabe 5847, f.5v)

But there are many other ways to group books by other categories based on
their internal or external characteristics. The rare book collection at the
University of Pennsylvania, for example, shelves books printed by Benjamin
Franklin together. This is the subject category—but certainly not a subject
category that one would find in a system like Dewey. These Benjamin Franklin
books are shelved together regardless of the book’s own subject—one sees a
book Franklin printed about currency (with printed bills tucked inside) next to an
almanac which, in turn, is next to a printing of devotional tracts. The association
of “books printed by Benjamin Franklin” becomes the category for organization
and these books live spine to spine on the University of Pennsylvania's
bookshelves dedicated to rare books.

There are umpteen systems that shape how to put books on a shelf and
countless methodologies for organization; some formal, many informal.
Bookstores generally group their books by subject and then alphabetize by the
author’s last name, but don’t rely on Library of Congress numbers or other well-
known systems. On personal levels, people put books on a shelf by any number
of means; one friend of mine confessed to only displaying “smart books” in her
living room and keeping other books hidden away from judging visitors. The
bookshelves on display at an IKEA hold fake books interspersed with real books
in Swedish—juxtaposing authenticity with the social cachet a bookshelf owner
earns by showing off books. Pottery Barn’s children’s bookshelves are built to
showcase a book’s cover and a wooden dowel set across the books keeps
brightly colored Dr. Seuss hardbacks from toppling out of their place.

To some bibliophiles, books are grouped together on a shelf because they
simply “go together” as some Jungian-like test of personality and psyche.
Perhaps these books that “go together” were read in a particular phase of life,
perhaps the books are simply the same size. For some, the books are shelved
“properly”—vertically with the spines facing out; for others, some books are
stored horizontally, to act as a bookend.

Statistician Nate Silver is best known for his FiveThirtyEight blog, but his
arrangement of books in his New York apartment (as featured on the blog)
shows that he arranges his books by color—all of the white books occupy the top
shelves, then the reds, then the oranges, moving his way through the color
spectrum, finishing with the black books down near the floor.



The books in my office—I have about 500—are arranged by color. It’s quite
aesthetically pleasing. It’s not all that convenient, however, when I have to
track down a book. I have to remember its color, or I have to scan through
every row and column of the shelf. The color-coding system is perhaps a little
better as an organizational method than shelving the books at random, but not a
lot better. Still, with 500 books, it’s a manageable problem. In the worst case, I
might spend a few minutes looking for a book. I’m willing to make that trade
in exchange for having a prettier bookshelf.9

In any system, the bookshelf is how and where we create categories to sort our
knowledge and experience.

In recent organizing conceits—publication trends—the bookshelf has become a
quick shorthand for a collection of various books. Take, for example, The
Manager’s Bookshelf, Harry Potter’s Bookshelf, The African-American
Bookshelf: 50 Must Reads From Before the Civil War Through Today, and The
Heroine’s Bookshelf: Jane Austen to Laura Ingalls Wilder. These are but a few
examples of how “the bookshelf” is used as a self-contained unit—something
that “ought” to include every breadth of a subject or touch on everything
“important” related to a subject. As such, “the bookshelf as a unit” is a useful
metaphor to talk about a catalog of materials. A similar sentiment, perhaps, to
what Mr. Brown’s Small Library was exploring, but this use of a bookshelf is
simply meant to be metaphoric.

Bookshelves do more than catalog books; bookshelves put those books on
display. On an incredibly esoteric level, we could describe the bookshelf as a
linear plane—a place where it is possible to group together different categories
of knowledge—one category here, another over there. On a pragmatic level,
what books are put where on which shelves reflects the values—space? order?
accessibility?—that shape the shelves and books. And this means that not every
subject category that groups a set of books together is going to be immediately
obvious to a person looking at that bookshelf.

Display & storage: Books & not-books
Formal systems for cataloging books hinge on a particular assumption; they
assume that there are only books on the shelves. But this simply doesn’t reflect
the complexity of the bookshelf, particularly the informal, personal, almost
unconscious choices about what a reader will put on a bookshelf; there are a
whole host of things—not-books, if you will—that end up on bookshelves,



squeezed around, between, and even on books in a formal cataloging system.
In libraries, shelves are littered with paper scraps and things like bookends

keep books in their vertical planes; material bits that float around the books on
shelves. In archives, these not-books could be manuscript papers, photographs,
or even finding aids like catalog numbers that help navigate where to find books
on their bookshelves. In personal libraries, not-books could be the mementos
wedged around favorite paperbacks. Case in point: I interviewed a lot of
professional librarians and scholars over the course of researching this book; all
professional bibliophiles had framed photos and stuffed animals on their office
bookshelves, tucked around their books. Putting not-books on a shelf in addition
to actual books is a way of declaring one’s identity and individuality.

For some bookshelves—particularly children’s—not-books form an integral
part of the bookshelves’ construction and identity. In 1967, the School Library
Association of Great Britain published a pamphlet dedicated to the “Display and
Care of Books in Primary Schools.” The publication was, in part, a response to
what the association felt: “A scattered collection of dirty, inferior books has no
appeal; it is indeed harmful because it engenders a wrong attitude. A display of
books must at all times convey its message and be inviting.”10

The School Library Association describes the pros and cons of various
bookshelves in a school setting—a round, spinning bookshelf, for example,
allows a teacher to pack in more books per square centimeter of classroom
space. The association cheerily suggests that areas with windows are ideal
locations for bookshelves and book displays. Moreover, they argue, “Books
should form part of a whole environment which is visually satisfying; rarely
should they be displayed in isolation. The good book consorts happily with the
good pot, the specimen flower, the well-made tool, the shell, stone or other
natural object. While therefore most of the books will be collected in the library
corner or on the bookshelves or in book cases, one should try to place interesting
arrangements of books with relevant exhibits.”11

The pamphlet also recommends that those responsible for putting the books—
and other not-books objects—on the bookshelves ought to consider how the
book is put on the bookshelf. Ought the book to be put vertically, spine out?
Ought it to face outward? Ought the books to be at a lower height? How could or
how would a child “read” what was displayed, stored, and shelved?

The not-books are the material bits that fill in space around the books on the
bookshelf. Even for bookshelf sellers, like IKEA, books and not-books are part
of advertising a bookshelf; indeed, the majority of IKEA bookshelves feature



books and not-books alike. Bookstores and libraries put stuffed animals—
characters from books—on top of bookcases to attract young readers. People use
bookends on their shelves to hold the books in place. It’s almost as if a person’s
bookshelf is a Jungian personality test or a Rorschach inkblot; the books and
not-books a person puts on their shelves become a declaration of their identity.

Aside from the pristinely clinical world of Mr. Brown’s Small Library, most
instances of bookshelves have things other than books on them. Even the ever-
so-formal medieval bookshelves at Hereford Chained Library had catalog tags
on the ends of their shelves, cueing the reader, much like modern libraries, what
to expect to find on the bookshelves. Bookshelves have architectural additions to
the formal bookshelf itself. A ladder, for example, helps visitors to the Tadao
Ando museum in Japan navigate the 20,000 books from Japanese author Shiba
Ryotaro’s personal collection—but the shelves are designed to store the
collection aesthetically, not to promote reading or the casual encounter with the
material.12 Just as a bookshelf isn’t a static object, even the things on a
bookshelf have dynamic lives; books, not-books, and their shelves are objects in
constant motion as shelves are filled and re-filled. What is on the shelf now is
not what was on it before and isn’t what will be on it in the future.

Institutional libraries and archives are a prime example of books and not-books
living symbiotically on their shelves. Libraries and archives are filled with
books; they also house loose papers (that need to be corralled and stored), texts
like photographs and film negatives, and other artifacts—objects in general. For
small objects—say, a collection of historic cameras—it’s easy for an archive to
take a classic metal bookshelf and simply put the cameras there, slapping a
sticker on the end of the shelf with a label and description, and suddenly those
particular bookshelves store nothing but not-books.

At the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, DC, historic Shakespeare
paraphernalia is stored just in front of the rare book vault. These snuffboxes,
cameo pins, ceramic figurines, and other curios—featuring famous eighteenth-
century Shakespearean actors—are a fantastic example of not-books that are still
shelved next to book manuscripts, each category of books and not-books lending
the other category meaning and purpose. Not-books stored on shelves can
sometimes shape the actual construction and design of the not-bookshelves.
Archives, perhaps more so than libraries, are forced to confront the issues of
cataloging books and not-books in their collections, as archives store texts of all
shapes, sizes, and materials. Archivists take the ontological meaning of the
bookshelf and simply expand it, both literally and metaphorically.



The Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin specializes in
the curation of literary manuscripts and cultural artifacts from the United States
and Europe; the Center is massive, with floors and floors of shelves to curate
thirty-six million literary manuscripts, one million rare books, and five million
photographs. It boasts seventeen miles of shelves. The Center stores thousands
and thousands of film negatives in its archival collection and the shelf
requirements for such texts—again, kinds of not-books—fantastically highlight
the give-and-take between the text and its shelf. As “regular” environmental
conditions cause so much deterioration of film negatives, the negatives are kept
on metal shelves in a climate-controlled environment where the temperature
hovers in the mid-40s. (I shivered my way through a tour of the shelves in a thin
corduroy jacket.) The shelves are metal, since that kind of climate control would
be almost impossible with wood shelves. And because film negatives are so
combustible, the entire set of shelves is stored in a room constructed out of
cinder blocks, deep within the building. The entire cooling and environmental
conditions for the negatives (and shelves) are set by another room—a room with
no shelves, but a series of pipes labeled “Chilled Water Return.” The not-book
texts on the shelves require a huge number of curatorial decisions about how to
safely and effectively keep the materials on shelves. But these are the same types
of metal shelves—sans pipes—that are used to shelve the books in the archive.

Archivists, curators, and libraries balance the demands of space, security, and
accessibility of their books and collections in deciding what kind of shelves go
where, to say nothing of institutional demands and historical legacies. These
same demands and the same balancing act play out in the curation of personal
shelves and personal libraries.

How to read a bookshelf
Once books are on a bookshelf, then what? As it turns out, the life of the book
on the bookshelf only begins with the categorizing of the book—just the first
stage of the life cycle of the book on the shelf.

In 2014, author Phyllis Rose explored this question by reading an entire
bookshelf full of fiction, left to right, in the shelf’s entirety. In the introduction to
her memoir-critique of the experience, The Shelf: From LEQ to LES, Adventures
in Extreme Reading, she explains, “Believing that literary critics wrongly favor
the famous and canonical—that is, writers chosen for us by others—I wanted to
sample, more democratically, the actual ground of literature. . . . I chose a fiction



shelf in the New York Society Library somewhat at random—it happens to be
the LEQ-LES shelf—and set out to read my way through it.”13

If the shelf is the organizing object for the book—literally and metaphorically
—then it begs the question of what was on it. One of the most captivating
observations that Rose offers is the realization that her experiment—that she,
personally—had an effect on what was kept on the shelf and for how long. The
books on shelves are not inert bodies, but objects in motion (however slowly that
motion might be), that depend on the library’s circulatory system. Rose
describes:

So many factors affect a novel’s chances of surviving, to say nothing of its
becoming one of the immortal works we call a classic: how a book is initially
reviewed, whether it sells, whether people continue to read it, whether it is
taught in schools, whether it is included in college curricula, what literary
critics say about it later, how it responds to various political currents as time
moves on. We like to think that merit is eventually recognized, that a great
book will make its way, but we know only the success stories.14

Rose tells us that if a reader wants to “save” a book—to buy it more time on its
shelf—the best thing to do is to check out that book. In a bit of brilliantly
fabulous ironic snark, Rose observes that a crusade to keep certain books on
their library shelves doesn’t necessitate actually reading them, just checking
them out of the library.15

This idea that a set of books on a particular shelf is a living, changing entity
was reinforced through my (very informal) experiment at the local branch of the
Austin Public Library. I stopped by the shelf that would hold LEQ-LES and
noticed a couple of things. First, there wasn’t a shelf that held the same set of
books; LEQ-LES was spread out over three shelves. Secondly, I was shocked to
find that there wasn’t a single shared book between Rose’s LEQ-LES shelf and
the shelf at Austin Public Library. The books she read were no- where to be
found on the Austin shelves. Even with the same cataloging system for books in
play, where books “ought” to be on a particular shelf, there was nothing between
the two sets of books on their bookshelves that overlapped. Each shelf—that
combination of books and bookshelf—exists as its own, unique object, shaped
by the decisions of its own library and audiences.

Books, not-books, and everything present on bookshelves are there as the result
of a series of choices. These choices are easy to overlook or minimize.
Something as rigidly formal as a Dewey Decimal cataloging system seems to



exist simply as an omnipresent catalog, blanketing every decision about what
books should be put in what order on what shelves. Other bookshelves, with
different curatorial demands, have to start their decision-making with a purpose-
based set of choices. A bookstore arranges books with the hopes of increasing
sales. The boho-chic coffee shop opens up its shelves to the decisions—whims?
—of its patrons; the odds of finding a tattered copy of On The Road are much
higher than, say, Donald Rumsfeld’s biography.

Where the bookshelf is located and its purpose reflects what books and not-
books go on it. It’s a particular worldview and an object whose identity is
constructed. The bookshelf shows more than just the books that it holds—it
shows the decisions that went into getting the book to its current spot on the
shelf. These decisions can reflect whims of fancy and they can reflect hundreds
of years of tradition.



3 BOOKSHELVES THAT MOVE

The thousands of books shelved in ships
In the winter of 1845–46, the two ships from the Franklin Expedition were stuck
in Arctic ice near King William Island, northern Canada. The expedition’s
twenty-four officers and crew of one hundred and fourteen men were forced to
spend that ill-fated winter on the ice with only 2,900 books from the ships’
bookshelves for company.

The ships—the Terror and Erebus—sailed from England in June 1845 under
the command of Captain Sir John Franklin. The expedition was looking for the
elusive Northwest Passage, a sea route that would connect the Atlantic and
Pacific Oceans. Before the voyage departed Greenhithe, near London, the Terror
and Erebus were outfitted with the most then-recent technological innovations
for ships, like steam engines and reinforced iron pillars that would have buffeted
the ships against the drastic force of the Arctic ice against their hulls. The ships
had internal heating for the crew, and the expedition had packed eight thousand
tins of food. (This turned out to be a poor culinary choice, as researchers have
blamed the source of lead poisoning of the expedition on the shabby soldering
processes of the manufacturer who rushed to complete the Franklin Expedition’s
order in just under seven weeks.) Over that cold and freezing 1845–46 winter
season, the entire company died from various combinations of tuberculosis,
exposure, pneumonia, scurvy, and lead poisoning.

Like many of his contemporary Victorian explorers, Franklin saw to it that the
expedition’s library was well stocked and well shelved. The Erebus had a library
of 1,700 volumes and the Terror a library of 1,200, including “everything from
narratives of earlier Arctic expeditions and geographical journals to Charles
Dickens’ Nicholas Nickleby and bound copies of Punch magazine.”1 To house



such a collection—on ships that had planned to spend at least two winters in the
Arctic—the ships would have to have serious bookshelves.

Extensive libraries were common on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
scientific expeditions. Books were important references for the ships’ naturalists
and astronomical charts were useful for navigation. Other books were simply
entertainment and helped while away the hours. For an expedition like the
Franklin that planned to winter over several years in the Arctic, having volumes
like Punch and Nicholas Nickleby to pass the time would have been a practical
necessity. (The Franklin Expedition was also outfitted with supplies to teach
nonliterate crew members to read and write.) To house large libraries, ships were
refitted to accommodate book collections, carefully crafting shelves and storage
spaces where books could be accessible, kept dry, and not unbalance the ship’s
buoyancy.

While ships’ bookshelves fall quietly into the backdrop in the history of
exploration, the shelves and the books on them were an integral aspect of
expedition life. For the Franklin officers and crew, the expedition’s bookshelves,
carefully tucked into the ships’ own architecture, created an inflexible, physical
link between bookshelf and ship. These expedition libraries depended on the
mobility of their bookshelves—shelves that moved with the ship and with the
crew on the ship.

What does it mean for a shelf to move?
Movable vs. fixed shelves
In The Book on the Bookshelf, engineer Henry Petroski describes the impetus
behind mobile bookshelves as strictly driven by the question of space. For
Petroski, a mobile bookshelf was a bookshelf that, well, moves, but moves in a
particular way. A mobile bookshelf is one where shelves could be adjusted to fit
either very tall or very short books and where shelves could move across the
floor to increase the number of bookshelves—and thus books—that could be
stored in a set area in a library.

This begs the very question of mobility. Sure, large library stacks have
bookshelves that clearly move with the press of a button or the turn of a crank.
But there are other ways of negotiating how a person interacts with a bookshelf
and many ways of defining movement. Bookshelves act as the mediating object
between a person and a book; how the book is met depends on the mobility of its



shelf. Defining mobile bookshelves by their moving-parts architecture, like
Petroski does, is a good starting point, but mobile bookshelves are more than just
technological adaptations to specific library constraints. Social expectations and
cultural needs shape how bookshelves move from place to place or how books
move from shelf to shelf. In order for the bookshelf to be used—in order for
books to be taken off and put back on the shelves—there has to be a means of
negotiating how a book goes on a shelf.

Bookshelves exist as a series of relationships, and the notion of mobile
bookshelves is no exception. What moves on a bookshelf and what is fixed—the
shelf itself or what is on it—are pieces in the dialectic of negotiating the
bookshelf and its space.

Few librarians have influenced books and bookshelves, as well as books on
bookshelves, in American libraries and culture as much as librarian Melville
Dewey. In 1876, Dewey invented what was to be called the Dewey Decimal
System, modeled after the structure of knowledge articulated by Sir Francis
Bacon from the seventeenth century. This meant that each category of books
would correspond with one of nine main “types” of knowledge, and no matter
how many books were assigned to a specific area, the category could keep
growing infinitely. In other words, once the primary category had a number
(100–900), a decimal would be added after this number and more details about
the book’s classification could be determined based on the numbers that were
associated with it.2 By 1998, over 200,000 libraries in 135 countries used
Dewey’s system for putting their books on their shelves. As Dewey himself
noted, “Readers will call for books thus located by their ‘class number’ (instead
of ‘shelf’) and author’s name as printed in the catelog [sic] (instead of ‘number
on shelf.’)”3

Aside from catalog numbers, the Dewey system offers a suggestion of mobility
about the books in the cataloging system; this affects the mobility of the books
on the shelves and, consequently, the mobility of the bookshelves themselves. In
the Dewey catalog system, once the initial category was fixed, everything else
could move—the number of books that “ought” to be in that category could
grow. A similar relationship between fixity and mobility exists between the
books on the bookshelves and the mobility of those shelves.

In archives and libraries, a book on a bookshelf can either be fixed or not.
“Fixed location” materials have a call number that is specific to where the item
is—a GPS of sorts for manuscripts and volumes. This kind of numbering system
allows librarians and archivists to make the most efficient use of space possible,



putting materials that are of similar size and shape together. Woe betide the poor
sap who thinks that she can simply peruse a fixed-location bookshelf for books
on a particular subject. Books on cooking will be next to Russian history will be
next to engineering regulations will be next to Gothic romances. The subject
doesn’t matter—how the books physically fit on the shelf does. Nonfixed library
systems (like the Dewey Decimal System), however, allow for a category to
grow organically. As new books are acquired in a library—or as new books are
written—they can be put on the shelf next to other books of similar topic.

And these differences underscore the very complex aspect of the book and
bookshelf relationship. Where an archive uses a fixed-location cataloging
system, the archive will tend to use moving bookshelves. When the cataloging
system is flexible, bookshelves are fixed and immovable. In the Library of
Congress, for example, mobile bookshelves are carefully labeled with “FLM” at
the end of every moving shelf in reference to it containing Fixed Location
Material (FLM). The mobile bookshelves allow many, many more materials to
be packed into a specific area than would be possible with fixed bookshelves.

Another part of the Library of Congress also uses a flexible cataloging system.
(The Library of Congress System, not the Dewey Decimal System.) Books in the
flexible—mobile?—Library of Congress system mean that when one walks down
an aisle of bookshelves in the stacks, the books will have a subject in common.
The downside to the flexible, mobile catalog means that books can be piled three
stacks deep on a shelf and spill over into the walkway for lack of space.

Figures 4 AND 5  Mobile bookshelves in the Library of Congress with “Fixed Location”
organizaion. (Photos by: L. Pyne, used with the permission of the Library of Congress.)



The dialectical push and pull of fixity and flexibility between the bookshelf-as-
object and the materials on the bookshelf mean that what is fixed (the catalog of
what goes on the shelf in what order), and the bookshelf itself, are inversely
proportional.

Moving the bookshelves
But as for the moving, mobile bookshelves themselves, Dewey’s opinion was a
bit on the hilarious side. One could almost see the bookshelves come crashing
down:

It has been an axiom of library economy that all shelves wer to be movable. A
builder with proper machinery wil make them so at about the same price, and,
as they need not be moved unless necessary, it seems a great advantage to be
able to change. The objections ar: It adds something to expenses. Pins or some
form of support must be provided, and often get lost or come out. The shelves
warp much worse than if grooved firmly into the uprights. The shelve ar not as
stif and strong as if built into a solid piece, where each shelf becomes the
strongest kind of a fixt brace. To offset this, hevier stock and uprights must be
used, and this adds to cost. Thicker uprights ar necessary also, to get room for
pins. Except with the old-fashioned plan of sliding the shelf in a groove, there
is nothing in the supports to prevent its tipping up if weight is thrown on the
front edge. We hav seen many shelves of books thrown to the floor when
reader stept on the edge of a low shelf or caught a high one with a hand.
Bindings hav often been ruined by such falls. Finally, the uniform appearance
of the room is much helpt by fixt shelving, in which the lines run with perfect
regularity.4

The most obvious type of moving bookshelf is the mobile library stack system.
As Petroski described, mobile bookshelves started gaining popularity in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as libraries became repositories as well
as archives for not-book materials in addition to their initial book collections. If
these turn-of-the-century libraries could find a way to expand their usable floor
prints so much the better. And this is very much in keeping with the idea that
technological innovation opens up possibilities—or at least opens up floor space
—for additional bookshelves.

More bookshelves mean more books. Mobile storage shelving companies, like
Igus, boast that use of their shelves will increase storage ability by at least 50



percent. Although the bookshelves are called “mobile,” and, of course, they are
the objects that move, they move to open up space by facilitating access to an
aisle. Once an aisle is open, a person is able to stroll down the space with books
on shelves on either side. Mobile shelving is certainly used in a variety of other
contexts, most notably in law offices and other places where storing immense
collections (files, papers, etc.) is paramount.

Mobile shelves are referred to as a moving storage system or aisle. Some
libraries and archives describe the process as roller racking or a rolling stack,
colloquially referring to the bookshelves as “the stacks.” With their mobile
architecture, moving bookshelves open up the possibility of drastically
increasing the linear feet of storage available in a given area. By putting
bookshelves on rollers and stacking the shelves next to each other—with only
one aisle available for an entire set of shelves—an area can store more than it
could if each bookshelf was a stationary object.

At the turn of the twentieth century, libraries—particularly institutional
libraries like the Library of Congress, New York Public Library, or any
university library—were acquiring books and materials at a rate that some
librarians considered unsustainable. (Petroski quotes Fremont Rider, the librarian
for Wesleyan University, who argued in 1949 that without some kind of culling
or storage reinvention, places like Wesleyan and Yale would easily have
thousands of miles of bookshelves in fifty years to simply house the books that
were being acquired.5) Here, the nature of mobile bookshelves hinges on the
notion that mobility is a technological paradigm and that changes to bookshelves
—say, the addition of hand cranks on bookshelves in archival stacks—illustrate
progress along an evolutionary timeline of bookshelves.

A mobile bookshelf morphs into an object full of other objects. Each mobile
bookshelf is mounted on a track way—the track way enables the bookshelf to
amass an incredible weight and to move such shelves around with very little
effort. Mobile bookshelves can be moved with buttons that use electrical motors
to initialize the movement, or the bookshelves can actually be moved manually,
with a wheel-like crank attached to the end of each bookshelf, about halfway up
the shelf for easy access. Manual mobile shelves can be opened by cranking the
wheel to the right or the left, depending on the direction that one wants to open
up an aisle for access. Some of these mobile shelves can be moved with simply
the touch of a finger, while others have cranks that require serious torque. (“You
really have to put your back into it,” one librarian remarked during a tour of his
library as he furiously turned the bookshelf crank. “Sometimes the shelves are



exceptionally stubborn.”)
It’s great fun to push the little button on the end of mobile bookshelves and

hear the electronic shelves grind to life. Since the track flooring for the
bookshelf is integrated into the library’s floor, the tracks for the mobile shelves
are raised, allowing for a transition between the units and surrounding floor
levels. Bookshelves three or four rows over from where the visitor pushes the
motor button stutter and jerk as the gears kick in. Bookshelves jump around a bit
—a false start here and false start there. You can almost hear the bookshelves
groaning with an architectural arthritis as they slowly, ever so slowly, part, thus
opening up access to previously inaccessible books.

For places that are tasked with storing and curating a massive amount of books
and archival materials—places where square footage and floor space are the
premium currency—mobile shelves are a necessity. In bookshelf situations like
this, there simply isn’t enough floor space to have any other shelving system.
The mobility of the bookshelf—its lack of mobility, rather, and the necessary
movement of library visitors—makes sense because of the architecture and
demands of the library space. The bookshelves’ forms follow their function.

Making more bookshelves move: Other kinds
of mobility
The movable shelving of the stacks is but one type of bookshelf in motion, but
they certainly aren’t the only way that bookshelves move. The flipside of
bringing a reader to the bookshelf is bringing the bookshelf to the reader. This
notion inverts the relationship between you and the object, but you-and-the-book
is the fundamental, underlying relationship that predicates the mobility of the
bookshelf.

Even the great librarian Melville Dewey—either expressly or inadvertently—
considered that bookshelves had to move in a variety of ways. Just as the
Franklin Expedition retrofitted their ships to accommodate such massive
libraries, Dewey established a program of traveling libraries in the United States
during his tenure as director of the New York State Library between 1888 and
1906. The traveling library program meant that books, and consequently their
bookshelves, would be made available to communities, particularly rural,
western frontier towns, that lacked the larger libraries in major urban centers.

Making a library mobile was actually not a particularly new concept. Although
Dewey’s traveling libraries were meant to serve larger populations of people—a



true Populist movement and forerunner of sorts to modern bookmobiles—other
kinds of mobile bookshelves and moving libraries had been around for centuries.

Between 1617 and 1618, William Hakewill—English antiquarian and MP—
commissioned a small, mobile set of bookshelves for a friend. Within five years
of his initial book and bookshelf-case order, he commissioned three other such
libraries to be made for his friends or patrons. These four “traveling libraries”
contained miniature books and these miniature libraries could fold up and easily
be transported from place to place. Twenty-first-century researchers describe
these quaint curios as “the seventeenth-century’s Kindle.”6 Those working with
this traveling library recently published photos and a technical description of it
being about the size of a large folio volume when closed up into a traveling
shelf; when open, it reveals three shelves of fifty gold-tooled, vellum-bound
books. The collection’s catalog in the bookshelf’s front cover is displayed as
three columns of text on a sheet of vellum with colorful artistic flair. The books
—miniatures themselves—are a collection of classical texts ranging from
theology and philosophy to history and poetry. The books include works by
Cicero, Virgil, Ovid, Seneca, Horace, and Julius Caesar.7

Separated by thousands of miles and four hundred years, a different kind of
traveling bookshelf showed up in the Horn of Africa. The NGO program
Ethiopia Reads packs donkeys full of books—stored on bookshelves attached to
the intrepid equids—to over sixty-five villages in Ethiopia. Ato Yohannes
Gebregeorgis, an Ethiopian advocate for the power of literacy and books,
designed Ethiopia Reads to facilitate bringing books to children in rural, rather
inaccessible areas of Ethiopia. (“Ato Yohannes found that donkeys were
plentiful in these rural areas and that books were not.”8) Donkey mobile libraries
run a circuit from school to school and from village to village, bringing books to
eager children.

The first Donkey Mobile Library was put into operation in 2005 and five more
have followed with a further commitment of more in the immediate future. The
donkey cart is designed to exacting specifications. It must hold a treasure trove
of books, have space to hold stools for seating, and contain a special
compartment for food for the donkey. The Donkey Mobile Library is parked
underneath a large tree, the thirty or so stools placed in the shade with space for
as many as 200 children to sit in the grass or dirt nearby.9

Flanked by a librarian—and donkey-keeper—the Donkey Mobile Library spends



time in one village before packing up to head to another. On its official website,
Ethiopia Reads states that between the Donkey Mobile Libraries (in addition to
its other library projects around the country), 120,000 children have felt the
effects of introducing literacy through mobile shelves.

In the 1970s, my folks worked on the fire crew on the North Rim of the Grand
Canyon and would eagerly wait for the Coconino County Bookmobile to arrive
every other week. “I would radio in to the crew from the park’s entrance when
the bookmobile showed up,” my mom recalled. “We would knock off work
early,” my dad chimed in. “Without television in the park and certainly without
Internet, the bookmobile was a key element of life and we made time to go
check out what it had.”10 Once a staple for book access in remote areas, a
bookmobile today fills a different mobile book niche. The Austin-based Fifth
Dimension Bookmobile, for example, specializes in collecting and selling sci-fi
and fantasy books to its avid readership. The Fifth Dimension’s mobile
bookshelves lets the store motor its wares through the eclectic neighborhoods of
Austin—mobility being an indie bookstore’s brilliant answer to the challenges of
a book economy dominated by Barnes & Noble and Amazon.11 The more one
begins to unpack the very notion of what a bookshelf is, the more moveable it
appears.

Mobile bookshelves connote an air of transience or impermanence. A
bookshelf made of bricks and boards or a milk crate turned on its side are
bookshelves that are easily assembled and disassembled, a staple college shelf
reflecting the turnover of material objects in semester-to-semester living. This
kind of mobility ties the book and bookshelves to a particular person. These
impromptu bookshelves form a sort of material entourage for the less rooted
person. Bookshelves like these can be broken down and easily moved, stored, or
carried yurt-like from one location to another.

If the point of mobility is to simply bring books to readers, why not just truck
books around in boxes? Looking at the books on the shelves means that the book
on the bookshelf is a different way of encountering the book—as such, the
bookshelf is an object essential and fundamental to this kind of mobile book
experience.

Still, they move
Like any object, bookshelves are shaped by a series of decisions. On a basic
level, these decisions include choices about the size, shape, and purpose of the



shelves, and give shelves their physical characteristics. These decisions also
shape how bookshelves and the books on those shelves move.

For some bookshelves, mobility involves arranging space for visitors. This
arrangement of space is like creating spatial holes around the bookshelves. Once
this is accomplished, the flow of bookshelf visitors is able to make use of
bookshelves more effectively. Other bookshelves actually call out their mobility
—the bookshelf’s movement is a crucial selling point for increasing the book
storage potential around the bookshelves. Bookshelves that come to a reader
show a personal mobility—a movement that means that books on these small
shelves are selected with care and curated with the idea that space (and weight!)
are at a premium since the bookshelf has to be moved around.

Even in the normal goings-on within the bookshelf’s everyday context, there is
a certain mobility associated with bookshelves. As rooms are reorganized and
bookshelves live and die, they move. I was reminded of this when touring the
Kislak Center for Special Collections, Rare Books and Manuscripts at the
University of Pennsylvania’s Van Pelt-Dietrich Library. As the curator, Dr.
Mitch Fraas, and I walked down the library stairs from his office to the
collections, he suggested that things might appear to be a bit underwhelming
since some of the “regular” bookshelves had been removed. These “regular”
bookshelves had been detached from their floor anchors, and Fraas pointed out
that the shelves were being moved farther apart to be in compliance with the
Americans with Disabilities Act and that the new distances would allow
wheelchairs through the bookshelves.

Nonintentional “moving bookshelves” can be seen at the New York Public
Library Midtown Branch, where the imprints of bookshelves mark the library’s
carpets—where the bookshelves were originally are is not where they are now.
Material clues like shelf imprints and the fading of carpets where bookshelves
used to be are subtle, tangible reminders that bookshelves are built and arranged
to exist in contexts. As these contexts change—for example, widening aisles for
wheelchairs—the bookshelf position changes to reflect those different
expectations. In short, the bookshelves move.

The central relationship that the movement of bookshelves hinges on follows
the relationship between a reader and a book—how is a reader to encounter that
book so carefully (or not!) displayed on its shelf? The mobility of a bookshelf—
how it moves, how it is moved—tells us what is valued. From the Franklin
Expedition to the Van Pelt-Dietrich Library, from the Library of Congress to
Ethiopia Reads’ donkey mobiles, all bookshelves and the books on them show



these different contexts and values. The more we look at bookshelves, the clearer
it is that they are in constant motion.



4 BOOKSHELVES AS SIGNS AND
SYMBOLS

The bookshelf as a scene & a symbol
“His offices were located in a warehouse behind Ninsei, part of which seemed to
have been sparsely decorated, years before, with a random collection of
European furniture. . . . Neo-Aztec bookcases gathered dust against one wall of
the room,” explains the narrator of William Gibson’s Neuromancer. In this
scene, the cyberpunk classic’s main character, Henry Dorsett Case, is waiting to
meet the shadowy Julius Deane and passes the time before the furtive meeting
starts by taking stock of Deane’s office. “If the furniture scattered in Deane’s
makeshift foyer suggested the end of the past century, the office itself seemed to
belong to its start.”1

An office full of bookshelves is particularly at odds with Neuromancer’s high-
tech cybernetic society. Julius Deane’s neo-Aztec bookshelves are a symbol of
unparalleled affluence and wealth, an emblem of his life well beyond the
cybernetic matrix that everyone else inhabits, but they also connote a nostalgic
sentiment for earlier, less frantic decades. Although the neo-Aztec bookshelves
don’t show up in the rest of the book, they are significant as a subtle cue to
Deane’s character. Gibson’s bookshelves, it would seem, run counter to Anton
Chekhov’s rule about literary objects; apparently, if you introduce a bookshelf in
the first act, you don’t have to bring it up again, as the bookshelf has served its
purpose.

Cultural signs and symbols tap into our senses and transfer information from
objects to us, communicating the intended meaning wrapped up in those objects.
According to nineteenth-century linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, signs and



symbols signify cultural intent and meaning. We read these societal clues almost
as involuntarily as we breathe; they’re a language of making sense of our
surrounding material culture.2 Those neo-Aztec bookshelves are a brilliant
means of prompting a scene to elicit a reaction from Gibson’s readers. Immersed
in the futuristic cyber-world of Henry Dorsett Case, the bookshelves jar the
reader back to something tangibly—uncomfortably?—familiar. The bookshelves
are straight-out cultural signifiers, asking the audience to take something they
know about and make sense of it in an unfamiliar context.

The bookshelf leads a life of a curious cultural sign; it is a physical, tangible
thing—a combination of technology and craft—as well as a symbol of one’s
worldview. Tapping into this symbology, the bookshelf defines a tone and
character of a room, any room, and is an easy prompt for literature and film. If a
room has bookshelves in it, we think about it differently—consciously or not—
than if a space didn’t have them. Bookshelves cue audiences how they “ought”
to interact with a room and books, film, and media writ large tap into those
subconscious mores.

Secret shelves in secret rooms
More than anything else, bookshelves offer access to knowledge. Books are kept
on bookshelves, books contain knowledge; ipso facto, bookshelves are what give
people access to that knowledge. Chains kept the books secured to the
bookshelves at Hereford Cathedral for centuries, carefully controlling who had
access to what book. But if a bookshelf is hidden away or kept a secret and the
bookshelf is even more difficult to get to, then the knowledge contained on those
bookshelves, so the logic goes, must somehow be more elite and important.

The idea of secret libraries full of clandestine bookshelves with books holding
surreptitious knowledge is practically a trope that writes itself, particularly in the
twentieth century. Libraries with secret bookshelves control how the books and
their bookshelves are accessed, offering mystery and intrigue. Everything from
Harry Potter to the hokey reboot of the TV show The Librarians uses hidden
bookshelves as a crucial plot device. (Reader, I suffered through the entire pilot
episode of The Librarians as research for this project.) The secret, hidden
knowledge contained by secret, hidden bookshelves indicates that every enigma,
every conspiracy can be answered with the “right book” on the “right
bookshelf.” This symbol plays off of the cultural power and cachet that we
assign to the bookshelves as holders and arbiters of knowledge; by shrouding the



shelf in secrecy, the knowledge becomes more powerful.
It’s difficult to imagine a better example of secret bookshelves than Umberto

Eco’s hauntingly elegant The Name of the Rose. Set in 1327, the book is a
historical murder mystery—a medieval whodunit—that has the monk William of
Baskerville and novice Adso of Melk investigating a series of unusual deaths in
a Benedictine abbey in the north of Italy. Their inquiries lead them to the
monastery’s library—where only the librarian knows where books are kept and
the library’s secret rooms mean that manuscripts can be hidden away.

“You see, Brother William,” the abbot said, “to achieve the immense and holy
task that enriches those walls . . . devout men have toiled for centuries,
observing iron rules. The library was laid out on a plan which has remained
obscure to all over the centuries, and which none of the monks is called upon to
know. Only the librarian has received the secret, from the librarian who
preceded him, and he communicates it, while still alive, to the assistant
librarian, so that death will not take him by surprise and rob the community of
that knowledge. And the secret seals the lips of both men. Only the librarian
has, in addition to that knowledge, the right to move through the labyrinth of
the books, he alone knows where to find them and where to replace them, he
alone is responsible for their safekeeping.”3

As William and Adso work to solve the mysterious deaths at the abbey, they
come back time and again to the abbey’s library, where the entrances are hidden,
lists of books obscured, and the architecture labyrinthine. “Perhaps you do not
know, or have forgotten, that only the librarian is allowed access to the library. It
is therefore right and sufficient that only the librarian knows how to decipher
these things,” the cantankerous librarian, Malachi, admonishes Adso. The library
—its bookshelves—are the necessary and surprisingly complex resolution for
the narrative. They are the deus ex machina that offers concealed wisdom to
those, like William, who can parse knowledge from the shelves. This mysterious
library—with its books and its bookshelves—is the key to how the rest of the
mysteries about the deaths can be unraveled. The more William and Adso work
to understand the library and its bookshelves, the more complicated the task
becomes. Eventually, they trace the deaths to the old, blind monk, Jorge of
Burgos, a former librarian. As they chase Jorge through the library, they knock
over a lamp and the entire library and its thousands of books burn to the ground.

But The Name of the Rose certainly isn’t alone in the tradition of secret
bookshelves holding access to forbidden knowledge. The hiddenness of books



and, by proxy, bookshelves permeates Ray Bradbury’s 1953 novel Fahrenheit
451, where books and bookshelves are dangerous, illicit objects.

In Bradbury’s dystopian future, firefighters burn books; they ransack homes,
looking for illegal volumes, and destroy any books found. But one fireman, Guy
Montag, is curious about the books he’s burning and steals a volume out of
curiosity. The book comes from an elderly woman who refused to leave her
house and her books, choosing to burn herself alive rather than allow the fire
department to burn her books. Her beloved books live(d) on inherently chaotic,
informal shelves. Her “bookshelves” are impromptu creations—ways of storing
books that are shaped by the necessity of circumstance that surrounds banned
book collecting. The bookshelves are so improvised, in fact, that when Guy
Montag enters her house and climbs the stairs to her attic to burn her books, the
anarchy of the book situation literally hits him in the face.

A fountain of books sprang down upon Montag as he climbed shuddering up
the sheer stairwell. How inconvenient! Always before it had been like snuffing
a candle. The police went first and adhesive-taped the victim’s mouth and
bandaged him off into their glittering beetle cars, so when you arrived you
found an empty house. You weren’t hurting anyone, you were hurting only
things! And since things really couldn’t be hurt, since things felt nothing, and
things don’t scream or whimper; as this moan might begin to scream and cry
out, there was nothing to tease your conscience later. You were simply
cleaning up. Janitorial work, essentially. Everything to its proper place. Quick
with the kerosene! Who’s got a match!4

Montag begins to collect books, hiding them in his own house. And with the
hiding of his newly acquired books—the collection and curation of forbidden
objects—comes the need for some kind of shelf to put them on. Montag shelves
books in his air ducts, improvising a necessary piece of furniture—a piece of
furniture that he doesn’t know he “needs,” but is banned by proxy of banned
books. His improvised, secret air-duct bookshelves keep the books necessarily
hidden.

Other dystopian futures offer equally bleak possibilities for books and
bookshelves. In Ayn Rand’s Anthem, the character Equality 7–2521 runs away
from society after he is condemned for trying to learn (relearn) science and
philosophy from humanity’s deep history—a period that Rand terms, in a burst
of scathing irony, the Unmentionable Times. However, there’s a remarkable
materiality to this relearning that requires books as well as bookshelves.



What kind of world did they have, the men of the Unmentionable Times? . . .
We found a room with walls made of shelves, which held rows of manuscripts,
from the floor to the ceiling. Never had we seen such a number of them, nor of
such strange shape. They were not soft and rolled, they had hard shells of cloth
and leather; and the letters on their pages were so small and so even that we
wondered at the men who had such handwriting. We glanced through the
pages, and we saw that they were written in our language, but we found many
words which we could not understand. Tomorrow, we shall begin to read these
scripts.5

The secrecy that surrounds hidden bookshelves speaks to a sense that knowledge
itself is a guarded thing. When bookshelves are secreted—out of necessity in
Fahrenheit 451 and Anthem—or used to conceal knowledge and books—The
Name of the Rose—the scene is built around the cultural mores we, as audience
members, bring to our readings. The portrayal of bookshelves in fiction gives us
a chance to explore the cultural possibilities and social implications of
bookshelves; if shelves are used to signal respect, then we portray them in as
grandiose terms as possible, if they are used as a sign of antiquity, then we show
them as aged and antique. The bookshelf carries the scene because its
connotation is built through our own expectations.

From power and privilege to Marvel and
Marengi
Secret bookshelves speak to secret knowledge, but bookshelves show up in other
motifs in popular culture and speak to power and privilege. Bookshelves are
among some of the most obvious props to convey authority, advantage, and
social status. And that power—whether earned, inherited, or otherwise ascribed
to a person or place—is most easily symbolized by the presence of bookshelves,
particularly in social space, like the Victorian private library; Downton Abbey,
Bleak House, Age of Innocence, etc.

A private library from a privileged family immediately connotes economic
security and social advantage. It also connotes a masculine hideaway. Mr.
Bennet, in Pride and Prejudice, uses his library to escape the incessant prattling
of Mrs. Bennet hunting husbands for her daughters. Mrs. Bennet and their
daughters only enter the room with bookshelves to ask something of Mr. Bennet;
they don’t lay any inherent claim to the space and shelves that occupy that room.



The bookshelves in these libraries are a layer—cultural strata—of power and
privilege that can only be obtained through invitation.

These powerful libraries, however, assume that the bookshelves are full of
books. It’s disquieting to look at bookshelves without books on them. It feels
like stepping into the very beginning or the very end of a story. Seeing
bookshelves with books on them means that a reader meets a bookshelf in media
res—the bookshelf comes to the narrative partway through the bookshelf’s own
life cycle. New bookshelves, slated to hold books and embark on a new life, are
met with enthusiasm. Bookshelves where books have been removed, however,
offer a vaguely unsettling feeling; something has happened to remove the books
and materials from the shelf, but circumstances prevent removing the bookshelf
itself.

This sense of creepy abandon is exploited fantastically—and understatedly—in
all of the recent Marvel movies. In both X-Men: Days of Future Past and
Captain America: The Winter Soldier, empty archival bookshelves signify
abandoned scientific research. The bookshelves are cold, metal institutional ones
left arranged in neat rows—shelves that would have held the books and not-
books associated with past research agendas. Where past, abandoned knowledge
would be carefully filed away in a library like the abbey in The Name of the
Rose, the stripping of the shelves is a visual clue to the audience that the life of
the bookshelf is over. These abandoned bookshelves speak to a certain
institutional power that was associated with them. How else could the books and
not-books disappear from the bookshelves, unless there was some institutional
push to get rid of them—thus covering up what the books represented. And the
bookshelves are simply the material remainders of these attempts.

Not all bookshelves are stoic, static, stately props. Other bookshelves—say, the
revolving door and bookshelf gag in the film Young Dr. Frankenstein—offer a
bit of comic relief. These bookshelves are funny, using our cultural reading of a
bookshelf to be mockingly ironic or even slapstick. One of the most hilarious
bookshelves I’ve ever seen in film was featured on the British comedy series
Man to Man with Dean Learner, with British comedians Richard Ayoade and
Matthew Holness. Ayoade plays a fictional talk show host, Dean Learner, and
Matthew Holness plays every character that appears on the faux talk show. In
one episode, Ayoade interviews Holness as the fictional pulp horror author,
Garth Marengi. A self-described “titan of terror,” Marengi freely compares
himself with James Joyce, Shakespeare, and Jesus, though his only real claim to
literary “fame” is to have written more books than he’s actually read.



The books that Marengi cranks out are particularly massive. They’re about six
feet long and sort of look like a publisher glued together the collective works of
John Grisham, Tom Clancy, and Patricia Cromwell. Marengi’s books, in fact,
are so colossal that they are impossible to lift, use, or shelve in any sort of
normal way. And herein hinges the hilarity of “the bookshelf” on the show: In
order to move or sell books with this much pulp between the covers, it’s
necessary for Marengi and his publisher to sell the book with its own shelf. The
Marengi shelf is a handsome dark wood number, “easily” mounted to the wall
with, say, a forklift. One doesn’t actually have to read the books—Marengi
himself certainly won’t be bothered to actually read what he’s written—but the
exaggerated size and scope of the book-and-bookshelf object means that the
bookshelf is a necessary component to negotiating interactions with Marengi’s
books.

The satire and snark of such a shelf is a powerful reminder that the bookshelf is
how books and readers negotiate the space between what is written, what is
printed, and how it is encountered.

The unwritten future of bookshelves
Literature and film offer comfortably contemporary examples, but beg the
question: What does the future hold for bookshelves? How does culture imagine
bookshelves in it?

If science fiction is any indication, most of our imagined future societies are
cold, bleak, and problematic—Battlestar Galactica, Minority Report, Blade
Runner, etc. The future, as we choose to imagine it, is where computers are king,
androids abound, everything is fast, nihilism has taken over, and material culture
is shiny, technical, efficient, and modern; something as archaic as a bookshelf is
simply an artifact from a time in human history long past.

In fact, bookshelves are curiously absent in almost all science fiction. Where
the nineteenth-century Captain Franklin stuffed his ships to the gills with books
for his Arctic expeditions, bookshelves are distinctly nonexistent in the imagined
future of exploration. In the Star Trek universe, somewhere between 2153
(Enterprise series) and 2260 (original series), bookshelves are phased out of
starships in favor of a more futuristic book technology. By the time The Next
Generation glides across the galaxy, the bookshelf on the ship is one in Captain
Picard’s quarters and the only tangible, recognizable books that appear in the
series are single volumes, like Picard’s Shakespearean folio, other books exist



only in tablet form. (The most noticeable Star Trek bookshelf actually appears in
The Wrath of Khan; on the desolate plant Ceti Alpha 5, the genetically
engineered Khan has a shelf full of books in the Botany Bay’s cargo hold that
contains the Bible, Paradise Lost, Moby Dick, The Inferno, and King Lear.) In
Battlestar Galactica, the few bookshelves that do appear are in Admiral
Adama’s office on the old, archaic battleship Galactica, where the bookshelves
remind the audience of the age of both the admiral and the ship. In all of these
fictionalized futures, bookshelves are a throwback to the past and an indication
to the audience to expect “Earthly” culture.

When bookshelves surface in science fiction, they are the exception rather than
the rule for imagined futures. Their presence is actually culturally jarring for the
audience, as in Neuromancer. Science fiction’s bookshelves, we are left to
conclude, are simply used to cue the audience to some association with an
Earthly culture. We think we understand how and what a bookshelf signifies in
our present time; it becomes tricky to project that significance into our
expectations of the future.

So what? So what if science fiction doesn’t show us bookshelves? Science
fiction doesn’t flaunt clocks or pencils or lamps or any other kind of material
culture, we consider to be rooted in an everyday-ness of our twenty-first century.

But science fiction is fundamentally all about giving audiences potential
futures—it’s a prophetic, predictive genre chock-full of what-ifs. (What if x,
instead of y? What if a, not b?) If audiences never see a future with bookshelves,
the scenario subtly cements the idea that the future won’t have or doesn’t need
them. The absence of bookshelves in imagined futures prompts the audience to
conclude that material culture has evolved to the point where bookshelves are
obsolete, mere objects of sentiment. The majority of twenty-first century
discussions about the life and death of bookshelves in light of electronic media
are implicitly rooted in science fiction’s disengagement with bookshelves over
the course of several decades. There seems to be a readiness, almost an
eagerness, to declare the bookshelf dead as books on Star Trek-like tablets
replace personal libraries. (“See? It’s just like how the future was imagined.”)
Thanks to decades of dystopian science fiction, we’re awfully comfortable
imagining a future without tangible bookshelves in it.

Since the bookshelf serves as a cultural signifier, it becomes an architectural
palimpsest in cultural portrayal; it is made and remade until the meaning of the
bookshelf exists outside of the bookshelf itself.

The last line of The Name of the Rose offers a roundabout glimpse as to the



making and remaking of an object, particularly through the object’s name. The
last line of the novel, “Stat rosa pristina nomine, nomina nuda tenemus,”
roughly translates as follows: “The primordial rose abides only in its name; we
hold names stripped.”6 Because its meaning is so ubiquitously “understood,” it
escapes real definition. The meaning of this last line asks the reader to consider
how meaning about a name—like a rose or a bookshelf—is made and remade.

Bookshelves serve as powerful symbols because they have a particularly
powerful cultural cachet that connotes specific expectations for how we “ought”
to interact with them as objects. Bookshelves immediately cue us to how we
ought to interact with a room and how much importance or power we assign it.
These expectations—these cues—are picked up and reaffirmed as essentially
stage directions where the bookshelf serves as a prop, a MacGuffin, or even a
plot device. Few, if any, other objects carry such cultural distinction and
expectations in print and film. For thousands of years, books and their shelves
(or, even, scrolls and their shelves) have implied access to knowledge. With this
access comes everything associated with it—power and privilege. But what’s
most intriguing is the longevity and staying power that bookshelves have
maintained.

How we portray bookshelves in fiction is actually a very telling cultural
barometer of the value that we assign to them. Even in the face of their cultural
extinction—or, more accurately, their imagined extinction—bookshelves offer
an interpretation and argument about where we think our culture is going.



5 THE LIFE CYCLE OF A BOOKSHELF

In which, bookshelves are installed at the New
York Public Library
When the New York City Public Library opened on May 23, 1911, the building
spanned over two city blocks and boasted one of the most impressive collections
of books—and bookshelves—in the world. “It is impossible to think of New
York without the New York Public Library,” notes Henry Hope Reed, during the
centennial celebrations of the library. “[Its] presence is that of some great natural
fact. It would appear to have always been there.”1

During its initial construction, the newspaper media talked up the library’s
bookshelves something fierce. Since the library was to hold over three million
volumes, shelving and storing a collection of that size was no small undertaking.
In 1905, initial schematics of the library’s bookshelves were published in the
New York Times and Scientific American; articles claimed that the library had a
set of bookshelves constructed on a practically unheard-of scale, unlike any
other shelves in any other library built before it. On October 1, 1905, the Times
practically fell over itself, gushing with enthusiasm:

The skeleton of a bookcase that will hold 3,500,000 volumes—without
exception the largest bookcase in the world—that is what one may see to-day
back of the great central hall of the majestic marble structure that is slowly
rising in Bryant Park.

It is just completed, this marvelous network of steel bars and uprights, and
exemplifies the very latest methods and appliances for the shelving of books.
There is nothing like it in the great libraries of the Old World. . . . In the
Congressional Library . . . the modern steel bookcase is in use, but not in the



solid, impressive mass, distinguishing it over all others, that is shown in the
New York Public Library. . . . Above it will be placed the spacious reading
room of the library, on either side the various halls, offices, and exhibition
rooms. Thus surrounded, this monster bookcase becomes, architecturally, the
heart of the whole structure, the treasure for whose protection this marble
palace is built. Even now, with this maze of steel laid bare, it is difficult to
appreciate its immense capacity for the shelving of books. A bookcase holding
three and a half million volumes means a series of shelves that if laid together,
end to end, would measure over eighty miles.2

Figure 6  Transverse section of the New York Public Library, highlighting the building’s
extensive bookshelf architecture, 1915. (Image from Library of Congress. Illus. in: Library
planning, bookstacks and shelving, with contributions from the architects’ and librarians’
points of view. Illustrated. / Snead & Co. Iron Works. Jersey City, N.J. : The Snead &
Company Iron Works, c1915, p. 144.)

In short, today there are 88 miles of shelf space in the Stephen A. Schwarzman
Building, with an additional 40 miles of bookshelves under Bryant Park.
However, the birth of the city’s public library and its epic set of shelves marked
an important national moment. The city’s new library was compared with “The
Greats”—Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris, the British Library in London (then
part of the British Museum), and the Imperial Library in St. Petersburg. All of
these other libraries, however, would pale in comparison to what the New York
City Library would offer. The New York City Library was slated to hold more



books and, subsequently, would have more impressive bookshelves to hold such
a collection. The bookshelves were a dose of nationalism, measured in linear
shelf space. If the books were the soul of the New York City Public Library—to
draw from our Cicero—then the bookshelves were the building’s backbone.

Bookshelves brim with biological metaphor
A biological life cycle has a rather simple, elegant structure to it—there is a
beginning, a middle, and an end. An egg hatches a caterpillar, the caterpillar
becomes a butterfly; a tadpole breaks out of an egg and metamorphoses into a
frog. The life cycle is really a biography of sorts. It’s a bit hard to imagine
bookshelves as organisms with a life cycle. But the lives of bookshelves have the
same components and structure as biological beings: bookshelves are born, they
live, and they die. Like the life cycles of frogs and butterflies, there’s a
beginning, a middle, and an end to the existence of every bookshelf;
consequently, we encounter each bookshelf life story differently.

The chained library at Hereford? The books and their chains were in place for
centuries, then they were moved, and then they were moved again. Parts of the
bookshelves were repurposed and the books on those bookshelves were
reordered, depending heavily on their historical contexts. But all of the pieces
were brought back together in the early twentieth century as part of an effort to
reaffirm the historical legacy of the chained library at Hereford—an effort to
recreate an early stage in the life cycle of those particular bookshelves. The
survey of chained books conducted by the nineteenth-century book enthusiast
William Blades showed that most of the chained books and bookshelves were in
the final stages of their lives, practically decomposing on whatever shelves they
happened to inhabit.

A moth and a mammoth reflect different evolutionary life histories and
different bookshelves radiate their own cultural adaptations; bookshelf diversity
reflects different book environments. Apex-like bookshelves—those with library
legacies—don’t compete for the same cultural cachet as personal bookshelves
that will easily phase in and out of a reader’s life.

Meet the megafauna: Twentieth-century
libraries
But where did those eighty miles of bookshelves at the New York Public Library



come from? What did they look like? How were they built? And how do they
live today? What made them practically megafauna in a literary landscape?

The bookshelves of the New York Public Library can actually trace their
evolutionary roots to the mid-nineteenth century, to a small industrial steel
company out of Louisville, Kentucky. As public libraries expanded in their size
and scope at the turn of the twentieth century, the need for bookshelves that
could measure their linear storage space by the mile and were built to last
quickly became apparent.3 Bookshelves of this magnitude were a careful
balancing act between art, science, and engineering. These particular shelves
used by public and institutional libraries were metal monstrosities, built by the
steel and iron aggregate business Snead & Company. By the late nineteenth
century, Snead & Company was turning out cast-iron sidewalls, store fronts,
window frames, girders (noted as “a novel article”), tea kettles, and spittoons.
They were set to expand into the rapidly growing market of designing and
manufacturing shelves for big libraries with big bookshelf demands.

Snead & Company was confident it could manufacture just about anything,
especially on a large scale. Snead & Company also modified several of their
shelf designs to fit in small- to medium-sized libraries.4 As libraries like the
Library of Congress, the Widener Library at Harvard, or the College of
Physicians Library in Philadelphia dramatically expanded the scope of what they
would collect and catalog, this meant that these libraries doubled down on the
amount of materials they needed to shelve in the upcoming century.

The Snead library shelves were huge cast-iron behemoths, weighing hundreds
of pounds with amazing technological detail; earlier Snead bookshelves sported
open-bar construction, thus taking weight out of each shelf. The bookshelves had
a “z” notch that would allow each shelf to be moved up and down to best deal
with the height of the books being stored on the shelf. Columbia University’s
library needed a different kind of bookshelf designed and produced for its
growing stack? No problem. Librarians were concerned with the ill health
associated with constantly walking up and down stairs? Not to worry. The
famous librarian William Frederick Poole argued that one of his book attendants
had become lame and exhibited “the same symptoms as the treadmill prisoners
in England” after just one year of working with non-Snead shelves at the
Newberry Library in Chicago.5

Over several decades, the bookshelves underwent huge changes as different
libraries placed different requirements on the shelves. Different modes of
vertical and horizontal support, for example, were necessary for the Library of



Congress that other libraries did not require. In fact, the shelving requirements of
the Library of Congress at the turn of the twentieth century proved to be a
crucial moment for Snead & Company; shelving the Library of Congress was
such an incredibly gargantuan undertaking that Snead & Company’s early mass-
produced shelves had to be modified to be able to accommodate the curatorial
needs of the Library. Meeting the bookshelf needs of the Library of Congress
meant that these shelves were the apex of big bookshelves. The bookshelves
produced for the Library of Congress became the “standard” for other large,
institutional libraries.6

Figure 7  Unfilled Snead bookshelves in the Main stack room, New York Public Library;
view in center of seventh tier, showing stack columns supporting steel beams and terra cotta
arch floor of main reading room overhead. (Image from Library of Congress. LC-DIG-ppmsca-
15567)

This demand for big bookshelves tapped into expertise in engineering as well
as architecture, and appealed to librarians as well as archivists. Engineers
designed these big bookshelves to withstand environmental fluctuations and to
be able to house collections of materials in ways that facilitated good conditions
for the collections—for example, making sure that bookshelves in institutions
were devoid of wood that could tempt the growth of mold and nesting insects,
the bane of libraries’ existences. As more libraries became institutions that
housed collections, they required bigger bookshelves; as more libraries lent
books to more patrons, those libraries required more bookshelves. Standardizing
shelves meant that more books could be stored and more library patrons could
come through the stacks.

By 1915, these bookshelf standards meant that the basic unit of a shelf on a
bookshelf was three feet, thus insuring that replacement parts could be ordered
and pieces standardized for all included in the big boom of library building.
Designed by architect Bernard R. Green, the shelves were the underlying



supporting architecture to libraries, and the careful art nouveau engraving along
the end of their shelves—the roses and cross-hatch patterns, described as “novel
and ingenious treatment of detail”—were a visual shorthand for the institutional
gravitas and cultural import of the libraries which housed those bookshelves.7
By the 1920s, public libraries were staples of mainstream Americana, thanks in
large part to Andrew Carnegie’s ambitious public literacy initiatives and library
building projects, and Snead shelves were integral parts of those public libraries.

The Snead shelves at the New York Public Library were an unexpected public
flashpoint in 2014. Library president Tony Marx proposed getting rid of the
bookshelves to create more public space in the library. Some of the book
collections would be moved off-site to storage in New Jersey and other
collections of books would be redistributed throughout the city’s other library
branches. The outrage at the proposal was immediate, as were protests against
the move. To be fair, the move was orchestrated partly out of a desire to
maintain necessary conditions—cooling, air pressure, etc.—for keeping books in
compliance with fire safety regulations. But the proposal showed an incredible
nonunderstanding of the relationship between the shelves and the building.

Aside from any issues of the historical value of the shelves, the proposal was
equally ludicrous from an architectural standpoint. “Steel columns supported the
bookstacks and the cast-iron shelf supports were attached to these columns as in
the latter. However, in the New York library, the columns also supported the
floor of the main reading room on the third floor of the building,” notes Snead
historian Charles Baumann in 1972. “The main floors were made multiples of
the stack tiers in height, and the tier height was increased from seven feet at the
Library of Congress to seven feet six inches ‘in order that the first, third and fifth
stack decks might line up with the main floors of the building.’”8 As one critic
wryly noted, “Engineers described the idea of removing the shelves that support
the Rose Reading Room as ‘cutting the legs off the table while dinner is being
served.’”9 Those Snead & Company bookshelves were, literally, tons of
structural support that ensconced the entire building.10

If a room without books is a body without a soul, the removal of books from
the hundred-year-old shelves seemed to be suffocating the life and soul of the
Fifth Avenue library. To switch metaphors, taking these massive megafauna out
of the literary ecosystem creates its own set of issues. The proposal was
abandoned and the Snead shelves are still in the Stephen A. Schwarzman
Building. Where other libraries have closed, Snead shelving simply begins a new
stage of life—as an antiquarian curiosity, a diaspora novelty, or an object in



refugia. Dedicated antique collectors can find Snead shelves on eBay for a small
fortune.

The big bookshelves of the turn of the twentieth century were born out of
demand. On one hand, they demonstrate the success of the public library, but on
the other hand, they cast a huge shadow of expectation for the twenty-first
century. (“What kind of library wouldn’t have imposing bookshelves?!?”) These
bookshelves were skeletal elements of institutions, adding reinforcements to the
library’s posture, filling every strut and beam with vertical space to store and
shelve books. Quite simply, these massive bookshelves occupy a robust niche in
the literary landscape.

Bookshelves with a bauplan
Just as not all species in a landscape are mammoth megafauna, not all
bookshelves live the life cycle of the massive Snead & Company shelves. For
bookshelves in large libraries at the turn of the twentieth century, a life where
the bookshelf and building melded into a single entity made sense. But other
kinds of life-cycle stories exist for other kinds of bookshelves. By the late
twentieth century, the IKEA bookshelf had emerged as a completely different
kind of shelf to meet a very different kind of bookshelf need. IKEA shelves
provided a starting point—a blueprint—that meant bookshelf users could take
the shelf as a building block and modify it to a new purpose. The IKEA shelf is a
process where the Snead shelves reach their audience as a finished product.

In everything from architecture to biology, a bauplan simply refers to a
blueprint or “body plan” and is a perfect metaphor for late-twentieth-century
social mores and cultural expectations for an IKEA bookshelf. IKEA
bookshelves boast variations in appearance and style, but they all stem from a
certain set of people’s shared assumptions. An IKEA bookshelf ought to be
cheap. It ought to shelve books and not-books. It ought to come in a flat-pack
box with a cute little Allen wrench. Cynics might argue that every shelf will
arrive sans a sufficient numbers of screws for its assembly. And most of all, an
IKEA shelf ought to infuse its owner’s library with a sense of sleek,
Scandinavian modernism and the idea that everyone can—ought to—have their
own collection of books. An IKEA shelf is a cultural process—a ritual with
defined, scripted steps.

The more one tries to unpack the idea of the IKEA bookshelf’s life cycle and
bauplan, the more meta the exercise becomes. Every IKEA bookshelf is born out



of its box, lives in a room until it is no longer needed, and then goes away. In
grad school, I bought a LAVIA bookshelf from IKEA for twenty-five dollars,
which replaced a rather dumpy-looking garage-sale shelf from my undergrad
days. After assembling the shelf and arranging my books, photos, and travel
mementos on it, I felt like I had moved to a new stage of life—a stage where I
could afford new furniture and tastefully display books and not-books that I
valued. Using objects within the “travelling space” of culture is a phenomena
that twentieth-century French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu argued was key to
advancing or solidifying one’s own social position, and this is exactly the
mythos that IKEA bookshelves tap into: using IKEA to navigate cultural
expectations.11

In an interview that celebrated the thirtieth anniversary of the BILLY
bookshelf, designer Gillis Lundgren remarked, “I’m particularly happy that
BILLY has made it possible for so many people to build their own little library.
In the old days books were quite uncommon in most homes. These days
everyone has books, which is as it should be.”12 BILLY is a brilliant example of
the IKEA bookshelf life cycle writ large. BILLY was publicly introduced in
October of 1979. Lundgren recalls how he designed the BILLY bookshelf: “I
drew the first sketches on a napkin. That was often the way we worked. Ideas are
perishable and you have to capture the moment as soon as it arrives.”13 By
BILLY’s thirtieth birthday in 2009, more than forty-one million BILLY
bookshelves had been produced; in fact, if one were to lay them all end-to-end,
the bookshelves run over 43,496 miles—almost twice around the world at the
equator. The IKEA factory in Gyllensvaans, Sweden, produces a BILLY
bookshelf every four seconds, fifteen bookshelves a minute, nine hundred
bookshelves an hour, twenty-one thousand bookshelves every twenty-four hours,
seventy thousand bookshelves a week, 3.1 million bookshelves per year.
Multiply those numbers by BILLY bookshelves manufactured at factories in
Germany, Canada, Russia, and China and you’re simply left to conclude that
there are a lot of BILLY bookshelves; Bourdieu would agree that BILLY
measures a great deal of social distance, one bookshelf at time.14

And what happened to my first IKEA shelf? Schlepping that shelf thousands of
miles over several years, crisscrossing the country, has taken its toll. The
bookshelf is chipped and the faux birch veneer is peeling in places. It needs a
couple of shims on the right side to keep it steady after it was bisected in a rather
unfortunate incident moving out of a third-floor walkup in Philly. The LAVIA
no longer lords it over the living room—both halves are relegated to the garage.



The shelf that used to be filled with Shakespeare, Hieronymus Bosch, and
transcendental essays now sports a drill, a couple of tubs of putty, and a can of
screws. Personally, I believe the shelf longs for the sweet release of death.

Bookshelves like the Snead shelves would never live and die in the short time
frame afforded the LAVIA; Snead shelves were built for institutions and were
supposed to be for the ages. IKEA shelves, however, live and die quickly. But
the life cycle of IKEA is more than just the life and death of veneer-covered
particleboard. IKEA bookshelves serve as the building blocks for other objects,
giving a different kind of life to those shelves. These shelves—and their
bauplans—can be refitted and repurposed. The shelf becomes a cultural
blueprint for a unit that is easily modified, enhanced, broken down, built up,
changed, and made personal. That bookshelf bauplan enters the worlds of
DIYers, tinkerers, city-dwellers, and makers as an object with potential. The
bookshelf comes out of its box as BILLY, EXPEDIT, or LAVIA and then
metamorphoses into something else.

The transformation of IKEA bookshelves is generally driven by some
additional need. (“I need this bookshelf to double and do something else. Sure it
can store books and not-books, but I also want it to fill this other function.”)
From IKEAhacks.net to Instagram and Pinterest, the Internet is full of possible
ways to change, enhance, and modify the shelves. One IKEA bookshelf hacker
took a BILLY bookcase, sawed it in half vertically (sorry, BILLY), painted the
halves pink, and turned the two halves into a princess doll row house. Another
small bookshelf, a two-square-by-two-square EXPEDIT shelf, was outfitted with
a top and became a table. One of my favorite examples of a BILLY with a
modified bauplan was a Murphy bed in the guest-playroom in a small Manhattan
apartment that used the shelf as the visible area in the room when the bed was up
against the wall.15 The creator of the BILLY bookshelf Murphy bed declines to
walk the audience through what happens to the books on the bookshelf once the
bed is deployed.

The predictability and affordability—indeed, the rather ubiquitous presence—
of IKEA bookshelves offer straight-forward bookshelves, but they also offer
possibility. Just as a bauplan gives a basic body plan for an organism, IKEA
bookshelves offer building blocks for other bookshelf-based objects.16 Few
bookshelves outside of the cheap veneer of IKEA offer such anticipation and
expectation in their respective life cycles.



The death and resurrection of bookshelves
In the climactic scene of The Name of the Rose, the Benedictine monastery’s
secret library burns to the ground, incinerating thousands of books and their
bookshelves, destroying what the character Adso of Melk called the “greatest
library in Christendom.”17 Adso returns to the abbey site decades later and finds
that vines grow tall and lizards dart among the buildings’ blackened stones; he
makes his way to the remains of the library and encounters a bookshelf.

Along one stretch of wall I found a bookcase, still miraculously erect, having
come through the fire I cannot say how; it was rotted by water and consumed
by termites. In it there were still a few pages. Other remnants I found by
rummaging in the ruins below. Mine was a poor harvest, but I spent a whole
day reaping it, as if from those disiecta membra of the library a message might
reach me. . . . At the end of my patient reconstruction, I had before me a kind
of lesser library, a symbol of the greater, vanished one: a library made up of
fragments, quotations, unfinished sentences, amputated stumps of books.18

The abbey bookshelf is long since dead, but the library that it signified starts
over: the life cycle of books and books on shelves. However meager Adso’s
library is, culled from the tattered remains of the fire, the cycle of curating
material to put on the bookshelf repeats itself neatly.

Whatever people see when looking at any bookshelf—Snead, IKEA, or
anything in between—they are looking at an object with physical, historical, and
psychological components.19 Every bookshelf has a story to tell and everything
about the bookshelf—how it looks, how it is, what books and not-books are put
on it—is the result of decisions made over and over throughout the life history of
any particular bookshelf.

Each of these different types of life stories mimics a kind of biological
adaptation. Where some bookshelves are massive megafauna—like elephants
and water buffalo grazing across the landscape—other bookshelves are smaller,
less enormously built. These other kinds of bookshelves in the literary landscape
offer different niches and different adaptations for styles of shelves. Each of
these different types starts with a specific body plan—some horizontal linear
space—and modifies it.



CONCLUSION
THE PLURAL FUTURES OF
BOOKSHELVES

Books without shelves & bookless libraries
Several years ago, I had a conversation about the future of books with a friend,
who works as an engineer, while we were on a rock climbing trip. As we hiked
out toward the route, he mentioned several articles he had recently read that
claimed the explosion of Kindle sales and e-readers meant digital books were in
direct competition with printed ones and the days of the printed book were
inevitably numbered. “This is fantastic,” he enthused. “With digital books, you
don’t have to be bogged down with physical things and the clutter of material
possessions. You don’t have to wait for a library to get a physical copy of
something to read it. It means that all books could be available at all times.”

He thought some more about this possible future of books, really warming up
to the idea. “You know, you could get rid of all those books you own and store
them so much more efficiently if you just converted everything to digital books.”
I rolled my eyes and hiked faster.

Consciously or not, my friend’s argument hinged on a particular interpretation
of the social role of a book: if the book is simply a tool for delivering
information, then the physical properties of the text don’t matter. And if that is
the case, then the cheapest, smallest, lightest means of transmitting the book’s
information would be the most efficient and valued. This information-based
sense of a book follows a set of assumptions championed by hardcore
technophiles, eager to see the e-book and digital bookshelves dominate the
global bookscape.1



Personal e-books on a digital shelf are one thing—an entire library of
electronic books is quite another. A library of electronic books demonstrates
commitment to the byte-sized book on an institutional level. In 2013, the first
bookless public library, BiblioTech, was opened in San Antonio, Texas. “Texas
has seen the future of the public library,” reported USA Today, “and it looks a lot
like an Apple Store. Rows of glossy iMacs beckon. . . . Hundreds of tablets stand
ready for checkout to anyone with a borrowing card.”2 Advocates of the
bookless public library argue that the technological resources BiblioTech offers
to the rather underserved area of San Antonio far outweigh any need for a
physical, printed book.

In an interview, head librarian Ashley Elkholf eagerly championed the shelf-
less space, pointing out, “If you have bookshelves, you have to structure the
building so it can hold all of that weight. Books are heavy.”3 Without the weight
of physical books, the building does not require any sort of reinforced
buttressing to support the weight of their volumes. (Turn-of-the-twentieth-
century public Carnegie libraries with steel Snead shelves were costly buildings
and required reinforced floors and walls to support hundreds of thousands of
pounds of books and bookshelves.) BiblioTech purchased 10,000 titles for its
digital library at the same cost as physical copies, saving the library the cost of
bookshelves, since digital books don’t need physical shelf space. BiblioTech’s
space is considered more economical than that of a traditional public library—in
spite of the costly technology—because it can save in the library’s architectural
design and physical building costs.

Was my climbing partner correct? Is the future of books one without physical
shelves? In some measure, yes; bookless bookshelves are not only inevitable—
they permeate everyday life, from BiblioTech to the iPad. The distribution of
digital bookshelves, however, skews heavily toward a particular type of digital
book. “[E-books] are, by design, the most disposable of books. We read them
quickly and have no desire to hang onto them after we’ve turned the last page,”
writer Nicholas Carr argued in a 2013 Wall Street Journal essay. “We may even
be a little embarrassed to be seen reading them, which makes anonymous digital
versions all the more appealing. The Fifty Shades of Grey phenomenon probably
wouldn’t have happened if e-books didn’t exist.”4

The assumption that the future is uniform and directed and only full of
bookless shelves is a bit horrifying because uniformity of any cultural object is
unnatural—there’s always variation. Pencils, for example, are not made obsolete
or identical by keyboards. So why, outside of dystopian science fiction, would



we think that there is only one unvarying future to impose on bookshelves? A
digital book future fills only one niche in the lives of books, which would
replace mass paperback prints.

Carr describes the coexistence of digital and printed books as complementary.
“E-books may turn out to be just another format—an even lighter-weight, more
disposable paperback,” he mused. “That would fit with the discovery that once
people start buying digital books, they don’t necessarily stop buying printed
ones. In fact, according to Pew, nearly 90% of e-book readers continue to read
physical volumes. The two forms seem to serve different purposes.”5 The
bookless bookshelf, then, is only one future of the bookshelf, as it reflects only
one set of cultural decisions. UK bookselling trends in 2015 indicate that digital
books and e-readers are actually decreasing in popularity, with printed books
working their way back into the twenty-first-century bookscape, and studies
show that college students—even digitally native Millennials—prefer printed
books to electronic ones.6

The many lives of bookshelves
The future, according to Joe Strummer of The Clash, may be yet unwritten—and
it is easy to consider the endless possibilities of future bookshelves. Digital
shelves full of digital books is only one future of bookshelves; this digital future
is inevitable and present, yes, but is not the singular, predestined outcome that
many might think it is.

The bookshelf is one of the most adaptable and persistent pieces of material
culture in human history. The modest Mesopotamian bookshelves at Ebla were
perfectly built to store their cuneiform tablet books. The great, chained library at
Hereford Cathedral had bars, locks, and chains on its shelves to ensure that its
books didn’t wander from its library. The bookshelves that filled the Terror and
Erebus had to be carefully situated so that the 2,900 books didn’t sink the ships.
The Snead shelves revolutionized institutional library collections and storage.
The donkey mobiles of Ethiopia Reads bring books on shelves to villages
without libraries. Neuromancer’s neo-Aztec bookshelves are just as much part of
the cultural life of bookshelves as the 88 miles of book storage in the New York
City Public Library. A digital future full of digital books is simply one of many
future shelf-expressions.

Historically, we see that every shelf is different, reflecting a different life
history, acting as cultural shorthand. There is little reason to think that the future



of the bookshelf would be any different. Bookshelves reflect hundreds of
decisions made over and over again about use and value—the bookshelf is an
object that we use to ask and answer broad cultural questions of use, value, and
function, over and over. Sometimes the answers to these questions change, but
often they do not.

All bookshelves, however, demonstrate the inexorable life of the shelf with its
books and how the objects are shaped by each other. Bookshelves of the future
will show as much variation and distinction as they have for millennia. “What
constitutes a book or a bookshelf depends, like so many things, on definition.
And that definition can change with time.” Henry Petroski reminds us.7 In the
twenty-first century, it’s easy to assume that the bookshelf has lost its cultural
panache as digital books grow in appeal and readers switch from books to
tablets. There is a notion that the bookshelf is going extinct—the dodo bird of
the furniture world that can’t evolve its relevance fast enough to be useful and to
keep pace with today’s cultural demands.

But this view isn’t really a fair reflection of the complex history of
bookshelves. The bookshelf has survived for thousands of years, changing,
adapting, reflecting different needs and requirements. The future of bookshelves
would seem to be just as full of different bookshelf types as its past. The printed
book is far from dead. “The book has survived,” historian Martyn Lyons argues,
“but at the price of its unquestioned status as an artefact of high culture.”8 There
isn’t any reason to assume that the printed book is dead and that bookshelves are
going extinct. Bookshelves are adapting and changing to different book-making
technologies, just as they have for thousands of years. The bookshelf isn’t going
anywhere because there isn’t another object that fills its niche, since what we put
where on what shelves shows how we think about the intertwining of ideas,
books, and objects. (Attention, Mr. James Duff Brown: Children will continue to
put their books on their bookshelves with or without those cranial
measurements.) Moreover, changing technologies affect only a small fraction of
how global populations interact with books and bookshelves. Outside of strictly
digital bookscapes, bookshelves are being remade and repurposed to better serve
book-starved populations—the donkey mobiles of Ethiopia Reads, for example,
are not impacted by the number of digital books stored on digital shelves.

“The future is already here,” sci-fi writer William Gibson wryly noted, “it’s
just not evenly distributed.”9 There couldn’t be a more apropos sentiment for the
plural future of bookshelves than Gibson’s aphorism. As long as we choose to
place value on them, bookshelves will occupy a variety of cultural spaces. There



will still be giant bookshelves in the Library of Congress and there will still be
small, chic bookshelves in bohemian coffee shops. Bookshelves will continue to
radiate personal identity and institutional purpose.

Although we’re two thousand years removed from the bookshelves that Cicero
had Tyrannio build in ancient Rome, today’s rooms with bookshelves and tablets
full of books have just as much soul as Cicero’s celebrated shelves.
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