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2D 4 - My Books

Sitting, last winter, among my books, and walled round with all the
comfort and protection which they and my fire-side could afford me; to
wit, a table of high-piled books at my back, my writing-desk on one side
of me, some shelves on the other, and the feeling of the warm fire at my
feet, I began to consider how I loved the authors of those books; how I
loved them, too, not only for the imaginative pleasures they afforded me,
but for their making me love the very books themselves, and delight to be
in contact with them. I looked sideways at my Spenser, my Theocritus,
and my Arabian Nights; then above them at my Italian poets; then behind
me at my Dryden and Pope, my romances, and my Boccaccio; then on
my left side at my Chaucer, who lay on a writing-desk; and thought how
natural it was in C. L. to give a kiss to an old folio, as I once saw him do
to Chapman’s Homer. At the same time I wondered how he could sit in
that front room of his with nothing but a few unfeeling tables and chairs,
or at best a few engravings in trim frames, instead of putting a couple of
arm-chairs into the back-room with the books in it, where there is but one
window. Would I were there, with both the chairs properly filled, and one
or two more besides! “We had talk, Sir,”—the only talk capable of making
one forget the books.

I entrench myself in my books equally against sorrow and the
weather. If the wind comes through a passage, I look about to see how I
can fence it off by a better disposition of my moveables; if a melancholy
thought is importunate, I give another glance at my Spenser. When I

speak of being in contact with my books, I mean it literally. I like to lean
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2D 6 - My Books

my head against them. Living in a southern climate, though in a part
sufficiently northern to feel the winter, I was obliged, during that season,
to take some of the books out of the study, and hang them up near the
fireplace in the sitting-room, which is the only room that has such a
convenience. I therefore walled myself in, as well I could, in the manner
above-mentioned. I took a walk every day, to the astonishment of the
Genoese, who used to huddle against a bit of sunny wall, like flies on a
chimney-piece; but I did this only that I might so much the more enjoy my
English evening. The fire was a wood fire instead of a coal; but I imagined
myself in the country. I remembered at the very worst, that one end of my

native land was not nearer the other than England is to Italy.

While writing this article I am in my study again. Like the rooms
in all houses in this country, which are not hovels, it is handsome and
ornamented. On one side it looks towards a garden and the mountains;
on another to the mountains and the sea. What signifies all this? I turn my
back upon the sea; I shut up even one of the side windows looking upon
the mountains, and retain no prospect but that of the trees. On the right
and left of me are book-shelves; a book-case is affectionately open in front
of me; and thus kindly enclosed with my books and the green leaves, I
write. If all this is too luxurious and effeminate, of all luxuries it is the one
that leaves you the most strength. And this is to be said for scholarship in
general. It unfits a man for activity, for his bodily part in the world; but it
often doubles both the power and the sense of his mental duties; and with
much indignation against his body, and more against those who tyrannize



