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Unpacking .J\I(y £ibrary 

.A Talk about Book Collecting 

I am unpacking my library. Yes, I am. The books are not yet 
on the shelves, �ot yet touched by the mild boredom of order. I 
cannot march up and down their ranks to pass them in review 
before a friendly audience. You need not fear any of that. In
stead, I must ask you to join me in the disorder of crates that 
have been wrenched open, the air saturated with the dust of 
wood, the floor covered with tom paper, to join me among piles 
of volumes that are seeing daylight again after two years of 
darkness, so that you may be ready to share with me a bit of the 
mood-it is certainly not an elegiac mood but, rather, one of an
ticipation-which these books arouse in a genuine collector. For 
such a man is speaking to you, and on closer scrutiny he proves 
to be speaking only about himself. Would it not be presumptuous 
of me if, in order to appear convincingly objective and down-to
earth, I enumerated for you the main sections or prize pieces of 
a library, if I presented you with their history or even their use
fulness to a writer? I, for one, have in mind something less ob
scure, something more palpable than that; what I am really con .. 
cerned with is giving you some insight into the relationship of 
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a book coUector to his possessions, into collecting rather than a 
collection. If I do this by elaborating on the various ways of ac
quiring books, this is something entirely arbitrary. This or any 
other procedure is merely a - dam against the spring tide of mem
ories which surges toward any collector as he contemplates his 
possessions. Every passion borders on the chaotic, but the collec
tor's passion borders on the chaos of memories. More than that: 
the chance, the fate, that suffuse the past before my eyes are 
conspicuously present in the accustomed confusion of these 
books. For what else is this collection but a disorder to which 
habit has accommodated itself to such an extent that it can appear 
as order? You have all heard of people whom the loss of their 
books has turned into invalids, or of those who in order to ac
quire them became criminals. These are the very areas in which 
any order is a balancing act of extreme precariousness. "The only 
exact knowledge there is," said Anatole France, "is the knowl
edge of the date of publication and the format of books." And 
indeed, if there is a counterpart to the confusion of a library, it 
is the order of its catalogue. 

Thus there is in the life of a collector a dialectical tension be
tween the poles of disorder and order. Naturally, his existence is 
tied to many other things as well: to a very mysterious relation
ship to ownership, something about which we shall have more 
to say later; also, to a relationship to objects which does not em
phasize their functional, utilitarian value-that is, their useful· 
ness-but studies and loves them as the scene, the stage, of their 
fate. The most profound enchantment for the collector is the 
locking of individual items within a magic circle in which they 
are fixed as the final thrill, the thrill of acquisition, passes over 
them. Everything remembered and thought, everything con
scious, becomes the pedestal, the frame, the base, the lock of his 
property. The period, the region, the craftsmanship, the former 
ownership-for a true collector the whole background of an item 
adds up to a magic encyclopedia whose quintessence is the fate 
of his object. In this circumscribed area, then, it may be sur
mised how the great physiognomists-and collectors are the 
physiognomists of the world of objects-turn into interpreters of 
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fate. One has only to watch a collector handle the objects in his 
glass case. As he holds them in his hands, he seems to be seeing 
through them into their distant past as though inspired. So much 
for the magical side of the collector-his old-age image, I might 
call it. 

H abent SUtI fata libelli: these words may have been intended 
as a general statement about books. So books like The Divine 
Comedy, Spinoza's Ethics, and The Origin of Species have their 
fates. A collector, however, interprets this Latin saying differ
ently. For him, not only books but also copies of books have 
their fates. And in this sense, the most important fate of a 
copy is its encounter with him, with his own colle.ction. I am not 
exaggerating when I say that to a true collector the acquisition 
of an old book is its rebirth. This is the childlike element which 
in a collector mingles with the element of old age. For children 
can accomplish the renewal of existence in a hundred unfailing 
ways. Among children, collecting is only one process of renewal; 
other processes are the painting of objects, the cutting out of 
figures, the application of decals-the whole range of childlike 
modes of acquisition, from touching things to giving them names. 
To renew the old world-that is the collectorts deepest desire 
when he is driven to acquire new things, and that is why a col
lector of older books is closer to the wellsprings of collecting 
than the acquirer of luxury editions. How do books cross the 
threshold of a collection and become the property of a collector? 
The history of their acquisition is the subject of the following 
remarks. 

Of all the ways of acquiring books, writing them oneself is 
regarded as the most praiseworthy method. At this point many 
of you will remember with pleasure the large library which Jean 
Paurs poor little schoolmaster Wutz gradually acquired by writ
ing, himself, all the works whose titles interested him in book
fair catalogues; after all, he could not afford to buy them. Writ
ers are really people who write books not because they are poor, 
but because they are dissatisfied with the books which they could 
buy but do not like. You, ladies and gentlemen, may regard this 
as a whimsical definition of a writer. But everything said from 
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the angle of a real collector is whimsical. Of the customary 
modes of acquisition, the one most appropriate to a collector 
... .vould be the borrowing of a book with its attendant non-return
ing. The book borrower of real stature whom we envisage here 
proves himself to be an inveterate collector of books not so much 
by the fervor with which he guards his borrowed treasures and 
by the deaf ear which he turns to all reminders from the every
day world of legality as by his failure to read these books. If my 
experience may serve as evidence, a man is more likely to return 
a borrowed book upon occasion than to read it. And the non
reading of books, you will object, should be characteristic of 
collectors? This is news to me, you may say. It is not news at all. 
Experts will bear me out when I say that it is the oldest thing in 
the world. Suffice it to quote the answer which Anatole France 
gave to a philistine who admired his library and then finished 
with the standard question, "And you have read all these books, 
Monsieur France?H  "Not one-tenth of them. I don't suppose you 
use your Sevres china every day?" 

Incidentally, I have put the right to such an attitude to the 
test. For years, for at least the first third of its existence, my li
brary consisted of no more than two or three shelves which in
creased only by inches each year. This was its militant age, when 
no book was allowed to enter it without the certification that I 
had not read it. Thus I might never have acquired a library ex
tensive enough to be worthy of the name if there had not been 
an inflation. Suddenly the emphasis shifted; books acquired real 
value, or, at any rate, were difficult to obtain. At least this is how 
it seemed in Switzerland. At the eleventh hour I sent my first 
major book orders from there and in this way was able to secure 
such irreplaceable items as Der blaue Reiter and Bachofen's Sage 
von Tanaquil, which could still be obtained from the publishers 
at that time. 

Well-so you may say-after exploring all these byways we 
should finally reach the wide highway of book acquisition, 
namely, the purchasing of books. This is indeed a wide highway, 
but not a comfortable one. The purchasing done by a book col
lector has very little in common with that done in a bookshop 
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by a student getting a textbook, a man of the world buying a 
present for his lady, or a businessman intending to _while away 
his next train journey. I have made my most memorable pur
chases on trips, as a transient. Property and possession belong to 
the tactical sphere. Collectors are people with a tactical instinct; 
their experience teaches them that when they capture a strange 
city, the smallest antique shop can be a fortress, the IIlost remote 
stationery store a key position. How many cities have revealed 
themselves to me in the marches I undertook in the pursuit of 
books! 

By no means all of the most important purchases are made on 
the premises of a dealer. Catalogues play a far greater part. And 
even though the purchaser may be thoroughly acquainted with 
the book ordered from a catalogue, the individual copy always 
remains a surprise. and the order alw�ys a bit of, a gamble. There 
are grievous disappointments, but also happy finds. I remember, 
for instance, that I once ordered a book with colored illustra
tions for my oid collection of children's books only because it 
contained fairy tales by Albert Ludwig Grimm and was published 
at Grimma, Thuringia. Grimms. was also the place of publica
tion of a book of fables edited by the same Albert Ludwig 
Grimm. With its sixteen illustrations my copy of . this book of 
fables was the only extant example of the early work of the 
great Gennan book illustrator Lyser, who lived in Hamburg 
around the middle of the last century. Well, my reaction to the 
consonance of the names had been correct. In this case too I 
discovered the work of Lyser, namely Linas Miirchenbuch, a 
work which has remained unknown to his bibliographers and 
which deserves a more detailed reference than this first one I 
am introducing here. 

The acquisition of books is by no means a matter of money 
or expert knowledge alone. Not even both factors together suf
fice for the establishment of a real library, which is always some
what impenetrable and at the same time uniquely itself. Anyone 
who buys from catalogues must have flair in addition to the 
qualities I have mentioned. Dates, place names, formats, previous 
owners, bindings, and the like: all these details must tell him 
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something-not as dry, isolated facts, but as a harmonious whole; 
from the quality and intensity of this harmony he must be able 
to recognize whether a book is for him or not. An auction re
quires yet another set of qualities in a collector. To the reader 
of a catalogue the book it.self must speak, or possibly its previous 
ownership if the provenance of the copy has been established. 
A man who wishes to participate at an auction must pay equal 
attention to the book and to his competitors, in addition to keep .. 
ing a cool enough head to avoid being carried away in the com
petition. It is a frequent occurrence that someone gets stuck 
with a high purchase price bee:ause he kept raising his bid-more 
to assert himself than to acquire the book. On the other hand, 
one of the finest memories of a collector is the moment when he 
rescued a book to which he might never have given a thought, 
much less a wishful look, because he found it lonely and aban
doned on the market place and bought it to give it its freedom
the way the prince bought a beautiful slave girl in The Arabian 
Nights. To a book collector, you see, the true freedom of all 
books is somewhere on his shelves. 

To this day, Balzac�s Peau de chagrin stands out from long 
rows of French volumes in my library as a memento of my most 
exciting experience at an auction. This happened in 1915 at the 
Rumann auction put up by Emil Hirsch, one of the greatest of 
book experts and most distinguished of dealers. The edition in 
question appeared in 1 838 in Paris, Place de la Bourse. As I pick 
up my copy, I see not only its number in the Rtimann collection, 
but even the label of the shop in which the first owner bought 
the book over ninety years ago for one'-eightieth of today's price. 
"Papeterie 1. Flannean," it says. A fine age in which it was still 
possible to buy such a de luxe edition at a stationery dealer's! 
The steel engravings of this book were designed by the foremost 
French graphic artist and executed by the foremost engravers. 
But I was going to tell you how I acquired this book. I ha4 gone 
to Emil Hirsch's for an advance inspection and had handled forty 
or fifty volumes; that particular volume had inspired in me the 
ardent desire to hold on to it forever. The day of the auction 
came. As chance would have it, in the sequence of the auction 
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this copy of La Peau de chagrin was preceded by a complete set 
of its illustrations printed separately on India paper. The bidders 
sat at a long table; diagonally across from me sat the man who 
was the focus of all eyes at the first bid, the famous Munich col
lector Baron von Sirnolin. He was greatly interested in this set, 
but he had rival bidders; in short, there was a spirited contest 
which resulted in the highest bid of the entire auction-far in ex
cess of three thousand marks. No one seemed to have expected 
such a high figure, and all those present were quite excited. Emil 
Hirsch remained unconcerned, and whether he wanted to save 
time or was guided by some other consideration, he proceeded 
to the next item, with no one really paying attention. He called 
out the price, and with my heart pounding and with the full 
realization that I was unable to compete with any of those big 
collectors I bid a somew�at higher amount. Without arousing 
the bidders' attention, the auctioneer went through the usual rou
tine-"Do I hear m«?re? " and three bangs of his gavel, with an 
eternity seeming to separate each from the next-and proceeded 
to add the auctioneer's charge. For a student like me the sum 
was still considerable .. The following morning at the pawnshop 
is no longer part of this story, and I prefer to speak about an

other incident which I should like to call the negative of an 
auction. It happened last year at a Berlin auction. The collection 
of books that was offered was a miscellany in quality and subject 
matter, and only a number of rare works on occultism and nat
ural philosophy were worthy of note. I bid for a number of 
them, but each time I noticed a gentleman in the front row who 
seemed only to have waited for my bid to counter with his own, 
evidently prepared to top any offer. After this had been repeated 
several times, I gave up all hope of acquiring the book which I 
was most interested in that day. It was the rare Fragmente /lUS 

dem Nachlass eines jungen Physikers [Posthumous Fragments of 
a Young Physicist] which Johann Wilhelm Ritter published in 
two volumes at Heidelberg in 1 8 10. This work has never been 
reprinted, but I have always considered its preface, in which the 
author-editor tells the story of his life in the guise of an obituary 
for his supposedly deceased unnamed friend-with whom he is 
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really identical-as the most important sample of personal prose 
of German Romanticism. Just as the item came up I had a brain 
wave. It was simple enough: since my bid was bound to give the 
item to the other man, I must not bid at all. I controlled myself 
and remained silent. What 1 had hoped for carne about: no in
terest, no bid, and the book was put aside. I deemed it wise to let 
several days go by, and when 1 appeared on the premises after 
a week, I found the book in the secondhand department and 
benefited by the lack of interest when I acquired it. 

Once you have approached the mountains of cases in order 
to mine �he books from them .and bring them to the light of day 
-or, rather, of night-what memories crowd in upon you! Noth
ing highlights the fascination of unpacking more clearly than the 
difficulty of stopping this activity. I had started at noon, and it 
was midnight before I had worked my way to the last cases. Now 
I put my hands on two volumes bound in faded boards which, 
strictly speaking, do not belong in a book Case at all: two albums 
with stick-in pictures which my mother pasted in as a child and 
which I inherited. They are the seeds of a collection of children's 
books which is growing steadily even today, though no longer 
in my garden. There is no living library that does not harbor a 
number of booklike creations from fringe areas. They need not 
be stick-in albums or family albums, autograph books or port
folios containing pamphlets or religious tracts; some people be
come attached to leaflets and prospectuses, others to handwriting 
facsimiles or typewritten copies of unobtainable books; and cer
tainly periodicals can form the prismatic fringes of a library. But 
to get back to those albums: Accua]]y, inheritance is the soundest 
way of acquiring a collection. For a collector's attitude toward 
his possessions stems from an owner's feeling of responsibility 
toward his property. Thus it is, in the highest sense, the attitude 
of an heir, and the most distinguished trait of a cOneCdOR will al
ways be its transmissibility. You should know that in saying this 
I fully realize that my discussion of the mental climate of col
lecting will confirm many of you in your conviction that this 
passion is behind the times, in your distrust of the collector type. 
Nothing is further from my mind than to shake either your con-
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viction or your distrust. But one thing should be noted: the 
phenomenon of collecting loses its meaning as it loses its personal 
owner. Even though public collections may be less obj ectionable 
socially and more useful academ�cally than private collections, the 
objects get their due only in the latter. I do know that time is 
running out for the type that I am discussing here and have been 
representing before you a bit ex officio. But, as Hegel put it, only 
when it is dark does the owl of Minerva begin its flight. Only 
in extinction is the collector comprehended. 

Now I am on the last half-emptied case and it is way past 
midnight. Other thoughts fill me than the ones I am talking about 
-not thoughts but images, memories. Memories of the cities in 
which I found so many things: Riga, Naples, Munich, Danzig, 
Moscow, Florence, Basel, Paris; memories of Rosenthal 's sump
tuous rooms in Munich, of the Danzig Stockturm where the late 
Hans Rhaue was domiciled, of Siissengut's musty book cellar in 
North Berlin; memories of the rooms where these books had 
been housed, of my student's den in Munich, of my room in 
Bern, of the solitude of Iseltwald on the Lake of Brienz, and fi
nally of my boyhood room, the former location of only four or 
five of the several thousand volumes that are piled np around me. 
o bliss of the collector, bliss of the man of leisure! Of no one 
has less been expected, and no one has had a greater sense of well
being than the man who has been able to carry on his disrepu
table existence in the mask of Spitzweg's "Bookworm." For in
side him there are spirits, or at least little genii, which have seen 
to it that for a collector-and I mean a real collector, a collector 
as he ought to be-ownership is the most intimate relationship 
that one can have to objects. Not that they come alive in him; 
it is he who lives in them. So I have erected one of his dwellings, 
with books as the building stones, before you, and now he is 
going to disappear inside, as is only fitting. 


