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Worn Out

As I began the assignment on the book that never came in the mail, I realized that I truly had to read this whole book. When I started, I really did not care for the book because I could not understand the mindset that most of these wealthy collectors had. As I finished A Gentle Madness: Bibliophiles, Bibliomanes, and the Eternal Passion for Books, I came to a point where I can appreciate most people who collect and care for books. However I now feel much like Sir Thomas Browne whom Basbanes quotes as stating that a book was “worn out with and by me” (14). Although the copy I borrowed seems in better shape than I am, I do have some very solid opinions on the book’s content. 

As I read, I realized that quite a few of the collectors mentioned that they served as stewards over the books they bought. This idea of keeping watch over something precious tugged at my heartstrings. The value in these items would fall into disrepair or even vanish if not properly cared for. I have read about many indigenous cultures disappearing because they were pushed out by the bigger and newer ideas. Picturing men and women of means gathering items that they knew held value makes sense to me. I appreciate their efforts and what they have contributed to scholarship. Without many large donations to major academic institutions, students would have little to work with as they study. Preserving primary sources becomes extremely valuable because no other way to develop original thoughts and new interpretations of ideas exists except by the primary documents. 

Also when Robert Price mentioned the connection he felt with John Milton and the reason behind his collecting, I again could very much understand his motivations (57). This deep connection that touches the soul happens to all those who read for more than just an assignment. Books that almost make you cry as you open the pages have to be purchased no matter the cost. I have such a book that I may not have paid much money for but will always have a place of honor on my shelf. These books serve a purpose as great as academic research and that is feeding of the spirit. Without such a connection, each person would live within himself and never connect with the past or reach toward the future. 

As the book neared the end, I found myself admiring many of the individuals Basbanes mentions. Men who collected not just books, but the history of a people that had been nearly forgotten and had no place in history, gained my respect and esteem. Without the actions of courageous men who refused to let their heritage be relegated to the dumpster, I wonder what the current perception of these groups would be from both insiders and outsiders. Collecting black history even before the civil rights movement occurred probably brought many scoffers and also a few admirers. I can only presume that the collections of Schomburg and Blockson must have provided material for civil rights leaders to draw from. Blockson asserts that “the hand that holds the pen, the quill and the pencil controls history” and I would add the hand that gathers the books also controls history (403). If a record no longer exists of a group, then they simply become the stuff of folklore or hearsay. 

Basbanes does an excellent job of covering collecting in the United States and Western Europe, but I wonder why no overall worldview comes into the work. I realize that the topic could extend on for quite some time and still not even touch all the individuals that need to be recognized. However I wish he would have made some sort of qualifier on this point. Other men and women have built great collections that have protected certain materials and then donated them to enhance scholarship in their country. For example Alexander Turnbull collected over 55,000 volumes up until his death in 1918. He then gifted his collection to New Zealand where it formed the nation’s library until 1965 when it became a library with the National Library of New Zealand. 

Additionally I have to take exception with Basbanes on the idea that the manuscripts copied by European monks gave the early Renaissance thinkers their only information. Much of the ideas from Greece and Rome were preserved during the Dark Ages in Middle Eastern libraries such as Baghdad. The Crusades then brought much of this literature and culture back into Europe where it then found its way into the hands of Petrarch and his contemporaries. Basbanes fails to recognize this, even though it plays a major role in the history of Europe.

Although I did greatly admire many people that Basbanes wrote on, I could simply not understand others. The large egos that drove many like Huntington to collect in order to achieve superiority do not ring true to me. My life revolves too much around living simply and giving in order to help or improve others. My definition of success relies more on whether others have been made better through you, not about my own stature. While some men have done a great service by donating their collections to scholarly institutions, I still have a problem sympathizing with someone driven with the need to possess. Desiring material goods simply to have them seems rather pointless in my opinion.
While some parts of the book moved my heart and others moved my stomach, overall I believe that librarians and archivists alike should read A Gentle Madness. Understanding this desire to collect must play a role in a librarian or archivist’s work as most libraries depend on donations for many of their collections. Reading the book can enable someone to come closer to understanding a collector’s mindset.  By trying to see the motivation that possesses the collector, librarians can fulfill the needs of the collector as well as their institution.
In comparison to other LIS books I have read, Basbanes has much more insight. Most LIS books talk about the details of how to execute the profession and its associated tasks however Basbanes focuses on the drive for people associated with the profession. Granted my experience with LIS books remains limited to my incomplete first semester, but I enjoyed Basbanes much more than my cataloging book. 
Overall A Gentle Madness held some hidden gems that I had not before recognized. The men who collected and gave their holdings to scholarly institutions deserve to gain recognition for their actions. I can now appreciate their contributions and hopefully have a little more empathy and understanding for those who are possessed by the collector’s spirit. 
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