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There is an old superstition that books, alon@énrtight and the silence,
whisper one to another; the library then becomescho chamber of words
and syllables, conjuring up the great general draftthe human spirit.
Libraries are legendary places. Libraries entethnagt well as history. Lost
libraries, like that of Alexandria, are a remindéthe transience of human
achievement and of human learning. “No place,” Selmdanson said,
“affords a more striking conviction of the vanityfmuman hopes than a

public library.”

In the wake of Jorge Luis Borges, perhaps, Albbtamguel celebrates the
power of the library over the creative imaginatiBor some it is a place of
order, where the co-ordinates of scholarship aaevdrup and displayed.
For others the library attests to the incipientashaf all recorded
expression. The reader may go from book to boké,di butterfly, and
extract a phrase before dipping into another amdh&n volume. “One book
calls to another unexpectedly,” Manguel writesgating alliances across

different cultures and centuries.”

The Library of Alexandria, founded by Ptolemy IEdypt, was meant to
encompass the whole world of learning. Ptolemy &totall the rulers of
the Earth, asking them to send to him specimers@fy type of book by
every kind of writer. That ambition exists stil§ the bibliophiliac
equivalent of the Grand Unified Theory of partipleysics. It represents the
desire to order and control the whole. The presenvaf memory in

written form is a manifestation of power. It is @tempt to thwart or to
defeat death itself.



It is stated in one Islamic text that “one schadamore powerful against the
Devil than a thousand worshippers”. What are thssipg generations but
shadows moving over the page? It has been sai&fdine, that each reader
is but one chapter in the life of a book. That snibraries have been
deemed to hold the key to the secrets of magicd8mieorgians and
Theosophists used to meet in Bloomsbury, in the®haof the British
Museum that once held the British Library. The ddmeading room was
one of the great spaces of the world. The presetisiBLibrary has lost its

historic purpose and has become a playground faonystudents.

Manguel himself was an early and indefatigable eed he truth is,” he
writes, “I can't remember a time when | did notlsurrounded by my
library. By the age of 7 or 8 | had assembled inrogm a minuscule
Alexandria...” There are some who love learningl tirere are others who
love reading. Manguel falls into the latter catggdte is not unlearned, but
his learning is of the allusive and elusive typenomonly associated with
reading. He adumbrates no general theory, and kesma conclusive
statements. His method is one of association acidex@tal recovery. He is
an accidental scholar in the tradition of RoberttBu or of Thomas

Browne; he is a snapper-up of recondite trifles.

His book is entitled The Library at Night. Why ddeswish to share this
nocturnal experience? In the silent hours of des&rike books are
enmeshed in shadow, creating a world where thare eginning and no
end, no story and no meaning. At night the voluoasbe said to form “a
continuous narrative stream in which all genrdsstgles, all stories
converge, and all protagonists and all locatioesuaidentified...”. The
reader is dipped into the swelling tide of languagd is borne away. Yet
there may be disadvantages to this experienceredukng of too many
books may induce lassitude, wistfulness and fatalis



Manguel also tells the story of one New Yorker wvas literally
overburdened with books. At the end of 2003, aitdecade of book-
buying, Patrice Moore was trapped under an “avdlehthat had
descended from the shelves, and was not rescuéddatays. He was
buried alive by words, and the neighbours could hea “moaning and
mumbling” from beneath the piles of paper. It sadutary warning to the

overenthusiastic reader.

There are more obvious problems with librariesorie chapter Manguel
ponders the intricacies of classification; in amothe expatiates on the
seemingly infinite accumulation of books in the idoNo library will be

complete. There are always new volumes to be aadjaind ingested.

And, contrary to the rubbish of received wisdoneréhis no substitute for
the book. Manguel estimates that electronic mdteaia be preserved for a
decade at best. That is why books can be considermggerous. That is why
they have been burnt. Libraries have been destregéhkat an indigenous
culture can be forgotten; a fanatic priest fromiSpkestroyed most of Aztec
literature, while the book burnings of Nazi Germamyl the Inquisition are

notorious.

It is written in Ecclesiastes that “of making maygoks there is no end, and
much study is a weariness of the flesh”. This cacdnstrued as a
celebration of, or warning concerning, the plergétaeshd power of books.
The book can help us to interpret the past anthégine the future. That is
the achievement of The Library at Night. Out of tagkness of one man's

library shines a beacon.
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