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Building a Home Library

READING GOOD BOOKS is not something to be indulged
in as a luxury. It is a necessity for anyone who intends
to give his life and work a touch of quality. The most
real wealth is not what we put into our piggy banks
but what we develop in our heads.

Books instruct us without anger, threats and harsh
discipline. They do not sneer at our ignorance or
grumble at our mistakes. They ask only that we spend
some time in the company of greatness so that we may
absorb some of its attributes.

You do not read a book for the book’s sake, but
for your own.

You may read because in your high-pressure life,
studded with problems and emergencies, you need
periods of relief and yet recognize that peace of mind
does not mean numbness of mind.

You may read because you never had an opportunity
to go to university, and books give you a chance to
get something you missed.

You may read because your job is routine, and
books give you a feeling of depth in life.

You may read because you see social, economic and
philosophical problems which need solution, and you
believe that the best thinking of all past ages may be
useful in your age, too.

You may read because you are tired of the shallow-
ness of contemporary life, bored by the current con-
versational commonplaces, and wearied of shop talk
and gossip about people.

Whatever your dominant personal reason, you will
find that reading gives knowledge, creative power,
satisfaction and relaxation. It cultivates your mind by
calling its faculties into exercise.

It is well to have some destination in mind. As
Arnold Bennett remarks in Literary Taste (a Pelican
Book), a man starting out for a walk says to himself
that he will reach some given point, or that he will
progress at a given speed for a given distance, or that
he will remain on his feet for a given time. He makes

these decisions according to his ambition, his physical
capacity and his pleasure. So with reading.

Books are a source of pleasure the purest and the
most lasting. They enhance your sensation of the
interestingness of life. Reading them is not a violent
pleasure like the gross enjoyment of an uncultivated
mind, but a subtle delight.

Reading dispels prejudices which hem our minds
within narrow spaces. One of the things that will
surprise you as you read the Greek, Hebrew and
Christian books; the Roman, French, Italian and
British books; the books of philosophy, poetry and
politics, and the books that just tell about people
having fun, is that human nature is much the same
today as it has been ever since writing began to tell us
about it.

Some people act as if it were demeaning to their
manhood to wish to be well-read, but you can no more
be a healthy person mentally without reading substan-
tial books than you can be a vigorous person physically
without eating solid food.

Perusal of good books will give you a mind of your
own, bulwarked against the seduction of slogans.
Through books you escape from the ephemeral
challenge of a crossword puzzle to the actual challenge
of working out the why and wherefore of a segment
of life. By borrowing the aid of a superior under-
standing you double your own understanding, meeting
what the writer says with your personal thoughts.

The proper function of books is associated with
intellectual culture in which you steer clear of gener-
alities and indefinite views. You enlarge your critical
sense regarding events and personalities and trends,
so that you are no longer at the mercy of theorists
and demagogues.

It is perfectly possible for a man, one who only
gives to reading the leisure hours of a business life,
to acquire such a general knowledge of the laws of
nature and the facts of history that every great advance
made in science and government and business shall be
to him intelligible and interesting.



Choosing books

In deciding what books to read and what books to
have in your private library you need to take a wide
sweep. There is a book to match your mood whatever
it may be. There are books that are gentle and quieting,
and books that are exciting and inspiring. All that
mankind has done and thought, gained and lost: it
is lying as in magic preservation in the pages of books.
You should have a good selection of them within
arm’s reach.

As you read, your taste will become trained so as
to increase your capacity for pleasure, enabling you
to enter into a great variety of experiences. It will
reject books that are fifth-rate, fraudulent and mere-
tricious. You will not allow trash in books’ clothing
into your library.

You will, of course, have utility books on your
shelves. There are some books which one must read
if he is to progress in his job. The man who depends
only upon his own experience is confined to narrow
limits both of place and time. Non-readers are seldom
remarkable for the exactness of their learning or the
breadth of their thinking.

When you come to choose the general books for
your library you may be torn between buying new
books and buying old books. The good books of the
hour, like the good books of all time, contain the
useful or pleasant talk of some person whom you
cannot otherwise converse with. They can be very
useful often, telling you what you need to know; very
pleasant often, as a personal friend’s talk would be.
They may be bright accounts of travel, good-humoured
and witty discussions of events, lively or pathetic
story-telling, or firm fact-reporting by men and
women concerned in the events of passing history.

Perhaps the problem of old and new may be solved
in this way: if you have not read a book before, it is
to all intents and purposes new to you whether it was
printed yesterday or three centuries ago. Apply the
tests of appropriateness, taste and truth, and you can
read ancient or modern with assurance.

Read great books

Whatever you read, read “greats”. A great book is
one that, shining through time and space, lights our
lives, illuminating depths within us we were not
conscious of. It is one of the great thrills of life to
uncover thoughts we did not know we were capable
of having.

All the greatest books contain food for all ages,
and have things of consequence to say to us here and
now.

There is no positive hierarchy among books, but
we cannot go wrong when we peruse masterpieces.
These are not designed to rouse your admiration but
to wake up your mind and spirit.

“A classic,” Mark Twain said, “‘is something that

everybody wants to have read and nobody wants to
read.” The word “classical” applied to books or
music simply means what has worn best. The consent

- of the ages has marked them out for all time.

Why are the classics so often recommended?
Arnold Bennett wrote in Literary Taste: ‘““You are
not in a position to choose among modern works. To
sift the wheat from the chaff is a process that takes an
exceedingly long time. Modern works have to pass
before the bar of the taste of successive generations.
Whereas, with classics, your taste has to pass before
the bar of the classics.”

Reading the classics is not to worship at the shrine
of antiquity. We do not wish to look at life through
the eyes of dead Greeks, but what those eyes saw of
life is of help in interpreting what is going on today.

Making a list

So here you are at the crucial question: what sort
of books shall I read? You cannot sail through the
sea of books like a ship without pilot or rudder.

No single person is fitted to declare which are the
hundred or thousand best books, but it is worthwhile
to look at the lists that great men in art, science,
business, education and statesmanship have made as
their choices.

It is evident from these lists that whether our reading
be great or small it should be general. If the demands
of making a living leave only a short time for reading,
that is all the more reason why our reading should
remind us of the vast expanse of human thought and
the wonderful variety of human nature.

Do not go overboard about one author or one
subject, however exalted. You can become a bore if
you read too much of one kind of stuff. You may tire
your companions to death with dinosaurs, if you read
exclusively about the Mesozoic period, or you may
jade your friends by falling into the poses and speech
of the characters in Dickens’ novels if they become
your specialty.

Judicious reading should leave no great type of
thought, no dominant phase of human nature, wholly
a blank. St. John’s College in Annapolis, Maryland,
has built its course of study around some hundred
great books. They make strange shelf-fellows. They
include saints (Augustine and Aquinas); a thief
(Frangois Villon); the first war correspondent (Herod-
otus); a surgeon (Galen); a statesman (Cicero); a
revolutionist (Marx); a traveller (Homer); a play-
wright (Euripides); scientists (Aristotle, Newton,
Einstein); philosophers (Socrates, Kant, Plato); an
artist (Leonardo) and novelists (Tolstoy, Flaubert,
Fielding, Thackeray).

Fortunately, nobody can pick your books for you.
You have to do it yourself, fitting them to your needs
and desires.






