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Preface

As Magnus Torstensson says in his introduction, this is the second
book produced by the network HIBOLIRE (the Nordic-Baltic Research Network on the History of the Book, Libraries and Reading)
and its friends. The path that has led to the printed book has been
long and winding. We are grateful to the authors for their patience
concerning the long time they had to wait for the publishing of their
valuable contributions.
Many people and several institutions have made this book project
possible. We are thankful to the anonymous referees, who evaluated
the articles. The Walking Seminar in the beautiful Scanian district
Österlen in southern Sweden that was the starting point of the project
was financed by the support from NordForsk that our network received
during the years 2006–2010. The Faculty of Communication of the
Vilnius University was generous in providing means for the language
checking and editing of the articles. The language checking was done
by Jon Anderson. We especially thank the Swedish School of Library
and Information Science at the University of Borås for their support
to the book project and the printing of the book. We also are happy
that the Tampere University Press accepted to publish our book.
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Dedication
There is one person who has been the initiator and soul of the book
project. He is Magnus Torstensson, a passioned library historian, a
teacher of generations of Swedish librarians, a warm-hearted friend
and colleague. He has been one of the editors of this book but he did
not know that we, the rest of the editors, all the time thought that this
book truly is his creation. Magnus has recently retired from his post
as lecturer at the University of Borås, but he is as active as ever in the
field of library history. Therefore we dedicate “The Good Book, Good
Library, Good Reading” to him as an appreciation of his friendship,
loyalty and inspiration. Magnus, we love you!
The Editors

8

Introduction
Magnus Torstensson
University of Borås, Sweden

Cooperation within the library field has a long tradition. Before
the 19th century it consisted mostly of librarians travelling to other
countries to see and study libraries and to learn from them. In the
early 19th century exchange programs between learned libraries were
intensified through German initiatives. The exchanges included doctoral theses, university yearbooks and, especially, scientific journals.
In 1877 an international library meeting was held in England and
in 1895 The International Bibliographical Institute was founded in
Brussels. During the second half of the 19th century libraries began
to develop dramatically, particularly in the United States of America
(US) and the United Kingdom (UK). Public libraries developed to
well-equipped libraries that provided a service to people of all ages
and social classes in society. Library associations and journals were
founded from the second half of the 1870s and the ideas behind this
development spread to Northern Europe in the 1890s.
During the 1920s the library sector developed heavily in the
Nordic and Baltic countries and national library associations with
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library journals were founded if not some years earlier. International
and regional library meetings became increasingly common during
this period. The first Nordic Library Meeting was held in 1926 in
Hindsgavl, Denmark, and the International Federation of Library
Associations and Organizations (IFLA) was founded in 1927 at its
inaugural meeting in Edinburgh, Scotland. During this period library
cooperation developed between the eight sovereign Baltic and Nordic
states that existed at the time. Between 1918–1944 Denmark and
Iceland were united as two sovereign states ruled by a Danish king.
After the Second World War, Baltic-Nordic cooperation ceased due
to the loss of the sovereignty of the Baltic states. Now connections
had to go via Moscow or Leningrad.
New possibilities for cooperation emerged during the late 1980s
and it again became possible to travel directly from the Nordic to the
Baltic countries. During this period Baltic-Nordic library cooperation was reinvigorated. The Baltic countries won their independence
again after the fall of the coup in Moscow in late-August 1991. Now
cooperation could be intensified between the eight, now again all
independent, Baltic–Nordic states.
After 1991 cooperation was intensified between the departments
of Library and Information Science in the Baltic and Nordic Countries.
There had already existed a long, close connection within the Nordic
and Baltic frameworks, but the Baltic-Nordic contacts were new. Very
important in the cooperation became NORSLIS, the Nordic Research
School in Information Studies. NORSLIS comprises a network of
14 Nordic and Baltic institutions all having a PhD-program in LIS
(Library and Information Science).
From the 1970s Nordic LIS teachers met regularly at Nordic
Library School meetings. Finland and Iceland had both had PhD
programs in LIS from the early-1970s. With a start in the early-1990s
such programs were also introduced in Sweden, Norway and Denmark.
The question of library research became increasingly important, so
the Nordic Library School meetings were turned into Nordic LIS
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conferences, with the first being held in Turku in 1991. Regarding
library history, the contacts between teachers/researchers in the Nordic
countries became more intense. At the same time the theme was broadened into other parts of book history, especially the history of reading.
In 1990 the IFLA Congress was held in Stockholm. Just before the
Congress an International Seminar on “The History of Reading and
Libraries in the Nordic Countries” was arranged at the Västerås City
Library by the Round Table of Library History and the Round Table
on Research in Reading both within the IFLA. The proceedings of the
seminar were published in a special edition of Libraries & Culture,
No 1, Winter 1993, Volume 20.[1] In the proceedings there is an
article on “The Tartu University Library and Its Use at the End of the
Seventeenth and the Beginning of the Eighteenth Century” by Arvo
Tering. In 1992 the Round Table on Library History arranged an
International Symposium on Baltic Library History in cooperation
with the Library Association of Latvia and the National Library of
Latvia. There were 81 delegates from 10 countries at the Symposium
including the three Baltic States: Denmark, Finland and Sweden. The
seminar is presented in IFLA Journal 1992:3 [2].
During the early 21st century many contacts have been created
in the Baltic and Nordic countries between teachers and researchers
within the history of books, libraries and reading. Through support
of Nordforsk, an independent institution operating under the Nordic Council of Ministers for Education and Research, the network
HIBOLIRE (The Nordic-Baltic-Russian Research Network on the
History of Books, Libraries and Reading) was founded. HIBOLIRE
is a network of scholars in the fields of book history, history of libraries and the history of reading. The activities of HIBOLIRE were
supported by Nordforsk during 2006–2010. The network works in
close cooperation with the international research school NORSLIS.
The aim of the network is to enhance cooperation between the
individual members and their institutions, disseminate information,
and to organize seminars, summer schools and conferences. It seeks
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to create opportunities for an exchange of scholars between academic
institutions, support doctoral students and to commence research and
other projects, such as popularization of the research results.
Several seminars and doctoral workshops were arranged in the Baltic and Nordic countries during these five years, as well as a conference
held in 2007 at Leeds Metropolitan University, where Professor Alistair
Black, a long-term partner of the network, was the principal organizer.
One of the results of the network’s activities is the book “Library Spirit
in the Nordic and Baltic Countries – Historical Perspectives” published
in 2009 [3]. The book presents the development of public libraries in
the Nordic and Baltic countries from their historical roots until the
present day. What is unique is that even libraries in the autonomous
regions of the Nordic area, Greenland, Faroe Islands and Åland, are
present in the book, as well as library services to the Sami people. As
well as articles on all these countries and areas, there is an overview
of the key events of library history within the region.
How should the cooperation after the publishing of the Library Spirit book continue? What inspirational ideas could have been
imagined? The discussion around this resulted in the organizing of
a “walking seminar” in the Scanian district Österlen at the southeast
coast of Sweden. This is an area by the Baltic Sea full of beauty, and
the seminar took place in the middle of May during what is called
the enchanting period between bird-cherry and lilac.
We walked, posed questions, enjoyed the view and discussed. We
found that we should publish a book on good books, good libraries
and good reading. The theme sounds normative but our purpose was
to publish a book in the scientific tradition.
The concepts book, library and reading are closely connected.
For the HIBOLIRE network the library is the point of departure. The
purpose of the library was for long mainly to stimulate reading. Today,
libraries serve also as meeting places and sources of information etc.
The means to stimulate reading was the book, but the library must
also be arranged and managed so as to attract the general public. These
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concepts were very well formulated in 1931 by S.R. Ranganathan in
his five laws of library science. These laws are:
1. Books are for use.
2. Every reader his [or her] book.
3. Every book its reader.
4. Save the time of the reader.
5. The library is a growing organism. [4, 407–409]

What is a good book, a good library or good reading? The answer
has differed over time and between agents from varying social and
economic classes. The contributions in this book refer to aspects of
books, libraries and reading from mainly the middle of the 18th century
until the present day. It was a period of great transformation of the
European societies. The industrial revolution was initiated in England during the late 18th century and then spread to other European
countries and also to other parts of the world such as the US – with
numerous consequences:
- The experienced changes in society made it less stable and more
possible to reform
- The old, more or less, feudal aristocratic order was weakened
- The industrial and commercial bourgeoisie became increasingly
influential
- Swift urbanization caused social problems to become more visible
- The rise of social movements especially the Labour movement

This development had many consequences for the question of books,
libraries and reading. One consequence was that book production
changed from handicraft to industry. Every aspect of printing,
book-binding and paper manufacture was industrialized and made
much more effective. Book prices were dramatically reduced, and more
and more books were edited to lower and lower prices. Books were
no longer only for the learned, the nobility and prosperous burgher.
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This was also a period of enlightenment ideas and the building of
nation states. The library scene was changed. People from the middle
classes came together, founded subscription libraries and discussed the
political, social and economic questions of the day. Philanthropically
minded citizens founded libraries and reading societies for peasants
and workers; these could also be founded by the peasants and workers
themselves. This can be read in the two contributions from Norway
by Lis Byberg and Elisabeth S. Eide.
The book culture among farmers was already in early 19th well
developed in Norway. Concerning Norway and Iceland I use the
concept farmer and not peasant due to their strong position in society.
From Norway there are two contributions, by Elisabeth S. Eide
and Lis Byberg, both treating views by representatives from different
social classes in society concerning books in libraries around 1800. In
Norway there is no tradition of nobility, instead many of the farmers had a good economic and social position. Already from the late
18th century many libraries and reading societies for the farmer were
founded by the clergy or by the farmers themselves. One reason for
this is the early high literacy rate among the Norwegian farmers. Eide
shows in her contribution that many book topics were shared between
these two types of reading societies and seen as very important by the
farmers. A difference, however, was that the books recommended for
the farmers were more practical and directly useful compared with
books chosen by the farmers themselves. The farmer needed knowledge
not only about farming, gardening, health, duties and Christianity
but also about nature, geography and history. In one of the book-lists
for farmers, it is stated that “[f ]armers with a well-informed mind
will have a happier outlook on life than people with empty minds”.
Byberg examines in her contribution a book collection of a wellto-do farmer in the south of Norway, who died in 1809. She compares
his collection with a catalogue of recommended books compiled by
the philanthropic Agricultural Society. She finds that the utility value
of books appears to have been a key factor for both. Topics that were
most common for the farmer were religious and edifying books,
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books on world events, general information and pastimes and rural
household. The top four topics for the Society were rural households,
general information and pastimes, knowledge of the world, and religious and edifying books. Byberg also observes convergence and
divergence between the two lists. The Society puts rural household
higher and religious and edifying books lower than the farmer. The
farmer values books on world events higher than the Society. This
demonstrates both a conservative and a modern side of the farmer´s
book collection. Both Eide and Byberg mean that the early strong
book culture among the farmers in Norway awoke interest within the
clergy and philanthropist circles to influence which books the farmers
should buy and have in their libraries and reading societies. They
wanted to extend a dominating culture. The good book was a useful
book but they did not want political and social books that criticized
the prevailing situation in the society. However, they underestimated
the interest of the general public in such literature.
We see here a positive view on books and reading in Norway
around the year 1800. In Sweden this also was mostly the case from the
middle of the 19th century. Sweden got compulsory primary education
in 1842, and twenty years later more than half of the parishes had
founded their own libraries. There also were, however, other voices
concerning education for the greater public. The famous poet Bishop
Esaias Tegnér wrote in 1839 that:
The education of the working class should in all essentials be
religious, which, if it is conveyed with the correct impression,
always in addition is moral. All other knowledge is considered as
not only dispensable, but also as more harmful than beneficent.
Therefore this unhappy half-education suffocates or misleads the
healthy motherly common sense that previously was a characteristic of Swedish country folk. It transforms them to peasant
lawyers, estate administrators after the deceased, law interpreters,
newspaper heroes, with one word to the worst a Swedish peasant
can be, a half-peasant, a kind of inhabitant on the border between
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the higher and lower classes in society, without the strength and
inclination for the own trade, which he is in a constant, restless
aspiration to raise himself out of. [5, 77–78]

Increasingly more people learned to read within the expanding book
culture from the late18th century. Earlier the book market was dominated by books for the Church and learned education. Books were
expensive, few and were read intensively. Among the general public
the culture was still mainly oral with traditional story-telling. Now the
reading public expanded. Genres such as fiction, including low-valued
fiction like crime books, grew substantially
Many librarians in Sweden were for a long time sceptical towards
the reading of fiction. For children there could be rules about one
funny and one useful book.The librarian of the popular library in
Gothenburg (Göteborgs stads folkbibliotek) stated in 1872 that:
Excessive reading, due to the exciting content, often sets the mind
in a kind of ecstacy that fully can be compared with intoxication
from strong beverages. Today people are greedy for superficial
amusements and recreation, for scandals and crime stories and
have a tendency to read bad newspapers and risqué novels...The
reason for this is the spirit of the age but can also be found in the
excessive and soul-destroying reading of mediocre, bad books. [6,
32–33]

This fear for the negative influence of the novel was as late as during the
early 20th century typical in Sweden. In one Swedish town there was a
condescending proposal to designate fiction “female literature” in the
catalogue. Only an initiative from the female librarian stopped that.
Iceland is a country famous for its literature. Stefania Júlíusdóttir
analyses in her contribution the history of the reading societies in
Iceland. Outside the capital area, Iceland is a very sparsely populated
country. Literature and reading have been important since the Middle
Ages and primary education was a responsibility of the family and took
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place in the home. Teaching took place during the evening wakes and
its result was controlled by the clergymen. One of the motives for the
founding of reading societies among common people was to support
this educational work. These societies reached out to the whole local
population, mostly fishermen and farmers. The first reading society
by the farmers and fishermen was founded in 1843, around 50 years
after the first society founded among the upper classes for their own
use. It was unusual in Iceland that upper classes founded societies
aimed at improving the common people.
Ilkka Mäkinen presents in his contribution first results of a research project on the history of the European discourse on reading
since the invention of printing until the early decades of the 19th century. He looks for concepts to describe reading in the English, French
and German languages. His method is to search in the Google Book
Database. Concepts to designate what the librarian in Gothenburg
wrote in 1872 he finds many of in German such as Lesewut (reading
rages), Lesesucht (reading passion) and Leserei (profuse reading). This
is an example of the self-sustaining, spontaneous and extensive reading
that spread to people of little education, who were believed not to be
able to control their reading due to little experience of it. Mäkinen
lists the frequency of concepts concerning reading in English, French
and German literature during the period 1500–1830. The six concepts Leselust, love of reading, habit of reading, goût de la lecture and
Lesesucht seem to be the most numerous in the material. Discussion
on the love of reading exploded in the major European language areas
at the beginning of the 19th century. The development up until the
early 19th century was uneven with an early start in France and with
the most problematic view concerning the consequences of reading
in Germany.
From Lithuania there are two contributions. One is by Aušra
Navickienė on the development of the Lithuanian book in the first
half of the nineteenth century, and the other by Arvydas Pacevičius
on readers in the Vilnius Public Library in the early 20th century. To
understand these contributions it is important to have some knowledge
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of Lithuanian history. From 1569 Lithuania and Poland formed a
voluntary two-state union. Before that the Grand Duchy of Lithuania
had one of the largest territories in Europe extending from the Baltic
to the Black Sea. In steps during the late 18th century, the last in 1795,
Russia annexed the territory of Lithuania. In February 1918 Lithuania
again became a sovereign state. Its history thereafter is shared with
the other Baltic countries. Many languages were spoken in Lithuania
before the First World War. There was a long period when very few
books were printed in Lithuanian. During the 1830s approximately
50% of printed books were in Polish, 25% in Hebrew, 10% in Russian
and 5% in Lithuanian. The Lithuanian books were mainly for the
peasants and workers. Between 1795 and 1864, 64% were books on
religion. There were also books on the topics of agriculture, housekeeping, health, law and some original fiction. There were no books
on economics, natural sciences, technology and other sciences, but
there were some on history and linguistics. Navickienė means that
the first half of the 19th century was a very important period in the
history of the Lithuanian book. Even if Lithuania was ruled by Russia
the Lithuanian book increased heavily in importance. Most books
were however focused mainly on elementary education and support
for religion amongst the most literate peasants.
The question of libraries in Lithuania was complicated for a very
long time. The Vilnius University Library was founded in 1579 by
the Jesuit College. In 1780 the Warsaw Sejm decided that the library
should be given a deposit copy of all books printed in the Grand
Duchy of Lithuania. In 1803 the university was renamed the Imperial
University of Vilna. In 1832 the university was closed. The main reason
for this was the active participation of the academic community in the
November uprising in 1830. Its stocks were dispersed, and national
culture was pushed underground. The Russians founded a new library
in 1867 named Vilnius Public Library. The library received a deposit
copy of books printed in the neighbouring districts including Minsk
in 1904, a year during which the Russian oppression was alleviated.
In 1913 the library had 284,000 books of which 116,000 were in
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Russian. Between 1867 and 1910 there were 465,000 books handed
out of which 438,000 were in Russian. From November 1st 1910
to February 2nd 1911 a diary was written at the library. It focused
on the reader, reading, readership and related matters. Pacevičius
presents and analyses this diary in his contribution. The diary gives a
good picture of who were considered to be ‘good’ readers and those
considered as ‘bad’ readers of the time. If you read Russian books you
were a ‘good’ reader but if you read books in Polish, Lithuanian or
Hebrew you were a ‘bad’ reader. Pacevičius means that the library
was official in a Russian nationalistic way and that it was influenced
by imperial ideology.
From the early 20th century new media were introduced in libraries besides printed books and journals. Librarians have often been
suspicious towards new media. These were often regarded as rivals to
especially printed books, and were considered to have a low cultural
value. This can be seen as well concerning films in the early decades
of the 20th century as videotapes during the 1980-ies. Martin Dyrbye
treats in his contribution the film question and especially an early
Danish library film. Even if there was suspicion among many librarians in the early 20th century concerning films in libraries there were
librarians that could say that “The motion picture is not an enemy
of the library or the school…it can be used as a handmaid of both
institutions”. It could even be used to inform the citizens about the
value of using libraries. This was early understood in Denmark. There
a library film was produced already in 1922, probably the first library
film in the world. It showed how the library could help the user to
find information, books and journal articles.
The contributions by Alistair Black and Nan Dahlkild deal with
public library architecture. Architects and library staff normally want
to have libraries erected and equipped to be (in their opinion) good
libraries. The architectural styles change however over time. Black
shows in his contribution how the Scandinavian library architecture
influenced England from the 1950s. The Scandinavian libraries were
characterized as “modern and functioning, pleasant and welcoming
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by a warm homely touch, by informality of their interiors, innovative
and attractive”. These were good libraries for the post-war period in
contrast to the very many library buildings in England from the first
half of the 20th century. Black also indicates how the Scandinavian
public library architecture won influence in England, especially during
the 1960s.
In his contribution, Dahlkild writes about the development of
library architecture and design in Scandinavia during the 20th century.
His keywords for this development are modernism, craftsmanship,
pragmatism and everyday life. Already in the early 20th century a
leading librarian in Denmark could emphasize that a library and a
reading room is not just a room for books, but first and foremost a
place where people seek instruction, entertainment or relaxation after
their day´s work. He also highlights that the premises and furniture
should be kept in “simple, clean and harmonious lines and colours”.
After a period when some Scandinavian libraries were built as “temples of culture” (an example being the Stockholm City Library which
opened in 1928), a “Scandinavian Style” developed from the late
1930s. Dahlkild sees it as an expression of the cultural policy of the
emerging welfare state. A good example of this is the library in Nyborg
- modernistic with its large glass front, yet traditional with wooden
interiors and roots in the public libraries from the early 20th century.
Dahlkild shows that the Scandinavian welfare states were peaking in the 1960s and 1970s. Economic and social welfare were not
enough, as a deepening of democracy and cultural welfare also were
important. Many spectacular public libraries were built during these
years, especially in suburban Copenhagen. The library in Lyngby from
1968 reflected the ideas of a cultural centre, containing exhibition
areas and a café, as well as records and original art to be borrowed.
Dahlkild also writes about the more recent development of libraries
to experience centres and third places – a move away from the old
book-centred libraries. New library buildings in regional and national
centers are often regarded as “icons” and “landmarks”.
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Aile Möldre analyses in her contribution the publishing in the
early 21st century of the series “The 20th Century Literary Classics”
by an Estonian newspaper publisher in cooperation with a Spanish
partner. Möldre discusses the concept “good publisher” characterized
by an intellectual role as the gatekeeper of ideas, concerned both with
the preservation of cultural traditions as well as nurturing innovation.
This is carried out by fulfilling the intermediary roles of arbiter, filter,
custodian, marketer and distributor. In the early 21st century book
prices had risen considerably in Estonia. The newspaper publisher
edited books of good quality for a low price. This was combined with
the selling of the newspaper. The publisher made a good profit at the
same time as he distributed good books throughout Estonia. Möldre
shows that “the publisher performed a noteworthy cultural service in
revitalizing the texts that carry the Western intellectual wealth and
Estonian cultural heritage”.
Let us now relate the content of the contributions to Ranganathan´s Five Laws of Library Science. Central for most of them are that
books are for use. That was very clearly outspoken during the decades
around 1800 in Norway. It was more doubtful as to the situation at
the Vilnius Imperial Library in the early 20th century. There, they only
wanted Russian books to be borrowed. This library also broke the law
Every reader his or her book. Even if you wanted a book in Lithuanian, Polish or Hebrew it was safer to take a book in Russian. Library
development in Iceland was mostly governed by people who founded
or developed a library for their own use. Here the laws “Books are
for use” and “Every reader his [or her] book” are very relevant. The
rise of the book in Lithuanian in the early 19th century was directed
towards useful books for the general public. Here we can also see the
law Every reader his [or her] book.
The Danish library film from 1922 is an example of a State
Library Bureau that was prepared to use new means to reach the users.
Here especially the laws Every reader his [or her] book and Every books
its reader are relevant.
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For every book to reach its reader, the planning of the library
is important. From the contributions by Black and Dahlkild we see
Scandinavian library architecture from the 1950s onwards having
the aim of attracting potential users. In the development of library
architecture there is a relationship between the two laws Save the time
of the reader and The library is a growing organism. The practice at the
Vilnius Public Library in the early 20th century violated Ranganathan´s
first three laws especially Every reader his [or her] book. The publisher
in Estonia made his books more appealing through low prices and he
helped the reader to find his [or her] book, but some of the concepts in
Mäkinen’s contribution such as Lesewut and Leserei point at frightening experiences of the learned concerning changing reading habits
of the lower and broader part of the population. The expectations on
the future of the upper classes deteriorated. Concepts such as Leselust,
love of reading and goût de la lecture pointed in another direction. The
situation was full of contradictions, as it both scared and gave hope.
What conclusions can be drawn from the ten contributions concerning books, libraries and reading in the Baltic-Nordic countries?
We can see that the political, economic and social situation during
the period studied in the country in question is a decisive factor.
That is the structure. But the agents can also be important. It can be
a farmer in Norway, a librarian in Vilnius and a publisher in Estonia.
There is always a relationship existing between structure and agents.
Interesting ideas about that have been formulated by Alex Callinicos:
An adequate theory of agency must be a theory of the casual powers
persons have. Intentional explanation of human action, invoking
beliefs and desires of reasons for acting, are necessary because of
the peculiar kind of living organism human beings are. Action
explanations contain a hidden premise referring to the agent’s
power to perform the action in question /.../ Structures play an
indeterminable role in social theory because they determine an
important subset of human powers. These are what have been
called, following E. O. Wright, structural capacities, the powers
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an agent has in virtue of his or her position within the relations
of production. Viewing structures from this perspective involves
breaking with the idea of them as limits on individual or collective
action, providing a framework within which the human agency
can then have free play. [7,235]

An agent acts because he thinks he can influence a future development,
and he must think that the development is not given autonomously, e.
g., by the Almighty. If he has experienced many and great changes in
the near past he is more inclined to believe that changes can occur also
in the future, and that he himself can influence what the future society
will look like. Her/his experiences affect her/his expectations. Reinhart
Koselleck has written about concepts, experiences and expectations.
He says that until about 200 years ago, there was no real difference
between the experiences and expectations of ordinary people, but,
because of the swift transformation of society since then, there has
now arisen a widening gap between experiences and expectations. The
experienced changes bring about the opinion that society seems to
be unstable and that the future is open and possible to influence, not
least through the expectations. Koselleck’s thesis is that expectations
have become relatively more important than experiences during the
last two centuries, a period in which the concept progress has had
great influence on peoples’ minds. [8]
For most of the contributions the question of reading is central.
Books and libraries can be considered as a means for reading. What
then is good reading? Opinions concerning this have varied over time
and between people from different social classes in society. When looking at the contributions from Norway, it is apparent that a common
feature to people from varying social classes was the importance of
useful books. The farmers ought to be more efficient and think of their
health, and they should also be imbued with some knowledge about
their role in the society. What distinguished the farmers’ own view
of themselves from the philanthropists view on farmers, was that the
former strived to attain a deeper understanding of societal questions.
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The decades around the year 1800 were a period of swift transition.
Especially important in the Nordic countries was the commercialization of farming. Grain export grew heavily foremost to England then
characterized by early industrialization through coal, steam and textile.
All the horses for transports needed oat! This was also a period of enlightenment and nationalism. The Norwegians wanted independence
from Denmark. An important factor in the Norwegian situation was
the lack of nobility and the strength of the farmers. This might explain
the strong movement of libraries and reading societies founded by
the farmers themselves. The Norwegian farmers were strong agents
with great expectations on forming their own, better future. They had
structural capacity, and books, libraries and reading were important
means. This was also the case concerning Iceland.
The two contributions from Lithuania indicate complex political
situations during various historical periods. Just as Lithuania had
been annexed to the Russian Empire in the very late 18th century
the interest concerning books in Lithuanian increased. How could
that be understood? During this period there were rising efforts in
many countries to reach the common people on the countryside with
books, not least through libraries. At the same time nationalism was
growing. In some countries, like Finland and Lithuania, there were
few books in the indigenous language. Books for the general public in
those languages were greatly needed. Now, more books were printed
in Lithuanian. Books in Polish, Hebrew and Russian however still
dominated, especially for the learned reading public. This development is difficult to explain in terms of structure and agent. If we
look at the Swedish situation concerning books, libraries and reading
for the common people could be seen as a means of strengthening
farming, health and integration. The ultimate goal was to strengthen
the structure, economic development and social and political unity.
At the same time the common people, through increased knowledge,
could be stronger in local and national politics. Was the same really
the case in those days in Lithuania?
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The Russian Empire was modernized and liberalized after the
revolution in 1905. A sign of this is the very early female suffrage in
Finland in 1906. What could then be done to keep the Russian Empire together? In Sweden at that time the dominating social classes in
society tried to keep their rule under the motto “Change to keep”. The
idea was to try to keep as much as possible of the old order through
gradual change. We cannot see that Vilnius Public Library was a part
of that strategy. Even if the library had many books in languages other
than Russian, the librarian did not want to have them read. He was
suspicious of all loans other than of Russian books. How could this
be explained during a period of decreased suppression by the Russian
Empire in the Baltic Region? This could possibly be seen as a part of
the long tradition of reaction to, and fear of, everything that could
be regarded as Lithuanian nationalism. The closure of the Imperial
University of Vilna is an expression of this. Is the strategy “Do not
give them a finger” rather than “Change to keep”? The agent, viz. the
librarian, at Vilnius Public Library had great structural capacity and
the experiences frightened him. Here the experiences and not the
expectations were of vital importance.
After the Second World War there were great expectations about
the future of Scandinavian countries and the UK. The public libraries
were important institutions in building a welfare state. Now cultural
welfare also became an urgent matter. There was money in the public
sector to build public libraries and the architects supported by the
politicians had great structural capacity to build and equip libraries
living up to Ranganathan’s five laws of library science. The politicians
themselves became agents in these fast growing economies, using their
position to broaden the mission of public libraries through social and
cultural activities and outreach activities of all kinds. The good book
should, through good libraries, enable good reading for everybody!
Reading was a very important activity in the Baltic region also
before the liberation in 1991. The problem was censorship. After
1991 there was a free book market but the problem was the fast
rising book prices. The newspaper publisher in Estonia had in that
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position structural capacity as agent to print important books for the
Estonian market for good prices. The publisher had experiences of
great interest in reading in Estonia and expectations that his books
should be bought if they got the right price. The good thing was that
the publisher was successful.
Our examples show that agents from different social classes usually work for what they themselves consider to be good books, good
libraries and good reading. If the reading public does not have influence over the production of books and libraries, there is always a
risk that they cannot benefit from good reading. To accomplish this
well developed democracy, strong economy and social justice are of
vital importance.
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The Nobleman, the Vicar and a Farmer Audience.
Norwegian Book History around 1800
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The theoretical starting point
In works such as L’invention du quotidien [7] and Culture in the plural
[8] the French philosopher Michel de Certeau, has outlined how
the ruling classes employ strategies to ensure that their concept of
culture dominates in society. The Danish-Norwegian School law of
1739, making it mandatory to establish schools in the countryside,
may be described as such a strategy. Following de Certeau’s theory
the labouring classes would then use diverse tactics to transform such
laws into a practical application that suited their own surroundings
or purposes. Farmers’ decision to reduce the expenses incurred by this
new school law by employing cheap perambulating schoolteachers in
the countryside, may be termed such a tactic. De Certeau applied his
theories mostly on the present situation, such as the conflict in 1968,
but he has also demonstrated that they might aid in understanding
developments during the Middle Ages. In tracing how the book
suggestions from a nobleman and a vicar were filtered down to book
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collections owned by the common people, this article will explore
the relevance of de Certeau’s theory to the material here presented.
In Robert Darnton’s communication circuit, as it is presented
in his book The Kiss of Lamourette, the inner circles are made up of
rules, laws, economy and intellectual influence [6]. All apply here, but
economy and legal prescriptions are especially relevant for my material:
a) The economy.
In Norway, the 18th century witnessed an improvement in the economy. During those years a book such as a homily book might cost as
much as a cow. A book might be a real investment and in order to
buy books, one needed cash. On the west coast, where several book
collections owned by farmers have been described, the fishing was
extremely rich during the years 1720–1760. The Norwegian book
historian Jostein Fet has documented that there was a link between
successful fishing and the acquisition of books [10, 86].
b) Legal prescriptions.
In Darnton’s figure “the powers”, i.e. laws and regulations, are placed
within the inner circuit. The Danish-Norwegian regulation concerning
rules for being confirmed (1736) and the afore-mentioned school reform of 1739 certainly influenced the demand for books. In an article
on the book market and the reading revolution in Denmark-Norway
[12], the Danish book historian Henrik Horstbøll pinpoints some of
the conditions crucial to the reading revolution in Denmark-Norway.
They were a) the break-through of pietism during the 1730ies, b) the
unconditioned liberty of the press in the years 1770–1773 and c) the
reform period of 1784–1799. Horstbøll demonstrates to what extent
the production of homily books, psalm books and religious tracts
increased with these new regulations [12].1 Young people, who did
not pass the tests before confirmation, could be denied confirmation,
and with that they could even be denied the right to marry.
1.
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I am referring to a table/figure p. 57[12]. The change should also be connected
to the court’s extreme pietism in those years.

Such rules and regulations would by de Certeau be viewed as
strategies employed by the ruling class. However, history of mentality
studies may also have some relevance. Even though it is difficult to
find written proof of the reading habits of the common people, the
importance that history of mentality studies place on peoples’ financial
situation in life and ways of thinking, may add to our understanding of why books became more common amongst farmers around
1800. Since economic conditions are one component in Darnton’s
”Communications circuit”, and since economic conditions were of
crucial importance to the farmers’ possibility to invest in books, both
theories may have some relevance to my material.

Peter Friedrich Suhm (1728–1798), a wealthy nobleman
In 1762 the Danish-Norwegian nobleman and polyhistor Peter Friedrich Suhm published an article called “A requisite Library”2 in the
periodical Tronhiemske Samlinger. 3 This article contained detailed
suggestions on what topics the library of a gentleman, wishing to
appear well-read, should cover, with suggestions as to book-titles.
P. F. Suhm had married well, and his wife’s fortune made it
possible for him to live as a well-to-do scholar rather than as an impoverished nobleman. His whole life he was interested in books, and
from the marriage on he collected books on a large scale. His library
has been estimated to between 80 000 and 100 000 volumes.4 At
the time when he wrote “A requisite Library” he lived in Trondheim,
but around 1765–66 the family moved to Copenhagen with all the
2.
3.

4.

“Fornødent Bibliotheque”.

The periodical, Tronhiemske samlinger appeared between 1761–1765. It was
initiated, financed and written by Suhm. I have also used an article by P. M.
Mitchell. Mitchell renders the whole of Suhm’s article, he attempts to trace
which editions Suhm used in his article, and he tries to give some bibliographical
information about why certain books have caught Suhm’s attention ( ”at antyde
med kortfattede biobibliografiske Oplysninger, hvorfor Bogen eller dens Forfatter
regnedes af Suhm som fornøden.”)[16, 2]..
In two articles the Danish scholar Harald Ilsøe discusses, amongst other things,
the size of Suhm’s collection. [13] [14].

31

books. There Suhm established himself as a wealthy nobleman and a
courtly historian who graciously let people borrow from his library.
Because its doors were opened to the public several years before that
of the Royal Library, his library in fact served as the first “scholarly
public library” in Copenhagen.

Suhm’s proposal for an ideal library
As an independent intellectual Suhm could, without considering
the cost, outline an ideal library. He had the possibility to realize his
ideas and also to reflect on the choices he made. It is highly unlikely
that Suhm ever imagined that any farmer would read his article. If he
did not envision having farmers in his audience, it is almost equally
certain that no farmer ever read Suhm – at least not his essay on
the ideal content of a library. The discrepancy between his requisite
(ideal) library and book collections existing amongst the common
man is great when it comes to the actual titles of books, but the ideals
or ideas about what topics a book collection should cover, are quite
concurrent. The special feature of Suhm is that, although he did not
have the common man in mind when he wrote his article, it is my
contention that his ideas expressed there are reflected both within the
ruling class and by examples of the common man. Suhm opens his
article with these words:
That people are sensible is mandatory; few, however, have to be
learned. It is not that it would not be desirable that people were
learned, but the circumstances do not allow for that. An excellent
upbringing, a well-reflected mind and good/beneficial books make
people sensible.5
5.
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“Det er fornødent, at alle Mennesker ere fornuftige, faae derimod behøve at være
lærde, ikke at det jo var ønskeligt, at alle vare Lærde, men Omstændighederne
tillade det ikke. En herlig Opdragelse, moden Eftertanke og gode Bøgger giøre
fornuftig.”

Suhm goes on to say that this article is meant for the “well-informed” or cultured people. He has no particular group of people
or class in mind, but, as mentioned earlier, he underlines that also
women may belong to this group.
Then he presents his main topics and gives suggestions about
which books he would recommend.
1. The first topic is religion, and within religion Suhm places the
Bible at the top. “Of all things, religion is the most important”6
and the Bible is the primer for all people.
2. Next to religion in importance comes philosophy, by Suhm defined
to consist of logic and metaphysics. The subject philosophy is a
requirement not to be missed7.
3. Moral studies comes as the third – “of all scientific topic, the one
of the greatest concern to man”.
4. The natural sciences comes next; and finally
5. History. History encompassed travel literature, and is important
to people who want to learn how to get about in this world. For
some reason, legal studies were “annexed” to history.

A library belonging to a well-informed mind would then, in Suhm’s
words, consist of books in all these fields of knowledge: religion,
philosophy, moral/ethical studies, the natural sciences, history and law.

Jacob Nicolaj Wilse (1735–1801), an impoverished vicar
Other people in power, but less highly placed, were more occupied
with educating the common people. Their recommended reading,
however, reflected the same topics, and sometimes the same book-titles
6. “Religionen er af alle Ting det vigtigste”, and it is self-evident that the book

7.

number one is the Bible. ”At læse Bibelen og det nøye og ofte er fornødent for
alle … der vil være ret fornuftig, og svinge sig noget i Veyret over den almindelige
Hob.”.
“Umistelig”.
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as Suhm. To mention but one who outlined what information the
common man would need in order to comport himself well in society
– the Danish-born vicar J. N.Wilse. In a topographical description
of Spydeberg (a district in Norway) [18], one chapter (§ 47) has
as its title: “The best method to give to the farmer true, useful and
entertaining information, suitable to their place in society.”8 In this
chapter Wilse gives a recipe for farmers’ education, in order that they
shall become worthy members of society.
Wilse was a keen propagator of the distribution of both books
and information to the common man. He wrote profusely about
several topics, amongst them about local topography, about natural
science and about literature. At one point some of his writings must
have irritated men higher up in the administrative hierarchy, since he
never received the advancement that he felt he deserved, even though
he was at one time made an honorary professor.9 He had to remain
all his life in Norway, as a vicar first in one parish (Spydeberg), later
at another, more prosperous parish (Eidsberg).

Wilse’s description of a handbook for farmers
Wilse’s main work, which includes a chapter on a perfect handbook
for farmers, is the topographical description of Spydeberg [18]. Like
Suhm, he used his own money to pay for the printing of the 600
pages (plus additions) that the book on Spydeberg consisted of, but
unlike Suhm he did not have a wealthy wife. On the contrary, he was
in constant need of funding. Wilse’s ambition was to describe the
economy of the parish with its principal industries, but in order to
give as accurate a description as possible he often exceeded the borders
of the parish, describing the whole diocese and sometimes drawing
on information from the whole country. In reality he broadened
8.
9.
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“Om den beste Maade at bibringe Landmanden Oplysning i alt det sande, nyttige
og fornøylige, som passer paa hans Stand.”(p. 496 i ”fuldkommen Haandbog.”)
“Titulær professor”.

the topographical genre. The Spydeberg book even concludes with
a prognostication about how life would be in Norway in 200 years’
time. This chapter was censured by the state – perhaps because Wilse
had become too involved in the “political” movement to establish
certain institutions in Norway, such as an independent university
and a large library. During the Danish-Norwegian period all such
institutions were situated in Copenhagen. At that time, suggestions
about independent institutions in Norway were frowned upon by the
powers in Copenhagen.
Wilse was greatly influenced by enlightenment ideas. For instance,
in his vicarage he experimented practically with new plants and with
the preservation of fruit and berries. He also advocated the need to
improve literacy amongst the common people and worked to establish
schools in his parish. His private book collection contained a separate
section that his parishioners could borrow from. The Spydeberg book
also contains clear recommendations about what information a farmer
would need in order to prosper and become cultured.
In the chapter on how a farmer could improve his situation
Wilse outlines a plan for a perfect handbook10 for farmers, containing
information on the following subjects:
1. Housekeeping11, with information on how to cultivate a garden,
keep animals, improve the fields etc.
2. Medical information12, which should include information for
midwives and for animal care.
3. The “How to” book13, with suggestions for letter-writing, arithmetic etc.
4. The Book of nature14, with topographical studies of one’s own
region and country, plus information about the world.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

“fuldkommen Haandbog”, p. 496
”Huusholdnings-Bogen”
”Læge-Bogen”.
Kunst-Bogen”.
“Naturens Bog”.
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5. The Book of Wisdom15, including the main tenets of Christianity,
prayers etc.
6. The Book of Duties16, with guidelines for how to behave with
propriety.
7. The Book of History17, including both world and local history.
8. Book of Speech and Song18, with edifying texts to uphold morals
and comfort people.

Wilse does not indicate the size of this perfect handbook, but it is
evident that he wants the common man to glean knowledge from all
these topics. According to him, farmers with a well-informed mind
will have a happier outlook on life than people with an empty mind.
In a later article he offers a German farmer as a model [19]. This
exemplary farmer has taught himself astronomy, he has cultivated
new plants and in his home he has erected a cabinet of specimens of
flowers, plants etc, completely based on his own selection. At the same
time he behaves with modesty, does not attempt to rise above his place
in society, and is well content to dwell within his neighbourhood.

Suhm, Wilse and other studies
The article by Suhm was printed in 1762 and that of Wilse in 1779.
During the final years of the 18th century several country vicars had
expressed the same thoughts from their pulpits and they had also
taken active part in establishing reading societies within their parish.
Since 90 % of the population lived in the countryside, it is obvious
that these enlightenment parsons reached out to the common man.
The concurrence between the theoretical recommendations that
Suhm made and the practical suggestions made by Wilse as to what a
book collection should consist of, is remarkable – or perhaps only a
15.
16.
17.
18.
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”Viisdoms-Bogen”.
”Pligternes Bog”.
”Historie-Bogen”
”Tale og Sang-Bogen”.

proof that both the article and the chapter reflected the enlightenment
philosophy of the time.
In addition to the writings on book collections by Suhm and
Wilse, in this paper I also profit from the Norwegian book historian
Jostein Fet’s studies of several thousand death inventories in certain
areas in Norway from about 1660 to 1840 [10]. Fet has also described
in greater detail a couple of book collections owned by farmers around
1830. I base this article on Fet’s data and on my own studies of early
1800 book collections belonging to farmers.
In the following discussion I refer more often to the nobleman
Suhm’s article than to the vicar Wilse’s suggestions. My reason for
this is that his choice of topics adapts more easily to our modern
classification of books than Wilse’s idea about one book to cover all
needed information.

Farmers’ collections
Taking a closer look at the composition of book collections belonging to some farmers, and to some of the reading societies established
around 1790-1810 for farmers, the similarity between the suggestions
made by the ruling elite, here represented by Suhm and Wilse, and the
interpretations made by the common people, is noteworthy. When
I in the following compare library suggestions made by Suhm and
Wilse with books that existed and circulated in rural areas in Norway
around the year 1800, it is the amount of books in the rural societies
and how the books reflect the topics suggested by Suhm and Wilse
that will be my focus, not any concrete author suggested by Suhm.
A few titles from rural reading societies will be highlighted, merely
to show how they harmonize or differ from Suhm’s suggestions.19 My
studies will be focused on book collections established in the period
1780–1840 by farmers.
19. Popular reading material such as religious tracts, chapbooks or other mass produced literature of the 1850ies will not be discussed here.
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From the mid-1700s ideas about enlightening the common
people were expressed by several authors of a more or less established
standing. Even though neither Suhm’s nor Wilse’s writings are to be
found amongst book collections belonging to farmers, books by other
“educationists”, such as the German J. H. Campe (tutor to the von
Humboldt family), who among other works “rewrote” Robinson Crusoe
in a more pedagogical direction, have been found in several farmers’
collections. Also Ove Malling’s book about great deeds performed
by Danes and Norwegians20 – a textbook for the schools written by
Royal commission to serve as an encouraging example to the common
man – was popular both among the bureaucracy and the farmers.

Farmers in the south of Norway
During the years 1798–1804 about 40 reading societies were established [3] in one of the four dioceses in Norway at that time, Christiansand stift.21 The bishop had encouraged his vicars to establish reading
societies in their parish. In the local news gazette [5] the story about
what happened when one vicar gave his congregation a message
from the bishop, is vividly described. “Several happy members of the
congregation” afterwards visited the vicarage in order to sign up as
members of such a society. Of those who wanted to sign up, five were
shipmasters and 24 were farmers.
In another of the local parishes in the diocese the vicar divided
the books into two groups: a) books suitable for the common people
and b) books suitable for farmers and citizens. To the modern reader
the distinction is difficult to grasp, but there is no indication that
this classification diminished the farmers’ enthusiasm for the reading
society. Amongst the books for the common people there are topics
such as medicine, history, arithmetic and advice to the housewives,
20. Store og gode Handlinger af Danske, Norske og Holstenere, København 1777.
21. The Norwegian book historian Lis Byberg has made a study of these 40 reading
societies. [3]
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whereas the farmer may learn how to write letters, how to be happy,
how to live a decent life and how people in other parts of Norway lived.
In addition to reading societies established by the clergy, a couple
of such societies were also initiated by laymen. One such society,
“Søndeled Læseselskab”, was established in 1796 by twelve farmers.
The 45 books that circulated in the reading society in 1801 fall into
categories such as theology, history, pedagogy, agriculture and varia
(see the table later). Amongst the books here found are Campe’s Robinson Crusoe and Ove Malling’s book about great deeds performed by
Danes and Norwegians.
Death inventories and reports from individual farmers are also
proof that private book collections existed on several farms in the
southern part of Norway. To mention but one example: the inventory
of one farmer shows that within a ten-year span (1799–1809) he had
increased his book collection from 98 to 160 books [4, 34].

Farmers on the west coast of Norway
In 1774 some civil servants established a reading society on the west
coast of Norway (in Hardanger). One very active farmer, Christopher
S. Hjeltnes, was invited to participate in this society, and this may be
one reason why he, some years later, took the initiative to establish
the first reading society for farmers and by farmers –“De Hardangerske Bønders Læseselskab”. This was established in 1788–89 with 35
members, of which 2 were women. Of the first reading list of 33 books
from this society, 19 may be classified as religious books. Amongst the
religious books are two by John Bunyan, one is Pilgrim’s progress22, the
other is in the Danish translation called Levnets histori og den hellige
Krig.23 The rest of the books (see the table later) fall equally into the
categories of medicine, history, social science, agriculture, pedagogic
22. ”Bunians Pellegrims f. fremgang”.
23. Levnets histori may be a Danish version from 1772 of Grace abounding to the chief
of sinners in a faithful account of the life and death of John Bunyan, 1771, and den
hellige krig a Danish translation of The Holy War.
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and varia [1]. The books classified as pedagogic included works such
as “Women’s duties” and “The art of swimming”.
A couple of books, one on a natural history of Norway and another on various laws and regulations, were a gift from the founding
farmer to this reading society24[15, 66].
Around 1800 two other societies on the west coast were established by farmers. One was by a sexton who offered fifty books to the
disposition of the farmers in the parish. There is no information about
what titles were to be found in this collection [10, 102]. The other
collection of books originated with another industrious and special
man, Sivert Aarflot. He was a farmer, a schoolteacher, a sheriff and he
established a printing press. This farmer had first published a couple
of his own writings in Copenhagen and in 1797 he offered his private
book collection of 105 books up for lending. In this collection 29
books may be grouped under religion, 15 under moral studies/ethics,
21 under physics and 21 under geography/history – in other words
the composition of the collection comes very close to that proposed
by Suhm in his Requisite Library.
As a parenthesis it might be mentioned that, during the Napoleonic blockade of Norway, Aarflot wrote to the King and asked permission to set up a printing house, since no books were forthcoming
from Denmark. Permission was granted and Aarflot’s printing press,
Eegset, was established as the first printing press in a rural area.
In addition to establishing a reading society for farmers, the
afore-mentioned farmer Hjeltnes and his son gradually built up a
private library of approximately 3 000 books. They even had a separate
house built for the books. Hjeltnes was a pioneer in many respects, and
is especially known for his innovations in farming, for his foresight in
constructing storerooms for wheat and for the eagerness with which
he promoted information and enlightenment.
Across the fiord from where Hjeltnes lived, around 1800 another
fruit farmer also invested in a book collection. This farmer, Johannes
24. C. Hammer: Forsøg til Norges Naturhistorie (Attempts at a natural history of
Norway) and Gamle Forordninger og privilegier.
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Aga, had also worked as the local teacher and he had close connections to at least two of the vicars who had served in his district. The
inventory with 124 titles of books owned by Johannes Aga is dated
1839. Of these titles 44 may be classified as religious books – proof
that the family were firm in their belief. Apart from religious books,
the main interests appear to have been history and farming, but most
of the subjects mentioned by Suhm and Wilse are covered.

Farmers in eastern Norway
In several places in eastern Norway book collections were established,
either by vicars or by individual farmers. In addition records from the
book collections of quite a few individual farmers are to be found.
Here I will give the characteristics of just one private collection. It was
established by a farmer in a district close to the town of Drammen,
and it is remarkable for its size (164 titles) and its classification system.
A farmer’s son, Mr. Teye had an accident that made it impossible for
him to work on a farm. Consequently, he became a perambulating
schoolteacher and began to build up a book collection of his own.
In 1799 Teye carefully made an inventory of all his books, grouping
them together by topic. His classification system begins with books
on law and legal matters (items 1–6); second comes religion and
morals (items 7–13); geography and maps (items 14–18); the natural
sciences (19-26); medicine (items 27–36); history, including church
history, world history and national history (items 37–48); mathematics, including astronomy, algebra, geometry, (items 49–60); and
pedagogy, including psychology, moral studies, philosophy and varia
(items 61–164). In addition he had one group called “Books for the
school” (items 165–179) which included a book on the discovery of
America and the textbook mentioned earlier, by Malling (Store gode
handlinger ...).
Some books this country schoolteacher had bought from the local
vicar, but he had also ordered books directly from Copenhagen. (In
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this he was not alone. The study by Lis Byberg, mentioned before,
shows that some farmers on the south coast also ordered books directly
from Denmark [4, 34].)
Table 1. Subject division in three of the afore-mentioned book collections
Collection
Søndeled
45 books
Hardanger
33 books
Teye
164 books

Theology

Natural
Science

Medicine

History

Folklore

10

2

2

4

1

19

0

2

2

1

7

19

10

11

0

Collection

Geography

Social
Science

Agriculture

Pedagogy

Søndeled
Hardanger
Teye

2
0
5

2
2
6

7
2
0

9
2
0

Varia,
incl.
fiction
6
3
103

For the reading societies at Søndeled and Hardanger my classification
is based on the titles given (all of them could not be identified). What
this table shows is that of the subjects that Suhm and Wilse included
in their description of an ideal library, most are covered in the two
reading societies. For the schoolteacher Teye I have used his own
classification and his own explanation. Teye’s classification system
encompasses roughly all the fields of knowledge that, according to
Suhm and Wilse, should be included in a book collection.

A Norwegian model farmer
(in a valley in eastern Norway)
The Norwegian farmer, Simen Fougner, born twenty years before
Suhm, both attempted to understand the society, to take part in the
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society and to write about how a farmer could contribute in that
direction.25 Admittedly, Fougner came from a prosperous farm in
Gausdal, a valley in the eastern part of Norway, but whatever social
position he held was within the farmers’ class. Fougner had read several
historical descriptions of Norway, amongst them works by the Danish/
Norwegian intellectual Ludvig Holberg. Fougner shared Holberg’s
ideas about the economy (strongly influenced by physiocratic theories).
Like quite a few other individuals amongst the common people, he
wrote to someone higher up – in this instance the Danish author and
lawyer J. S. Sneedorff. Sneedorff was a man in power and he was so
impressed with Fougner’s writings that he ensured that a song about
the country’s diligence and the farmers26 was published. In a preface
Sneedorff asserted that farmers are as important as other people to
the King, and that they are able to comprehend and digest “Laws and
Books” just as well as others of the King’s subjects.
Fougner himself argues that even though one may, as a youngster,
listen to amusing histories and sing “useless” or lewd songs, the wish
to do so should diminish once one grows up. Then it becomes the
duty of every individual to seek information about society and about
useful things. What the common people need are books to elevate
and inform the mind. To this end Fougner himself had written this
edifying, devotional song, to be sung whilst working in the fields.
Fougner also came up with other ideas about how to spread edifying and useful knowledge. In 1773 he sent a letter to The Danish
society for improving farming, outlining a plan concerning how the
common people might take part in the enlightenment movement that
swept over Europe. If the King and his Government, instead of the
useless songs being distributed at present, would print and distribute
almanacs, which also contained edifying and elucidating material, it
might greatly improve the minds of the common man. In other words,
both Suhm and Wilse from the upper classes and the commoner –
25. In addition to the song written by Fougner, published in 1760, my description
about him is based on his own writing, plus [11] and [2]
26. “Landets Flid. En norsk Bonde-Vise af Simen Fougner”.
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farmer Fougner – wanted to spread knowledge and enlightenment.
In his writings Wilse had referred to a model German farmer. Had
he known about Simen Fougner, he might have been selected as the
model for other Norwegian farmers.

Subjects of interest to the farmers
Jostein Fet has examined 16 287 probate records of farmers on the west
coast and in central southern Norway from the period 1690–1840.
98 % of the books he classified as religious books, but there are some
noticeable exceptions.
It is the exceptions that have been of interest here. The private
collections vary in size from 33 books to 164 books. They have some
features in common, but they also show great variation. As a further
example I might mention two book collections belonging to women.
The probate records from 1832 show that two of the books owned
by one woman were in German (of 37 books in all). Within the
collection of another woman were found 12 printed texts by female
authors – quite a record for a collection from around 1800.
Since so much of Norway’s geography is covered by the examples
mentioned here, it seems fair to take these collections as representative
of the distribution of books in the countryside – at least amongst a
certain layer of farmers. Most of the farmers here presented were not
among the poorest farmers, nor were they very wealthy. For the most
part they belonged to the “entrepreneurial” group of Norwegians who
might expand into industrial ventures, into business, or in these instances, into learning and “scholarship”. However, one of the women
mentioned above did indeed belong to the poorest group of farmers.
The private collections of these farmers all contain some of
the topics mentioned in Suhm’s and Wilse’s writings on what a library
should include: books on religion, moral studies, and philosophy.
Suhm did place religion as the essential topic in a requisite library, and
Wilse listed it as the fifth item on his list. Religion is represented in
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all collections owned by farmers, and this subject dominates in three
of the five here studied in greater detail. Suhm, Wilse and farmers
are in accord, even though they differ in their selection of book titles.
However, both Suhm and the farmers agree on the importance of
Luther, and the titles of the books on religion belonging to farmers
would certainly also be found in quite a few of the book collections
belonging to parish priests at that time.
As for the second most important topic, that of moral ethic,
the probate over one of the two women mentioned shows that she
owned a handbook on morals27, a book on farmers’ philosophy28 and
a book reflecting upon a heathen Greek’s studies of nature29. These
might perhaps be classified as books on morals or on natural science?
Topics such as ethics, law, medicine, natural history, topography and farming are also represented in all collections, in addition
to books on history and legal matters. Naturally, works on practical
aspects of farming were to be found in all collections. However, I
have only found one collection that might be said to focus only on
“handbooks on farming”.
Even if the pockets of the individual farmers were sufficiently
lined to be able to afford books, they must also have lived in an environment where it had become natural to seek information from the
printed word. An analysis of their shelves may serve as a well-founded
introduction to Norwegian mental history around 1800. It is evident
that the term “requisite” library also may be applied to the common
people and that books were the means through which they sought to
become well-informed.
The same may be said about the reading societies established in
the countryside. The percentage of religious books may vary between
40 and 50 %, but all societies also show a remarkable diversity in
other topics [9, 127].
27. “Philadelphus Boanergus: Haandbog i Moralen, Veiledning til at gaae selv i rette”.
28. “Werfell: Bonde Philosophie”.
29. “Hans Michael Seehuus: Paragenis, en Grækers og hedensk Philosophs gudelige
Undersøgelse”.
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Relevance of theories
My assertion is that in Norway around 1800 the common man – in
this case the farmers – was an integral part of the Norwegian cultural
community. Their book collections reflected the same attitude to
knowledge and culture that Suhm had expressed in his article on “the
requisite library”, and that Wilse had expressed in his outline of “a
book to cover all things”. However, the farmers’ collections all have
a more practical approach. Reading practice in the countryside, the
work of parsons within their congregation, the interest provided by
some of the leading farmers – all this contributed to the common
man taking part in the cultural community that began with the reading revolution, and that continued with the establishment of book
collections in the countryside. I am not claiming that this approach
to culture pervaded every nook of the countryside, but that evidence
of such collections are found in so many parts of Norway that it
demonstrates a solid trend.
The theories of de Certeau about strategy and tactic may have
some relevance to my material. The strict regulations concerning the
Lutheran confirmation may, in de Certeau’s language, be described
as a strategy employed by the people in power to impose their culture on the common people. Whether the word “tactic” is a suitable
word to use in describing young people who applied themselves to
learn what was needed to pass “the examination”, i.e. to be classified
as grown-ups, is more uncertain. However, when some of the common people developed tactics very similar to the strategy of those in
power, such as establishing reading societies by and for farmers, and
consequently encroaching upon the culture of the power, the net
result was a greater understanding in the whole of society of what a
national culture should consist of.
In the years around 1800 books played a vital role in creating a
common basis of what being Norwegian implied. The combination
of rules and regulations from 1736 and 1739, resulting in priests
training (or drilling) the congregation in a common set of “textbooks”,
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i.e. the Bible, the explanation (Pontoppidan) and common psalms,
gradually created a foundation upon which further elaborations in
national topics might expand. However, the road towards the foundation was thorny. This is amply demonstrated in a study by a Danish
historian, Helge Nielsen from 1960 [17], about the antecedents to
the public libraries in Denmark-Norway. The problematic dichotomy
between the pietists’ goal that the common people should be able
to read the Bible, and the desire expressed by some people in power
during the enlightenment period, that the common people should
be well informed – of course only within selected fields, such as basic
knowledge in farming, health and perhaps a little history – is discussed
in several places.
The fact that around 1800 book collections appeared among
the common people in the many reading societies set up by parish priests and farmers, and in private homes, and that these book
collections reflected the same understanding of culture as Suhm and
Wilse, demonstrate that the efforts of both ruling class and the people
together formed a common platform.
The degree of practicality within the book collections is what
distinguishes the collections of the wealthy from those of the common man.
Suhm was not a spokesman for the power apparatus in Copenhagen, but his writings may be classified as “writings from the power”.
He might easily have had some influence upon theological students in
Copenhagen. Suhm’s concepts of culture may have been internalized
by the parish priests before they were sent to Norway. When they
became “potato priests” in the Norwegian countryside, they may have
expanded on some of his theories. In turn, their parishioners converted
theoretical information into practical knowledge. Thus one might find
Suhm recommending physiocrats’ theories (which he did in several
articles on “new good books” and “books not to be recommended”
published in his own periodical), and the farmer selecting books about
animal husbandry and how to grow potatoes. Suhm had influential
powers and he desired to share with his peers (including the women)
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his thoughts on culture and reason. However, practical solutions were
not foremost in his mind. Of the 706 excellent new books30 and 177
base or worthless books31 that he reviewed in Tronhiemske Samlinger,
I have only come across a couple that might be described as useful.32
Suhm did have some interest in farming, but on a more superior level.
If he ever became interested in moss from Iceland or how to cultivate
hemp, it would have been from the point of view of the physiocrats,
and not from a practical point of view.
Parish priests were also preaching from the position of power.
This fits well into de Certeau’s thesis about the powers employing
strategy to ensure their own position. When the common people
responded by transforming physiocrats’ theories about farming into
practical textbooks on how to cultivate specific seeds, this may, in de
Certeau’s language, be described as a tactical move. It is, however, also
possible to interpret the farmers’ acceptance of new practical advice as
an example of simple intelligence – they understood that the practical
advice might be useful in their daily work – and therefore applied it.

Concluding remarks
Applying de Certeau’s theories on my material, my conclusion is
that, even though the common people were not the concern of the
nobleman Peter Frederik Suhm, his social standing as court historian,
scholar and nobleman made him part of the establishment. Therefore
his essay on what books should be found in the library of a gentleman,
may be regarded as one element in the strategy that the ruling class
employed to ensure that their concept of culture would dominate in
society. The vicar, Jacob Nicolaj Wilse’s concern was what knowledge
30. ”Gode nye Bøgger”.
31. “Slette Bøgger”.
32. I have here placed book no. 205, Børner’s Sein selbst Medicus, printed in Halle
in 1744, that Suhm recommends to “everyone who wants to remain healthy
(enhver, der har sin Sundhed kiær”, and no. 508: J. L. Kammecker’s TrägaardzMan, Stockholm 1731. According to Suhm this book has useful comments about
the cultivation of the fields (nyttige Anmærkninger om Jord-dørkningen).
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the common man should have. His ideas are rather similar to Suhm’s.
In this respect he may be coupled with Suhm. Their writings make
it clear, however, that neither was too much occupied with practical
suggestions.
The tactics that Norwegian farmers employed in their selection
of books was to transform theoretical suggestions into practical usage.
Norwegian farmers seemingly transformed Suhm’s and Wilse’s topical
suggestions of what a book collection should contain, into practical
titles useful for their daily needs. Considering that reading societies
often were established by parish priests educated in Denmark, the
strategy of the elite towards the labouring class (and around the year
1800 farmers were the only labouring class in Norway), may be said
to have been evident. However, some reading societies were also established by farmers for farmers, thus an indigenous response to the
authorities’ strategy also appears.
In the nineteenth century there were great variations in people’s
social position, in their economy and in their possibilities (and abilities) to arrange their lives in accordance with the State’s rules and
regulations. Several theories on reading habits and communication
circuits may be employed in order to explain how such discrepancies
were reflected in people’s choice of books and reading habits. As
mentioned, the examples taken from peasants’ collections are but one
expression of a general trend in Norway at the turn of the 18th century.
In the whole of the country reading societies were established – from
north to south and east to west. In some areas the desire for bookish
knowledge was so great that the indigenous population acquired book
collections that may be described as large – with that period’s measures. As one of my examples shows, it also was possible for farmers
to become authors, writing edifying songs or doing topographical
research. At a time when a growing desire for independent Norwegian
institutions was expressed in writing, it also was important to find
out what natural resources the country possessed – and to this end
the people contributed.
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Suhm and Wilse used the printed word – in de Certeau’s terminology strategy – to make their opinions known. Around the year 1800
the common people had grasped the fact that knowledge might be
found in books, and not only in oral tradition. The commoners then
employed tactics to transform the language of the powerful into something useful to them. Theoretical dissertations on agriculture had for
instance been transformed into practical handbooks brimming with
useful information. The printed ring between the commoner and the
men in power had been joined.
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What Were Considered to be Good Books
in the Time of Popular Enlightenment?
The View of Philanthropists Compared
to the View of a Farmer*

Lis Byberg
Oslo and Akershus University College of Applied Sciences, Oslo, Norway

Introduction
Towards the end of the 18th Century a new genre of book was established: enlightenment books, intended to be read by the common man
and woman. Attitudes still differed in terms of what farmers should
be reading and the kind of knowledge to which they should be given
access. Several members of the clergy and also officials were concerned
that if the farmers were given too much knowledge, they would no
longer wish to be farmers, and would seek out other, possibly less
laborious, professions. Bishop Bech claimed that “each person must
be given an upbringing that is appropriate to the special conditions
of his/her class”. Thus, in his opinion, the general public did not
need to know that much. County governor Moltke of the Akershus
diocese was among those warning against the farmer obtaining more
knowledge than he needed – if he was to remain a calm and contented
citizen of the state. He believed that the subjects the farmer should be
educated in were: “religion, morality, writing and arithmetic, and if
*Parts of this article have earlier been published in Norwegian in Heimen, nr. 2, 2011.
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possible, those sections of economics, which may guide the farmer in
improving the cultivation of his ground , and ennobling for his own
good and the good of the State, those products nature has bestowed
upon him”.1 The vicar, Gunder Langberg, also highlighted the need
for education in the native language. Consequently, children gained
access to words and concepts necessary for thinking [12,160]. The
principal fear was that farmers would take part in a critical debate on
social affairs. Michael Bregnsbo, who has reviewed sermon collections
from the period 1775–1800, says of the views of the clergy: “The
right to criticize the authorities and participate in public debate was
not thought to be applicable to farmers” [2,104]. However, for some
philanthropists, the attitude that the farmer should remain contentedly
within his profession became combined with a desire for the farmer to
have access to significantly more varied and comprehensive knowledge
than was strictly necessary.
The enlightenment movement in Denmark-Norway had a practical/rational orientation, but was also religiously motivated, as Rolf
Nettum points out. He has established four points, which he believes
convey the objective of the period’s enlightenment efforts:
1. Enlightenment efforts should provide basic knowledge and professional skills, especially within agriculture, in order to create
better material conditions.
2. Enlightenment efforts should contribute to a higher level of morality, produce good citizens, as well as counteract tardiness, apathy,
drunkenness, begging etc.
3. Enlightenment efforts should counteract superstition, old prejudices etc.
4.

1.

Enlightenment efforts should – through an introduction to environmental research – disseminate the concept of God’s greatness
[14,27].
Riksarkivet. Cancellibreve 1795, pakke: 4. Kvartal, legg: oktober, nr. 4811.
Citation from Solerød, [16,18].
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Someone who may be regarded as having conducted his enlightenment efforts based on these objectives is Bishop Peder Hansen. He
belonged to the group of rational clergymen who had studied in both
Halle and Jena. During the period that he was bishop of the diocese
of Kristiansand, he worked conscientiously on several causes that
were close to his heart. Children and parents alike had to develop a
thirst for knowledge and virtue. He believed knowledge was to the
soul what healthy and nutritious food was to the body. He bemoaned
the fact that the farmer saw the sun rise in the morning and set in the
evening but yet knew nothing about where it came from or where
it went. The farmer sees the rain and the snow but does not know
how the creator brings forth these phenomena, and from the farmer’s
ignorance about nature, suspicion and fear grow, he claimed. The
bishop focused on education, the training of teachers, as well as the
establishment of reading societies for the farmers in the diocese as
the means of securing knowledge for the farmers and their children.
He compiled lists to ensure that they chose the right books. Initially
the lists were handwritten, later he had them printed in his journal.
On reviewing these lists I had expected that religious literature would
dominate but this was not the case. Approximately 7 % of the titles
fell definitively into this category [3,119]. The listing of books was
deemed an appropriate measure for the farming profession and this
measure was also chosen by the philanthropists of the Danish Agricultural Society. The members of this society (as in the Norwegian
agricultural societies) came from the ranks of the official class and the
upper-middle class, but the aim was to reach out to the farmers in order
to stimulate clearing new ground, drainage, and the construction of
stone fences and barns [15]. The Agricultural Society had long supported the establishment of small book collections for the common
people, both through giving away books and awarding them as prizes.
However, they were dissatisfied with the kind of books that were being
procured locally, and remarked that “not all the collectors have been
equally fortunate or exacting in their selections”. One problem was
that even though many people genuinely wanted to help the farmers
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gain access to books, they did not always know which titles were the
best or the most appropriate within the individual subject areas. Based
on their knowledge of the current situation, the Society decided to
compile Fortegnelse over Skrifter passende for den dansk-norske Landalmue (Catalogue of books suitable for the Danish-Norwegian farming
population) [9].2 The list included circa 290 entries and contained
varied offerings, both in terms of subject choice and level of difficulty.
That the list constituted a helpful tool at the time is patently obvious.
The fact that philanthropists, not least within the clergy, established book collections for farmers, or reading societies such as those
started by Bishop Peder Hansen in the diocese of Kristiansand,3 should
also be regarded as indicative of the interest in bookish knowledge
that existed among the farmers. Both Apelseth [1] and Eide [6] have
shown that several farmers also built up their own more varied book
collections, some of which achieved unanticipated dimensions. In my
own research, I encountered two farmers in Southern Norway who
possessed book collections that Bishop Hansen described in glowing
terms [11]. In this article, I will concentrate on one of these farmers:
Gunder Knutsen Løvsland. The Bishop was satisfied with Gunder’s
choice of books: “That the man has not collected inappropriately
is evidenced by some of the titles which I will here name from his
collection which comprises 98 works” [11, 249]. Gunder would
continue to purchase books until his death around ten years later,
at which point his collection comprised some 160 titles. This made
closer study of Gunder’s collection an interesting proposition. The fact
that the Bishop spoke so highly of him and his books caused me to
assume that enlightenment literature would dominate the collection.
The collection would therefore distinguish itself significantly from
Fet’s principal finding which was that farmers predominantly owned
religious literature.
2.
3.

Published in Copenhagen 1807.
Bishop Hansen, background and activity in Kristiansand diocese is described
in-depth in Byberg 1997 [3]. See also Byberg 2007 [4], for discussion of the
Bishop’s involvement in the establishment of schools in Kristiansand.
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In order to assess the extent to which Gunder’s opinion on what
constituted good books corresponded with what someone from the
ranks of trendsetting enlightenment men thought farmers should
be reading, I chose to carry out a comparison with the Agricultural
Society’s list. Today this list is the most comprehensive and systematic
source we have in terms of the general consensus on what farmers
should read and the kind of knowledge they should acquire. A previous smaller study has demonstrated clear similarities both in terms of
subject choice and, to some extent, title choice, between the books in
Hansen’s reading society and the books on the Agricultural Society’s
list [3, 122].
This article begins with a brief history of the farmer Gunder
followed by a review of his book collection. Discussion of the similarities and differences between Gunder’s and the Agricultural Society’s
selection of books forms the final section of the article.

Farmer Gunder and his choice of books
Allow me to briefly introduce Gunder before proceeding to a discussion of his books. To this end I am primarily dependent on sources
from local history.
A brief biography

Gunder was born in 1744 in the parish of Finsland in the far south
of Norway. He was well established locally, having inherited the farm
from his father (Gunder’s grandfather originally owned the farm).
Upon his father’s death in 1770, Gunder, the eldest son, took over.
He married Ragnhild, the daughter of the neighbouring farmer, and
they had nine children. When Gunder died aged 654 in November
4.
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Statsarkivet i Kristiansand. Skannet Ministeralbok A1/2, Finsland sogn I Bjelland
prestegjeld, 1793–1815.

1809, his eldest son Knud took over. Knud died three years later and
the farm passed on to the second-eldest son Kristen [13].
I mention this line of succession for two reasons. Firstly, the
sequence of events demonstrates that we are talking about a freehold,
which is inherited within the family. Secondly, the probate records that
were written at the time of each death give us an insight into the value
of the farm. At the time of Gunder’s death, the farm was valued at 350
riksdaler (rdl); his personal chattels, including his books, were valued
at 406 rdl. When the second-eldest son took over the farm following
his brother’s death, he had to pay his brothers’ widow an inheritance
of as much as 550 rdl. According to the Norwegian historian Ståle
Dyrvik, the farms of the wealthiest farmers were valued at 800 rdl or
more in 1802 [5,189]. This group comprised 11 % of farmers. The
next group, which represented 27 %, Dyrvik calls “prosperous”, and
their farms were valued at between 300 and 800 rdl.5 Gunder’s farm
clearly belongs in this group. Gunder was a prosperous farmer, but one
who could not be described as being amongst the richest farmers in
the country. According to Dyrvik, the valuation of a farm was directly
related to the ability of the farmer to have money to spend on things
other than purely practical objects. In this context, we need to regard
books as “impractical”.
The book collection

From the knowledge we have of Gunder, we know that he genuinely
put considerable effort into obtaining the kind of books that interested
him. He was by no means content to deal with peddlers or travelling
book agents. He kept up to date with new books by reading the Berlingske Aviser, a newspaper published by the Berlingske publishing
house in Copenhagen [11, 248]. It is unknown whether or not he
had a subscription, or whether he had an agreement with someone in
5.

Dyrvik divides the farms into two additional groups based on valuations: “the
middle group”, 32%, 150 to 300 rdl., and “the poorest”, 30% less than 150 rdl.

57

the village, such as the local vicar, whereby he acquired the newspaper
after it had been read by everyone at the vicarage. This would indicate
a high probability that the books he purchased were recent books. The
fact that the collection increased from 98 books in 1799 when the
Bishop made his acquaintance [11, 239] to approximately 160 titles,
according to the official probate certificate that was issued in 1810,6
further indicates that the books were relatively new. It would seem that
Gunder’s book procurement increased significantly after the Bishop
clearly indicated that the books he was purchasing were good books.
We should not exclude the possibility that a number of the books he
owned may have been bought at a local auction. However, I believe
that he also bought relatively new books there too, because a book sold
at auction does not necessarily mean that the book is old. My own
research has shown that where auction catalogues provide information
on the year that books were printed, there is a high probability that
some books are only 10 years old, and not 100 years old [3].
The probate records provide us with the most comprehensive
overview of Gunder’s books; my review of his collection is therefore
based on these records.7 I found it expedient to divide Gunder’s books
into the same 14 subject categories used by the philanthropists of the
Agricultural Society in their Fortegnelse over Skrifter passende for den
dansk-norske Landalmue (Catalogue of books suitable for the Danish-Norwegian farming population). The subject categories are also
discussed in the same sequence as they appear in the Society’s list.

Religious and edifying books
Gunder had several books that fall into this category. Besides editions
of the Bible, he had several books of sermons: Luther’s and Gerner’s
6.
7.
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Statsarkivet i Kristiansand. Mandal skifteprotokoll, nr. 14a, fol. 307–313.
Here we must allow for the possibility that certain books may have been excluded
from the administration of the estate. Wife, Ragnhild, died in 1818, even though
administration of the couple’s joint estate took place in 1810. I have been unable
to locate any later records pertaining to the administration of her estate.

Huspostiller (Homilies), as well as Andersen’s Ungdommens Huspostill
(The Young Person’s Homily). He also owned Pontoppidans forklaring
til Luthers katekismus (Pontoppidan’s Explanation of Luther’s Small
Catechism). One would expect Norwegian farmers to own the abovementioned titles. He had two books by Balle on reading the Bible,
and a range of edifying works, among them works by Bastholm,
such as Viisdoms og Lyksaligheds Lære (The Study of Wisdom and
Happiness), and a book entitled Den bedende Hyrde (The Praying
Shepherd). Gunder also had Johann Arnd’s Lyset i Mørket, eller Fire
Bøger om Den sande Christendom (Light in the Darkness, or Four Books
on True Christianity) a puritanical text, popular among Norwegian
farmers according to Jostein Fet [8]. On the other hand, there were
certainly far fewer farmers who owned Ludvig Holberg’s Almindelige
Kirke-Historie (General Church History). We should assume the
same is true of the two books listed as Kirkeritual (Church Rituals)
and Betragtninger over Kirke-Skikke (Reflections on Church Rites).

On the moral obligations of man
Based on the Agricultural Society’s list, we would expect to find ethics,
obligations to oneself, other people and, not least, animals in this
subject category. Among the books included in Gunder’s collection, I
mention Hans Jørgen Birch’s Dydelære for Børn i Tankevers og bibelske
Sprog (Ethics for Children in verse and Biblical language), as well
as Bastholm’s Betragtninger over Selvmord (Reflections on Suicide).
He also purchased a book entitled Medlidelighed blant Menneskene
(Compassion in Human Beings). However, the most well-known
book is probably Laurits Smith’s Forsøg til en fuldstændig Lærebygning
om Dyrenes Natur og Bestemmelse, og Menneskets Pligter mod Dyrene
(Attempt at a Complete Course of Instruction on the Nature and
Condition of Animals and Human Obligation towards Animals).
This was a book that strongly opposed the mistreatment of animals.
The author explains the reason for the existence of animals in the
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world and God’s intentions for them, and argues passionately that
animals should be treated with dignity. My analysis of book auctions
in Norway shows that the book also was popular among the official
and middle classes of the day.

On world events
Stories and biographies of famous men were to be found on the Agricultural Society’s list. Gunder’s collection includes several biographies,
among them Kong Carl den 12: Levnet; (The Life of King Carl XII),
Friederich den Store af Preussen, hans Levnetsbeskrivelse (Frederick the
Great of Prussia, a Description of his Life) and Buonapartes Levnet
og Bedrifter, samt hans Dagbog over Felttoget i Egypt (Bonaparte’s Life
and Works and his Diary of the Egyptian Campaign). The latter
must be regarded as having been a highly current work at the time
Gunder purchased it. It is obvious that war piqued his interest; he
bought Historisk Dagbog om Kriger (A Historical Journal of Wars) as
well as Om de fiendtlige Langang paa England (On the hostile landings
in England) by Nyegaard. His interest in biographies was all-encompassing. He purchased Mærkværdige Mænds Levnetsbeskrivelser
(Lives of Remarkable Men) by Salzmann, which discussed the lives
of Franklin, Egede, Columbus and Penn. Gunder’s interest was not
limited to famous men; we find in his collection Holberg’s Adskillige
Heltinders og navnkundige Damers sammenlignende Historier (A Comparative History of Several Heroines and renowned women). More
general historical works also appealed to Gunder, such as Kongeriget
Dannemark, Norges og Hertugdømmet Slesvig Holstens Historie (The
History of the Kingdoms of Denmark, Norway and the Duchy of
Schleswig-Holstein) in four parts and Werfel’s Almindelig Verdens
Historie (General History of the World).
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On bringing up children
Several books on childrearing were published at the end of the 1700s,
among them the hugely popular Peder Jensen eller Anvisning til en
fornuftig Børneopdragelse (Peder Jensen or Instructions for Sensible
Child-rearing) by Salzmann. The book was commonly known as
“Peder Jensen”, with no specification of its author; everyone was
familiar with the book in question. Gunder did not have this book
in his collection, or indeed any other book on this subject. This is
surprising because books on childrearing enjoyed a wide readership
within the population. Could the explanation for this be that the book
had already been passed on to one of his sons? Or perhaps Gunder
believed he and his family could successfully navigate this area without
the aid of literature.

On our knowledge of the world
Gunder was extremely interested in information about other countries in the form of geography books such as Kierulf ’s Geographie for
Ungdommen (Geography for Young People), Holberg’s Geographie
eller Jordbeskrivelse, ziiret med behørige Land-Korter af Nicolai Jonge
(Geography or a Description of the World, illustrated by associated
country maps by Nicolai Jonge) or Hübner’s Geographie (Geography).
A book such as Lytchen’s Om Staternes Echonomi (On the Economy
of States) demonstrates the same kind of interest. He also read accounts of more specific locations closer to home, such as Haubert’s
Beskrivelse over Kiøbenhavn (Copenhagen Described) or Beskrivelse
over Christiansborg (Christiansborg Described). Travel literature was
very popular and Gunder purchased Campe’s Nyeste reisebeskrivelser
(Modern Travelogue). This work comprised 17 parts and was an unexpected find in a farmer’s book collection.
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Mathematics and biology
According to the Agricultural Society’s list, this subject category encompasses arithmetic books and astronomy; Gunder owned books
from within both these genres. He had purchased one arithmetic
book: Christian Cramer’s Aritmetica tyronica eller en grundig Vejvisning
practice at lære ald fornøden Huus- og Handels-regning (Aritmetica
tyronica or a comprehensive practical Guide to essential Budgeting
for Household and Commerce). Several farmers owned this book.
Jostein Fet came across three copies of Cramers Regnebog (Cramer’s
Arithmetic Book), as it was commonly called, in his investigation of
the administration of the farmers’ estates. Additionally, Gunder had
Søborg’s Stierne Catechismus (Catechism of the Stars).

Natural history
Books about plants and animals fall into this subject category. It
appears that Gunder had just two books: Hammer’s Flora Norvegica
(Norwegian Flora) and Esaias Fleischer’s Forsøg til en Natur-Historie,
indeholdende vor Klodes Udvikling ved Adams Skabelse, og den dermed
ved Syndflodens foregagne Forandring (Attempt at a Natural History
including the Development of our Earth upon the Creation of Adam
and through the Changes brought about by the Bygone Flood). The
latter of these two titles consisted of 13 volumes, so we can nonetheless
assert that this subject category constituted a significant proportion
of the collection.

Rural households
This is a subject category, which understandably was especially relevant for farmers. Here we would expect to find books on such topics
as agricultural law, land cultivation, housekeeping for girls or recipes
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for housewives. Economic issues pertaining to agriculture also fall
into this category, together with books on fruit cultivation, forestry
and animal diseases.
A number of Gunder’s books belong in this category, although
perhaps not as many as I had anticipated. Here we find Bog om det
norske Skogvæsen, (Book on Norwegian Forestry) Wamberg’s Hauge
Dyrkning (Garden Cultivation) and Abildgaard’s Dansk Heste- og
QvægLæge, eller Haandbog for Bondestanden til Vejledning ved de almindeligste Sygdomme hos Heste, Hornqvæg, Faar og Sviin (Danish Horse
and Cattle Doctor, or a Handbook for Farmers with Guidance on
the Most Common Diseases in Horses, Horned Cattle, Sheep and
Swine). A book that promised to increase the farmer’s income was
Carl Gust Bøge’s Sikre Erfaringer og paalidelige Raad til Velstand og
Formue. Eller den ved mange Aars egne Forsøg erfarne Svenske Landmand
(Solid Experience and Reliable Advice on Wealth and Fortune. Or
the Swedish farmer’s Own Attempts Over Many Years).
There are several legal books in Gunder’s collection; some are
especially intended for the farmer, others are more general. Both Kong
Christian den Femtis Norske Lov (King Christian V’s Norwegian Law)
and Svend Stenersen’s Nyttig lovkundskab for den norske Landmand
(Useful Legal Knowledge for the Norwegian Farmer) were included
in the collection. He had also purchased an unspecified Dansk Lovbog
(Danish Law Book) together with a two-volume edition of Hagerup’s
Dansk lovkyndighed (Danish Legal Proficiency). I am uncertain as to
whether this could be the same Den norske Bondes juridiske Pligter og
Rettigheder (Legal Obligations and Rights of the Norwegian Farmer)
by Matthias Hagerup, of which Jostein Fet discovered two copies in
his investigation of farmers’ probate records [8,364]. It is well known
that Norwegian farmers owned legal books and availed themselves
of the legal system to promote their own interests. What is unusual,
however, is that Gunder owned so many books of this type.
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On various arts and processes
Gunder had two books on brewing beer: Malms om Øllbrygning
(Malms on Brewing) and Om Brændeviin og Øllbrygning (On Distilling and Brewing). He also had two books about colour dying: En
Fuldstændig Farve-Bog (A Complete Guide to Dying) and Werfel’s Nye
Farvebog for Fruentimmer (New Book on Dying for Women Housewives). Furthermore, a certain Maler-Forgylder og Lakerbog (Painting,
Gilding and Varnishing Book) was included in his collection. He also
owned a Fiskerbog (Fishing Book) and, somewhat more surprising,
Molberg’s book Om Salt Vands Fiskerie (On Salt-Water Fishing). This
is surprising because Gunder definitely did not live on the coast, but
lived a considerable distance inland and thus far away from saltwater.
The fact that he nonetheless bought this book is yet more evidence
that his thirst for knowledge was not limited to things that were close
and useful to him.

On the mother tongue
Anyone in Norway around 1800 who used the term “mother tongue”
in connection with books and learning to read, was referring to the
Danish language. Even though one spoke in one’s local dialect, one
wrote and read in Danish. Gunder had Jens Leth’s Danske Glossarium
(Danish Glossary), as well as two textbooks, both Rasmussen’s Læsebog
(Reading Book) and Morten Hallager’s Forsøg til en Læse-Øvelses-Bog
(Attempt at a Book of Reading Exercises) in his collection. Formula
books were popular at the time. These books demonstrated how to
draw up contracts, wills and commercial documents, and also letters
for occasions such as weddings, funerals and baptisms. Gunder had
one such book, which was given the brief description of Formularbok
(Formula book) and which comprised information on the administration of estate documents.
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Health books
By the end of the 1700s there was an increased knowledge of medical
treatment at a time when access to doctors was extremely limited. Various
types of medical handbook were popular – not least with Gunder. He
purchased both updated health journals such as Thode’s Sundheds-Journal (The Journal of Health) published in two volumes in Copenhagen
1794–1797, and other general medical works such as Fauste’s Sundheds Catechismus (Catechism of Health) and Smith’s Lægebog (Medical
Handbook). The majority of the books in the collection are of a more
general nature but there are also examples of other books that address
specific diseases, such as Mangor’s Underretning om Radesykens Kiendetegn, Aarsag og Helbredelse (Information on the Symptoms, Causes and
Cure of Rade Disease). In the first instance, it would be easy to assume
that Gunder had Rade Disease (a serious form of syphilis) but at the
same time it should be borne in mind that a large number of books on
precisely this disease were published towards the end of the 1700s. The
disease could even be said to have been “fashionable” at that time. It is
just as likely that Gunder purchased a book on the subject because he
was an informed individual who wanted to learn and possibly spread
knowledge about the disease. Perhaps he also wanted to help restore
to health somebody close to him who suffered from the disease. That
Gunder regarded moral conduct as a contributing factor to good health
can also be deduced from the fact that he had also purchased Sundheds
Sædelære (The Ethics of Health).
Two other genres popular at the time were guidance on the
treatment of individuals who were apparently dead, and books for
pregnant and birthing women. Neither appears to have been of interest to Gunder, as I did not find any books on these subjects within
his collection.
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General information and pastimes
On the Agricultural Society’s list, this group encompasses vastly different kinds of books from guidance on eradicating superstition,
tales of life in villages, various dialogues and narratives, entertaining
anecdotes, as well as books we would characterize as fiction.
Several of Gunder’s books fit easily into this category. Two titles
by Morten Hallager, Hjelpemidler til Overtroens Udryddelse og Forstandens Oplysning (Guidance on the Eradication of Superstition and
the Restoration of Reason) and Om Hexemestere, Troldqvinder (On
Witchmasters, Troll women) were popular, but probably not as popular
among Norwegian farmers as the author may have wished.8 That said,
the author had aroused Gunder’s interest. I think this can be traced back
to the influence of Bishop Hansen in Kristiansand, since these were
books he promoted in his reading societies [3, 176]. I also believe that
the Bishop’s influence was behind the purchase of Loland Læseselskab
(Loland Reading Society) and Biskop Hansen om Skolevæsenet (Bishop
Hansen on the Educational System). Furthermore, it is interesting to
note that the parish priest Hans Strøm’s essay collection Tilskueren paa
Landet (The Countryside Observer) was included in Gunder’s collection
since Strøm wrote about a completely different part of Norway, Northwestern Norway. Gunder purchased several books for entertainment
purposes, such as Salzmann’s Constants curiøse Levnet og besynderlige
Fataliteter (Constant’s Curious Life and Peculiar Misfortunes). Skinderhans Levnet (The Life of Skinderhans) also sounds somewhat amusing.
The collection also included several books by Ludvig Holberg: Niels
Klims Reise under Jorden (Niels Klim’s Underground Travels), Jeppe på
Bierget (Jeppe of the Hill), Comedier og Epistler [Comedies and Epistles).
Comedies also were apparently popular among sections of the farming
community, not solely within the middle class and the civil service, since
Gunder had purchased two additional comedies: Wandahl’s Moderen,
eller hun som ikke kan vælge (The Mother, or She who cannot Choose)
and Stedmoderen (The Stepmother). Petter Dass’ Nordlands Trompet
8.
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Fet did not find any of them in the probate records he investigated.

(The Trumpet of the North Country) was also found in the collection.
Gunder liked fables; he owned both Æsops Fabler (Aesop’s Fables) and
C.F. Gellert’s Fabler og Fortællinger (Fables and Tales). Of course, fables
were entertaining for children too, as in Hallager’s Nytaarsgave (New
Year’s Gift), or as conveyed by the comprehensively entitled: Smaa
muntre Historier og Fotællinger, blandede med fornøielige Samtaler,indrettede efter Børns Fatte-Evne for at opvække deres Læselyst, og tilligen at
vænne dem til Dyd, og en artig Opførsel baade hjemme og i Selskab med
andre Børn (Short, Cheerful Stories and Narratives, Combined with
Amusing Dialogues, Adapted for the Comprehension of Children in
order to Awaken their Love of Reading as well as to Accustom them to
Virtue and Good Behaviour both in the Home and in the Company
of other Children). Gunder had his own children’s reading in mind
when he purchased books.

Songs and ballads
Gunder had a long list of relatively modern songbooks. He had both
Catechismus Sange (A Catechism of Songs)9 and Evangeli Sange (Gospel
Songs)10 by Petter Dass. These books were very popular with farmers.
Jostein Fet found 257 and 195 copies respectively of these two titles
in the probate records he investigated [8]. That Claus Frimand is
represented through the inclusion of two songbooks is also not unexpected. Other songbooks had titles such as Selskabs Sange; Sange til
Tidsfordriv for Danske og Norske Borgere (Society Songs; Songs for the
Pastimes of Danish and Norwegian Citizens) or 50 nye Viser (50 New
Ballads). Here too were older titles such as Anders Sørensen Wedel
and Peders Syv’s Kjempebog (Big Book), which had the full title of Et
hunderede udvaalde Danske Viser om allehaande merckelige Krigs-Bedrifter, som sig her udi Riget ved gamle Kemper, naffnkundige Konger oc
9.

D. Morten Luthers lille Katekismus, forfattet i beqvemme Sange undr føielige Melodier. (D. Morten Luther’s Small Catechism).
10. Epistler og Evangelier sangvis, forfattet udi beqvemme Melodier, componeret. Epistlerne af Sten Wirtmand. Evangelierne af Petter Dass.
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ellers forneme Personer begiffuit haffuer (One Hundred Selected Danish
Ballads about a Multitude of Intriguing Wartime Events Carried out
by Great Warriors, Well-known Kings and other Prominent). The
book described as en gl. Bog 300 Hester er kaldet (an old book called
“300 Horses”) probably also belongs in this category.

Education of the Intellect
and the Application of General Knowledge
Gunder owned a couple of textbooks, which deserve a place in this
category. One of them by Hallager is a book for schools and, as the
title states “the life of the middle classes”: Kort Begreb af de Menneskelige
Færdigheder og Kundskaber. Indeholdende en kort Udsigt over Menneskets
Naturhistorie, dets borgerlige Indretninger, Næringsveie og Trang, samt
hvorledes denne afhjelpes ved Kunster, Haandverker og Haandarbeider
(A Concise Summary of Human Skills and Knowledge. Containing a
Brief Overview of Man’s Natural History, his Social Status, Sustenance
and Basic Needs, as well as how these are nourished by Arts, Crafts and
Handiwork). The book provides a great deal of practical knowledge
and goes beyond traditional farming. Perhaps he bought this book
out of curiosity, to gain a personal insight into new arenas, or perhaps
he bought it as a textbook for those of his sons not destined to take
over the farm. As previously mentioned, his was a freehold farm,
which meant that the farm would be passed down to the eldest son;
the other sons would have to find alternative ways to earn a living.

Did Gunder and the philanthropists share
the same opinion of what constituted a “good” book?
The utility value of the book appears to have been a key factor for
both parties, but were they preoccupied with the same subject areas?
We can make a comparison and, once again, the Agricultural Society’s
catalogue of books represents the view of the philanthropists [9].
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Let us first compare the relative distribution of books over the
individual subject areas in Gunder’s collection in relation to the Agricultural Society’s recommended list:

Subject area
Religious and edifying books
On the moral obligation of man
On world events
On bringing up children
On our knowledge of the World
Mathematics and biology
Natural history
Rural households
On various arts and processes
On the mother tongue
Health
General information and pastimes
Ballads and songs
Education of the intellect and the
application of general knowledge
Uncategorised

Agricultural
Society
(4)
9.5
6.9
8.7
3.6
(3)
10.2
5.5
4.0
(1)
19.6
4.4
1.5
3.6
(2)

16.4

Gunder Knudsen
Løvsland
(1) 17.9
(2)

(4)

(2)

13.0
6.2
3.7
1.2
10.5
4.9
2.5
6.8
13.0

2.9

8.6

3.3

1.2
8

The subject area “Religion and edifying works” is clearly the largest in
terms of Gunder’s collection, while “Rural households” is the largest
subject area for the Agricultural Society. From Fet’s investigations, we
know that religious literature was the dominant genre in the probate
records of farmers [8]. For Gunder too these books constitute the
largest subject category. That “Rural households” forms the largest
subject category for the Agricultural Society is not particularly surprising. The last of the three subjects that make the top four for both
parties is “General information and pastimes”. The last of the top
four subjects is however a different matter. Where the Agricultural
Society has “On the state of the world” as one of its top four subjects,
Gunder has “On global events”. Here, it is Gunder’s interest in history
and biography that is the decisive factor. The Agricultural Society lists
several books on geography and travel. Gunder owned a travelogue in
13 volumes, which demonstrated his interest in this subject.

69

The overriding impression after carrying out the above comparison is that the farmer, Gunder Løvsland, had built up a private
library which, in terms of subjects, demonstrated a high degree of
convergence with what prevailing philanthropists recommended as
relevant reading material for the rural peasant. We are referring here
to the enlightenment agents who wanted farmers to have access to a
higher level of knowledge than was strictly necessary.
In addition to the similarities described above, a degree of divergence is also apparent. On one point in particular, Gunder’s selection
of books differs significantly from what the philanthropists of the
Agricultural Society considered appropriate reading for farmers.

Political literature
Gunder’s book collection contained several titles, which today we
would classify as contemporary social literature, perhaps even “political” literature. Politisk Arbejde 1te Samling (Political Work, First
Collection) is to be found among his books. So too Politisk Haandbog
med den lette Regnekunst (Political Handbook of Simple Arithmetic).
A book by Holberg that also falls naturally into the category of social literature is Dannemarks og Norges geistlige og verdslige Staat eller
Beskrivelse nu anden gang forandret efter nærværende Tiders Tilstand
(The Clerical and Worldly State of Denmark and Norway, 2nd edition
Adapted according to the Current State of Affairs). Holberg argued
passionately for freedom of expression and against censorship. This
is also seen in Niels Klim, which can be read as an indirect critique
of King and Government, according to Anne-Hilde Nagel.11 Gunder
had also purchased Barth and Franklin’s book Om Trykkefriheden (On
the Freedom of the Press). Many Danish people were sceptical of the
allodial rights system, among them Thyge Rohe.12 Rohe argued fiercely
11. Lecture: Tanker om demokrati på 1700-tallet. De norske historikerdagene, Telemark University College, 19 June 2010.
12. See e.g. Danemark og Norges Fordringer til hverandre, or Tanker om Kærlighed til
Fædrelandet.
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against the conception of a “native country” as being the country in
which one was born, whose language one spoke, and with whose past
one was familiar. On the contrary, he believed that King and Country
needed a large number of immigrants or “strangers”, as he called them.
His standpoint was “my native country is where I live”. The allodial
system was an obstacle [7,163]. It is therefore interesting to see that
Gunder had purchased a book entitled Om odelsretten (Concerning
Allodial Rights). He also had books on the relationship between
Denmark and Norway such as Norske Lands Pligte og Rettigheter (The
Obligations and Entitlements of the Nation of Norway). Similarly,
he had a book entitled Tilstandens Bedømmelse (Assessment of the
Current Situation) and one on neutrality whose title is indecipherable
from the records, resulting in my only being able to identify only this
one word – neutrality. One of the books is registered as Om Fortigelses
Commisionen (Concerning the Conciliation or Arbitration Courts).
In terms of “political” books, I have found only one on the Agricultural Society’s list: Niels Klim. We can safely say that it was this book’s
other characteristics (apart from its social criticism) that resulted in its
inclusion. Those compiling the list either did not register Holberg’s
scepticism or they judged that the farmers would not detect the criticism and would simply read the book as an entertaining novel, since
farmers were not supposed to discuss political matters or the actions of
the authorities (this was the preserve of the middle class and the civil
service). The Society’s list reflects the type of knowledge that it thought
the rural peasantry should have access to. The majority of the educated
people continued to believe that rural peasants should not be given
access to knowledge that could cause them to become dissatisfied with
their lot. The Agricultural Society undoubtedly had this in mind when
they compiled their list, but I remain uncertain as to whether or not
the list should be regarded as a censorship device. The fact that more
socially critical subjects are excluded is probably more an expression of
the prevailing consensus that such subjects were not suitable for farmers.
On this point the authorities were out of step with the opinion
of part of the farming population. Looking at this section of Gunder’s
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book collection we get an impression of a farmer who concerned
himself with decisive principles in society, one that is interested in
seeing an issue from different perspectives and one that is open to new
ideas. Gunder comes across as someone who possibly had a critical
view of certain issues and who therefore purchased books to learn
about the opinions of others even though these may be books that
the authorities deemed inappropriate reading material for farmers.

Was Gunder part of a farmers’ revolt?
The pietistic lay reader, Hans Nielsen Hauge, visited Southern Norway
around 1800. Hauge was hugely critical of the rationalistic clergy, and
consequently of the authorities. Could Gunder’s interest in socially
critical literature have had any connection with the Haugean movement? I believe we can safely discount this. Three factors support my
view. Firstly, the combination of books in Gunder’s collection testifies
to a thirst for knowledge within a wide spectrum of subject areas, to
a reader who reads copiously and expansively. This is in contrast to
Hauge’s followers, who engaged in intensive reading of religious texts
in order to internalize them.13 The fact the Bishop praises Gunder
so unreservedly also rules out such a connection, as does Gunder’s
positive attitude towards the Bishop. Bishop Hansen was to a large
extent representative of the rationalistic clergy whom Hauge opposed.
If Gunder had had ties to the Haugean movement, this would have
ruled out a mutually respectful relationship between himself and the
Bishop. In 1804 the Bishop sent a letter to the chancery in which he
raised the issue of Hans Nielsen Hauge.14 The Pietists later claimed
that Hansen’s letter was a contributing factor in Hauge’s arrest. 15
13. See Trygve Riiser Gundersen’s informative article on this form of reading Gundersen 2011 [10].
14. Christiansands bispearkiv, Biskopens Copiebog 1801–1814, s. 253. Here cited
from Byberg 1997 [3].
15. I disagree. See Byberg 1997 [3, 59ff.]
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I was also unable to find any links between Gunder and the farmers’ rebellion in Agder in the 1780s. However, this does not exclude
the possibility that he had heard about it and that it aroused an interest
in gaining insight into social issues. The fact that he had purchased a
book on the freedom of the press could perhaps be connected to the
introduction of significant limitations on the freedom of the press
in Denmark-Norway in 1799. His relatively large collection of legal
literature could have been built up to ensure the required level of legal
knowledge to protect against potential encroachments on the part of
the local officials. In this, he is part of a long tradition: Norwegian
farmers have always known to safeguard their interests through the
legal system.

Conclusion
Gunder Knutsen Løvsland was a farmer who owned a relatively large
and well-run farm in an area that was deeply rooted in tradition. He
lived here with his wife and nine children. He took a great interest in
books and reading. In terms of the amount of money he devoted to
his book collection, we could perhaps go so far as to call this interest
a passion. Sources show that he passed on his interest in books to his
children. We know this because his children bought one third of the
books at auction after his death.16
The era in which Gunder lived was characterised by enlightenment efforts aimed at farmers and common people. Although many
believed the farmers should only be given access to a limited amount
of knowledge, others, such as the Danish Agricultural Society and
Bishop Hansen, believed that farmers needed knowledge in many
areas, such as natural history, geography, history, songs and poems,
and of course books on the cultivation of soil and farm management.
This would appear to correspond to a large extent with Gunder’s in16. Statsarkivet i Kristiansand. Mandal sorenskriveris auksjonsprotokoll nr. 4 (1807–
1812), fol. 200b.
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terests. His choice of books has clear similarities with the Agricultural
Society’s recommendations. There were differing views on the kind of
knowledge farmers should acquire but also a general consensus on the
importance of farmers remaining satisfied with their profession. Farmers
should not take part in social debate or criticism of the authorities.
Nevertheless, Gunder purchased books on both social relations and
contemporaneous political issues such as the allodial rights system and
freedom of the press. On this point and in terms of scope and other
content, his book collection differs from Fet’s discoveries pertaining
to the kinds of books owned by farmers.
There is therefore extensive concurrence between the respective
assessments of the philanthropists and Gunder the farmer of what
constituted good books that were worth reading, and that justified
their expense. However, there were also differences. The philanthropists did not believe that political or socially critical books were
appropriate for the common man, but perhaps they underestimated
the interest of the general public in such literature. On the other
hand, the philanthropists were not so preoccupied with religious literature. They prioritized other genres; the farmers continued to read
religious books without raising concerns among the philanthropists.
In conclusion, and in response to this article’s opening question concerning what constituted good books, the general answer is, broadly
speaking, useful books.

Archival sources
Statsarkivet i Kristiansand. Skannet Ministeralbok A ½, Finsland sogn i
Bjelland prestegjeld, 1793–1815.
Statsarkivet I Kristiansand. Mandal skifteprotokoll, nr. 14a, fol. 307–313.
Statsarkivet i Kristiansand. Mandal sorenskriveris auksjonsprotokoll, nr. 4
(1807–1812), fol. 200b.
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The Development of the Lithuanian Book
in the First Half of the Nineteenth Century
– A Real Development?

Aušra Navickienė
Faculty of Communication, Vilnius University, Vilnius, Lithuania

Introduction
Although the history of the Lithuanian printed book dates back to
1547, the Lithuanian book was of little importance in the place and
role in Lithuania Major1 prior to the beginning of the 19th century.
During this earlier period, residents of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania
as a whole had contributed far less to the fostering of the Lithuanian
book than those of Lithuania Minor2, a region juxtaposed to Lithuania
Major as the province. At the beginning of the 19th century, profound
1.

2.
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Lithuania Major is a term used to define the ethnic Lithuanian lands stretching
northwards and eastwards from the border between Prussian lands and the
Grand Duchy of Lithuania, ruled by the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and later,
from 1795/1815 to 1915, by the Russian Empire, since 1918 – the Independent
Republic of Lithuania, since 1940 annexed by the USSR, and, finally, from 1990
roughly coinciding with the territory of the re-established Independent Republic
of Lithuania.
Lithuania Minor is a territory on the left bank of the river Nemunas that was
annexed by Teutonic orders in the 13th century, later belonged to Prussia and
from the middle of the 19th century was part of the German Empire. Lithuania
Minor got its name due to the territory’s substantial Lithuanian-speaking population. The term appeared for the first time between 1517 and 1526. Today a

changes began to occur. The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth disappeared from the map of Europe and the greater part of the Grand
Duchy of Lithuania was annexed by the Russian Empire. Nevertheless,
Lithuania Major and Vilnius, having long-established printing and
book publishing traditions, remained an important multi-language
publishing centre on the eastern edge of Central Europe. In the first
three decades of the 19th century, most of the books were published
in Polish, Vilnius becoming second only to Warsaw in terms of copy
runs, thus overtaking Cracow, Lvov and Poznan. As the concentration
of Hebrew printing increased in Vilnius in the fourth decade of the
19th century, the city became the pre-eminent centre in the region
in terms of the scope of published books in Hebrew characters, and
in the middle of the century attained the name of Northern Jerusalem. As a result of many differing factors, Lithuania Major attracted
many of the major Lithuanian book writing, publishing and printing
workers of the day.
The objects of this study are the Lithuanian books published
in Lithuania Major during the first seventy years of the Russian
occupation, namely from 1795 till 1864. The aim of the article is
to summarize the most recent published and unpublished results of
personal research into the history of the Lithuanian book culture in
the 19th century and the author’s scientific quest for the answers to
the following questions: How did the Lithuanian book of Lithuania
Major develop in the period from 1795 (the third partition of the
Polish and Lithuanian State) to 1864 (the ban of Lithuanian press
by the Tsarist government)? Was it merely a quantitative change or a
qualitative development as well? What was the thematic and typological structure of the publishing output? Who were the authors of those
books? What book monuments reveal the peculiarities of Lithuanian
writings of that époque?
In this article, the term the Lithuanian book of Lithuania Major is
regarded as printed material for the general public in the Lithuanian
small portion of Lithuania Minor is within the borders of modern Lithuania and
Poland while most of the territory is part of the Kaliningrad Oblast in Russia.
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language aimed at meeting the needs of the region’s population3.
The distinctive features of Lithuanian books from a certain region4
are the addressee, the place of publishing and printing, the contents,
the author and the alphabet. Books attributed to Lithuania Major
include publications published beyond the borders of ethnographic
Lithuania in cases where all their features relate to the Lithuanian
book of Lithuania Major as previously designated. The term book
monument is used for the evaluation of book heritage. This term is
used to define manuscripts or printed matter that very clearly convey
the peculiarities of Lithuanian writings and book culture of a certain
époque and have a long-term value. The chronological line of the
Lithuanian book for the first half of the 19th century begins in 1795,
when the lands of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania were annexed into
the Russian Empire after the third division of the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth. The line ends in 1864 with the introduction of a
ban on Lithuanian publications in Latin letters. This ban effectively
divides the history of the Lithuanian book of the 19th century into
two distinctive periods.
Different sources and methods were used to find answers to the
questions posed above. The book was considered a cultural transaction,
a literary text and a material artefact, as well as a part of the multilingual book culture of Lithuania Major and the European national
book culture. The book culture from the period under investigation
was analyzed using the historical as well as the bibliographic, typo3.

4.
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Lithuania Major in the 19th century was the territory of Lithuanian ethnic lands
together with the Trans-Neman region (later Sodovia) of the former Grand Duchy
of Lithuania annexed by the Russian Empire after the third partition of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1795. The Trans-Neman region belonged to
Prussia between 1795–1807, to the Duchy of Warsaw between 1807–1815 and
afterwards to the Russian Empire. In today’s historical writings, the Lithuanian
territory of the 19th century is usually identified by regions, the centres of which
now belong to the territory of the Republic of Lithuania.
Lithuanian printings published and printed in Lithuania Minor and in Lithuania Major constituted two independent and almost unrelated worlds of books,
separated by state borders and influenced by different cultures, languages and
religious traditions as well as by the requirement to meet the different needs of
literate Lithuanians in Lithuania Major and the ethnic group of Lithuanians
living in Lithuania Minor.

graphic, analytic thematic, structural typological and other methods.
Quantitative trends of publishing were investigated using methods
of statistic analysis. Different bibliographical sources were referred to
in order to reconstruct the publishing output of Lithuanian books
during the investigated period, but the volumes of the Lithuanian
National Retrospective Bibliography, Series A [12; 11] were the most
important. Using various criteria, books published in Lithuania Major
were identified and an original bibliographical register was compiled5.
Every book was described according to a standard description form
with expanded fields. The description has taken into consideration
not only the latest findings of bibliography research on the invalidity
of some editions or later detected publications [15], but also archival
sources [2; 5; 22] and the latest results of cultural, literature and book
history investigations [1; 8; 9; 10; 13; 14; 16; 17; 18; 19; 20]. The
data from this register was employed for the generalisation of statistical
data on authors, publishers, printers and others book-related workers,
and for the initial thematic and typological analysis of investigated
publications.
However, the main sources of reference were the books themselves. De visu analysis of surviving copies of publications printed in
Lithuania Major allowed the possibility of corrections where necessary
in terms of their content, authors and printing culture. An original
classification was developed6 to analyze the publishing output of 19th
5.

6.

The statistical unit used in this bibliographical register was not the book title but
a separate edition of the book. Publications on music and art, brochures, leaflets
and books were all classified as books in the widest sense. Lithuanian books
printed in Latin letters dominated this class. There are also four publications for
the congregation of the Evangelical Reformed Church of Lithuania Major in
Gothic font, and three books in Cyrillic printed in 1864 that should be related
to the beginning of Lithuanian press ban, however chronologically, they still
belong to the selected period.
Although bibliographies compiled in the 19th and 20th centuries revealed the
attempts to classify publications of that period by topics, these attempts do not
meet the requirements of the present-day science or this study. Adam Benedykt
Jocher’s thematic classification by sciences consisting of thirteen sections, which
he intended to use for his bibliographic work of ten volumes Obraz bibliograficzno-historyczny literatury i nauk w Polsce od wprowadzenia do niej druku po
rok 1830 wlącznie (Bibliographic historical view of Polish literature and science
from the start of book printing until 1830 inclusive, 1840–1857) [6], should
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century Lithuanian books, using for example the thematic-typological
classification tested in the investigation of Lithuania Minor books [8,
313]. Attempts were made not only to reveal the prevailing types of
publications in each thematic group, but to expose the most common
themes of the Lithuanian book of the 19th century, to distinguish the
most important topics from the perspective of book development, and
to record the appearance of new thematic groups7 (this classification
is presented in Table 1 below.)

What were the dynamics of Lithuanian book publishing
in Lithuanian Major in 1795–1864?
According to calculations made by the author, 488 Lithuanian books
had been printed in the period prior to 1795, i.e. since the first Lithuanian book by M. Mažvydas Catechism in 1547. In the period under
consideration (1795 to 1864) a further 1076 Lithuanian publications
were printed, 588 of which were dedicated to readers of Lithuania
Major, a figure accounting for 54.6% of Lithuanian books, brochures
and small publications printed at that time. The progress of printing
was uneven8 (see Figure 1) due to public and political events (loss of

7.
8.
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be mentioned as the most vivid example of such a classification in 19th century
Lithuania. Unfortunately, most of its sections (classical philology, general literature, selections, literature on printing techniques and others) did not fit the
classification of Lithuanian books of the investigated period. In the first half of
the 20th century Vaclovas Biržiška compiled the first retrospective bibliography
of Lithuanian books [2] and the first work of historical synthesis of Lithuanian
book history [4], but he did not detail the thematic or typological structure of
Lithuanian book. V. Biržiška distinguished only major groups of Lithuanian
publications: Lithuanian protestant hymnals, the Bible, the oldest catholic books,
publications of Lithuania Major reformats, publications dedicated to Lithuanian
language studies, official documents in the Lithuanian language, the oldest secular
texts, religious books for Lithuania Major folks, and books for Lithuania Minor
folks.
These principles of classification make it possible not only to compare the thematic and typological structure of the books published in Lithuania Major and
Lithuania Minor but also to disclose their similarities and differences.
31 publications were published in the first decade from 1795 to 1804, 23 between 1805–1814, 48 between 1815–1824, 50 between 1825–1834, 46 between
1835–1844, 110 between 1845–1854 and 275 publications between 1855–1864.

independence and annexation by Russia in 1795, invasion by Napoleon in 1812, uprisings in 1830–1831 and 1860–1861), as well as the
changing attitudes of the occupying government to the peculiarities
of education and culture of the region, and also the organization and
financing of Lithuanian book publishing.
Calculations of the five-year averages of annual book publishing9
show that the publishing volume had increased by an average of four
publications per year in the period 1795–1799 as compared to the
times of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania before the divisions of the
Polish-Lithuanian state. Levels then started declining from 1800,
dropping even below the level of the last quarter of the 18th century.
There were years when nothing at all was published, while in more
successful years the number of new publications ranged from one
to six. Publishing recovered in the middle of the second decade and
continued growing until the end of the third decade. At that time
Vilnius University, which had become an important educational institution in Eastern Europe and supervised the largest administrative
education region in the Russia Empire10, stimulated the cultural life
and development of science in the region, creating conditions for
the emergence of secular intelligentsia, which together with religious
intelligentsia upheld national culture and science. In the third decade,
an average of five-plus publications per year was achieved.
The second wave of decline occurred after the uprisings of 1830–
1831 when print volumes diminished and fell back to the same level
as they were at the end of the 18th century. This decline was directly
affected by the ousting of traditional publishers of Lithuanian books –
i.e. the printing houses of Catholic institutions – from the publishing
9.

On average 4 publications per year were printed between 1795 and 1799, 2.2 publications between 1800–1804, 3 between 1805–1809, 1.8 between1810–1814,
4 between 1815–1819, 5.6 between 1820–1824, 5.8 between 1825–1829, 5
between 1830–1834, 4 between 1835–1839, 5.2 between 1840–1844, 5.2
between 1845–1849, 10.4 between 1850–1854, 11.6 between 1855–1859, and
21.6 between 1860–1864.
10. Based on documents from the archives of the Ministry of Folk Education of the
Russian Empire it can be said that there were 11 432 students in the Vilnius
administrative education region supervised by Vilnius University in 1803. The
number of students in the whole Russian Empire was 23 345 [24, 284].
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business. Lithuanian books printed by new professional publishers
failed to achieve a significant portion of the total publishing output.
Between the uprisings, the publishing of the Lithuanian book was
mainly conducted by the activities of the Lithuanian democratic
culture movement in St. Petersburg, the capital of the Russian Empire. However the publishing plans of the secular intelligentsia were
hindered by financial difficulties, particularly relating to distribution
problems.
The publishing of Lithuanian books started to recover again after
1838. Several factors stimulated the recovery: Firstly, the activity of the
modernised Catholic church, especially in the Diocese of Samogitia
(Žemaitija), where there was great concern not only about the use of
the Lithuanian language in parishes and the publication of Lithuanian
books aimed at the primary education of common people, but also
about the support for religion. Secondly, there were the social and
demographic changes of the Lithuanian speaking general public, and
the subsequent increase in literacy of the population. Thirdly, there
was the nature of private publishing, printing and trade business that
had to adapt to the market economy. At the beginning of the 19th
century, Lithuania was already one of the most literate regions of the
Russian Empire.
The growing economic capacity of peasants and the economic
and social changes that encouraged education led to growing numbers
of Lithuanian book readers and buyers. Besides, professional publishers also found commercial interest in the publishing of Lithuanian
books and their input gained impetus. The growth in printing volume
reached unprecedented levels and the average number of annual publications grew from 10 to more than 20. The number of publications
printed from 1853 to 1865 was as much as the total number of publications printed in the previous decades from the beginning of 1795.
The key factors stimulating the process of this transformation of the
Lithuanian book into the book of the Lithuanian-speaking nation
were Lithuanian national and cultural promotion activities to foster
the Lithuanian language. The aims were to encourage interest in the
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history of Lithuania, to create national literature and history, to collect
folklore, and to fight for the use of the native language in public life.
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Figure 1. The dynamics of publishing of Lithuanian religious and secular book in Lithuania Major in

Figure
1. The dynamics of publishing of Lithuanian religious and secular
1795–1864
book in 1795–1864

The revival and subsequent national awakening that set the direction of
change in the social structure of the society, and that led the modernization of book printing and distribution, also had a significant effect.
In the period under investigation, in terms of publications printed,
Lithuania Major caught up and surpassed Lithuania Minor, the region
that had in earlier times occupied a leading position in the field of
Lithuanian book publishing.
In the first half of the 19th century, the printed book in Lithuania Major still belonged to the ruling society and official culture;
for this reason books in languages other than Lithuanian prevailed.
Statistical data on publishing at that time helps us to understand the
position of the Lithuanian book in the social and cultural life of the
region. Unfortunately the statistics are based not on the results of
bibliographic accounting11, but on reports of the censorship institu11. The bibliographic accounting of books in other than Lithuanian languages in
Lithuania in the 19th century is still a problem that is being resolved very slowly.
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tions of Vilnius County [23, 4 [v]–5] that give information about
the permits for book printing issued by the Censor Committee of
Vilnius County12. Summarizing the results of the said sources of reference, it can be concluded that in 1831–1833 and 1841–1843 the
Lithuanian publishing outputs were as follows: 51% of publications
were in Polish, 27% in Hebrew, 9% in Russian and 13% in other
languages, 5% of which must have been publications in Lithuanian13.
According to sensors’ reports, 28% were religious publications, 11%
of publications were fiction (stories and novels), 2% were philosophy
and 3% historical, with a further 21% court cases and 35% percent
were so-called prints, i.e. engravings, layouts, drawings, charts, maps,
and other small prints [23, 12–13].

Although the compilation of bibliography of the Jewish books of the 18th century and the first half of the 19th century and registration of books printed in
Lithuania in other languages have been started, there are no reliable bibliographic
sources that would enable reconstruction of the quantitative, linguistic, thematic
and typological structure of multilingual Lithuanian publishing output in the
first half of the 19th century.
12. Although publishers had a right to choose the censoring institution, Lithuanian
publishers were mainly served by the Censor Committee of Vilnius County,
and these figures reflect the linguistic and thematic distribution of publications
printed in the region
13. The said document does not distinguish Lithuanian books. Therefore, their
number is given according to special calculations made by the author.
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What was the thematic and typological structure
of the Lithuanian book publishing repertoire in Lithuania
Major between 1795 and 1864?
Table 1. Themes of Lithuanian books published in Lithuania Major between
1795 and 1864
Publications
Number
1.

Religion

1.1.1
1.1.2
1.1.3

Publications for the Congregation
of the Catholic Church:
Prayer Books
Practical Theology Publications
Hymn Books

1.1.4
1.1.5
1.1.6

Catechisms
The Bible
Sermons

1.1

Percentage

1795–1864

374

63.6

1796–1864

364

61.9

1796–1864
1795–1864
1796–1864

146
104
56

24.8
17.7
9.5

1796–1864
1797–1859
1841–1863

34
17
7

5.8
2.9
1.2

1803–1864

10

1.7

2.

Publications for Congregation
of Evangelical Reformed Church
Linguistics

1796–1864

95

16.2

3.

Fiction

1814–1864

29

4.9

4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Politics
State and Law
Ethics. Alcohol Abuse Prevention
Agriculture and Housekeeping
History
Folklore
Healthcare

1812–1864
1828–1864
1846–1862
1823–1854
1845–1864
1829–1846
1848–1862

17
17
13
10
5
4
4

2.9
2.9
2.2
1.7
0.9
0.7
0.7

11.
11.1.
11.2.

Universal Content Publications:
Reference Books
Calendars

1846–1864
1858–1863
1846–1863

20
2
18

3.4
0.3
3.1

1795–1864

588

100.0

1.2

Total

The thematic and typological description of Lithuanian books for the
period under review was rather complicated because the publications
were inherently multifunctional and syncretic in content. Although
the assigning of specific publications to one or other thematic or
typological groups may be disputed, Lithuanian books published in
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Lithuania Major in the first half of the 19th century are attributable to
the thematic classification sections of Religion, Linguistics, Fiction,
Politics, State and Law, Ethics, Agriculture and Housekeeping, History,
Folklore, Healthcare and Universal Content (Table 1). The changing
needs of the population caused an increase in the number of the themes
of secular publications14. The number of such books printed at the
beginning and end of the period grew five times faster than the increase
in the total number of Lithuanian books15. However, the publishing of
secular books was rather sporadic and was related to the educational
or linguistic activities of individual representatives of the Lithuanian
intelligentsia. Only Primers, Fiction, and State and Law publications
were published in a more regular manner. The greatest impact on the
tendency to modernise the book repertoire was the establishment
of new elementary schools for peasants and the publication of new
ABC books and didactic literature. Also adding to the impact was
the struggle for the rights of the Lithuanian language in public life,
the collecting and popularising of folklore, and the growing interest
in Lithuanian history and language and the publishing of the books
on these topics. Secular books accounted for the largest part of all
the titles. The quantitative preponderance of religious publications
was defined by many repeated editions of Catechisms, Prayer Books,
Psalm Books, Gospels and other publications of religious content.
The increasing relevance and diversification of book content was
proved by the publication of the first books for the readers of Lithuania
Major on the topics of Agriculture and Housekeeping, Health, Law,
as well as publications of original Fiction and Bibliographic Materials.
First Calendars published by Laurynas Ivinskis became important and
14. Between 1795–1799 they represented 15% of all Lithuanian publications, 9.1%
between 1800–1804, 20% cent between 1805–1809, 22.2% between 1810–
1814, 15% between 1815–1819, 32.1% between 1820–1824, 35.7% between
1825–1829, 46.2% between 1830–1834, 45% between 1835–1839, 23.1%
between 1840–1844, 50% between 1845–1849, 32.8% between 1850–1854,
24.1% between 1855–1859, and 50.9% between 1860–1864.
15. During seventy years the number of secular books increased 28 times, whereas
the total number of Lithuanian books increased 5.7 times and the number of
religious books increased 4.8 times.

86

popular; they partly played the role of Lithuanian periodicals and enriched the secular literature with new texts on various practical topics
and with works of folklore and fiction. The trend of increasing the
modernization of Lithuania Major publication themes corresponded
to the overall development of Lithuanian books, but Lithuania Minor
was still setting the example to Lithuania Major through achievements
in the publishing of books on Linguistics, Folklore, Sciences, Industry
and Crafts.
This situation was vividly illustrated by descriptions of the state
of the Lithuanian language in different regions by the 19th century
Lithuanian writer and publisher Simonas Stanevičius. He compared
the language in the writings of Lithuania Major to self-sown forests
growing without any care and supervision (myszkâms par savy augantyms, be sarga ir be jôkia prydabôjyma) [7, 2], whereas the writings
published in Königsberg, Tilsit, Klaipėda and Gumbinė were compared to orchards planted carefully and looked after by a man (pryligst
sodnams kur medey ranka źmogaus po tisuma yr patôgey susvadynty ira)
[7, 2]. Nevertheless, it should be mentioned that Lithuania Major (in
contrast to Lithuania Minor) deserved more praise for the Lithuanian
publications of those days in the thematic groups of Fiction, History
and Bibliography.
The modernization of Lithuanian printings is seen not only in its
secularization, but also in qualitative changes of the themes and the
appearance of the first elite literary works. Scientific books, however,
did not really develop. Publications with agricultural and medical
content lagged behind books of humanitarian content. There were
no books at all on economics, natural science, technology or other sciences. Besides publications devoted to peasant education and
administration, the first Lithuanian scholarly works on history and
linguistics also appeared. New functions of the book developed with
the integration of Lithuanian folk into civil society, but there were still
no books on natural and social sciences, art or philosophy. There were
some similar scholarly and science works (e.g., natural science) written
at that time, but they were not printed because of financial troubles
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(267 handwritten Lithuanian texts of various contents remained
unprinted). The Age of Enlightenment activated the publication of
scientific literature and books of fiction, and great attention was placed
on such publication types as encyclopaedias, periodicals, almanacs,
calendars, and books for children. These tendencies, however, were
only partly reflected in Lithuanian printings of the time.

Who were the authors of Lithuanian books in Lithuania
Major in 1795–1864?
The major part of the book repertoire of the period under investigation consisted of authorial writings, namely, 65 % of the works were
by individual writers and 5 % collective works. Lithuania Major saw
reprints of books in Lithuanian written by 13 authors in earlier centuries. 133 new authors of Lithuanian texts joined the writing corps
who created original secular and religious writings, and also translated
into Lithuanian 49 texts of foreign authors. In 1795–1864, there were
195 authors in Lithuania Major who influenced the development of
the content of the Lithuanian book of that period. Repeated editions
of 17th–18th century books represented only a small part of all printed
books. The first graduates of Vilnius University, who obtained secular
higher education, became authors of the most important Lithuanian
books, and were also translators and writers. The quality of Lithuanian
printings was improved by original secular writings and translations,
with the most significant increase in Lithuanian writings and translations being observed in the middle of the century, during the fifth
and sixth decades.
The Government of the region treated Lithuanian books as
folk books meant to satisfy education and the religious needs of the
population. Democratic intelligentsia valued Lithuanian printings
differently and saw them as a tool with which to uphold the Lithuanian
language and culture, and create Lithuanian history and revive the
nation. It was through their efforts that the Lithuanian book satisfied
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the needs of pastoral and religious practice, leisure reading needs,
scientific and popular science knowledge, and rendered special and
general information, taught language and practical skills. Further,
there was information about the native country, its population, laws and
other important political statements. Authors of that time were already
capable of writing scientific philology, mathematics, geography, botany,
and medicine texts in Lithuanian. However many of their writings
remained unpublished due to unfavourable publishing conditions and
therefore did not reach the readers.

The most significant Lithuanian publications of Lithuania
Major in 1795–1864
1795–1804
80 publications appeared in the Lithuanian language. 31 of these 80
publications (18 books and 13 smaller publications) targeted Lithuania
Major, and 49 targeted Lithuania Minor.
1795–1851
A book of didactic religious texts, a typical example of late Baroque
Lithuanian prose The gate opened to eternity through the memory of last
things […] (Broma atwerta ing wiecznasti par atminima paskutiniu dayktu
[…]) compiled by Mykolas Olševskis in the middle of the 18th century
was still popular in Lithuania Major and was published in nine editions.
1795–1864
In Lithuania Major, the first Catholic prayer book The rosary of St.
Virgin Mary and sweet name Jesus […] (Rozancius szwęnciausios Maryos
pannos yr saldziausy warda Jezusa […]) by Jurgis Kasakauskis, that for
the first time appeared in 1681, was still in print. In these times it
remained a top prayer book with 28 reprints. (The total number of
reprints of this prayer book, from the end of the 17th century until
the middle of the 19th century, was 46.)
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Picture 1. The title page of the
first Catholic prayer book The rosary of St. Virgin Mary and sweet
name Jesus […] (Rozancius
szwęnciausios Maryos pannos
yr saldziausy warda Jezusa […])
by Jurgis Kasakauskis (1797).

1796–1845
The competitor of the first Catholic prayer book The rosary of St.
Virgin Mary and sweet name Jesus […] (Rozancius szwęnciausios Maryos
pannos yr saldziausy warda Jezusa […]) appeared: it was a prayer book
Spiritual Altar [...] (Altorius duchaunas [...]) that with changed title and
edited by different authors was printed 40 times in Lithuania Major.
1796–1864
The first ABC book for inhabitants of Lithuania Major Science of
reading Lithuanian script for small children […] (Moksłas skaytima
raszta lietuwiszka dieł mazu wayku […]) was reprinted 63 times. It
and its analogues became the model for essential texts in the teaching
of vernacular language by the use of specialized textbooks.
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Picture 2. The title page of
the first ABC book for inhabitants of Lithuania Major Science of reading Lithuanian
script for small children […]
(Moksłas skaytima raszta lietuwiszka dieł mazu wayku
[…]) (1796).

1797–1859
The most popular book printed for the Lithuanian Catholic clergy in
Lithuania Major was still the texts of Gospels that ought to be read
before sermons and on other occasions. It was reprinted 14 times.
This book prepared by Jonas Jaknavičius, the contemporary of Konstantinas Sirvydas, was the first translation of the texts of the Holly
Writ in Lithuania Major. It was printed in Polish and Lithuanian in
parallel under the title Gospels and epistles for every week and different
holidays […] (Ewangelie i epistoly, tak niedzielne jako i wszystkich świąt
[…]). Since the beginning of the 17th century with some changes
and additions it was reprinted 42 times in total.
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1798–1818
Up to the beginning of the period under discussion, a psalm book
The voice of the heart at our Lord God […] calling (Balsas sirdies pas
wieszpati diewa, panna szwęciausia Marya ir szwętus danguy karalaujęčius szaukenčios […]) already reprinted 12 times was reprinted
another 10 times and became the most popular psalm book.
1805–1814
68 publications appeared in the Lithuanian language. 24 of these (16
books and 8 smaller publications) targeted Lithuania Major, and 44
targeted Lithuania Minor.
1814
A poet Antanas Strazdas published the first original book of fiction
in Lithuanian at his own cost in Vilnius Missionary printing house
– Songs Secular and Holy […] (Giesmies swietiszkas ir szwintas […]).
1815–1824
100 publications in the Lithuanian language appeared. 48 of these (26
books and 22 lesser prints) targeted Lithuania Major and 52 targeted
Lithuania Minor.
1816
The Lower Lithuania (Samogitia) bishop, duke Juozapas Arnulfas
Giedraitis who belonged to the Russian Bible Society, organized the
publishing of the first translation into Lithuanian of the New Testament for the Catholics of Lithuania Major in Vilnius (since the Protestants had different traditions of reading the Holy Writ, in Lithuania
Minor it was printed in a popular edition already in 18th century).
1820–1864
The vicar of Vilnius Cathedral, later becoming the vice chanter,
Vincentas Valmikas published a new psalm book Samogitian songs
or spiritual chants […] (Katyczkas źemaytyszkas arba giesmes nobaźnas
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[…]), based on a former psalm book The voice of the heart atour Lord
god […] calling (Bałsas sirdies pas Pona Diewa Szwęciausy Marya Panna
yr szwęntus danguy karalaujencius, szaukancios […]). The new psalm
book replaced the former and was reprinted 24 times in this period.
1823
Simonas Stanevičius reprinted the fragments of the first printed catholic book of homilies A Catholic Postilla [...] (Postilla katholicka [...])
(1599) by Mikalojus Daukša. They became the patriotic manifest of
all Lithuanians interested in fostering the Lithuanian language and
literature.
1823
One of the first books of prose in the Lithuanian language was printed: Wandering trader Jonas from Swisłocze [...] (Jonas isz Swisłoczes
krominikas wędrawois [...]) – a translation from a Polish story with a
similar title by Jan Chodzka prepared by Juozapas Rupeika.
1823
The first booklet for the population of Lithuania Major on agriculture
and housekeeping was published: On production of food from Iceland
lichen […] (Apey darima walge ysz kiarpiu islandu [...]). By order of
the Russian government it was published in Lithuanian, Polish, and
in the Russian languages in both provinces of Lithuania in the times
of bad harvest. (The second edition appeared in 1825.)
1823
The literature on beekeeping in the Lithuanian language was enriched
by the Veliuona priest Kiprijonas Juozapas Nezabitauskis who had
prepared and printed a booklet Collection of stories by educated men
on ancient true work with bees [...] (Surinkimas dasekimu par mokintus
źmonias, senowias amźiose tikray daritu apey bytes [...]). The first publication in Lithuania Minor on this topic appeared in 1801.
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1824
The printing house of the Vilnius Missionaries published the first
secular, illustrated ABC book in Lithuanian – New science of reading
for small Samogitian and Lithuanian children [...] (Naujas moksłas
skaytima diel maźū waykū Źemaycziu yr Lietuwos [...]) by Kajetonas
Rokas Nezabitauskis. It contained the first list of Lithuanian publications repertoire “Collection of various Lithuanian, Samogitian
and Prussian-Lithuanian writings [...]” (“Surinkimas Wysokiu Rasztu Lietuviszku. Zemaytyszku, yr Prusyszkay-Lietuviszku [...]”) (73
books and manuscripts were included), and also included a list of 53
proverbs and sayings.

Picture 3. The illustrated page
of the first secular and illustrated ABC book in Lithuanian
– New science of reading for
small Samogitian and Lithuanian children [...] (Naujas
moksłas skaytima diel maźū
waykū Źemaycziu yr Lietuwos [...]) (1824).

94

1825–1834
101 publications appeared in the Lithuanian language. 54 of these
(30 books and 24 smaller publications) targeted Lithuania Major, and
47 targeted Lithuania Minor.
1826
For the first time, booklets devoted to the occasional Church festivals
of Jubilee years appeared in the Lithuanian language: two editions of
a practical manual Holy year or the great Jubilee [...] (Metai szwenti,
arba Jubileuszas didis [...]) prepared by Bonaventūra Gailevičius and
a psalm Remember holy year. A Jubilee psalm [...] (Atminimas metus
šviętu. Giesmie jubileuszo [...]) created by the same author.
After 1827
For the first time the Tsarist Russian government appealed to the
population of the country in Lithuanian: it was a circular translated
into Lithuanian by Hiacintas Milevičius Excerpt from the law on deserters from the military service and their concealment (Iszraszas prowu
ape iszbiegusius wayskawusius pametontius słuźba źalnieryszka yr ape
anu uszkawotoius). It included decrees of the tsar prohibiting asylum
to deserters from the Russian army.
1829
S. Stanevičius initiated the reprinting of the anonymous grammar
Universitas Linguarum Litvaniae – the first printed grammar of the
Lithuanian language preserved from the times of the Grand Duchy
of Lithuania. It was entitled Short instruction of Lithuanian or the
Samogitian language […] (Grammatica brevis linguae Lituanicae seu
Samogiticae [...] = Trumpas pamokimas kałbos lituwyszkos arba źemaytyszkos […]).
1829
An original and one of the most mature poetry selections Six tales by a
Samogitian Simonas Stanevičius and six more by a Prussian Lithuanian
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Kristijonas Donelaitis (Szeszes pasakas Symona Stanewiczes żemaycze
yr antras szeszes Kryżźa Donałayczia lituwynynka prusa) prepared by
S. Stanevičius were printed in B. Noiman’s printing house in Vilnius.
For the first time the readers of Lithuania Major got acquainted with
works of the founder of Lithuanian fiction K. Donelaitis.
1829
The first book of folklore in Lithuania Major – the collection of folk
songs Samogitian songs collected and published by Simonas Stanevičius,
scholar of literature and fine arts (Daynas żemaycziu surynktas yr yszdutas
par Symona Stanewicze, mokslynynka literaturas yr grażiuju prytirymu)
prepared by S. Stanevičius was published.
Around 1830–1858
The first book on Lithuanian grammar “A short science of the Lithuanian language […]” (“Trumpa kalbmokslea lieżuv’o lietuviško […]”)
was written by Kristupas Daukša. Alas, it was not printed.
1831
During the insurgence, four proclamations in Lithuanian were issued
– one by the leadership of the insurgents and three by the suppressors
of insurgence and their supporters.
1832
The book A grammar of the Samogitian language […] (Grammatyka
języka żmudzkiego = Kałbrieda leźuwio źiamaytiszko […]) by Kalikstas
Kasakauskis was published in Vilnius. This was the second book on
Lithuanian grammar printed in Lithuania Major during the discussed
period, though many authors were preparing similar books (A. Butkevičius, F. Cechanovskis, J. Čiulda, K. Daukša, J. A. Giedraitis, S.
Grosas, J. Juška, D. Mogenis, K. Nerlichas, K. J. Nezabitauskis, J.
Plateris, A. Prekeris).
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1833
A book on Polish grammar Polish grammar for Lithuanians studying
Polish […] (Grammatyka polska dla Litwinów uczących się języka
polskiego […]) by Motiejus Pranciškus Marcinskas was published. It
was the first book in Lithuanian published in Suvalkai.
1833
Sheets of music for a folk song collection by S. Stanevičius Samogitian
music notes for Samogitian songs […] (Pàźimes źemaytyszkas gâydas
prydiêtynas pry Daynù źemaycziu […]) were printed in Riga. This was
the first edition of music sheets printed in Lithuania Major.
1835–1844
112 publications appeared in the Lithuanian language
46 of these (27 books and 19 smaller publications) targeted Lithuania
Major, and 66 targeted Lithuania Minor.
1835–1836
In Paris, the printing houses of A. Pinard and Martinet printed two
publications in Lithuanian: a translation of verses by Adam Mickiewicz and fragments from a book The words of a believer (Paroles d’un
croyant) by a French author Hugues Félicité Robert de Lamennais.
1837
The first Lithuanian book of grammar – a textbook for Latin language
students The meaning of Latin language […] (Prasmą łotinû kałbos
[…]) prepared by Simonas Daukantas under the pseudonym of K.
W. Mylė was printed in Saint Petersburg.
1837
For the first time the readers of Lithuania Major were presented
with a selection of poetry by Adam Mickiewicz, Antoni Odyniec,
Bronisław Zaleski translated into the Lithuanian language Excerpts
from modern Polish poets. Translated to the Lithuanian language with
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an annex of some words on the Lithuanian language and literature
[…] (Wyjątki z nowoczesnych poetow polskich. Tlumaczone na język
litewski z przydaniem kilkų slow o języku i literaturze litewskiej […]).
The translator was Liudvikas Adomas Jucevičius who wrote both in
Polish and Lithuanian.
Before 1838
S. Daukantas finished his second work on history “Samogitian history”
(“Istoryje Źemaytyszka”). The work remained in manuscript.
1842
A textbook Lithuanian High and Samogitian alphabet […] (Abecieļa
lîjtuwiû-kalnienû ir źiamajtiû kałbos […]) prepared by S. Daukantas
for parochial schools was printed; as it included the Russian alphabet
and some text in Russian, it may be considered to be the first textbook
of Russian for Lithuanian primary schools.
1843
Jurgis Pabrėža, one of the most productive representatives of confessional intelligentsia, who wrote in Lithuanian, created a scientific
work on botany. However, it was not printed, unlike other works of
this author.
1845–1854
203 publications appeared in the Lithuanian language. 110 of these
(69 books, 41 small prints) targeted Lithuania Major and 93 targeted
Lithuania Minor.
1845
The first printed book (in Lithuanian) of the history of Lithuania and
Lithuanian culture The Character of Lithuanians, Higher and Samogitian, of Old Times [...] (Budą senowęs-lëtuwiû kalnienû ir źamajtiû
[...]) by S. Daukantas was published in Saint Petersburg under the
pseudonym J. Laukys.
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1846
Laurynas Ivinskis started publishing Lithuanian calendars for Lithuania Major. They became the forerunners of Lithuanian periodicals.
Eighteen calendars (year counters) were published by 1865. (In Lithuania Minor, the first Lithuanian calendars also appeared in 1846).

Picture 4. The title
page of the first Lithuanian calendar for inhabitants of Lithuania
Major (1846).

1846
In Saint Petersburg K. Krajs’ printing house published a collection
of Lithuanian folk songs Samogitian songs: written from the words of
singers [...] (Dajnes źiamajtiû: pagał zôdiû dajninikû ĩszraszytas [...])
by S. Daukantas. It was the second collection of folk songs in Lithuania Major.
1846
A book Lithuania from the point of view of ancient remnants, rituals
and traditions [...] (Litwa pod względem starożytnych zabytków, obycza-
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jów i zwyczajów [...]) by L. A. Jucevičius was published in Vilnius. It
included texts of Lithuanian folklore and the reprint of a Lithuanian
literature review prepared by the author in Polish.
1846
A translation of the antique literature Phaedrus tales [...] (Pasakas
Phedro [...]) by S. Daukantas was published in Saint Petersburg.
1848
Two volumes of history Samogitian diocese [...] (Źemajtiu wiskupistę
[...]) by Motiejus Valančius were published in Lithuanian in Vilnius.
1848
In Moises Zimeliewicz (printer Moises) printing house in Kaunas,
the first health care publication in Lithuanian was published. It was
Rules for wealthy people how to prevent cholera [...] (Regułas del skarbawu źmoniu: kayp sawi reyk uźłeykiti nuog choleras [...]) by Ksaveras
Stravinskis adapted by Jonas Ugianskis. This was the first Lithuanian
book printed in Kaunas.
1849
The first fire prevention textbook for inhabitants of Lithuanian Major
A fire book or a short lecture to the people of what to do before the start of
the fire, during and after fire, so that everyone knows how to take care of
fire (Ugnęs-kningélę, arba Trumpą pamoksłą kas źmôniems wertaj darytĩ
půłas pĩrm ugnęs, ugnej pasĩdariós ir po ugnęs, jeb koźnós só ugnĩmi
pasisaugotĩ prisĩmokytu) prepared by S. Daukantas was published.

1850
M. Valančius appointed to a bishopric addressed the priests and believers of his diocese by a printed pastoral letter A pastoral letter by Maciej
Woloncziewski, a bishop from a good grace of God and holy seat [...] (List
pasterski Macieja Woloncziewskego z boźego miloserdzia i laski s. stolicy
apostolskej biskupa Telszewskiego do duchawienstwa i wiernych chrystu-
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sowych rzymsko-katolickej dyecezyi Telszewskiej). The text of the letter
is printed in Polish and Lithuanian, and it was the first publication
of this kind in Lithuania.
1850
S. Daukantas finished the fourth book of history “A story of works
of Lithuanian nation in ancient times” (“Pasakojimas apej Wejkałus
Letuwiû tautos senowi”), but it stayed in manuscript.
1851
An original work of Lithuanian fiction Sermons of wisdom and truth,
told by wise men of all centuries to Lithuanian children (Pamokslaj iszminties ir tejsibeas, iszguldineti priliginimajs galwocziu wisu amžiu del
Lietuwos wajkielu) by Antanas Tatarė was published.
1853
During the period under study, the most often printed catechism in
Lithuania Major Act and prayers [...] (Aktas ir poteryj [...], its forerunner
Acts of faith, hope, grace and pity [...] (Aktay vieros, nadieios, malones
ir gaylese [...]) published in 1796) by Jeronimas Kiprijonas Račkauskis was approved by M. Valančius as an official catechism and was
disseminated throughout the Samogitian diocese.
1853
An original work of Lithuanian fiction A visit to the old man for
Samogitian and Lithuanian brothers [...] (Aplankimas seniuka diel
brolu źemajcziu ir lietuviu [...]) by Petras Gomaliauskas was published.
1854
Juozas Čiulda wrote a work (in Polish) on Samogitian and Lithuanian
mythology. It was not published and remained in manuscript.
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1855–1864
412 publications appeared in the Lithuanian language 275 of these
publications (160 books, 115 small publications) targeted Lithuanian
Major and 137 targeted Lithuania Minor.
1855
The right of Catholic priests to preach sermons freely was limited and
the Government ordered that they be preached according to printed versions approved by church authorities. An officially approved
collection of Lithuanian sermons was Holy evangelic stories for all the
weekdays around the year (Iszguldimas ewangeliju szwentu ant wisu
nedeldienu par apalus metus) by Otonas Praniauskas.
1855–1865
A new prayer book Glory of the God. A book for young people [...]
(Garbie diewa. Knigiele jaunumenej pawesta [...]) was compiled by J.
K. Račkauskis and published repeatedly four times until 1865. It was
further published after the Lithuanian press was banned.
1857
L. Ivinskis, a publisher of Lithuanian calendars, initiated a project
on a Lithuanian newspaper “Ajtwaras”, but was unable to realize it.
1858
A translation of a sentimental didactic novel for youth Genoveva
(Genavejte) by Christof von Schmid introduced German literature to
the people of Lithuania Major. The translator of the work L. Ivinskis
translated it from Polish, not the German language. A second edition
appeared in 1863.
1858
The first original Lithuanian hagiographic work Lives of the saints
whose names are most popular among Samogitians [...] (Źiwataj szwętuju
tu, kuriu wardajs źemajczej uź wis gieb wadinties [...]) by M. Valančius
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was published. Its content
was close to secular fiction
works and, in 1861, the second edition was published.

Picture 5. The title page of the
first original Lithuanian hagiographic work Lives of the
saints whose names are most
popular among Samogitians
[...] (Źiwataj szwętuju tu, kuriu
wardajs źemajczej uź wis gieb
wadinties [...]) by M. Valančius
(1958).

1858
Józef Zawadzki’s printing house published the first Lithuanian book
trade catalogue Samogitian books financed and printed by Józef Zawadzki in Vilnius that can be bought by anyone in Varniai bookshop owned
by the same Józef Zawadzki (Knigas źemajtiszkas iszduotas kasztu ir
spaustuwi Jozapa Zawadzkia Wilniuje, o kurios gal kiekwienas pirkti
Warniusie kniginiczio to paties Jozapa Zawadzkia). This was also the
first separately published bibliographic list in Lithuania Major.
1859
A group of Lithuanian intelligentsia planned to start a Lithuanian newspaper “Pakielawingas” (“Fellow-traveller”) (editor-in-chief M. Akelaitis)
but the idea was not realised as the censors did not grant permission.
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1860–1864
An original work of Lithuanian fiction A grandfather from Šiaulėnai
[...] (Sziauleniszkis senelis [...]) in three parts by Juozapas Silvestras
Dovydaitis was published.
1861
An original collection of poetry Tales, stories, jokes and songs [...]
(Pasakos, pritikimai, weselos ir giesmes [...]) by Kajetonas Aleknavičius
was published in Vilnius.
1861
One of the first scholarly studies of Lithuanian dialects Languages of
Lithuanian and Lithuanian writing or orthography (Kałbos lëtuviszko
lëżuvo ir lëtuviszkas statraszimas arba ortograpija) by Antanas Juška was
published in the printing house of the Academy of Science in Saint
Petersburg, and was financed by the author.
1862
A Lithuanian patriotic song translated from Polish God, save Poland
(Boże, coś polska) by Telesforas Nešukaitis and performed during political manifestations was printed illegally in Saint Petersburg.
1863
Ivan Krylov’s fables Tales [...] (Pasakos [...]) translated by Juozapas
Želvavičius (who graduated from Saint Petersburg Seminary and
became a Rector of Saratov Seminary) into Lithuanian, was published.
1863
A catalogue of elementary education publications distributed through
J. Zawadski’s bookshop in Vilnius List of publications [...] (Spis dziel
[...]) was published. It included the second known trade catalogue of
Lithuanian books published separately A list of religious and other books
in Samogitian-Lithuanian language for people, published in Vilnius by
Józef Zawadzki press and finances (Spis kisąźek naboźnych i rozmaitych
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w języku żmudzko-litewskim dla Ludu wydanych nakladem i drukiem
Józefa Zawadzkiego).
1863–1864
During the resurrection years both sides used the press more actively
than during the Resurrection of 1831. 12 proclamations were published, 10 of which were published by leaders of the Resurrection.

Conclusions
The first half of the 19th century is a special period in the history of
the Lithuanian book. It is not only the first phase of Lithuania’s occupation by Russia but also the end of the history of the old Lithuanian
book, and the beginning of a new development in the book sector.
It is the period when the development of multilingual Lithuanian
books were influenced not only by political events in the region, but
by technological progress in the printing industry, the introduction
of market economy laws in publishing and trade, and the growing
demand for printed material in society. At that time, the Lithuanian
book experienced both quantitative and qualitative changes, and
the process of transformation of the Lithuanian book into the book
of a Lithuanian-speaking nation began. In terms of the number of
publications printed, Lithuania Major caught up and surpassed the
position of Lithuania Minor that had, in earlier ages, held the leading
position in the field of Lithuanian book publishing.
The book repertoire changed fundamentally in comparison with
the 18th century. With the modernization of society, Lithuanian publications were also upgraded. The ethno-cultural movement started at
the end of the 1820s and in the 1830s had the greatest impact on this
desire to modernise books. During the seventy years under discussion,
a new generation of writers developed and essentially renewed the
repertoire of Lithuanian printings. However, compared to the state of
literature in other languages, the position of the Lithuanian language
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in public life at that time still could not ensure a completeness of the
thematic structure of the repertoire of publications in Lithuanian.
Most books focused on elementary education and support for religion
amongst the more literate peasants and, with the few exceptions of the
elite and scientific publications, did not satisfy the versatile information
and communication needs of the wider sections of the population.
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Good Books at a Reasonable Cost
– Mission of a Good Publisher:
the Case of Eesti Päevaleht Book Series

Aile Möldre
Institute of Information Studies, Tallinn University

Introduction
One could argue that a good book is a result of good publishing. The
first notion of the sentence, the good book, is, of course, interpreted by
every individual according to his or her taste, preferences and cultural
values. The subjectivist theories try to locate the ground of goodness
in a psychological fact such as satisfaction that could be drawn from
reading very different literature, including dime novels [32]. At the
same time, in the field of literary studies the classification by quality
is applied frequently, as some authors and works are considered more
important than others, forming the literary canon. The grounds of
this hierarchy and the selection and classification processes are, however, often unexplained [36]. Besides fiction, the non-fiction books
of “serious intent” can also be assembled in the lists of “great books”
or “cultural classics” [4, 56] of equally undefined origin.
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The criteria of a good publisher can be more firmly established.
The good publisher presumably realises his/her intellectual role as
a gatekeeper of ideas and is concerned both with the preservation
of cultural traditions as well as nurturing innovation inevitable for
overall social development [5]. This is accomplished by fulfilling the
intermediary roles of arbiter, filter, custodian, marketer and distributor [23, 31]. Each of these functions is supposed to add value to the
text, including its development through editing and design. A good
publisher should match content to readers by including a foreword,
epilogue, commentaries, notes, indices, etc. and, when necessary,
by improving the style and checking the facts. Sales and marketing
activities should guarantee that different segments of the audience
find the books measuring up to their expectations.
By the words of the Japanese book researcher Shigeo Minowa
[26, 336] the ultimate goal of book development in any country is to
supply readers with better books, regularly and at a reasonable cost.
This brings us to the issue of price, which determines access to books,
the range of their distribution and their consumption by readers.
The closer study of the phenomenon has related the absolute
price to various other indicators. For example, Minowa analysed the
level of book prices in relation to income and the sum spent on personal consumption. According to his research on within the Japanese
book industry, books gradually became less burdensome purchases to
consumers over time, leading to a conclusion that the essential point
in establishing the “reasonable cost” is the level of prices relative to
reader income [26, 334–336]. The British book historian Simon
Eliot [7] has enriched the concept of material cost with the concept
of opportunity cost, signifying the sacrifice a person has to make to
buy a book. The less the disposable income of a person, the harder the
choice between different pleasures one could afford. The opportunity
cost also involves expenditure of time and energy dedicated to reading.
In any case, reader access to books is promoted by low prices, be it in
absolute or relative evaluation.
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The treatment of good publishing practices hardly associates
the reasonable cost with cheap, trashy content, the so-called pulp
fiction. One assumes that the publishers of quality literature produce
books for the legitimate or at least middle-brow taste (according to
Bourdieu’s classification) [6, 8], made available at affordable prices.
Book history knows many great series of classic texts like Everyman
Library in Great Britain or Deutsche Klassiker Bibliothek in Germany,
which have offered the reading public high-value content at modest
prices. The classical example of publishing quality fiction at a low price
is, of course, Penguin, initiator of the paperback revolution. Bernard
Shaw has commented on Penguin books by saying: “If a book is and
good, the cheaper the better” [29].
As of 2005 the Estonian book market has its own example of the
low-price hard-cover series, issued by the newspaper publisher Eesti
Päevaleht. This article analyses the publication and dissemination of
the series using the case study approach. It concentrates on the analysis
of the publishing quality of the series, its promotion by the publishers
and the effect of the reasonable price on dissemination of the series.
The research is based on the books published in the series and the
articles issued in various newspapers and journals as well as website
material. Signe Läns has treated this particular publishing event in
her Master’s thesis on the book publishing activities of various media
corporations in Estonia [22]. The situation in Estonian publishing
has been analysed in the two reports by the Estonian Institute of Economic Research, presenting the data from the years 2003 and 2007
[8; 9]. These reports include the data on the number of publishing
enterprises and staff, revenues, exports and imports as well as state
policy in the field of periodicals and book publishing in Estonia.
The statistical data on book title production and reading habits can
be obtained also from the database of Statistics Estonia. Research on
changes in the consumption of books at the end of the 1980s and in
the beginning of the 2000s carried out at Tartu University has been
presented in the collection of articles on media studies [25].
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The publishing scene in present-day Estonia
In order to present the necessary background information for the treatment of the book series by the newspaper publisher Eesti Päevaleht,
the main features of the Estonian publishing scene are characterised
briefly.
After the turbulence of the 1990s when publishing (and all other
fields within industry and culture) adapted to function in the market
economy, the book industry entered a more stabile phase at the beginning of 21st century. Annual book production increased from 3466
titles in 2000 to 4658 titles in 2008. This long period of growth was
followed by a small decline in 2009 (4551 titles) and a considerable
decline in 2010 (3760 titles) [30]. These fluctuations correspond to
the general economic situation in the country – the beginning of the
21st century was a period of rapid economic growth, developing into
a boom a few years later. The global economic crisis reached Estonia
at the end of 2008 / the beginning of 2009, setting off a deep decline.
The decrease of GNP in 2009 was 14.1% [27].
The average print run remained stable during the 2000s, being
around 1500 copies. The exceptions were during 2006 and 2007 when
the print run reached 1807 and 2065 copies respectively [22, 94].
The number of publishers, according to the statistical data presented by the National Library of Estonia, is also remarkably large
during the 2000s, ranging from 638 in 2000 to 936 in 2007, exceeding the average of 800 publishers [22, 92]. This number includes all
enterprises, organisations and private individuals who had produced
at least one publication during the studied year. The number of publishing houses that concentrate on publishing books and brochures is
smaller, but still quite remarkable for a small country like Estonia (1.3
million inhabitants). According to the study of the Estonian Institute
of Economic Research, 138 publishing houses published books and
brochures, including textbooks, dictionaries and atlases in 2007 [9,
4]. It is noteworthy that the Estonian book industry does not show
notable signs of the trends that characterise Western publishing, above
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all, mergers and acquisitions or strong concentration of production.
The agents of the field as well as media analysts predicted an imminent wave of mergers and bankruptcies since the end of the 1990s,
referring to overproduction and the negative impact of relatively high
book prices. The average book price was 90 Estonian Kroons (crowns,
code: EEK) (EUR 5.75) in 2001 and EEK 115 (EUR 7.35) in 2005
(calculated on the basis of library acquisitions, thus lower than the
retail prices in book-shops) [21]. In 2010 the price of a translated
novel reached EEK 250 (EUR 15.98) [34].
However, there were practically no signs of such a trend, even
during the economic crisis at the end of the 2000s. Publishing seems
to attract the inhabitants of Estonia irresistibly. Combined with the
desire of the reading public to buy books and state support to publishing through the Fund for Furthering Culture (Eesti Kultuurkapital),
this urge secures the survival of a large number of publishing firms.
At the same time the Estonian book industry cannot be characterised by the dual division into oligopolistic core and small peripheral
enterprises. The modern publishing sector has developed during the
last two decades, starting from the perestroika at the end of the 1980s.
The oldest publishing houses Eesti Raamat and Valgus were established during Soviet occupation, but had to undergo total renewal in
order to function in the changed environment. The share of the ten
largest publishers does not exceed one third of all the titles, whereas
the ranking and composition of the top ten has undergone various
changes during the last decade.
While the traditional book publishing sector operates on Estonian capital, the local media market has attracted investments from
several Nordic companies – the Norwegian media group Schibsted
ASA bought the majority of the shares of Postimees Group, and
Bonnier’s affiliate company Marieberg obtained 50% of Meediakorp
[25, 30–37]. The latter was bought back by the Estonian media
entrepreneur Hans H. Luik in 2001 [25, 36]. Fierce competition in
the media market and the influx of foreign investments led to the
formation of two dominant media groups, Eesti Meedia, owned by
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Schibsted ASA, and Ekspress Grupp which belongs to Hans H. Luik.
The media market is thus highly concentrated. From the early years
of the 21st century, media firms began diversifying by turning to book
publishing, aiming to reduce their risks, but also to benefit from economies of scale. Book title production of the five largest media firms
in 2008–2009 formed only about 5% of the total book production,
but their share has been constantly growing in the 2000s [22, 41].

The book series by Eesti Päevaleht
The newspaper publisher Eesti Päevaleht initiated publication of the
book series “The 20th Century Literary Classics” in partnership with
the Spanish company Mediasat Group in 2005. The Estonian partner
of the book project, Eesti Päevaleht, being part of the media group
Ekspress Grupp was practically a newcomer to book publishing – the
corresponding unit was established in 2003. Launching the series was
a remarkable event in Estonian publishing in many ways. It was the
first involvement of foreign capital in Estonian book publishing. The
Mediasat Group, which is active in 25 countries, offers periodical
publishers the service of brand extension by providing them with the
possibility to increase their income by selling their customers book
series, CDs or DVD collections at affordable prices [24]. These affordable prices were largely due to the group’s involvement in several
analogous projects, large print runs and reprints [13]. The pre-print
processes and printing were carried out abroad, Eesti Päevaleht taking the role of distributor. The project was launched with a massive
advertising campaign, unlike anything seen before in the Estonian
book industry, involving print media, TV, radio, Internet, shops
and outdoor media. The extensive advertising budget of the series
reached EEK 3.2 million (EUR 204,517). The survey carried out
by the market research company TNS Emor demonstrated that the
campaign achieved its target – 87.1% of respondents were aware of
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the series and 32% admitted that the project had positively changed
their attitude towards the newspaper [3].
Buyers could only purchase the book when simultaneously buying
the newspaper – as a subscriber of the paper, or as a buyer of a package
consisting of the newspaper and the book from the bookshop or supermarket. A new book was introduced every Saturday from October
15, 2005 until July 15, 2006 and remained on sale for a week. The
first book, “The Name of the Rose” by Umberto Eco was distributed
free of charge – only for the cost of the newspaper. The price of the
following books in the first series was EEK 65 (EUR 4.15), together
with the newspaper the cost was EUR 5.11, i.e., 30%–50% less than
the average price at that time. In order to relate this to income level
it should be mentioned that the average net income was EUR 411
in 2005 [16]. The dissemination strategy of the series was aimed
at attracting, among others, the attention of people who were not
regular book buyers.
Books of the series were issued as hard-back editions. The Estonian book industry does not use the Western practice of publishing
the content first as a hardback and later as a paperback. The buyer
interested in obtaining the book at a lower price has to hope that
he/she can purchase the book for a reduced price during a sale. The
intention to keep the price low led to a too-narrow format, the use
of a small font, and poor quality binding. Thus the affordable price
was achieved, partly, by abandoning the principles of good publishing
practice.
The series included five novels by Estonian authors and 35 translations (40 titles in total), all of which were reprints. The initial plan
included 30 titles, but the series was extended by 10 titles due to its
extraordinary popularity. The choice of authors was varied and uneven,
presenting different periods (from Henry James to Toni Morrison)
and different genres (for example, “I, Claudius” by Robert Graves;
and “Death on the Nile” by Agatha Christie), but on the whole there
is no doubt that all texts surpassed the simplest mass literature. The
publisher admitted that the selection was dictated by the availability
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of copyright – the international copyright owned by Mediasat Group
and the possibilities to obtain copyright from Estonian translators
and publishers [14].
News about the project received harsh critique from several
Estonian publishers. Mediasat Group was accused in its attempt to
acquire the rights of the works as paying “the price of a sandwich”
and in creating an illusion that books could be produced so cheaply
[35]. Using Bourdieu’s terminology, the group was blamed for earning
economic capital using the cultural capital created by other publishers.
This kind of reaction from competitors to low-priced publications
is not without precedent – traditional publishers also tended to treat
Penguin with suspicion and uncertainty. In the USA, the decision of
four New York publishers to drop the price of new novels from USD
2-3 to one dollar in 1930 led to the fight with another group of publishers led by Alfred A. Knopf. The latter engaged the public relations
counsellor Edward L. Bernays to organise a counter-campaign with
the goal of developing public support for higher book prices and to
reinforce the notion that books and reading were a crucial component
of the culture. Bernays used both economic and cultural arguments,
explaining the “sound” economics of the book publishing business, but
the main attention focused on the issue of the publishing and reading
of “good” books, which could not be cheap. Here again, the concept
of “good books” was left undefined [12]. The format, distribution
channel (book-shop), and price (high) were used as crucial markers
in distinguishing a book as either mass or elite culture, merging its
cultural or commodity status.
Dissemination of the series “The 20th Century Literary Classics”
was widespread. The typical print-run of a novel was around 1,000
copies at that time, but the print run of this series greatly exceeded
that – ranging from 8,000–16,000 copies [17]. The number of copies
sold reached 11,000–15,000 (for example, “The Desert of the Tartars”
by Dino Buzzati – 11,401 copies, “Lolita” by Vladimir Nabokov –
15,714 copies) [3]. These figures surpassed the sales of the books
included in the best-seller list compiled by the Estonian Publishers’
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Association for the year 2005, where first position was occupied by
“Harry Potter and the Half Blood Prince” by J. K. Rowling (13,372
copies). The bestselling work of adult fiction, “Three Diaries” by
Ingmar Bergman, Ingrid Bergman and Maria von Rosen sold just
half the previous figure – 6,700 copies [2].
Research on book consumption carried out in 2002–2003
demonstrates the decline in book-buying when compared to the
1980s. The share of book-buyers among Estonians decreased from
91% in the 1980s, to 43% at the beginning of the 21st century (Russian speakers – from 76% to 48%). Twenty five per cent mentioned
the lack of money as the reason for giving up book-buying [25, 84].
The issue of price is treated also in the research on culture consumption carried out in 2006. According to the results of the study, 52%
of inhabitants of Estonia considered books too expensive and 34%
considered books slightly too expensive in comparison to other goods
and services. Only 7% were of the opinion that books were worth
their cost. Thirty per cent of respondents also mentioned the high
price of books as an obstacle inhibiting them from reading more
books [31]. Thus, market research demonstrates the price-sensitivity
of the Estonian public, regardless of the relatively favourable economic
conditions of these years. The share of food and housing had decreased
from 60% of all the expenditure of a household member in 1996, to
42% by 2005. The share of recreation and leisure formed 7.8% of
all expenditure [20].
The impact of price on book buying decisions has been established
during the surveys carried out in other countries as well. For example, the survey of book-buying behaviour in Great Britain in 2010
demonstrated that the most important factor in bookshop spending
was “more promotional offers/discounts” [15]. The results of a Finnish
survey indicate that those who buy books for their own use base their
choice, first, on the content and, secondly, on the reduced price [33].
The survey of the buyers of the first series by Eesti Päevaleht
established that a large share of buyers were grandmothers who bought
the books for their grandchildren, as the beginning for their home
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libraries, and the second largest group were the young families themselves [17]. During the real estate boom in the middle of the first
decade of the 21st century, thousands of young and older families
moved to new homes where the bookcase had lost its position as the
natural element of interior design or where there were no books to fill
them. The publication of the first series coincided with the peak of the
boom. Of course, all these collections include a standard choice. The
publisher took advantage of the universal instinct to acquire the whole
series. This desire was further stimulated by indicating the volume
numbers on the book spines. The owners can, however, personalise
the libraries further on. Wide popularity of the series demonstrates
the willingness of even Internet users to possess traditional books.
Whether or not they read this series is unknown. According to the
data from Statistics Estonia, 70% of people in the age group 20–29,
and 73% in the age group 30-39 read books for recreation — the
overall share in the age group 20-64 being 74% [1]. The books in the
home libraries are available at any time, and form part of a lifestyle.
An anonymous commentator of an online article on the series has
written: “Still, maybe somebody will read them, for example, the new
generation. Me, I do also read my father’s books, which he has not
read himself ” [18].
The success of the first series “The 20th Century Literary Classics” inspired the publisher to proceed with the publishing of further
series using the same principles. The second series “The Classical
Novels” (2007–2008) was devoted to the development of the genre
of the novel and included 70 translations. The first two projects were
bought from a foreign company Mediasat Group. Both series gave the
impression of being a rather accidental selection; they partly consist
of canonical works and well-known works by renowned authors.
The third project “The Estonian Story” (2008–2009) was accomplished without a foreign partner, with Eesti Päevaleht collaborating with the culture journal Akadeemia. The series was skilfully
connected with the 90th anniversary of the Republic of Estonia and
was aimed at presenting Estonian history through novels. Although
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the literary quality of the novels could be characterised as uneven, the
series departed from an integral, systematic conception and provided
an important paratextual element – concluding remarks in the form
of an academic essay. The majority of the titles were reprints, but
this time the selection also included a couple of first editions. The
inclusion of some works by Baltic-German and Russian authors is
another element that adds value to the series. The fourth series “The
Estonian Memory” (2010–2011) included memoirs.
The prices of the second to fourth series were more expensive.
Books of “The Estonian Memory” cost 79 Estonian Kroons (EUR
5.05) (plus the cost of a newspaper – 18 Estonian Kroons or EUR
1.15). However, in comparison with the average level of book prices,
the price remained low. The format and design of the series were
changed starting from the second series in accordance with readers’
demand. In all, the actions of the publisher in editing and producing the following series indicate the improvement in the quality of
performing the publisher’s functions, thus developing the features of
“good publishing”.
The series continued to be popular. For example, the print run
of the second series was around 12,000 copies [19], and average
sales of the books from the third series “The Estonian Story” were
15,740 copies [22]. Thus the success of the first book series was not
accidental, but the demand in quality literature at affordable prices
proved to be more enduring.

Conclusions
The publishing activities of Eesti Päevaleht spring, on the one hand,
from the aim to dispel the risks of newspaper publishing and add revenues through diversification. The book campaign aimed to strengthen
the loyalty of existing subscribers, attract new ones, increase the sales
of the newspaper, and sell large quantities of every book title. The aim
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was achieved and the publisher earned considerable profit, which is
the natural objective of every commercial enterprise.
On the other hand, publication of the low-price book series
served the cultural aim of disseminating literature to those who desire
reading, but who could not afford high prices. Surveys of the inhabitants of Estonia demonstrate the price-sensitivity of book-buyers, the
orientation on sales, where books can be purchased at reduced prices.
At the same time, people do not want to buy pulp fiction for their
home libraries, even for a relatively low price. The Estonian best-seller
lists and the observations of booksellers and librarians indicate that
book-buyers give preference to books of lasting value, that are worthy
of repeat reading and that are suitable for passing on to children.
Light reading, genre fiction is borrowed from the libraries. In this
context the Eesti Päevaleht book series is a successful response to an
eager demand. The value added by the publisher increased with the
development of the project, overcoming the obvious shortcomings
of the initial series. Thus the publishing event serves as an example
of combining business goals with the ability of being able to widely
disseminate good-quality books at a reasonable price, and at the same
time, being a unique endeavour on the contemporary Estonian publishing scene. Other books sold at a low price have received financial
support from the Fund for Furthering the Culture or other sources.
The strong impact of price on book consumption leads to the
assumption that readers should prefer free books they can find in the
Internet. For example, the English-language classics have been available
online for a long time. Still, Penguin’s 75th anniversary campaign in
Australia, New Zealand and India in 2010, which involved selling
backlist titles at a low price, demonstrated phenomenal sales [28]. It
seems that paperbacks are still able to attract the public.
To summarise – regardless of certain controversy, it could be said
that the publisher performed a noteworthy cultural service in revitalising the texts that carry Western intellectual wealth and Estonian
cultural heritage.
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Good Library

Reading Societies in Iceland
Their foundation, Role, and the Destiny of Their
Book Collections

Stefanía Júlíusdóttir
Faculty of Information Science, The School of Social Sciences,
University of Iceland, Reykjavik

The main aim of this article is to look at how collections of printed
reading material for use by the Icelandic public developed, compared
to the development in the neighbouring countries; and an attempt
is made to trace what became of their book collections. The article is
divided into seven sections:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
7.
8.

Introduction
Reading societies for the public or a part of the public
Foundation, role and operation of reading societies
Circulating libraries
Difficulties in the operation of reading societies
Fate of the collections of the social libraries
Overview.

Sources used for information on the development of reading societies
in Iceland were mostly published Icelandic sources, but also archival
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ones. This topic has been addressed by several writers; that applies
to the development of particular reading societies [1], as well as their
development in particular areas of the country [2] and the development
of reading societies in the country as a whole [3]. These writers have,
however, neither addressed the development within the neighbouring
countries for comparison nor have they addressed how the reading
societies developed, or traced what became of their book collections.
To gather information on these latter issues, some of the findings of
two surveys carried out by the author in 1989 and 2001, and annual
reports of public libraries compiled at the Ministry of Education,
Science and Culture were used, in addition to documents at the National Archives of Iceland [4]. The main sources of developments in
neighbouring countries are the books Library spirit in the Nordic and
Baltic countries: Historical perspectives (2009) [5] and Introduction to
librarianship by Gates (c1968) [6].

Handmade books were
read during the evening
wakes. The picture shows
the 1st page of Grettis Saga in handwriting. Such
books were often without a
titlepage like this one. The
manuscript was written in
the period from 1635–1699
(picture from the National
and University of Iceland,
published with permission).
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Like the sagas, the rhymed
ballades were popular reading material during the
evening wakes. The picture
shows the titlepage and the
1st page of the ballade of
Hænsna-Þóris rýmur, made
by Lawyer S[veinn] Sölvason land Rev. Jón Þorláksson, probably in the period
1800–1824. Written by Einar Pálsson at Mælifell in the
north of Iceland (picture from
the National and University
Library of Iceland, published
with permission).

Introduction
The art of writing in the Latin alphabet was introduced in Iceland
in the wake of the adoption of Christianity as a state religion in the
year 1000. Since the Middle Ages a tradition of handwritten books
developed both original works and copies of existing works [7]. A
written literary culture thus existed amongst the Icelandic public since
the Middle Ages. Its products were of use at the evening wakes during
the winter months where handwritten books and printed religious
texts were read out loud by someone while the rest of the household
worked on some manual task. Recitals and telling news were also
practiced at the evening wakes [8].
Printing with separate characters was introduced in Iceland
around 1530 and around the same time books in Icelandic are known
to have been printed abroad [9]. Almost to the end of the 19th century
127

mostly religious texts were printed and the Icelandic Church had a
monopoly on printing those texts [10]. Public ownership of printed
matter was for the most part of the religious texts both because not
much else was printed in the country and also because it was obligatory for each home to own and read religious books. It was the duty
of the clergymen to see to it that this order was followed11. Poverty
coupled with the lack of printed matter (apart from the religious
texts) may have been what kept the literary tradition of composing
and handwriting books amongst the Icelandic public alive for so long.
Belonging to this tradition was the composition of rhymes and heroic
laudatory poems and local annals, in addition to copying of existing
texts. Handwritten local journals were also routed around the community and read aloud in peoples’ homes. A comparable example of
routing handwritten journals was found in Finland [12].

Printed books were mostly religious once. The picture shows Vídalínspostilla a book of sermons read during the evening wakes, 1st part of the first
edition 1718. The title page and a text page of the beginning of the Christmas gospel (pictures from the National and University Library of Iceland,
published with permission).
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Reading societies for the public or a part of the public
The reading societies offered reading material different from handwritten Icelandic books and religious publications. Their foundation
has, in a similar way to the foundation of reading societies in the
neighbouring countries, been considered to be an offspring of the
Enlightenment, as well as a national awakening and a fight for independence in the countries that were not independent at the time [13].
Gates identified two kinds of book collections for common use:
the circulating or lending libraries operated to provide the owners
with some income and the social libraries operated to secure reading
material for a given group of individuals, on a not-for-profit basis.
Of the latter there were two forms: the proprietary (or joint stock
libraries) based on ownership of shares in the property of the library,
and the subscription or association libraries based on payments of a
subscription fee. In the proprietary libraries only shareholders had
library privileges, but all who paid a subscription fee could use subscription libraries [14].
Almost all reading societies in Iceland were of the social library
type. They can be divided into two kinds; on the one hand those
that formed social library collections owned by members, and on
the other hand those that sold their books once members had read
them or when they had become worn, in order to raise funds for
the purchase of new ones. One circulating library is known to have
operated in the country. There were also examples of people buying
books co-operatively for common use without founding a reading
society [15]. For the most part non-members were not able to borrow reading society books, although such stipulations changed with
time, and non-members could in some reading societies rent books
for a fee. This is reminiscent of the circulating libraries [16], making
them into a kind of hybrid reading society and circulating library.
When the first Public Libraries Act came into force in 1955, many
of the reading societies became units in the public library system and
the collections of others became the main book stock of the public
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libraries. Then the operations were funded by public funds and all
people in the community could borrow books, as described below.

Foundation, role and operation of reading societies
Multinational ideologies were introduced in Iceland in the 19th century. In their wake followed the foundation of various kinds of associations and societies for betterment and progress, which was similar
to the developments within the neighbouring countries [17]. Apart
from reading societies, these were, for example, temperance societies,
trading societies, youth associations, agricultural societies and women’s societies. During the 19th century hundreds of associations were
founded in Iceland. Their founders were mostly farmers although some
also belonged to other classes. Moreover some of these associations
established reading societies within their boundaries in a similar way
to such developments in other countries [18]. The reading societies
were founded with the purpose of kindling an interest in reading, improving the educational status of members, providing a good selection
of reading material (in particular educational material, although that
changed with time) and to make self education possible [19]. Access
to the collections of reading societies was, however, uneven; Jón
Jónsson [20] estimates that around 1890 the majority of Icelanders
were without access to such collections.
The reasons for the foundation of reading societies

In Europe collections of reading material open to the public were
formed early on. In the 18th century circulating libraries and reading
societies or associations were established. This happened also in Iceland
where the first reading societies were founded towards the end of the
18th century and the first and only circulating library known to the
author was founded in the 19th century [21].
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In the neighbouring countries, the foundation of reading societies was not only linked to the Enlightenment, but also linked to the
social changes that were brought on by the transformation from an
agricultural to an industrial economy that started at the beginning of
the 19th century. Industrialization needed craftspeople and unskilled
workers to have both different and greater knowledge and skills than
was necessary before. Commerce and trade also increased and, likewise,
that development needed a knowledgeable workforce. Coupled with
a growing population, these changes brought on the need to read
books [22]. The aim of founding reading societies was to civilize the
common man and make him better qualified for life and work in the
changing society of that time. All this would result in a strengthening
of nations through education and knowledge that would lead to more
efficient working methods. To this end, the upper or educated classes
established libraries for use by farmers and workers [23].
In Iceland the establishment of reading societies that began at the
end of the 18th century can, apart from the influence of the Enlightenment and other multinational ideologies, not have been a consequence
of the same kind of developments as noted above. During the 19th
century Icelanders were mostly farmers (82.3%) and fishermen (5.7%),
only 1.7% earned a living by industry, handicraft, communications
and commerce [24]. Events that brought on effects similar to some of
the effects of the industrialization in other countries (namely, changes
in the residential pattern that led to the formation of more densely
populated areas) only started at the beginning of the 20th century in
Iceland. They were caused by the advent of machine driven fishing
vessels (facilitated by the discovery of oil) and the use of trawlers and
ice-houses that revolutionized marine fishing, because they made it
possible for the fishermen to reside further away from the fishing
grounds and to have fresh bait the whole year around. Denmark, the
power ruling Iceland at the time, was the first European country to
use motors in fishing boats at the end of the 19th century [25], and
from there this new technology was brought to Iceland.
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The reasons for the establishment of reading societies must have
been the desire of the inhabitants to improve society in the spirit of
the ideologies for betterment and progress introduced in Iceland at
the time. This was evident in various sources, amongst them the laws
of the Reading Society at Langidalur, founded in 1846, according to
which members were to receive questions every year on matters of
interest to the community that they had to answer; such as on trading,
farming, and other matters of local interest. Members would reply to
the questions with articles on the matter. A selection of these articles
was published by the Reading Society in 1857 in the publication
Húnvetningur. The intention to continue these activities came to
nothing when it became apparent that not all who were interested
in joining the Reading Society felt confident to write good articles,
and they would not join the Reading Society unless they were able
to fulfil all the duties of membership. Therefore this stipulation in
the laws of the Reading Society was discontinued in April 1863 [26].
Other evidence for the desire to improve the community is to
be found in an article written in 1878 in the journal Skuld, under
the pseudonym A. Breiðdælingr by a person in the east of Iceland,
according to whom there were two major obstacles for progress in
Iceland. One was the lack of associations as a venue for co-operative
projects for improvements, and the other was a lack of education. In
the author’s opinion progress could be achieved by everybody joining
forces through working together in associations; not only the farmers
but also the farmhands. Moreover it was necessary that the young
people also took part. The author proposed the foundation of an agricultural association for working on progress in agriculture, a fisheries
association to work on progress in the fisheries and reading societies
for improving the educational state of the population. According to
the author all should join reading societies and thereby try to help
themselves improve their educational state, and for that purpose each
parish or district should join a reading society: “If everyone joins
such a society all can borrow books. For although that would not be
enough for the enlightenment of the common people it might lead
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to progress, that in turn would lead to the publishing of educational
books that are so much needed in Iceland” [27]
Interestingly, Jón Ólafsson, the editor of Skuld, was opposed to
the idea of the masses joining reading societies. He argued that the
establishment of reading societies in each district would lead to the
establishment of around 170 reading societies, and given that all the
inhabitants joined them, the market for books in Iceland would shrink
to only 170 copies of each title being sold and thereby no publishing
could take place in the country [28]. This same matter had been addressed by Jóhannes Guðmundarson ten years earlier in 1868, when
he argued that reading societies only whet the appetite of people for
reading material. According to Jóhannes subscriptions to journals
had greatly increased in his community since the establishment of
the reading society. Moreover some people had joined the Literary
Association (Bókmenntafélagið), but no one had been a member
prior to the operation of the reading society and it was unlikely in his
opinion that a greater number of books were sold in other Icelandic
communities than his after the foundation of the reading society [29].
One of the reasons for people believing in self-education through
reading may have been the long standing Icelandic tradition of bookmaking by hand and the use of books during the evening wakes, see
above.
Founders

In Iceland the upper classes established reading societies for their
own use. Although there is one example of a reading society that was
established by a clergyman and his wife for the use of the common
people, most reading societies were established by members of all
classes in a given community. On many occasions, the common people
were most numerous amongst the initiators founding reading societies. Reading societies were also established by associations operated
by all classes for their members’ use.
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Reading societies founded
by the upper classes for their own use

In Iceland the first reading societies, i.e. The Icelandic Library and
Reading Society of Southern Iceland (Hið íslenska bókasafn og lestrarfélag Suðurlands), founded in 1790, and the Book Reading Society
of Northern Iceland (Hið Norðlenska bóklestrarfélag), founded in
1792, were established by members of the upper classes. They were
located in centres of power that were forming in the country at the
time, for their own use. The same applies to other reading societies
that were founded by senior civil servants at the beginning of the 19th
century, e.g. the Barðastrandasýslu Reading Society (Barðastrandasýslu
lestrarfélag), that also went by the name of the Reading Society of
useful Danish Books (Lestrarfélag þarflegra danskra bóka) founded
in 1801 [30]. Another example was the Reading Society of Ísafjörður
(Lestrarfélag Ísafjarðar) founded in 1897. These societies were shortlived [31]. Their founding members were probably able to get hold
of reading material by means other than membership of a reading
society; but the common people had no such option.
The books of The Icelandic Library and Reading Society of
Southern Iceland were sold in 1828 and the money from the sale
donated to The National Library of Iceland (Landsbókasafn Íslands)
that had been founded in 1818. It is believed that the books of the
Book Reading Society of Northern Iceland went to the Quarter Library at Akureyri (Amtsbókasafnið á Akureyri). The Mölleric reading
societies (Möllersku lestrarfélögin) founded in 1833 by Professor
Jens Möller of Copenhagen for Icelandic clergymen have also been
considered an example of reading societies founded by an upper
class member for the clergymen, although their use changed as the
century wore on and users were in some instances members of other
kinds of upper classes such as public officials, merchants, and even
farmers [32]. The reason why the role of clergymen, regarding the
reading societies, was no greater than was to be expected of any educated member of society as argued by Jón Jónsson, and not as great
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as in the neighbouring countries may partly have been their access to
reading material in the Mölleric reading societies. The foundation of
reading societies by the upper classes for their own use was similar to
the developments in the neighbouring countries [33].
A reading society founded
by the upper classes for use by the common people

One reading society is known to have been established by members
of the upper classes, namely the Betterment Institute of Flatey in
Breiðafjörður (Framfarastofnunin í Flatey) founded by the clergyman
and his wife in 1833. Their aim was to provide the common people
with access to useful knowledge and interesting reading material free
of charge. The same clergyman was also the chairman of the Mölleric
reading society of Barðastrandarprófastsdæmi and kept its books (of
a different selection from that of the Betterment Institute) also in
Flatey; on that small island two reading societies were operated at the
time [34]. Similar developments were common in the neighbouring
countries where the upper classes founded reading societies with the
aim of improving the common people, as noted above [35].
Reading societies founded
by members of all classes for their own use

The first reading society founded by the common people in Iceland
for their own use was the Reading Society of Gufdælir (Lestrarfélag
Gufdæla) on Barðaströnd, the southern part of the North West Peninsula (Vestfirðir) in 1843. Its foundation was probably influenced by
the foundation of the Betterment Institute of Flatey in Breiðafjörður,
noted above [36]. The founding of reading societies by members of
all classes subsequently spread around the country to the west, north,
east, and all the way to Vestmannaeyjar south of Iceland [37].
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Worthy of note is the social standing, educational level and age
of some of the founders of reading societies for use by all classes in
Iceland in the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century. These factors
were completely different from those in the neighbouring countries.
In Iceland farmers, farmers’ sons and even hired workmen founded
and operated reading societies for their own use [38]. Although some
have argued that the clergymen were particularly active in founding
and operating reading societies for the public others have argued differently, see above. The examples below serve to illustrate that their
part was not as great as in the neighbouring countries, although they
took part in the foundation and operation of reading societies along
with other members of society. Thus amongst the 30 founders of the
Reading Society at Mývatn (Lestrarfjelag Mývetninga) in the north
of the country in 1858 there were only 2 clergymen, 1 local authority (hreppstjóri) and 27 farmers [39]. In 1852 a reading society was
founded in Biskupstungur in the south of the country by 11 farmers,
4 farmer’s sons, 1 clergyman and 1 lawyer [40]. Another noteworthy
fact is the age of the founders. The foundation of the Reading Society
at Mývatn was proposed by a 22 year old man [41], the founders of
the first Reading Society in Langidalur were school boys [42], those
initiating the foundation of the Reading Society at Svalbarðsströnd in
1891 were 15–23 years of age [43], and in the west of the country the
establishment of the reading society of Patrekshreppur in 1933 was
initiated by a 16 year old boy at a meeting of the Workers Union [44].
In the neighbouring countries reading societies were typically
founded by religious and worldly social leaders, such as clergymen,
bishops, judges, teachers and other educated persons in the spirit of
the Enlightenment. The aim was to enable common people to become
more able to take part in the new society that was forming at the time;
and to kindle an interest amongst them in becoming active in their
own enlightenment [45]. The cottage libraries in Sweden described by
Torstensson were founded in the hope that they would lessen the consumption of alcohol [46]. In Iceland there is one example, known to the
authors, of the foundation of a reading society for that purpose [47].
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Torstensson argues that the farmers in Iceland and Norway were
strong and more independent because these countries did not have a
tradition of nobility [48]. In the same way it could perhaps be argued
that in these two countries the lack of nobility may have granted the
farmers a social status comparable to that of the noblemen in other
countries. Moreover a middle class hardly existed in Iceland at the
time and the farmers will likewise have had to assume its role [49].
Therefore they may have felt that they could and should establish
reading societies. Undoubtedly the fact of how sparsely populated
Iceland was, coupled with the lack of a proper road system (in many
areas the roads were not usable by motor cars until past the middle
of the 20th century) certainly contributed to this development. The
common people had to be able to cope on their own and if progress
was to be made they would have to work at it themselves.
Reading societies as educational institutions

Early on the church took interest in the education of children. This
is apparent from the order of the synod of Mentz in the year 800 to
the effect ‘that parochial priests should establish schools in all towns
and villages to teach letters to children’. Although repeated in other
councils, these orders could only be carried out in larger cities; rural
areas remained without common schools. While the teachers in these
schools were not always ecclesiastics, the church supervised the teaching and made sure that religion was also taught [50]. Interest in and
influence of the church in the education of children was carried over
to the Lutheran countries, where the church was influential in the
education of children. In the Nordic countries (apart from Iceland)
the parish libraries, considered to be educational institutions for the
common people, were established under the auspices of the church,
even if the funds had to be gathered through private donations and
collections. During the 19th century primary school systems were built
in the Nordic countries [51]. In Iceland, education, including teaching
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the skill of reading, remained the responsibility of the family and took
place in the home up to the beginning of the 20th century. This was
evident from a regulation issued in 1790 in the Bishopric of Skálholt
in the south of Iceland according to which parents were to pay a fine
should their child not be able to read at the age of seven. Children were
to be fully educated in the skill of reading and in Christianity before
the age of fourteen. In cases where the regulation was not followed
children could be taken away from their parents and brought up elsewhere at the cost of the parents [52]. The clergymen only tested the
reading knowledge of the congregation. Teaching took place during
the evening wakes that have been considered an educational institution
and of economic importance for the survival of households of the
Icelandic farms. Incidentally it was often considered more convenient
to teach children to read form handwritten books than the printed
ones, because knowing to read handwriting they could easily read
printed texts but not the other way around [53].
When the first reading societies for public use were founded in
Iceland during the 19th century and until the beginning of the 20th
century the Icelandic situation was therefore different from that in
the other Nordic countries. Founding a reading society must have
strengthened the traditional role of the evening wakes as educational
institutions by providing more varied and in many cases educational
reading material. Thus most of the books read in the home of an informant at Eyrarbakki on the south coast of Iceland during the evening
wakes around 1890 came from the reading society, as reported by Bjarni
Bjarnason [54]. The same goes for the reading material at the evening
wakes in Laxárdalur in the North of Iceland shortly before the middle
of the 20th century as described by Hákon Jónsson in his memoires [55].
Therefore it is appropriate to conclude that in the same vein as the Lutheran church was active in initiating the foundation of parish libraries
in the neighbouring countries to maintain its role in the education of
parish members, the Icelandic farmers initiated the establishment of
reading societies that were considered educational institutions [56] to
maintain their role in the education of the members of their households.
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Collections of books
for particular professions apart from the upper classes

Apart from the first reading societies founded by senior civil servants
for their own use and the Mölleric reading societies (Möllersku lestrarfélögin) for clergymen, noted above, there was at least one reading
society founded for use by migratory fishermen at a fishing station;
namely the Reading Society of Þorlákshöfn Fishing Station on the
south coast of Iceland around 1890. This Society had the habit of
selling books that were in bad condition at the end of each fishing
season with the result that a large book collection did not form, but
around 150 books were considered to have been in its book collection at any given time; when the operation of this fishing station was
discontinued after 1920 its book collection vanished [57]. Migratory
fishermen are also believed to have been very active in founding the
Reading Society at Stokkseyri, another fishing village on the south
coast of Iceland, although information on its foundation is scarce.
It did not receive any public support. Jóhann V. Daníelsson, who
later became a merchant, is believed to have been interested in its
foundation [58]. The third example of access by migratory fishermen to reading material was that a part of the book collection of the
Reading Society of Tröllatungu og Fellsstaðasafnaða was lent north
to Gjögur in the north west of Iceland for twelve weeks during the
fishing season for use by the migratory fishermen stationed there [59].
Yet another example of provision of reading material to fishermen is
from 1924 when the Library of the Common people in Reykjavík
(founded in 1923; now Reykjavík City Library) started lending books
to ships. This service is ongoing and later became available to ships
registered outside of Reykjavík. Moreover, public libraries at other
fishing ports started to offer the same kind of service to seamen. The
main problem in the early days was that Icelandic seamen cleaned
their hands with fish liver oil and the oil badly affected the condition
of the books [60]. These services are comparable to the services of
the Ship Library (Skeppsbibliotek) in the Åland Islands described by
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Öberg [61]. Amongst the reading societies receiving public funding
(i.e. from the state and municipality)1938–1939 was the Library of
the fishermen at Sandgerði, and amongst the fifty largest libraries in
1947 were the libraries of one fishermen’s association, two sailors’
homes and three sailors’ reading rooms, in addition to an industrial
library in Reykjavík [62]. It is of interest to note in this context that in
addition to book reading other kinds of literary activities took place
at the fishing stations. It is known that fishermen worked as scribes
for Jón at Simbakot as noted below and it is believed that books were
also written in other fishing stations, because some manuscripts look
like they were written outside; and at the fishing stations a special
genre of poetry developed [63]. The operation of reading societies
for migrating fishermen can be likened to the operation of workers’
libraries in Sweden and Finland, in the sense that they were established
for a special class of people. But a closer look at their purposes and
collections is needed to find the similarities and differences between
these reading societies in Iceland on the one hand, and in Sweden and
Finland on the other hand. The libraries and book services for the
Icelandic fishermen were meant to provide them with reading material
in locations where nothing else was available, while in Sweden and
Finland it seems to have been to provide them with reading material
different from what was already available [64].

Circulating libraries
The circulating libraries were established to make money for the
owners, commonly booksellers, who rented books in addition to
selling them. This service catered to those with an interest in popular
reading material, and the customers were mostly women. Due to the
size of their operations, they were able to influence the content, style,
and format of novels. Mudie’s Circulating library in London for example, although originally established for the lending of non-fiction,
accounted for around 75% of a popular edition of a novel in the 19th
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century [65]. And in Dresden in Germany the three largest circulating libraries had a combined stock of 60,000 volumes. Such libraries
were operated in every town in Western Europe at the end of the 18th
century, including the Baltic and Nordic countries [66]. The idea of
renting books was not new, however. In the medieval universities in
Europe books or written texts were rented to university students[67].
Although Gates considers the contribution of the circulating
libraries to American library development negligible [68], it stands
to reason, in view of the size of their operations in Great Britain and
Dresden, that the circulating libraries must have had a great influence
on the reading capabilities of their clients. This, in turn, must have
influenced the foundation and success of reading societies and, in
their wake, public libraries.
Jón Jónsson’s circulating library

Operations abroad of the circulating, lending or renting libraries were
known in Iceland. According to Ingibjörg Steinunn Sverrisdóttir [69],
Stefán Þórarinsson superior magistrate of the Northern district in
Iceland, who was one of the founders of the Book Reading Association
in the North of Iceland noted above, argued for the foundation of a
social library and against founding a renting library on the grounds
that Icelanders were too few and the population too dispersed for the
operation of such a library to be viable.
In the 19th century, at a time when reading societies and associations were founded in Iceland, such a renting collection was established
at Eyrarbakki, a fishing village on the south coast of Iceland by Jón
Jónsson (1834-1912) at Simbakot, a farmer and a foreman on his own
fishing boat. He bought printed books when he was able to, copied
literary texts by hand (although seldom after printed texts) and hired
good scribes from amongst the migrating fishermen to write books,
when they had to stay ashore due to stormy weather. Jón had been
wealthy because of an inheritance from his parents, and through his
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own work, but had at the end of his life become a pauper. After his
death, his library both the published books and manuscripts were sold
at an auction and dispersed to 27 new owners. Reportedly, some of
the borrowers of Jón’s books were unable to pay for their use and the
books became lost or damaged when sent back and forth due to the
hazardous methods of travelling in Iceland [70]. Jón Jónsson’s fate and
that of his library proves that superior magistrate Stefán Þórarinsson
was right in predicting that this library form was not viable in Iceland.

Difficulties in the operation of libraries
for the common people in Iceland
At the beginning of the 18th century Icelanders were farmers who
sustained themselves by farming and fishing. The country was sparsely
populated, villages were few, and there were no cities. Towards the
end of that century, when the first reading societies were founded,
this was changing, albeit slowly at first [71]. Some factors that made
the development and operations of reading societies difficult were
the lack of a proper transportation system on land, poverty, barter
trading, little and inadequate housing facilities and diseases. These
problems meant that it proved in many cases difficult to maintain the
reading societies operational, and the life of some of them depended
on the initiatives and financial capabilities of individual members.
But even when operations were limited or non-existent for a while,
many reading societies were revived or reborn under a new name,
when the times became easier; some remained operational for over a
century and a few were still operational when this was written. There
are also examples of the operation of a reading society being taken
over by different party [72].
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Transportation

Difficulties in transportation in Iceland made the operation of reading
societies in many communities difficult, let alone the operation of one
reading society serving more communities. The following examples
serve to give an idea of these difficulties: Bakkafjörður in the north east
of the country became connected by a road to Þórshöfn around 1950;
postal services to Bakkafjörður were initiated in 1850 and at that time
mail was delivered once per year; Búðir a village at Fáskrúðsfjörður, in
the east of Iceland could not be reached by car until past 1950 [73].
When the reading society at Svalbarðsströnd was founded in 1891,
see above, there were 220 inhabitants. The community could not be
reached by a motor car; a telephone connection came some thirty
years later and electricity even later [74].
In some communities many reading societies were operated simultaneously, because of the primitive transportation system [75]. When
the operations of reading societies covered a large geographic area,
books were liable to get damaged or even lost during transportation.

Specially made chests were used in the north of Iceland to transport reading
society books between farms. The picture shows such a chest that was
owned and used by a reading society in Lýtingsstaðahreppur, Skagafirði.
Books of the last delivery are still in the chest (photograph Jón Sævar
Baldvinsson).
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Reading societies covering a smaller geographic area fared better. The
laws and regulations for many reading societies had stipulations on
the responsibility of the borrowers to compensate for damaged books
[76], which indicates that books were often damaged.
Funding the operation of reading societies of the common people:
Poverty and the lack of money

The reading societies were funded by members’ subscription fees,
with money from fund raising activities, and in some cases money
from their parent associations, for example the youth associations. It
seems that the First Day of Summer, a traditional Icelandic holiday,
was conserved for the fund raising activities of the reading society in
many communities. Not all communities provided financial support to
the reading societies prior to the first legal act on reading societies that
came into force in 1937. It stipulated grants from the state budget to
reading societies in rural areas that had ten or more members (it was
customary that only one person from each household was a member),
as long as the local communities provided at least an equal sum [77].
In spite of this act, funding continued to be a problem and the local
funding exceeded the state funding in most cases [78].
In the early days, besides poverty, the lack of money was a difficulty amongst the common people. It could prove difficult for many
a member to pay the subscription fee, because trading was mostly
barter trading and money was needed to buy books. In the laws of
the first reading society established by the common people in 1843,
Lestrarfélag Gufdæla, see above, there was a stipulation to the effect
that the annual subscription fee could be paid with products accepted as payment at he community store [79]. A similar stipulation
was found in the regulations for the reading society of Rauðisandur
founded in 1898 (both societies were in the north west of Iceland). It
stated that the yearly subscription fee could be paid in merchandise,
such as mittens knitted from single-threaded yarn, butter, wool and
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other merchandise sellable at the community store [80]. Reportedly,
the annual contribution to the reading society at Munkaþverárhreppur
founded in 1858 in the north of the country was paid by one member
with potatoes that he had grown himself, while another member paid
his membership contribution by working on the cashier’s farm [81].
This meant that in such cases the cashiers might have had to be able
to supply money instead of the farm products and labour that was
provided by members as a payment of the annual subscription fee.
Epidemic diseases

Disease also limited the operations of the reading societies. Jóhannes
Guðmundarson, the president, librarian, and cashier of the Langidalur
Reading Society (see above) writes that during the time of the disease
of the scab on sheep (1858–1859), operations of the reading society
were stopped temporarily. This was because people did not have time
to read books and because they were afraid to go from one farm to the
next due to the risk of infection. In 1859 only six members remained
in the Reading Society and on the 20th of November 1860 Jóhannes
summoned members of the Reading Society to a meeting and told them
that during previous years he had had to lend the Society money. By
that time he was willing to write-off the debt provided that members
joined forces and wholeheartedly revived the reading society, or else
he would sell its books at an auction to recover his money. Members
decided to revive the Reading Society and their numbers increased to
38 that year. At that time the Reading Society owned 181 volumes [82].
Thus the Reading Society of Langidalur remained operational through
the interest and financial capabilities of one individual.
People were also afraid of contracting tuberculosis through book
sharing within the reading societies during the time when tuberculosis
was spreading. In one community meetings were forbidden because
of an epidemic of influenza which affected the operations of the local
reading society [83].
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Housing facilities

The social libraries were housed in churches, buildings of the youth
associations, in private homes and later in schools and community
buildings. Exceptionally a library building was erected for the Reading
Society of the Betterment Institute of Flatey in Breiðafjörður [84]. The
housing facilities were in many
cases poor; and when no housing was available the books were
boxed and put into storage until
housing could be provided. No
services were provided during
those times. Book collections
were also damaged when kept
in unheated houses, and were
lost when the buildings housing
them were destroyed by fire or
heavy winds [85].
Reading societies put their pride
in acquiring bookcases for their
collections. The picture shows
such a bookcase (photograph
Kristín H. Pétursdóttir).

The fate of the book collections of the social libraries
In some of the social libraries, thousands of books were collected over
time [86]. At the beginning of the 20th century, it is believed that there
were around 22, 000 books, thereof around 3000 books in foreign
languages, in some 112 reading societies in Iceland [87]. In 1952,
seven reading societies had book collections that counted more than
two thousand volumes, and in some parts of the country (for example
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Suður-Þingeyjarsýsla) there were many reading societies that owned
book collections of several thousand volumes. As an example: on its
100th anniversary in 1958 the Reading Society at Mývatn owned
3409 books, thereof 542 in foreign languages [88]. Reading societies
in isolated areas, difficult to access, often accumulated a great number
of books in comparison to the number of inhabitants. An example
was the reading society of Grímsey, an island north of Iceland that
in 1952 owned around 1700 volumes; the inhabitants numbered 73
in 1950 [89].
What became the fate of the social book collections that had
been built up with such difficulties in various parts of the country?
Some have argued that with the first Public Libraries Act no.
42/1955, the operation of reading societies was discontinued; that
they were changed into public libraries; or that their operations were
taken over by public libraries, because the reading societies became
a part of the public library system when their operations came to be
funded publicly by the municipalities and the state [90]. A closer look
presents a different picture. In 1955 there were twelve public libraries
in operation, apart from the National Library. Outside of Reykjavík
there were five town libraries, three county libraries (sýslubókasöfn),
and three quarter libraries (amtsbókasöfn). That year one hundred and
sixty seven reading societies delivered reports on their operations and
hence received financial state support, of them ten formally became
public libraries; the greater number continued to be operated by a
private party [91], although they assumed the role of public libraries
and formed a part of the public library system. This distinction is
important when looking at how the Icelandic public library system
developed.
In the 1955 act, it is clearly stated that units of the public library
system could be operated by private parties. Thus a rural library should
be operated in communities where regional libraries (héraðsbókasöfn)
were not operated. These rural libraries could be operated by the
community, by the reading society or another kind of an association
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within the community, and should receive financial support from the
community. Moreover, the Act permitted the foundation and operation of publicly funded libraries in schools, old peoples’ homes, and
in prisons in communities where there was no other library for the
public. When these libraries were stationed in schools the headmaster
should take care of them [92].
It was known that the names of some of the reading societies
changed to a name with the words ‘public library’ when they became
a part of the public library system. On the notion that the name might
be indicative of the ownership, I therefore looked at the development
of names of units of the public library system over the years as they
appeared in documents at the National Archives of Iceland. I assumed
that units that contained the words ‘reading society’ in their names
or were libraries of associations, were privately owned and those with
the words ‘library’ or ‘public library’ in their names indicated a public
ownership (of the community). It was, however, hard to say whether
a change in name indicated a change in ownership of the book collec¬tions without further research; because some reading societies held
on to the names of the ‘reading societies’. An example is the Reading
Society of Svalbarðsströnd (Lestrarfélag Svalbarðsstrandar); keeping
the name of the reading society was a manifestation of the fact that
local people considered the book collection of the reading society to
be their property and under their control [93].
In 1938-1939 reading societies got state support for their operations for the first time in accordance with the Act on Reading Societies
and Educational Films, passed in 1937. Then almost 93% of the
library collections that got the state support were privately owned,
operated by reading societies or another kind of an association; of
them 95% (140) bore the name of a reading society or the name of a
library of some association, and one the library of a workers union. An
additional eleven units of that kind did not receive state support [94].
In 1958, shortly after the first act on public libraries was passed,
town and regional libraries counted 31, whereas rural libraries (sveitabókasöfn) and units in rural areas that were operated as a part of
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the public library system, were 205. Thereof 105 (around 51%) bore
the name of a reading society or were libraries of youth associations,
one that of a sports association and one that of a workers union.
Nine bore the name of a parish library (sóknarbókasafn). Only one of
these small libraries was titled a public library (Almenningsbókasafn
Breiðuvíkurhrepps) [95].
In 1972 there were between 180 and 190 small units operated as
a part of the public library system; of those seventy one (close to 40%)
bore the name of a reading society [96]. Through time proportionally
fewer and fewer units bore the words reading society in their name.
It is argued here that receiving public grants does not equal losing ownership over an association (in this instance ownership over
the reading societies and their book collections) unless a contract is
made to the effect that the book collection of the reading society becomes the property of the community. This was the case in only ten
communities in 1955, see above. There were also examples of book
collections of reading societies gliding silently into public library
collections, and of such collections vanishing altogether subsequent
to the Public Libraries Act in 1955 [97]. Of significance is the fact
that due to this development these units could not be managed by
public authorities; thus excellent proposals drawn up by a committee
appointed by the Minister of Education, Science and Culture in 1983
(on the development of the Icelandic public library system) [98] could
not be carried out. Furthermore, it has not been possible to develop
a standardized and centrally controlled public library system similar
to that, which exists in Norway [99]. Because the Icelandic public
library system has consisted of units of different ownership, there has
been a difference in the quality of their book collections and also in
the provision of services.
Given the development described above, it is interesting to investigate how these collections developed further and what role, if any,
they played when this was written. The findings of two surveys by the
author on the kinds and numbers of service units and of the numbers
of staff members in addition to annual reports of public libraries
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delivered to the Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, were
used to get an idea of the developments of reading societies as units
in the public library system, in addition to archival documents [100].
Surveys 1989 and 2001

To get an idea of which units of the public library system were privately owned, or considered to be privately owned by their community
the same method, as described above, was used, i.e. to analyze their
names in reports published by the Ministry of Education, Science and
Culture. It has to be emphasized that very many of the small libraries
in the public library system both survey years had originated as reading societies, and might still be considered privately owned in their
communities, even when they did not have the words ‘reading society’
in their name. According to the annual report of public libraries for
1987-1991, 64 units that belonged to the public library system bore
a name with the words ‘reading society’ in 1989. Amongst them was
the Reading Society of Munkaþverársókn, noted above, that owned
2580 books in 1989. Of the 64, nine were owned by youth associations and one by a sports association. Their combined book stock was
137, 880 volumes. The largest book collection of a reading society
was owned by the youth association “The Icelander” and totalled
15,468 volumes. Ten reading societies that owned a combined total
of 13,045 volumes did not receive public financial support in 1989;
and the total number of units of the public library system without
public financial support in 1989 was 19 [101].
In the 1989 survey, the number of public libraries on which
appropriate information was gathered was 163. Of them over 30%
still had the name of a ‘reading society’ or were owned by another
kind of an association. Almost 20% (of 163) were amalgamations of
different library types that served different kinds of users, mostly of
a public and a school library. In addition, four of the small libraries
were located in schools, and two of them served the primary schools
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in their communities. In both surveys 5 libraries were non-operational
at survey time, although not the same ones on both occasions. At that
time, the system of the reading societies and small public libraries
operated as a part of the public library system by unpaid volunteers
outside of the capital area was in some places becoming dysfunctional.
This was evident from one of the replies saying that there had been
one loan the previous year and none in the present. The respondent
found it difficult to see how the operation could diminish any further or that there was a reason to increase services when there was no
demand whatsoever for them [102].
According to the annual report for 2001, 28 units of the public
library system bore the name of a reading society or were owned by
another kind of an association. Of these 28, three were owned by
youth associations and one by a sports association. 13 of them, owning 27,830 books, did not receive public financial support. Thereof
one belonged to a youth association and one to a sports association.
In 2001, the total number of units within the public library system
without financial support was 28. The reading societies that received
financial support owned a combined book stock of 59,619 volumes.
The combined book stock of reading societies in 2001 came to 87,449
volumes [103]. The increment in books in the reading societies and
small public libraries that did not receive any public financial support
was nil in both years. Moreover, that was also the case in some that did
receive such support. In addition to the reading societies there were
25 libraries in institutions such as hospitals and prisons (considered
public libraries) in 1989, but in 2001 the number of such libraries
had been reduced to 14 [104].
In the 2001 survey appropriate information was gathered on
157 public libraries. Then the number of units bearing the name of
a reading society had been reduced to around 18%. At that time the
residential pattern of the country has changed greatly. The rural areas
had become more sparsely populated, even so that in some areas no one
resided during the winter months. This development was met by the
amalgamation of municipalities and municipal services; large public
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libraries took over the services of the smaller units in several ways. In
one municipality the books of a number of reading societies had been
boxed and brought to the basement of the municipal library where
they remained un-catalogued due to lack of competence and time
of staff and they were not used at all. In another municipality these
small book collections had stayed in place and were dispersed within
the community, without a central catalogue. There the inhabitants
enjoyed the services of the town library while the municipal funding
was paid to the small units. In yet another municipality the book
collections of the reading societies and small public libraries were kept
in place, attended by locals with or without pay, and the municipal
funding was paid to the town library that was the main municipal
library serving the population. There the small collections had been
catalogued in the union catalogue of the main municipal library. In
other municipalities, work on amalgamating the small public libraries
and reading societies within the main municipal library was under
way in 2001. In one of the small rural primary schools (with around
ten pupils) in the countryside, books of the reading society considered
suitable for the pupils, such as those of adventure tales, folk literature
and other books had been selected to establish a school library. The
library was attended by the students and they checked their loans
out and in. The operation of the reading society at Grímsey noted
above (that by 2001 owned 2680 volumes) was being discontinued
at that time [105].
In 2001, around 62% of the 157 public libraries were amalgamations, mostly of public and school libraries. 15 of the public libraries
were located in schools, in addition to two schools being served by
the reading societies in their communities [106]. At the beginning of
the 21st century most of the reading societies and small public libraries
that still had a role to play in their communities were connected to
the school system, and many were housed in the school buildings.
One may wonder how the reading societies and small libraries
were kept in service, bearing in mind that they were financed on a
per capita base and in some of the municipalities there were few res-

152

idents. In many of these small units the work was accomplished by
unpaid volunteers. Their numbers were 95 in 1989, around 13% of
the total staff members in libraries in Iceland; and they were close to
a quarter of staff in the public library system, numbering 93 out of
379 staff. Public library work in the sparsely populated municipalities
was considered a civil duty, sometimes taken on by the members of
the municipal council. An example of such work was a late-evening
phone call I received as a reply to the survey questionnaire in 1989
from a skipper outside of the capital area who had just returned from
sea. He told me that he was on the municipal council and therefore
in charge of the public library. Municipal council members were to
take turns year by year in attending the library. “Last year was mine”
he said, but the lady who should have taken over could not do so
because she lived in a remote valley, did not have a car and had no
way of getting to the library – so he had to keep that work for another
year. He explained that this was not a good solution either because he
was so frequently out at sea that he could seldom attend the library in
the way he should have. Some such libraries were housed in a room
in peoples’ homes or in community meeting houses, and did not have
regular opening hours. When housed in peoples’ homes clients were
served when they showed up and when housed in the community
meeting houses they were in some cases open for service when an
event of some sort took place there. Thus members could borrow or
return books at the same time, as they had a reason to come to the
community house for some social gathering. Different arrangements
certainly did exist. In 1989, one respondent had been in charge of the
reading society in his municipality for over sixty years [107].
In 2013, 6 public libraries (almost 8%) out of 78 bore the name
of a reading society (still one of them was the Reading Society of
Svalbarðsströnd, noted above) [108]. According to an informant, who
had housed and attended one of these six reading society for decades,
there were in his community thousands of books in reading societies
that no one knew what to do with. No one had space to house them
any longer. This comment might indicate that the interest in reading

153

books was declining. Therefore one is bound to ask if public interest
in reading educational and recreational material has diminished or if
there is another explanation? The reply is that some of the material
sought by the reading societies (for instance the legal code [109] and
the Parliamentary proceedings) is now available online at the website
of Althingi, the Icelandic Parliament (www.althingi.is). It is no longer
necessary to go to a library or a reading society to access such material,
in particular because of the large percentage (95%) of homes in Iceland
that had Internet connections in 2012; moreover 95% of Icelanders
used the Internet regularly, daily or at least once per week that year
[110]. This in turn points to a great interest still amongst the public
in Iceland to acquire knowledge and recreational material.
The book collections of the reading societies may be considered
to have taken over the role of the homemade handwritten books read
during the evening wakes. They played an important role in providing
access to educational and recreational reading material in sparsely
populated rural areas in Iceland. and formed a part of the public
library system when that was established in 1955. As the population
became more condense their role diminished, and and during the
last quarter of the 20 th century their services were, in most places,
gradually taken over by public libraries. According to the findings of
the 2001 survey, most of the reading societies and small rural libraries
that still seemed to have a role to play in society were connected to
or housed in schools.
Research is needed on what kind of a role public libraries, especially in larger municipalities will have in the near future when official
information is available online, literary publications in addition to
sound recordings are increasingly becoming available online, and an
ever increasing number of Icelandic titles, electronically published can
be bought online, although not checked out at a library yet. This is
becasue an agreement is still missing on the issue between the authors‘
Association (Rithöfundasamband Íslands) and the Publishers‘ Assoication (Félag bókaútgefenda); and likewise a contract on the issue is
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missing between libraries and these parties. However, foreign titiles
can be bought and/or rented, for example at Amazon.com.

Overview
From the end of the 18th century to the beginning of the 20th century,
the same kinds of reading societies and small libraries were established
in Iceland as in the neighbouring countries (apart from city libraries)
under the influence of the Enlightenment. The difference between
the developments in Iceland and those in the neighbouring countries
was that the reasons for the foundation of reading societies and small
libraries in Iceland could not have been the need of industrialization
for a workforce with different education, because in Iceland industrialization began after reading societies came to be founded. Moreover,
the difference lies in the number of each kind of reading society and
in the social status and age of some of the founders.
In Iceland it was exceptional (only one case is known) that the
upper classes founded a reading society aimed at improving the common people, unlike the neighbouring countries where worldly and
spiritual leaders established reading societies for the use of the common
people to educate and civilize them. Due to Iceland’s sparse population, difficult terrain, and underdeveloped road system it was usual for
members of all classes in a community to establish a reading society
for common use. The communities where the number of upper class
citizens needed to found and operate a reading society solely for their
own use were few indeed, meaning that such societies would have had
to cover a large geographic area (for members to be many enough),
which did not work because of the primitive transportation system.
In the same community all had to join in the operation and use of
the same reading society. Exceptions to this were the reading societies
at the fishing stations noted above, because during the fishing seasons
great numbers of people gathered there. Because of Iceland’s sparse
population, difficult terrain, and underdeveloped road system it was
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impossible to operate separate reading societies for particular classes
of people in the same community and likewise in more communities.
Community isolation also meant that there was a tradition for
the inhabitants to help themselves; waiting for others to come to solve
their problems would not have worked. Torstensson’s [111] argument
that because of a lack of nobility, Icelandic and Norwegian farmers
were stronger and more independent and formed their own reading
societies is also valid here. Moreover a middle class hardly existed
in Iceland in the 19th century. The reason might be that because of
their independence Icelandic farmers assumed the status both of the
nobility and the middle class and therefore felt both able and obliged
to found their own reading societies, thus providing educational
reading material for members of their households. Due to the historic development of the public library system in Iceland it is neither
standardized nor has it been possible to control it centrally (as is the
case in some neighbouring countries).
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Early Discussion on How to Use Film
in the Service of Library Promotion
and the First Danish Library Film of 1922

Martin Dyrbye
Royal School of Library and Information Science,
University of Copenhagen, Denmark

Introduction
Some years ago a letter, found in the archive of the Danish Library
Association, concerning an application for a few hundred Danish
kroner (DKK) in order to make a film about Danish libraries, led the
author of this article to track down a silent movie from 1922 about
the daily life in the main public library in Copenhagen, the capital
of Denmark [1; 2; 3]. Further investigations in libraries and archives,
especially the Danish National Film Archive [2; 4] were fruitful, and
thus what might be the first Danish library film – or even the first in
the world – was found. In this article the Danish film will be in focus
in the following ways:
First, the development of the silent movie will be seen in the
context of the public libraries. The theme was mentioned in the
literature about libraries in the Anglo-American sphere during the
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1910s and 1920s, and it was known in the Nordic countries as well
[5; 6; 7; 8; 9; 10; 11; 12; 13; 14; 15; 16]. Then the circumstances
about the making of the first Danish library film will be described,
followed by an analysis of the film’s contents and an evaluation of
its importance for the use of the film media in library promotion
in Denmark after 1922.

Film is a strong medium in the purpose of propagation, and this
was recognized in the first decades of the 20th century among the
leading film nations of the time [17]. Professional film experts, as
well as leading pioneers in the library movement, e.g., in the U.S.
and Denmark, realized the potential of the film medium, motion
pictures, to convince people about the usefulness of libraries. This is
documented in the history of probably the first library film, a short
documentary made in Denmark in 1922 [2].
Public libraries reflect the trends in the development of society
through the ages, especially in their ability to absorb different media
in their activities in order to promote their capabilities as institutions
which can mediate the written word, education and culture in the
broadest possible sense [18].
The ideas behind the development of modern public libraries in
Denmark from the beginning of the 20th century and onwards were
very much inspired by the Anglo-American library tradition, or as the
head of the Danish Royal Library (1901–1924), Hans O. Lange, formulated it in 1909, the so-called “library spirit”. It is also well known
that many working practices were inspired by the ideas from abroad,
and different sorts of library primers and library journals from the
U.S. and the UK were eagerly read in Denmark [1; 19; 20]. Amongst
librarians and people working with libraries more than a few had been
in the U.S., as A. S. Steenberg and H. Hvenegaard Lassen had done,
in order to get inspiration or further education in librarianship. People
like them eagerly followed the Anglo-American library development
and different trends. This seems also to be the case concerning the
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use of different media in order to propagate or advertise the idea of
public libraries to local communities in the Anglo-American sphere.

Discussing the use of silent movies in the propagation for
public libraries during the first decades of the 20th century.
In the beginning of the 20th century it still seemed to be reasonable
to use the printed word, or from time to time the spoken word in the
advertising and spreading of information about public libraries, their
function and different uses in the ordinary daily life. Public libraries
were presented with new ways of advertising first of all by the development in the contemporary business sector and media houses. One of
the most exciting new media in the beginning of the 20th century
was the motion pictures, the later films or movies, for a large public.
Advertising through moving pictures was a reality in 1916, when
the American journalist and expert in moving pictures E. A. Dench,
published his primer “Advertising by Motion Pictures” [7; 8; 9]. Dench
was very much aware of the reader’s lack of experience of using other
media than the written or spoken word in advertising, when he wrote
about the new opportunities which were opened up by using motion
pictures in the propagation of different matters.
Thus, he wrote in 1916:
“It will probably seem rather strange to you that an invention
like the cinematograph, which has achieved widespread fame as a
form of entertainment, can perform the functions of advertising,
but it is none the less a fact. Wonders have not yet ceased in this
every-day world, believe me.” [6, 8]

Two years later, in 1918, he continued his reasoning:
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“It also is not, I am glad to say, a medium confined to any one
business or profession. It is, in fact, equally adaptable to the large
manufacturer as it is to the smallest dealer in any trade.” [8,71–73]

It is well known today that old, established institutions in a society
always fear the risk of being superseded by different competitors. Until
the beginning of the 20th century libraries were not really threatened
by other media. Written and printed material dominated the collections, and the public did not expect to get access to other media than
the already well-known printed books on the shelves. The situation at
that time was in some ways similar to the later media developments
in modern and post-modern societies. Many people, including users
and librarians, have raised the relevant question each time new media
were invented and spread in society, namely what consequences it
might have for libraries and the fate of the book.
Certainly, this was the case with the dissemination of motion
pictures in the first decades of the 20th century. In 1918 the question
about the connection between libraries and moving pictures was raised
in The Library Journal. The editor dedicated the second number
of volume 43 (February 1918) to the theme about movies and the
libraries, because, as he said:
“‘The Movies’ have of late years been considered the chief rival
of the libraries for public attention, but it is now found that the
two may act in concert, to their mutual benefit and the common
good. This number of the Library Journal is, therefore, specialized
on this topic.” The editor also was aware of the fact that there is
“another field for movie films […] in direct library promotion.”
[9, 65]

The articles in the Library Journal of 1918 discussed themes which
still even today seem relevant. In the article, “Motion Pictures and
Reading Habits” [10], written by Orrin G. Cocks, Advisory Secretary
at the National Board of Review of Motion Pictures, the relationship
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between the movies, literature, reading habits and the libraries was
discussed. It was “a study of the effects of motion pictures and the
reading habits of the American people” and was “based on questionnaires sent out to ninety-six librarians in all the states, to which
fifty-six answers were received from the head librarians and children’s
departments, with their associates.”
In the article the author concluded that “the motion picture for
entertainment is here to stay”, and the author mentioned its “growth
during the past fifteen years”, which “has been phenomenal”, but, he
adds, “the time is too short for it to assume stable and settled forms.
No one is now able to prophesy what will be accomplished during
the next ten years.”
In relation to the libraries Cocks made a statement, which could
also have been relevant later on in the 20th century:
“The motion picture, moreover, is not an enemy of the library
or of the school. To be sure it has a distinct place of its own, but
it can be used as a handmaid of both institutions. Its function as
an instrument in the development of knowledge and character
is unquestioned. It adds to the sum of knowledge largely by indirection. In the course of the discussion of dramatic themes a
great mass of facts flows into the mind on the crest of the tide of
interest. Having the whole world as its background and setting, it
inevitably will play a part in the culture of the American people.”

Cocks’ words are like a déjà vu, then as well as later in the 20th century,
when new media, such as printed cartoons, the radio and television,
were spread throughout the society. Librarians might express their
sceptical, critical or even hostile feelings towards the new and unknown
media, which were not regarded as serious sources of information,
but merely instruments of entertainment for the simple amusement
of the masses. But, as Cocks warned the American librarians:
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“It follows that the attitude of the librarian should not be destructively critical. Where there are undoubted evils, these should be
recognized and done away with.”

Instead of rejecting the films the librarians could change their focus,
and look upon the potential of motion pictures just like other people
involved in culture did, and Cocks added:
“Fortunately writers are awake to the potency of the motion picture; the producers now see that they have a large part to play in
the cultural development of masses of people; the exhibitors are
quick to note that they are more than professional entertainers, and
both teachers and librarians are thinking seriously about methods
of utilizing this great agency for the welfare of the people.”

There was not in Cocks’ opinion any doubt about the role films
might have even outside “the motion pictures theater”, the cinemas,
which were in use first of all for the purpose of entertainment for
the citizens “during their leisure hours”. People in the cinema might
“resent those things which are too openly instructional.” Instead and
“despite opposition, we may look for the extensive use of the proper
kind of pictures in churches, schools and libraries.” The movies were
very popular in the public. In a constructive way of thinking about
the possibilities of the film media Cocks suggested a slogan for the
future connection between the above-mentioned cultural institutions
in the society and motion pictures: “Intelligent Co-operation.”
As an appendix to Cocks’ article a list of relevant “Educative
Motion Pictures” gave the reader examples in a “short list of sources”
which might be useful for libraries equipped with auditoriums “with
motion picture machines”. The subjects mentioned were information
about The American Red Cross, The Commission on Food Administration, Industrial and Economic Films and the Bureau of Commercial
Economics [10, 70].
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One of the leading figures in the area of film advertising, Ernest
Dench, mentioned above, gave also librarians some practical advice
about how they could use motion pictures positively in their daily
work. As an authority in his field it was obvious for him to give some
advice in The Library Journal. His article “Putting Your Library in the
Movies” was important. In his introduction he wrote thus:
“The other day I received a letter from a librarian who wanted a
result-producing photoplay scheme for advertising the local library
and community house. I replied that there were several methods
by which to stimulate the use of libraries by motion pictures, and
as the main difference between these plans was the expense, it was
up to the library to adopt the method which came nearest to its
appropriation.”

Why should libraries be interested in the film media? Dench’s answer
was very clear:
“The motion-picture, appealing as it does to the eye, presents
an appeal that cannot be ignored. It comes on the screen with
nothing else to detract one’s attention, consequently it is more
effective than other publicity channels, and the presentment is
so subtle that the spectator is unconsciously aroused to action by
the message which the film gives.”

Even though the film media had been in use and was well known since
the beginning of the 20th century it was still costly in 1918 to produce
even in a minor scale. Dench gave some practical advice in his articles
about how the libraries could use motion pictures in advertising in an
economical and cost-effective way. The cheapest way was to make use
of “the animated cartoon”, and Mr. Dench gave an example:
“A subject employed by one library shows an ocean liner which
is chased by a submarine and finally torpedoed. The explosion
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sends letters scattering in all directions, after which they arrange
themselves into the advertisement. Then the steamer disappears
below to the surface.”

It was important that libraries focused on their own local area instead
of making use of film as an instrument of advertising more generally.
Using the knowledge of the local community and the daily visitors
would be an obvious way of using the film media in order to get
more publicity and more support for libraries. The advice from Mr.
Dench was clear:
“Film an interview with your patron and introduce some intimate
scenes, not forgetting the visualized testimonial. Blend entertainment and advertising.”

Technically Dench advised librarians to use sub-titles, texts in the
film only if it was necessary, because “it is action by which you have
to tell your story.” (We must remember that at the time of writing,
the movies were still silent.) With his great knowledge about the
impact of the film media Dench underlined the importance of using
visual effects: “It is what the spectator sees, not what he reads, that
leaves the lasting impression, the paramount point to be reached in
advertising by motion-pictures. Moreover, each word consumes one
foot of film.” [8]
The purpose of Mr. Dench’s contribution to the Library Journal
was not only to give the libraries some ideas of the potential of the
film in advertising, but also to make certain technical aspects clear
to the reader. His article is an early manual of making film far away
from the film studios. A constant theme in the article are the financial
aspects, but also the considerations about the connection between the
production and the later circulation of a library film [8].
In continuation of the considerations about the possibilities of
films for the libraries, Mrs. Elmer G. Derr, President of the Cleveland
Cinema Club, wrote an appendix to the articles mentioned above in
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the March issue of Library Journal in 1918. The film club she represented enjoyed its fruitful cooperation with the libraries, which were
important institutions, especially because of their keen efforts to get
both general as well as more specialized information about the film
media, and register the literature about this more and more important
subject. According to Derr it was obvious that the cinema club and
the libraries could gain benefit of a close connection with the libraries:
“We believe there is a fine opportunity for the libraries of the
country to co-operate with the film-producing companies and
the exchanges, especially when standard books are dramatized
and prepared for the screen. Advance notice could be given to
the library, by the producing companies, and the local exchanges
could invite a librarian to private screenings and give the date and
theaters where the films are to be shown; the library could arrange
their books on the subject, posting lists of books and theaters
where the story is to be screened upon the bulletin boards of the
library.”

Furthermore Derr revealed some further ideas she had about the
possibilities in the future if the libraries and the film media were seen
as partners. Her points of views were actually inspired by the similar
close connection between motion pictures and education. She made
a visionary statement about the future situation:
“The educational value of motion pictures is being recognized and
one may expect to see their general use in teaching in the higher
elementary grades and high schools and colleges very soon. The
introduction of the department of visual education will revolutionize the system of education and greatly shorten the time of school
and college courses.” Also the business sector had realized the value
of using the film media “in selling and teaching salesmanship to
their forces”, and even promoted the spreading of “small portable
motion picture machines”.
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In her concluding remarks Mrs. Derr was convinced of the viability of
moving pictures, because: “The possibilities of motion pictures make
for efficiency, direct method and conservation of effort. As an art there
has been a steady advance and no time, expenses or detail is withheld
in making pictures that shall satisfy the artistic sense.” Furthermore
she forecasted that the film medium in the future would be more and
more technically refined with more focus upon the qualities of the
pictures, “coloring, projection, etc”. The motion pictures were then –
as it also is today – “under constant study and experiment”, and Mrs.
Derr added that it would be better and better in the future. In her
closing remarks she was sure of the fact that: “When a time-defying
film has been invented we can have ‘film libraries’ where copies of
the best pictures may be preserved. Civic and national history may
then be visualized.” [11]
Many of the considerations about the film medium, mentioned
above, reflect ideas which, when they were raised for the first time in
the Library Journal in 1918, seemed to be visionary and like utopia
seen in the context of the library at that time. One of the questions
raised after re-reading the articles from 1918 will, of course, be if any
libraries really did realize the idea of using the motion pictures as an
instrument of propagation?
The books from the first half of the 1920s about advertising
and publicity concerning public libraries mention the potential of
the connection between motion pictures, films, cinemas, books and
libraries [12; 16], but like the discussions in the Library Journal of
1918 [10; 11] nothing is mentioned about the genre of library movies
in the sense of documentary motion pictures on the public library
and its daily work.

The first known documentary film about libraries
– the Danish case
It is remarkable that even though the idea of using the film media
actively as a tool of information about libraries was taken seriously
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into considerations amongst librarians, nobody realised the idea in
the Anglo-American sphere, or other countries which were influenced
by them before 1922, the year when the documentary film had its
breakthrough.
For that reason it seems interesting that a Danish documentary, a
silent movie produced for the promotion of public libraries was shown
at the first modern Danish Book Fair in September (16th–28th) 1922,
and at book fairs in other places in the same year. Besides the library
film, a film about books and Danish authors was also produced for
the book fairs in Denmark in 1922.
The film with the Danish title, Københavns Kommunes Biblioteker,
which means The Municipal Libraries in Copenhagen, is today preserved
in the Danish National Film Archives at the Danish Film Institute
(Det Danske Filminstitut). Thus it is today a part of the cultural
heritage of the Danish libraries [2; 3]. It is typical of its times and an
interesting example of its genre. The film exemplifies two types of
non-fiction genre, which were typical in the 1920s, the documentary
and the industrial film.
It is a short film and a documentary, which as a genre changed
its character in 1922. In the Danish Encyclopedia of Film (Filmleksikon) the documentary is defined as “a film genre that, in contrast
to the fiction film shows authentic people, milieus and actions, but is
specially produced in a way that typically serves popular educational,
promotional or artistic goals”, and furthermore it is stated that its
breakthrough came with the American Robert Flaherty’s feature film
length documentary on Eskimoes, Nanook of the North in the same
year as the Danish library film was made and shown.
The definition builds on the thoughts of the English pioneer of
documentary film, John Grierson, on the qualities of the genre. He
has been regarded as the inventor of the concept documentary film
that represents “the creative treatment of actuality”. [21; 22]
The library film was directed by the later well-known early Danish
documentarist, Poul Eibye, representing a film company called Dansk
Industrifilm (Danish Industry Film). The film is typical for the genre
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called sponsored or industrial film. Although there is no common definition of this concept, some similarities between different sponsored/
industrial films can be found. According to Prelinger one of the main
criteria is the fact that sponsored/industrial films are made through
the use of sponsorship, “funded by for-profit and nonprofit entities”,
but they are also “made for internal viewing (such as training films)
and titles targeting customers, business partners, and the public.” [23]

The background of the Danish film
In the last months of 1921 the idea to organize a Danish book fair was
suggested for the first time. The idea was received with “the greatest
interest” among booksellers and publishers. In February 1922 the
Danish Booksellers’ Club (Boghandlerklubben) arranged a meeting for
invited authors and library people, where the main plan was formulated. The idea was not to create a historical but a “modern book fair”
that would represent the state of affairs and illustrate the contemporary
development of the Danish book. The participants in the meeting
would also enhance the knowledge of Danish “contemporary poetry”
and “the good Danish book”. Furthermore, the organizers argued that
the fair would increase the interest in the “cultural value” of the book
and its importance “to the widest possible extent for our spiritual life”.
An exhibition board with representatives from publishers, booksellers,
authors and the press was appointed to organize the book fair.
The practical work of arrangement was given to the general secretary of the exhibition, assistant librarian of the University Library
Carl Dumreicher. The great event was planned to take place in the
Exhibition Hall of the Danish Industrial Association (Industriforeningen) in Copenhagen during two weeks in the last part of September
1922 [24].
During the summer 1922, while the preparations for the book
fair were in full swing, the Book Trade Association was in contact with
the public library pioneer, Professor Andreas Schack Steenberg. He
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briefed the participants at the annual meeting of the Danish Library
Association in June 10–11, 1922. According to the minutes of the
meeting the booksellers “wished that the Danish Library Association
would produce and show a film illustrating the daily work in a library.” The library consultant (Konsulent) at the State Library Bureau
(Statens Bibliotekstilsyn) Jørgen Banke was appointed to search for
further information on the matter. He became later responsible for
the film project during the summer 1922 [25, 148–149]. On August
16, Banke sent a letter to the head of Vejle Municipal Library, Harald
Hvenegaard-Lassen, and asked him to take care of a “film operator”,
Mr. P. Eibye who would “shoot a part of the film for the Book Fair”
at his library. Mr. Banke asked for the goodwill and support of the
library for Mr Eibye during the shooting. He would appreciate if
an engaged couple could be persuaded to walk through the reading
room and ask the librarians to see what a printed “Kongebrev” looks
like. A Kongebrev was a special license for marriage of couples with
the permission of the king, if the bride or the bridegroom were not
of age. Banke’s instructions continued:
”They are shown a page in Hindenburg og Krarup [a book of Danish legal formulae] with the requested formula; and the couple,
never before having been in a library, are showed around in the
library; they are demonstrated how an appropriate card catalogue
is arranged; a card is picked up, it is described in the film, and the
requested book is presented; they walk along the open shelves and
end up in the children’s reading room, which should preferably
be full of happy children, either their own or others.”

At the end of the letter Banke requested Hvenegaard Lassen to let
him know, whether he would give permission for the shooting, or
else “should we keep away from Vejle”. [26] From the finished result,
the library film, we can see that Hvenegaard Lassen agreed to take
part in the project.
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In a letter dated August 23, Carl Dumreicher asked the chair of
the Danish Library Association, Johannes Høirup to raise the support
of Mr. Banke’s library film from DKK 300 to DKK 500. The request
was based on a desire to show “the finest library buildings” in the
province (countryside), which would produce “a wonderful effect”.
However, the organisation behind the Danish Book Fair could not
afford to pay the extra cost of DKK 200, “because they themselves
were contributing with a so-called ‘author film’”. Dumreicher also
told that the film producer, Dansk Industrifilm, was offering to make
“an exceptionally good and lively library film (biblioteksfilm) that after
the Book Fair could be shown all over the country.”
A week later, August 30, Jørgen Banke also wrote to Høirup about
the same matter and elaborated, what the Danish Library Association
could get in return for extra DDK 200:
“The crux of the matter is that, if we give DKK 300, we get a
couple of meters of film about the library in Copenhagen, but if
we give DKK 500, we also get footage in Silkeborg, Vejle, Aarhus
and Kalundborg, all the cities, where it would be fruitful…” [3]

The result was positive. The event, the first modern Danish Book
Fair in September 16–28th 1922 was mentioned in the journal of
the Danish Library Association, Bogens Verden (The World of the
Book). It was stated that the goal of the book fair was to “inspire and
increase” the interest amongst all Danes for “the Danish national
literature in its widest sense, as well as the importance of reading in
general”. The usefulness of “this new form of book promotion” for the
libraries was also stated. At the same time the cooperation between the
organizers of the exhibition and the library movement was evaluated
positively. Especially Banke’s role in the creation of the library film
was emphasized:
”The assistant librarian Carl Dumreicher is the secretary of the
exhibition, and library inspector Svend Dahl and library consult-
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ant J. Banke have in many ways contributed to the arrangements,
the latter especially with the preparation of the ‘Library Film’,
which the Association of the Danish Booksellers and the Danish
Library Association in cooperation had produced to be shown as
promotion of new libraries. We encourage our readers to pay a
visit to the Danish Book Fair.”

Later at the end of the same year the book exhibition was again
praised in Bogens Verden. The prominent position of the libraries at
the exhibition, lecture and exhibition activities was mentioned as very
important, but at the same time it was found that fiction had had a
dominating position at the exhibition at the expense of non-fiction.
After the success in Copenhagen similar events were held in two
other Danish cities, Aarhus and Odense, later during the year 1922.
[25,191, 221–222, 288]
There are not many sources left that tell about the book fair and
the showing of the film. In addition to Bogens Verden and the newspapers the event was mentioned in the printed booklet Bogudstillingen
i Industriforeningen 1922 (The Book Fair in the Exhibition Hall of
the Association of Danish Industry). The latter consists of 67 pages
with brief articles about books and libraries, poems about books, and
a list of the exhibitors. The preface was written by the Danish Prime
Minister Niels Neergaard, who was known as a keen proponent of
public libraries, books and reading.
The daily newspaper Politiken mentioned two films from the
exhibition. Both were regarded as “entertaining and interesting”.
The reviewer told the reader that the library film “showed life at
the municipal library and illustrated – accompanied by a short, but
well-written text – both the usefulness of the library and different
examples of the requests made by the citizens.” In addition to the
library film, another film titled Bogugens Forfattere (Authors of the
Book Fair) was also shown during the book fair. Here the visitor could
see short movie clips with well-known Danish authors like Henrik
Pontoppidan, Georg Brandes, Johannes V. Jensen, Vilh. Andersen and
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Sophus Michaëlis. Especially the movie clip about Georg Brandes,
who delivered the introductory lecture of the exhibition, aroused the
unreserved enthusiasm of Politiken’s reviewer. [24; 27]

The plot
The physical length of the black and white, silent Danish library film
of 1922 is 203 metres 35 mm nitrate film. Showing the preserved
part takes 7 minutes and 30 seconds. The plot is simple, clear and
realistic. As mentioned above, besides being a documentary as well
as an industrial film, it also represents the trend in style towards
naturalism common at the time. The film is built as a number of
short sequences, provided with subtitles typical for silent movies that
explain the dialog between the actors. The title of the film in Danish
is ”Københavns Kommunebiblioteker Sct. Nicolai Bygning September 1922” (Copenhagen’s Municipal Libraries St. Nicolai Building,
September 1922). On the last 30 seconds of the film roll there is, as
mentioned above, a rather short sequence taken just outside the main
entrance of the Central Library in Vejle. [4]
Two of the people, who appear in the film can be directly identified, namely the librarian K. Hasselbalch-Larsen of the Municipal
Library of Copenhagen, and Harald Hvenegaard-Lassen, the head of
the library in Vejle, whose name has already been mentioned.
It was obvious to use the newly reopened central library of Copenhagen City in St Nicolai Building (Sct. Nicolai Bygning) as a starting
point for the presentation of the capital’s public libraries. The building
was originally built as a gothic church, but after a fire it had ceased
to be used for that purpose since the beginning of the 19th century.
After a reconstruction at the beginning of the 20th century the building housed government offices, but in 1922 the Copenhagen City
Library was able to open its Main Library there (where it was until
1957). The library could open a reading room in the north nave and
in another hall a lending department with open shelves, where for the

181

first time borrowers had direct access to a large part of the library’s
stocks. The reading room was opened to the public in January 1922,
and the lending department 1st May the same year [28, 194, 202].
Particularly concerning the reading room and its management
in 1922 we can find an interesting observation in Hvenegaard-Lassen’s history of the Danish public libraries 1876–1940 (De danske
folkebibliotekers historie 1876–1940, 1962), which is important in
the context of the library film:
”It was the reading room of the institution that under the management of Kjeld Hasselbalch-Larsen played an important and
pioneering role in the daily life. In the same year a lending office
with open shelves for a part of the main library’s books was opened
over the church hall. There were 8,000 volumes displayed, mostly
foreign fiction and biographies. The public enjoyed the open access
to the books. But the lending office was on the second floor and
there was no elevator, which meant that access, after all, was a bit
difficult. 24,000 volumes of the main library were still kept on
closed shelves.” [29, 324]
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In the first sequence of the film we first see two gentlemen, apparently
good friends, walking in the centre of Copenhagen. The subtitle tells
the audience that they are talking about a legendary figure in Danish
history, Christian Jacobsen Drakenberg, who claimed to have been
born in 1626 and died in 1772, reaching thus the venerable age of
145. One of the men (A) tells to the other (B):
A:”You really claim that Drakenberg never lived?” The other man
(B) answers: ”He certainly not even existed! You perhaps believe
even in the existence of Holger Danske [a mythical Danish warrior hero]? A maintains: “Drakenberg did exist. The old salt lived
almost 150 years old and married when he was over 100 years
old.” Still B is not convinced and demands documentation for
A’s claim: “Can you perhaps prove it?”

Help is near, because a public library is visible in the corner of the
camera, and it is no surprise that their walking tour goes by the St.
Nicolai Building. A suggests that the answer may be found in the
library and says: “Yes. -You can come with me to the library, and
there I shall convince you.” The two friends go to the librarian (C)
behind the desk (Kjeld Hasselbalch-Larsen) who offers his services.
A asks the librarian for literature about Drakenberg: “Do you have a
book on Drakenberg?” The librarian (C) answers promptly: “- No!”
Triumphantly B says: “There you see.”
A continues to ask the librarian for advice: “Don’t you have
any picture of him either?” This time A is in luck and the librarian
supports him by referring to a brand-new book, where Drakenberg
is mentioned, and says: ”Yes. I will show you a newer book with his
picture and a short biography of him.”
The camera focuses now on one of the book spines on the library
shelf, namely the newly acquired work “Dansk Biografisk Haandleksikon”. After this follows a shot of the entry on Drakenberg. There is
a short text accompanied by a picture, a drawing representing Drakenberg. This leads to the following final lines from A to B: “Here you
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can see. It is also said that he married on his 111th year, and when his
wife died, he proposed again several times – however without success!”
The following sequences are shorter, but again the recurring
theme is that a public library can help citizens in many ways. At the
same time the library is a place where new technology is put to use,
both the telephone and the automobile, which for most people were
considered as great luxuries in the 1920s, even if both phenomena
were invading in the capital and the bigger cities.
In the film’s next sequence a patron makes a call to the public
library and asks: “Hello! Is this the Main Library?”, and after getting
a librarian on the line he continues: “This is journalist Lassen from
Østerbro speaking. Three days ago I ordered a book about capital and
small letters [concerning an orthographic reform of the Danish written
language]. Has it come back to the library?” The librarian answers
promptly: “Yes. The borrower has brought it back. The automobile
will leave for the branch libraries in a quarter of an hour.” After this
the spectator sees how the well-kept black van of the municipal library
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driven by a chauffeur punctually to deliver the desired title to the local
district library in Østerbro.
Next there is a new sequence, where a woman goes to the library
and inquires: “I wish to travel to Oberammergau [a town in Bavaria
famous for its passion play], perhaps the library can give me some
information?” The spectator is in no doubt, because a row of catalogue cards with relevant older and newer titles is displayed on the
screen, among them the newest and most up-to-date article on the
subject in English: “Oberammergau. Canton. W. The passion play
of Ober-Ammergau (in: Review Of Reviews, 1922. 4 S. Tekst + 24
Illustrationer.)” The borrower is satisfied with the selection and says:
“Thanks! I’ll take the English article with pictures of the Passion Play.”
This is followed by some more basic questions put to the librarian.
A patron, who may not have been a frequent guest at the library, asks:
”Tell me, Miss, what does it cost to rent books here?” She answers:
“Nothing! This is the library of the municipality, and home loans of
books are free for all residents of the city.” The questioner is still in
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doubt: “Totally free?” And the librarian explains the simple procedure: “Yes, when you go to the clerk there, you can be registered as a
borrower, but you have to take with you a document that shows that
you are a permanent resident in the City.”
Another borrower is uncertain whether there are open shelves at
the library: “Miss, can someone go and take the books themselves?”
And there is a prompt answer: “Yes, of course, I shall show you with
pleasure, how they are ordered on the shelves.”
There is a sequence in the film where a borrower wants a title,
but doesn’t remember it correctly. Luckily, the experienced librarian is
able to correct the mistake. The child has come on behalf of her father
and asks: “I would like to borrow ‘The Wonders of the University’
for my father. Do you have that book, Miss?” The most competent
answer is: “You must mean ‘The Wonders of the Universe’, little dear
friend, I shall get it for you.”
In the film’s last sequences situated in Copenhagen two patrons
pose questions to the librarian about two topics of very differing
character, but which also show the great breadth of the library’s collections as well as the possibilities that the library offers as a source of
information concerning professions and business: “Do you have
Georg Brandes’ complete works, I would like to read his speech at
the inauguration of the Absalon Statue?” And: “Yesterday I ordered a
book list on rabbits and rabbit breeding. Is it ready, Miss?”
This is where the library film from Copenhagen ends, and a new
section entitled “Vejle Kommunbibliotek” (Vejle Municipal Library)
starts. Only a few seconds of this second part of the film have been
preserved, but it is without doubt the same film that was mentioned
earlier in the cited correspondence. There are images of the library
building seen from outside with a constant stream of people going in
and out. One of the people visible in the film is the library director
H. Hvenegaard-Lassen, whose bald head is seen when he lifts his hat.
Inquiries to Vejle Library and libraries in other cities, Silkeborg, Aarhus
and Kalundborg, where the rest of the film could have been preserved,
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have so far been unsuccessful, but hopefully it doesn’t, mean that the
other parts of the film are totally lost.

Discussion about the film among librarians and people with
special interest in the library trends in Denmark
The library film of 1922 was critically discussed amongst the members
of the Danish Library Association a year later at their annual meeting
in Silkeborg (1923). This event was described fully in the local press.
In the issue of June 18, 1923, Silkeborg Avis (Silkeborg Newspaper)
published a long article about the annual meeting. The library film
was also mentioned: ”The association also has a share in a film, but it
is not as good as one would have expected.” The critical commentary
found no place in the official minutes of the annual meeting, but
the book exhibition of 1922, which was the original reason for the
production of the film, is mentioned.
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Both the reports in Bogens Verden and in the newspapers show
that there was a consensus among the members of the Danish Library
Association that the book fairs in Copenhagen, Odense and Århus
were successful. The invited representatives of the Provincial Book
Trade Association and publisher and bookseller Fr. Gad, who had delivered a discussion paper on the possibilities of cooperation between
libraries and booksellers at the annual meeting, expressed a desire for
“ever stronger cooperation”. [30,124–131; 31]
The library film of 1922 was briefly mentioned 13 years later, in
1935, by Jens Aarsbo in an anniversary book Bibliotekerne og Samfundet (Libraries and Society) issued to commemorate 50 years of the
municipal libraries of Copenhagen. In the part of the book concerning
the cooperation between libraries and institutions of popular education, Aarsbo briefly wrote: “Another form of cooperation has taken
place combined with popular educational meetings and exhibitions.
At the Book Fair in the Exhibition Hall of the Association af Danish
Industry in September 1922 a film on the activities of libraries was
shown.” [28]

Perspectives
As described in this article people with special knowledge about advertisement as well as public libraries in the Anglo-American culture
were well aware of the potential in using the film media as a tool of
propagation in the 1910s and 1920s, but it is remarkable late in the
development of the moving pictures that the film media was used as
a general tool of propagation for public libraries. In respect to this
the Danish case is unique. The library film of 1922 fulfils the criteria
of a modern documentary. Besides this fact it is also a good example
of the genre of industrial film. It was part of a project with special
focus upon reading, education and agitation for public libraries. The
film gave an impression of the daily life and work in a public library,
an authentic milieu.
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The discovery of the first Danish – maybe the first in the world
– library film is, of course, important in respect to the perspective
of our cultural heritage, and as such it deserves to be registered and
preserved for posterity. It is certainly a part of our non-printed library
history, but it is relevant to ask if the film had consequences afterwards.
The success of the film as such was limited, because it was specifically made to be shown at the Danish book fairs in 1922, first in
Copenhagen, later on in Aarhus and Odense. Yet the library film as
well as the printed booklet about the book fair became important
many years later. One of the anchormen in the production of the
library film in 1922, Jørgen Banke was also in charge of directing and
writing the plot in the next Danish library film in 1940 in cooperation
with Thomas P. Hejle.
Certainly, it is not without significance in the past that Mr.
Banke had some experience of film media. The film from 1940 about
Danish libraries and the importance of good reading and education
was entitled Ungdom og Bøger (Youth and Books) [32]. It could be
shown both as a silent movie, as well as a sound film. The recurrent
theme in the film is interesting. The plot is actually based upon Hans
Christian Andersen’s fairy tale Nissen hos Spækhøkeren (The Goblin
and the Huckster).
It is hardly a coincidence that the famous professor and philosopher Harald Høffding in his brilliant short article in the exhibition
catalogue of the Book exhibition in 1922 mentioned the same fairy
tale by Andersen. Obviously Mr. Banke was inspired by the words of
Høffding. A quotation from the article, in fact, summarizes excellently
the essence of the main message of the film from 1940 that hitherto
has been believed to be the first Danish library film, but which now
must be pushed in the second place:
“Reading a good book is the same as talking with a friend who
from far and near brings us a message. And as we want to see our
friend’s characteristic countenance while he is telling his story, it
also makes sense that our book has an appealing appearance. It
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could be the book’s venerable age that captivates us, or it could be
the tasteful form together with the contents that contributes to
the impression it makes upon us. Of course, this is not everything.
When the little goblin in Andersen’s tale looks through the keyhole
to see how the student read the tattered pages that he has saved
from the huckster’s bin, he see a light glow from the pages, and
everything appeared now to him in greater and more glorious shape
than before. The glow reflects the young man’s mind at reading the
wonderful work the goblin had saved for him. The little goblin
got a glimpse of the glory and joy attached to the treasures that
he picked up from the pages of the book, and which any reader
who in the right manner immerses himself in a book can get to
know from his own experience.” [24]

The story above is also to be interpreted as a metaphor of the role
libraries might have had for its patrons in the society in 1922, as well
as in 1940.
The film of 1922 served not only as a source of inspiration for
the second film from 1940, but also for the later Danish library films
from 1948, 1955, 1956, 1970 and 1997 which gave an impression of
the daily functions in the public library similar to in 1922, just two
years after of the first Danish Library Act in 1920 was passed. Since
then, the leading library agitators and librarians have perceived the
public libraries as a place, where:
– citizens could obtain information on virtually anything under the
motto “the library has the answer”, but with a focus mainly upon
the non-fiction literature;
– relevant questions concerning business could be answered;
– knowledge on culture and cultural historical subjects were available;
– knowledge and culture were made available without charge;
– items on the shelves were arranged and directly accessible for the
visitors.
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Epilogue
Research in Danish library films, but also into similar from abroad,
for example France and the US from the 20th century, is very scarce.
That is why the author of this article will continue this study about
library films as a genre of propagation, which has been neglected in
the research of library and information science. [33]
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The Spirit of the Place:
Landmarks of Scandinavian
Library Architecture and Design

By Nan Dahlkild
Royal School of Library and Information Science,
University of Copenhagen, Denmark

Introduction
The concept of “the spirit of the place” or in Latin “genius loci” goes
back to antique mythology and philosophy, meaning the guardian
spirit of a place. In a contemporary context the concept usually refers
in a broader sense to a location’s distinctive atmosphere, geography,
climate and historical background. Especially in garden and landscape architecture it has been an important principle that landscape
designs should be adapted to the context in which they are located. In
modern architectural theory “the spirit of the place” has implications
for place-making, both falling within the philosophical branch of
phenomenology and within practical landscape and urban planning.
The concept has been explored by the Norwegian architectural
theorist and historian Christian Norberg-Schulz. In his book Genius
Loci. Towards a Phenomenology of Architecture Norberg-Schulz exam-
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ines the characteristics of natural and man-made places with examples
and illustrations from landscapes, towns and buildings in especially
Scandinavia, Europe and Africa. Norberg-Schulz is interested in the
deeper meaning of the concept as the basic living conditions of a
place or region. [28]
The concept can also be broader defined in relation to local,
regional or national traditions and social values. The concept is used
in this wider meaning by the Danish architectural theorist Nils-Ole
Lund, who tries to define a special Nordic architectural tradition in
his book Nordic Architecture. He includes also social factors such as
the creation of the Nordic welfare state a part of a broader definition
of a regional Nordic architecture, where modernism is connected
to craftmanship, pragmatism and everyday life: “The newly-created
‘welfare state’ was regarded by many as an example to be followed.
Industrialization had begun late in Scandinavia, and the culture of
craftmanship had not yet been obliterated. The Nordic countries had
shown, that it was possible to transform society step by step, and that
a revolution was not necessary. Scandinavian architecture was seen
as a symbol of this development, in which it was not the theories
and the programmes that were crucial, but a tradition that absorbed
the new ideas and re-formed them into an architecture typical of the
region.” [23, 28]
In this context it is obvious to compare the attempt by Nils-Ole
Lund to define a special Nordic architectural tradition with the attempts to define a special Nordic library tradition. Will you find the
same reforming and adaption of international inspiration, that may
have created a special Nordic library model, and is this model expressed
and reflected in a special Nordic library architecture and design?
In his article Is There a Nordic Public Library Model? the Swedish
library historian Magnus Torstensson is asking and discussing the
questions: What is required to speak about a separate public library
model? Is it possible to treat the Nordic libraries as a unit? Has enough
research been done about Nordic public libraries, even though there
are well developed? However, the answers are not as precise as the
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questions. As documentation some quotations from international
visitors illustrate the advanced position of the Scandinavian public
libraries in the fifties and sixties: “the best libraries of the world are
those of Denmark and Sweden” and “the progress and achievements
of the Scandinavian countries has been mounting steadily in the ten
past years.” [37, 59]
You could add similar and more specific quotations about Nordic
library architecture from the fifties, sixties and seventies. After the
Second World War the literature of international library architecture
was referring to the “Scandinavian Style”. Scandinavian libraries were
regarded as ”light, spacious and informal” and were often considered
as models for libraries elsewhere. [13, 104–106] In a survey of international library architecture from 1970 Michael Brawne writes:
“A good deal of present day contribution originated in Scandinavia
both as regards library services and library buildings. Both have held
an important position there for a considerable period and there was
a precedent for innovation …But perhaps most important of all has
been the Scandinavian contribution towards making libraries both
important and every day places in the community and giving this
notion an acceptable architectural expression.“ [5, 22]
At least in this period international visitors have observed a special
Nordic model, characterized among other aspects by its architecture
and design and contemporary with the peaking of welfare state optimism. A good question, of course, is the development and identity
in the following decades.
Also the concept of “landmark” has different meanings. The
concept “landmark libraries” has been used relation to special achievements in development of library architecture and design. In general
“landmarks” and “icons” are used in relation to both experience of
the urban landscape and to special buildings. In his classic book The
Image of the City by Kevin Lynch presents both investigations and
theories of place and experience of place. The concepts paths, edges,
districts, nodes and landmarks can be used both as tools of understanding the urban environment and as tools of urban planning.
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They are developed by asking different people to make maps of their
experience of city structure and characteristic buildings or artifacts.
Landmarks are defined as significant elements in the city space with
characteristic form and/or spatial location. Although the symbol for
landmarks is a pointed pyramid, they need not be monumental. A
significant landmark can be a simple shop, or it can be a special building that still exists among high rise buildings, such as the example a
two-story grey wooden building, called “the little grey lady” by one
of the respondents. [25, 78–83]
The spectacular contemporary icons of architecture in Charles
Jencks’ book The Iconic Building have another meaning. As part of the
experience economy their goal is to create development and turn their
location into a goal for international tourism. They are designed by
famous international celebrity architects, and they are not only built
for special places or functions, but maybe even more for presentations
in international media and publicity, promoting the building as icon,
the prestige of the owner and the fame of the architect.
In the following text the concepts “spirit of the place” and “landmarks” are used in their broad sense with emphasis on both their
aesthetic and social meaning. The “landmarks” and the “icons” need
not look as the most common libraries, but they have had a central
position and importance. They are presented and investigated in
relation to the discussion of the existence and qualities of a special
Nordic library model or Scandinavian library style: As every day places
in the community with a special architectural expression?

Starting points of the Scandinavian library style
and the Model Library of 1909
The development of the modern public library system in the Nordic
countries took its offspring in the first decades of the 20th century
with strong ideas of enlightenment and democratisation. In Sweden,
the Dickson Library was erected in Gothenburg in 1897 based on
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the inspiration from the Anglo-American public libraries with their
open access. Similarly, a series of new public library buildings were
constructed in Norway during the first decades of the century such as
the library in Bergen and the Grünerløkka Branch of the Deichman
Library in Oslo. The Norwegian librarian Arne Arnesen wrote the
first Scandinavian book Bibliotekbygninger about library architecture
and design in 1919. The book contained systematic chapters about
library functions and divisions with illustrations and plans. Arnesen
was inspired by the Anglo-American libraries and argued for open
access, youth libraries and recreational space for staff. [1] In Denmark,
a joint museum and library building was opened in Køge in 1899,
and when this joint accommodation had became too small, the first
self-contained Danish public library building was erected in 1919,
looking like a villa in red bricks.
The period of library buildings from the first decades of the
twentieth century is characterized as ”the library as a home” with
solid dark furnishing, often national romantic decorations and literary
pictures. Also the ideology of the library movement at the start of
the twentieth century emphasized the library’s relation to the local
communities and people’s homes.
Of special interest in an international context is the unique working model library at the National Exhibition in Aarhus in 1909. It was
intended to be a model library for future library buildings, interiors
and materials. An important principle expressed in the model library
was open access. The library was built as part of a community house
to serve as a cultural centre for an ideal small Danish town, that was
built as architectural exhibition. Good reading, good design and good
architecture were consciously promoted at the same time in the same
building as part of a greater enlightenment project. [7, 42–49]
The 1:1 model library was a public library and meeting hall,
erected as part of this ideal small town with ideal buildings, reflecting
ideal everyday life, as a model for building new communities like this.
Such architectural exhibitions were not uncommon at the time in
international and world fairs. Both dwellings, schools and churches
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were presented as architectural ideal types, often made by timber
factories, but it was unique that a library was included as an important building. In the context of library history an ideal collection of
books with ideal cataloguing was presented at the World Exhibition in
Chicago in 1893, but apparently without special architectural design.
The library was built in to serve as a working model library, where
people could sit and read and take books with them into the small
library garden. The entrance was very simple and unpretentious. The
collection of books was especially selected with special classification
and ideal for this type and size of a small public library. As such it was
part of a joint architectural and cultural initiative, aimed at inspiring
improvements of the Nordic architectural tradition as well as promoting the establishment of new libraries and the reading of good books.
The model library was exhaustively described by the leading librarian
Vilhelm Grundtvig in his green pamphlet Stationsbyens Folkebibliotek
(“The railway town public library”), which included detailed infor-

Fig. 1. The model library with garden at the main street of the village exhibition in Århus in 1909. [2, 43]
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mation about library design and organization. Grundtvig began by
emphasising that the library had ”open shelves”, so that ”anyone can
search for and take out what he wants” [16, 3]. It was arranged as a
one-room library, and its homely design was underscored by the fact
that there was a desk, but no counter. The walls were decorated with
portraits of Danish writers, literary scenes and maps.
Grundtvig emphasised that “A library and reading room is not
just a room for books, but first and foremost a place where people
seek instruction, entertainment or relaxation after their day’s work”
[16, 8]. It was therefore important that both the premises and the
furniture should be kept in “simple, clean and harmonious lines and
colours” ... “It is fine if it is also possible to introduce pictures and
other (good) art, flowers and suchlike to create a cosy and homely
impression” [16, 8]. The library was built alongside two meeting halls,
and the whole building thus united an open meeting place with the
library’s open shelves.
The model library was visited by guests of the exhibition, who
could sit down in the library or read a book in the library garden.
It was also visited by international library professionals, and it was
presented in several Scandinavian architectural and library journals. A
number of public libraries were erected in Denmark in the following
years, inspired by this model library. [7]
Original was not only the 1:1 scale, but also the lack of monumentality, the homely character and the firm relation to community
and everyday life in connection to the meeting possibilities, combining
“enlightenment” and “relaxation” and foreseeing the establishment of
cultural centres.

Public libraries of the early welfare state:
Oslo, Stockholm, Viipuri and Nyborg
The decades between the First and Second Word War were developing years for the Scandinavian public libraries with a growing state

200

support, professionalization and a growing number of libraries, built as
libraries. Typically these libraries were built as “temples of knowledge”
with inspiration from the Anglo-American Carnegie libraries. In his
speeches the Danish library pioneer H. O. Lange used the phrase
“temple of the human spirit”. These “temples” were characterized
by classicism as the dominant architectural style with monumental
entrances, stylistic columns and high windows. The interior was
symmetrical and often panoptic with the adults’ circulating room as
the central room of the building with the adults’ reading room and
the children’s room on each side as a plan of a basilica. An auditorium
might be placed in the basement. This plan was compared with a
“butterfly” with “body” and “wings”. [8]
Among the qualities of the temples of knowledge were their
recognisability, regularity, clear functional division, spaciousness and
airy premises with good high ceilings. It is somewhat paradoxical,
however, that the public library as a supremely democratic institution
should become associated with a relatively closed and pompous style
of building.
Characteristic examples of this library style are the Deichman Library in Oslo and the City Library in Stockholm, but also many small
“temples of knowledge” were built in this period such as the central
library in Hjørring, Denmark from 1927 with symbolic decoration.
In the thirties a number of library buildings reflected the influence
of modernist architecture. The public library in Viborg/Viipuri by
Alvar Aalto from 1935 is an early example of modernism in library
architecture. Aalto’s first project in Viipuri from 1927 was strongly
influenced by the Stockholm Library. The public library in Århus
in Denmark from 1934 reflected the combination of a traditional
symmetrical library plan with modernist elements such as a glazed
staircase wall, horizontally sliding windows and steel chairs in the
newspaper room. The public library in Nyborg by Flemming Lassen
and Erik Møller was an example of a “function tradition”, combining
traditional and modern elements.
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A general trend of the library development of this period was the
tendency towards a greater sobriety and matter-of-factness with respect
to both construction activities and building design, thus reflecting a
higher priority given to the existence of a modern and goal-directed
book-lending department at the expense of library space for visitors’
social activities. However, typical of the libraries of the thirties were
also the designing of lecture rooms and rooms for study circles as part
of the democratic enlightenment movements of the period.
Characteristic for most of these examples were also, that they
in various ways had special surroundings and location in city space,
reflecting a growing importance of libraries and library buildings.
The Deichman Library in Oslo was built over a long period from
the architectural competition in 1921 to the opening in 1933. In the
mean time architectural styles had changed. The building was designed
by Nils Reiersen, and leader of the library in the building period was
Arne Arnesen, who had published the first book in Scandinavia about
library architecture Bibliotekbygninger in 1919. [1]
The building was classic and symmetrical, especially inspired by
the Indiana Public Library. It had columns and collonades, and the
stairs continued from the outside to the inside up to the elevated symmetrical library gallery in three storeys with murals from Norwegian
history. It was overlooking central Oslo as an Acropolis.
The Stockholm City Library offers a good example of the way in
which the temple of knowledge was architectonically refined. It was
designed by the Swedish architect Gunnar Asplund and built between
1924 and 1928 with the addition of a modern west wing in 1932.
The simple geometric ground plan consisted of a circle inscribed in a
quadrangle, corresponding to the central cylindrical building, which
rises above the four wings. The symmetry, the simple geometric forms
and the colours and furniture inside had a neoclassical character,
whereas the architecture and design of west wing represented the
break through of modernism in Sweden, where Asplund had been the
head architect of the Stockholm Exhibition in 1930. [13,199–203]
Before the building process Asplund visited the big public libraries
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Fig. 2. Contemporary satirical drawing of the stairs leading to the Deichman
Library in Oslo.

in Indianapolis and Detroit. He drew up several possible plans that
reflected the movement from classicism to modernism. He was inspired
by the modern functions of the American libraries, but chose to give
them a more simple aesthetic expression.
The simple geometric ground plan consists of a circle inscribed in
a quadrangle, corresponding to the central cylinder, which rises above
the four wings. In Asplund’s first proposal the library was crowned, like
the British Library, by a dome. The monumentality of this cylinder
corresponded to the cupola of the British Library and the cupola the
Library of Congress in Washington. As such it is reminiscent of the
ground plan of the British Library’s large reading room in the courtyard of the British Museum, but it is characteristic that whereas the
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Fig. 3. The City Library (Stadsbiblioteket) in Stockholm by Gunnar Asplund
from 1928.

reading room was the central room in the great English library, built
in the mid 19th century, the adult lending library was the central
room in Stockholm’s modern public library.
The building has four virtually identical facades. From the entrance hall one ascends a long, narrow “scala regia” which leads like
a dark passage to the great, light lending room, formed as a rotunda
with two circular book galleries, containing Swedish and international
fiction, poetry and drama. Non-fiction, which was considered the
highest form of educational literature, was placed in two halls in the
side wings; here you could find reference books and borrow scholarly
or technical works on different subjects. The division of books into
different subject areas, and the amalgamation of reference and lending
collections, were novelties in librarianship. The children’s library was
equipped with a “story corner” for reading aloud, decorated with
motifs from the fairy-tale The Sandman by Hans Christian Andersen.
The library was situated in an urban space with a surrounding
park of the Observatory Hill and a recreational area around a pond.
Low buildings were marking the entrance and the elevated position
of the library.
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Fig. 4. Alvar Aalto’s early proposal from 1927 to a public library in Viipuri
with inspiration from Asplund’s city library in Stockholm.

Fig. 5. Isometric view of Aalto’s city library in Viipuri from
1935. On the upper floor is the counter with a view to the
reading room to the left and to the sunken part of the lending
division to the right.
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Fig. 6. Aalto’s sketch to the area around the counter in the inner library in
Viipuri with inspiration from the Finnish landscape. [38, 64]

International modernism was first introduced in library architecture
by Alvar Aalto’s library from 1935 in Viborg/Viipuri in Finland,
which at that time was Finland’s second largest city [13, 202–207;
38, 62–69]. Aalto’s first draft was clearly inspired by Asplund’s City
Library in Stockholm. The building consisted of white cubic shapes
with a large entrance in glass, but also had inner organic features that
anticipated Aalto’s later buildings. The library was set in a park and
Aalto envisaged the white walls being brought alive both in summer
and winter by the shadows of the park’s trees.
The library was divided into split-level blocks and plateaus with
various functions. From the entrance one went up to the lending
library, where the counter stood as the culminating point, modelled
on the Finnish landscape, at the end of a symmetrical staircase. The
sunken part of the lending library offered a new interpretation of
the classic gallery library. Light wood was used extensively, and the
wooden ceiling in the lecture hall was organically folded. The idea
was to distribute the sound in the long auditorium and thus make the
room more democratic, with everyone being able to hear everyone
else. Aalto later designed several libraries.
In Denmark a new style of library architecture was introduced
in the Nyborg Public Library at the eastern coast of the island Funen
in 1939. It was designed by Flemming Lassen and Erik Møller, who
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won an architectural competition in 1935. Both Lassen and Møller
worked together with the architect and designer Arne Jacobsen on
other projects. The interior of the library was made in collaboration
with Hans J. Wegner. With simple forms in red brick architecture,
an entrance through a glass loggia and a unique site directly next to
the canals around the Castle of Nyborg the library represented both
tradition and modernity. The inner space was light and open, the
interior panels and furniture were made of sycamore wood, and all
furniture and lightning were designed especially for the library. There
were no high windows. From the outside you could look into the
library, and from the rooms inside the library you could look directly
into the surrounding park or into the canals.

Fig. 7. Ground plan of Nyborg Public Library from 1939.
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Fig. 8. Site plan of Nyborg Public Library from 1939 between the main
square and the castle.

The library in Nyborg was a fine example of regional architecture,
reflecting the spirit of the place. It was a breakthrough for a new
”Scandinavian Style” in library architecture as an expression of the
cultural politics of the emerging welfare state. It was thus in many
ways related both to the Genius Loci of the unique place and in a
broader meaning to the Scandinavian cultural welfare model.
The historical background was the economical, political and social
conditions of the period, especially the cultural politics of democracy
and enlightenment. Local patrons such as the Sibbernsen brothers
and Mayor Hansen provided means for the expensive building. The
unique place was the background of an architectural competition
with emphasis on the context of nature and existing buildings. The
winning project integrated these conditions with the architecture of
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the “functional tradition”. The architects Flemming Lassen and Erik
Møller combined tradition and modernity with their personal expression and originality in collaboration with Hans J. Wegner.
Nyborg Public Library had a double architectural identity: With
its asymmetries, its free use of space and its large glass fronts it was the
most modernistic library from that period. But at the same time, with
its wooden interiors and modernized versions of traditional furniture,
it referred back to the first public libraries of the period such as the
model library from 1909. Analyzed from the perspective of cultural
policy as well, it represented an orientation towards a popular culture
with both traditional and modern elements.
Both in the library and architectural discourse Nyborg Public
Library had positive reviews. However, in the library discourse there
were some reservations because of its special conditions, although it
was admitted, that the library had several solutions to single problems. It brought a new light design into Danish library architecture,
which “attracted attention and admiration among architects”. From
the middle of the fifties it was almost officially considered as a model
of library development. In the architectural discourse the library has
become an icon of the “functional tradition”. [9, 295]
Nyborg Public Library is often compared with Alvar Aalto’s library building in Viborg/Viipuri, formerly belonging to Finland, and
Aalto’s library in Viipuri is often compared with Gunnar Asplund’s
Main Library in Stockholm. These three libraries are very different.
The main library in Stockholm is a refined version of the temple of
knowledge with its symmetry, stairways and rotunda. The library in
Viipuri is a clear expression of modernism and functional philosophy
with a special touch of Aalto’s organic design at the time. The public
library in Nyborg combines tradition and modernity with traditional
materials in the architectural language of the “functional tradition”,
also with great sense of adaption to user needs.
In the introduction to the Nordic anthology Nordisk funktionalism
the Swedish architectural historian Gunilla Lundahl compares Aalto’s
modernistic library building in Finland with Nyborg Public Library
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as part of the “functional tradition” in Denmark. [24] She examines
the two buildings as examples of different expressions of modernisn
in public space. Both buildings are complex: “How different the ideas
of modernism could be adapted is obvious in a comparison of the
little public library in Nyborg by Flemming Lassen and Erik Møller
from the late thirties and Aalto’s library in Viborg, first designed in
1927 and built 1930-35. In Aalto’s house the connected volumes are
organised masterly, unexpected rooms occur, the experience of light
is varied in relation to the functions of the different rooms, acoustics,
circulation of air and isolation of sound have been studied carefully.
Materials are glass, steel and white plaster, but also various wooden
materials on walls and in furniture.” [24, 9] Whereas the library in
Viipuri is characterized by its modern materials and functions, the
library in Nyborg is characterized by its humanism: “The public
library in Nyborg is resting unconcerned in the ultimately cultivated
landscape with canals, well-cared lawns and the various forms of trees
of the English landscape garden. A flat roof is only found over the glass
loggia, connecting two brick houses. The simplicity, joy of materials,
quietness and unpretentiousness illustrate very well the perennial
humanism of Denmark’s “functional tradition”. [24, 9]

Public libraries as peaks of the welfare state
The Scandinavian welfare states were peaking in the sixties and seventies, and so was the optimistic imagination of a combination of economic welfare with democratization and cultural welfare. Important
institutions of this vision were schools, libraries and museums, often
brought together in cultural centres. Also public service media with
educational and serious programmes without commercial advertising
were essential.
Architecture and design from this period were characterized by
the minimalism of the international style with the catch phrase “less
is more”. This style was also reflected by library buildings. Part of
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the cultural vision of the welfare state was the building of new public
libraries, combining ideals of cultural welfare and democratisation
with minimalistic modern architecture:
“One day success is achieved. Suddenly a new library is there –
broad, low, flat-roofed – standing as if it had sprung up in the night,
all ready to receive its readers. A cultural centre of local life, a source
and focus at one and the same time. Literature and art are bound
together … The building – of steel and cement, wood and glass – is
in itself a manifestation of the architecture of its time.” [33, 94] The
quotation is a precise expression of the synthesis of new cultural centres and modern architecture, that was formulated in the optimistic
publication Public Libraries in Denmark, simultaneously translated
into English and characterizing the spirit of the time and the idea of
the library as a modern architectural and social “Gesamtkunstwerk”.
Both Swedish Public Libraries in Pictures 1–2 from 1956–1965 and
Public Libraries in Denmark from 1967 are excellent pictorial documentations of the library visions of this period [36; 33]
The ideas of openness and democratisation of cultural politics
are also clear in the description of interiors: “There are wide views
to trees, houses and the sky outside, and the sunshine plays on glass
walls, the light-coloured shelving and the gaily coloured curtains …
All departments are actively associated with another. There are no
obstructing walls, no troublesome stairs, no closed doors. The visitor
is coaxed from room to room and continually finds new possibilities.
The man who comes to get a novel for his wife drops into the newspaper room and spends a newsy quarter of an hour with a paper he
is not a regular reader of … All take possession of the library and feel
that its books, magazines and papers belong to them.” [33, 48–49]
Library architecture became more open, but also more flexible
and modular. It combined the library ideas of open access with the
open, floating and transparent space of modern architecture, and at
the same time it combined a rational planning model of modules
with serial aesthetics. A consequence of this new rationality in library
planning was the development of modular systems with structural
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columns going back to the ideas of the Bauhaus School and other
modern designers. Walls were temporal and could be removed and
taken away, according to changing needs and functions. The keywords
of library planning in the decades after the war became flexibility,
functionality and modularity.
An example of these ideas of rational library planning in Scandinavian context is the book Public Library Buildings. Standards and type
plans for library premises in areas with populations of between 5,000
and 25,000, edited by consultant of the Danish State Inspectorate
of Public Libraries Sven Plovgaard and published by the Library
Association in London in 1971 [32]. The book contains a thorough
presentation of the principles of flexible, modular and systematic
planning with standards for rooms and sections in different library
types with different size of population and for library premises such
as space requirements, shelf measurements, distances between shelves,
passage spaces and office facilities.
The publishing of an English version of Public Library Buildings
by The Library Association shows the position of Scandinavian library
architecture at the time, also expressed in the earlier mentioned contemporary international books about library architecture and design.
Anglo-Scandinavian contacts were important in the second half of the
twentieth century. [11] British librarians such as Frank Gardner and
K.C. Harrison visited Scandinavia in the fifties and sixties and were
impressed by the light interiors and clean lines of the Scandinavian
library design. [17; 18; 19] British library buildings from this period
were influenced by the Scandinavian Style. [4]
Many of these libraries were built in the suburban centres around
the big cities. Especially in Stockholm a series of new suburban centres
were built, often in relation to public transportation. Some very architecturally sophisticated new public libraries were built in the Copenhagen suburbs such as the libraries in Lyngby from 1968 and Rødovre
from 1970.
A new library act was passed in Denmark in 1964, characterized
by professionalization and new media. In the sixties there were several
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visions and reports about cultural centres with creative activities,
art, music and library functions. These new suburban libraries were
typically large, well-equipped and carefully architecturally designed,
reflecting the ideas about integrating new media, art, music and
cultural activities. A growing number of professional librarians were
educated and employed. The new suburban libraries, often connected
to service centres, became part of the urbanization that changed the
existing rural communities into suburbs with urban centres, blocks of
flats and middle class single houses. The modular library boxes fitted
well into this suburban modernization.
Lyngby Public Library was designed by Tyge Holm and Flemming
Grut and opened in 1968. Like the library in Nyborg it was situated
both next to a lake and near the city centre, but it was more transparent, and it reflected the ideas of a cultural centre, containing both
exhibition areas and a café and presenting new media with possibilities
of borrowing both musical records and original art.
The adult division was designed as a two-story transparent gallery library with a view to the lake, with circular skylights and with
flexible and modular shelves in light wood. The library counters were
low, and the library was furnished with icons of Danish design. The
children’s library contained a “playing landscape” by Nanna Ditzel.
The open and airy café was furnished with white tulip chairs by Eero
Saarinen. The exhibition areas were like the white cube of an art gallery with white walls and floating space, and the library was almost a
counterpart to the modern art museum Louisiana from 1958, also
situated north of Copenhagen.
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Fig. 9. Rødovre Public Library from 1970 with perimeter wall, 5 patios and
modular shelving.

The public library in Rødovre, another suburb of Copenhagen, was s
built as part of the same paradigm of library architecture, but had very
different character without the same transparency from the outside,
but with opening to inner patios. It was designed by the architect Arne
Jacobsen, who is often known for his chairs, and was officially opened
in 1970. Arne Jacobsen was connected to the suburb of Rødovre to
give this working and middle class suburb west of Copenhagen an
architectural profile that could match the northern suburbs. In the
period of the fifties and sixties Rødovre had intentions of becoming
an ideal welfare suburb.
Arne Jacobsen also designed the town hall and an apartment block
as part of the same urban plan as the library with a large lawn and a
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flagged square between the town hall and the library. To the south lies
a large shopping centre. The library is rectangular with a surrounding
perimeter wall of dark brown Norwegian marble, which except the
entrance is wholly secluded to the outside. It is still debated, whether
this closed wall fits library identity. Originally, reflecting the minimalism of the building, there was no signboard, except a small metal
sign beside the entrance. The entrance is very simple with no stairs.
To the inside the library opens towards five patios and originally
contained clearly defined functions such as adult division, music
section, children’s division, reading room, study rooms and a multipurpose lecture room with a glazed lantern with a curved concrete
ceiling. Shelving was modular. In the children’s library small furniture
by Arne Jacobsen was combined with a free style “play corner”. Natural
light comes from the inner glazed curtain walls of the patios. Also the
outside marble wall is a curtain wall, although it seems very massive.
In the contemporary discourse the two libraries had very fine reviews in the architectural journals, stressing the importance of libraries
as cultural centres and aesthetic qualities such as light and lightning.
Equally negative were the reviews in the library journals, criticising
the lack of signboards and the “noble boredom”.
Both libraries are connecting to the ”spirit of the place”, trying
to create new suburban centres in green areas. They are part of their
surroundings, not dominating them. Both outside and inside functions they are carefully planned and designed. However, the ideals
of the town planning of modernism, defined by functions and open
areas, make it difficult to create a classic urban space that the library
can relate to.

Globalization, new media, experience economy
and libraries as urban space
Problems – even the crisis of the welfare state – were reflected in
public debate in Scandinavia in the eighties, nineties and around
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the millennium. Neo-liberal viewpoints challenged the welfare state,
maintaining that a dominating state intervention turned citizens into
passive clients and consumers of public services. Culture and media
should be organized as private or selfsupporting institutions.
New media and the cyber space of new information technology
also challenged the light wood Scandinavian library interiors. Joint
ventures between cultural institutions more became an option, merging different professions and volunteers.
Also modern architecture that had fit into the ideas of the welfare
state with modules and rationality hit its crisis. In architecture and
design modernism was challenged by post-modern critics claiming that
“less is more” was “less is a bore”. Charles Jencks was the author of several books about the different directions of post-modern architecture,
followed by The Iconic Building from 2005 about the growing interest
in using library and other cultural and central buildings as “icons”
and “landmarks”, often related to theories of “experience economy”.
The architectural landmarks of the millennium are often linked to
the Bilbao Effect, named after the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao in
Spain, where the iconic museum building and its spectacular exhibitions has created a new economic development and given new life
to a worn down earlier industrial region and turned it into a goal for
international tourism. In The Iconic Building Charles Jencks refers to
the Bilbao Effect as part of the changes in international architecture
around the millennium. He claims that a new kind of architectural
icons and a new generation of celebrity architects have taken the scene.
This group of world famous architects and their buildings are closely
connected to the interest of the media and the experience economy.
“But it was the implications of the “Bilbao Effect” that were obvious
to the media, and to every aspiring metropolis. If a city can get the
right architect and the right creative moment in his or her career, and
take the economic and cultural risk, it can make double the initial
investment in about three years.” [20, 19]
One of the examples of iconic architecture in Jencks’ book is the
new public library of Seattle from 2004, designed by architect Rem
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Koolhaas of the Dutch firm OMA (Office for Metropolitan Architecture). [20, 102–103; 27, 70–83]
However, there is also a growing interest in relating libraries to
the “life world” or “civil society”, often inspired by the concept of
the “third place”. Libraries can also be defined as important “third
places” in everyday life between home and work. The concept of
“third places” is developed by the American sociologist Ray Oldenburg
and characterized in his book The Great Good Place. [31] Oldenburg
suggests that “cafés, coffee shops, bookstores, bars, hair salons and
other hangouts at the heart of a community” are important for the
vitality of civil society and the foundation of a functioning democracy.
They promote social equality by leveling the status of guests, provide
informal contacts and discussions, create habits of public association,
and support both individuals and communities, and they counteract
the isolation of the suburban societies. Libraries are not included in
the original concept of “the third place”, but for many library planners
it has become an ideal for libraries.
There is a growing interest in seeing libraries are as public places, being part of urban space and urban vitality, and the similarities
between browsing in the library and browsing in streets, squares and
shops are compared [15, 75]. The significance of the library as a place
of retreat and reflexion is emphasized. Especially the British Comedia
group has developed this critical thinking and meaning of “libraryness”
of libraries: “The term ‘public space’ is a description of those places
– libraries, parks, streets, squares and other covered and open spaces –
which people can use as a right, for free, and which are in many ways
felt to be held in common ownership and open to all. As the vitality of
streets and street cultures has been killed by cars, as shopping streets
have been displaced by private covered malls, as museums and other
once free venues have been enforced to impose entrance charges, so
the opportunities to wander, to browse, to stand and chat, to sit and
watch the world go by become squeezed and constrained. This, we
feel, is one of the pre-eminent values of the public library, as neutral
space, as democratic, non-sectarian territory.” [15, 12]
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This development and these ideas were also reflected by Scandinavian library architecture. The minimalistic and modular libraries
were abandoned, and experiments with more colourful, expressive
and organic libraries occurred, often related to post-modernism and
other new directions in architecture. The changes of every day life and
of library functions because of new technologies made experiments
easier and more urgent, both in relation to library services and new
directions of architecture and design. [10]

Fig. 10. City Library in Tampere. Sketches and plan.
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One of the most original Scandinavian libraries from this period is
the City Library of Tampere/Tammerfors from 1986 by Raili and
Reima Pietilä. [6] The ground plan has the basic form of a bird,
and the library is called Metso, referring to an arctic bird. The inner
colours are white, blue, green, lilac and pink, suggesting the colours
of a Finnish meadow and such referring to both the genius loci and
an organic context.
From the outside you cannot see the library as a bird, but you
can the experience the sculptural forms in copper, granite, glass and
concrete, looking like shells or even a landed spaceship, making the
library an architectural landmark in contrast to the surrounding
common apartment blocks.
The entrance is the bill of the bird, picking up users. Inside the
building there is a natural museum, a media centre and different
library divisions in an open, curved space. Also the inner library is
organic with a vaulted dome and varied shelving and perspectives.
The Tampere City Library defines itself as a meeting point for
everyone and a cultural centre, where you can read, spend time, meet
friends and take part in various events.
In Copenhagen The Black Diamond was built as an extension to
The Royal Library as part of the creation of a new harbour promenade
with several cultural activities and institutions. [21] It was designed
by the architects Schmidt, Hammer & Lassen and opened in 1999.
The name refers to the sharp prismatic edges and its surface of black
granite and glass, reflecting the water of the harbour. The black surface is contrasting the inner open spaces with reading rooms in light
wooden materials in Scandinavian Style. From the wave-like balconies
of the central foyer, that cuts into the building as a 24 meter high
atrium, there is a panoramic view over the harbour. The seven floors
of the building contain not only traditional library functions such as
the four reading rooms, but also a concert hall, exhibition galleries,
bookshop, café and restaurant. A small Jewish Museum, designed
by Daniel Libeskind, has been integrated in the old red brick library
cathedral from 1906, designed by Hans J. Holm.
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The Royal Library is the National Library of Denmark and at the
same time a research library for humanities and social sciences. The
Black Diamond with concert hall, meeting rooms, cultural arrangements and café’s has given the library new function and meaning as
a cultural centre and a new integration in city space.
The community centre in Holmbladsgade from 2001 was part
of an urban renewal project in a former industrial neighbourhood of
Copenhagen on the island of Amager. Around the millennium the
focus of urban planning changed to a certain degree from suburban
growth and service centres to urban renewal projects in central city
areas and former industrial areas. The project in the Holmbladsgade
district included both physical, social and cultural renewal of the
neighbourhood such as new and artistic street lightning, the establishment of new squares, places and buildings or the renovation of old
industrial buildings such as a sports centre and a community centre
with library, media facilities, café and meeting hall.

Fig. 11. Site plan of the community centre in Holmbladsgade.
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The community centre combined the renewal of an industrial
building from 1880 with a new meeting hall. The architect was Dorte
Mandrup. [26] In a part of the old factory building floors were removed to create a new light three-story foyer space, which serves as
entrance and connection between the divisions of the library. The
meeting hall is constructed as a glazed “nest in the trees”, supported
by oblique concrete columns. A stair from ground and a footbridge

Fig. 12. The meeting
room and the community centre on columns
with glazed walls.

from the first floor allows the meeting room to be used without regard
for the library’s opening hours. The supporting structure of the hall
consists of a framework of plywood covered with thermal glazing
in pine frames. The construction appears like an oversized shelving
system and connects visually the meeting room with the surrounding
neighbourhood. The renewal of the industrial building and the transparency of the meeting hall relates to the spirit of the place.
Both the Black Diamond and the community centre in Holmbladsgade have international inspiration, respectively from Rafael
Moneo’s Kursaal Cultural Centre in San Sebastian in Northern Spain
and from Toyo Ito’s Sendai Mediateque in Japan. Likewise both are
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adapted to their surroundings and urban context, respectively the
Copenhagen Harbour Front and the old industrial neighbourhood.
The Black Diamond has the status of an international architectural
landmark/icon, attracting visitors and tourists from the life at the
Harbour Front. The community centre is a local landmark with
elements of a third place.

The challenge of the Scandinavian Style
The Nordic discourse of library architecture and design continues
after the millennium. In the three books Nordic Public Libraries. The
Nordic cultural sphere and its public libraries from 2002 and Nordic
public Libraries 2.0 from 2010, both published by the official Nordic
library authorities, and Library Space. Inspiration for Buildings and
Design, published by the Danish Library Association in 2009, the
contemporary challenges of library services and design are discussed.
Both the official reports are referring to the Nordic tradition,
but with changes. In the report from 2002 the Nordic public library
model is linked to the Nordic cultural sphere: “Seen from without,
however, the Nordic countries represent a cultural unity. This is
particular prevalent in their common interpretation of the word
‘folkelighed’ – a truly untranslatable concept, but one that somehow
goes beyond the word ‘popular’ … The Nordic democracies share a
powerful tradition of enlightenment, of open access to information
of importance of the citizen, and of a concerted effort to include the
democratic social debate and decision-making process.” [29, 9]
In the report from 2010 the formulations have changed in relation to new generations and globalization. “Is there a specific Nordic/
Scandinavian answer in this worldwide discussion? Not so far as the
conditions in the postmodern, globalised society in the Nordic countries
are similar to many other countries. But the strong Nordic tradition for
welfare societies and the strong tradition for free access to information
gives a position in forefront to experiment with new answers.“ [30, 9]
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Whereas Sven Plovgaard stressed the need for standards of shelving and functions in library planning [32], these colourful books
have a broader and much more floating library concept, reflecting the
development of society and information technology: “The library is
changing from a room dominated by shelving and books to a meeting
place for culture, learning and insight.” [22, 3]
It is not possible in this context to enter a deeper discussion of
these texts and their strategies and dilemmas. They can be seen as
documentation of official Scandinavian answers to contemporary
challenges to the development, architecture and design of libraries.
Both in architecture, design and development of libraries there
has been interaction between international inspiration and Scandinavian characteristics. International modernism has been modified
to “new empiricism”, and the Anglo-American library model of open
access has been architecturally designed and connected to every day
life in a less monumental and simpler style, using traditional regional
materials such as light wood in combination with modern materials
such as glass and steel, thus relating to the spirit of the place. Around
the millennium the tendency of building architectural icons as part
of the experience economy has also reached the Scandinavian library
architecture. The intentions of some of the architectural competitions
are examples of this development. Time will show, how the Scandinavian style will meet the challenges of globalization, information
technology and the need for architectural landmarks.
An example of Scandinavian library architecture and design in
an international context, adapted to local and regional conditions,
is the new Biblioteca Alexandrina. This ambitious cross-continental
and cross-cultural library initiative was designed by the Norwegian
drawing office Snøhetta and opened in 2002. It is sited at the Corniche
in the same district, where Greco-Roman remains were uncovered in
1996, and overlooks the Mediterranean Sea. It connects the water
front avenue with its own city space around the library building, the
auditorium and the planetarium. As the ancient Egyptian image of
the sun the library concept is a circular building, inclined towards the
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sea and submerged into a pool of water. The wall is of Aswan granite
with calligraphy, inscriptions and signs from alphabets and civilisations from all over the world. The ideals of the library are to combine
history with the present and to connect different cultures, languages
and parts of the world. The library is an architectural landmark of
the Corniche, the city of Alexandria and the Nile Delta, but also a
symbolic landmark of the importance of a library in the whole region.
The thinking of the library as a landmark and place maker might
be strengthened as part of the continuation of the Nordic tradition
of awareness of library relations and surroundings from the model
library from 1909 to the community house of Holmbladsgade. The
connection between the spirit of the place and library space could be
developed with inspiration from the concepts from urban planning
and analysis such as paths, edges, districts, nodes and landmarks. Both
outside relations to urban districts, places and outskirt areas and inside
design with different flows and zones could be improved. The classic
meaning of the “forum” or “square” as the public sphere of the urban
life could be further developed by the library. The qualities of city
life could be integrated as a surplus to library space, adding further
dimensions to traditional library identity and qualities, which already
exist, but could be expanded. [10]
However, in spite of all the good intentions, the dilemma between
the library as part of the “experience economy” versus the library as
a “third place“ still remains.
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Buildings of Hope:
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in the UK in the 1960s, with a Case Study of the
Scandinavian-Inspired Holborn Central Library
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Introduction
The post-war public library service in Britain was largely conditioned
by an inherited stock of ageing buildings dating from before the
Second World War, including many erected before the First World
War. In 1959, the Library Association initiated a study of Britain’s
public library buildings. The Association noted that whereas the use
of public libraries had increased 75per cent since 1939, the provision
of new library buildings and the extension and improvement of existing premises had been virtually at a standstill. Over three-quarters
of buildings were more than fifty years old and had been built to
hold a fifth of the books held by libraries in 1959, as well as to cater
for far fewer readers. In particular, notwithstanding the shortage of
fit-for-purpose central libraries, a large number of new branches were
needed to serve the three million new homes, many in new housing
estates that had been built since the war [39].
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During the years of reconstruction, the building of schools,
hospitals and houses naturally took priority over the erection of
new libraries. In the late 1940s and 1950s a large number of library
service points were opened but these were almost wholly re-builds of
war-damaged premises, renovations of existing libraries or recycled
units where non-library buildings were transformed into libraries.
In the 1960s, however, the emphasis shifted to the construction of
purpose-built premises. Further, these were clothed, unlike their
predecessors, in the modernist styles that had begun to dominate the
reconstructed urban landscapes of post-war Britain.
In the 1960s, public library design finally broke free from its
Victorian heritage. The new library buildings that appeared in this
decade reflected an age of optimism and intended modernisation,
when faith in the post-war welfare state was at its height and when
the outlook of professional librarians was becoming more progressive.
The modernist public libraries of 1960s Britain might justifiably be
described, therefore, as “buildings of hope”. They were emblematic
of the social and cultural revolutions and the economic, technological
and social welfare achievements and plans of the time, as well as of
positive changes in the provision of library services and in attitudes
within professional librarianship. They were reflective of a confidence
in the future.

Post-War Britain:
The Welfare State and Economic and Social Modernisation
Writing in 1945, the politician and housing expert Ernest Simon
expressed the belief that in twenty years Britain could be re-built: “Let
us be inspired with enthusiasm for a great national plan of reconstruction. Let us determine to plan and build healthy and pleasant cities,
the finest the world has known, and a monument to the ideals and
to the efficiency of British democracy” [63, 7 and 223]. The desire
to build a better post-war world manifested itself in the construction
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of a welfare state, the elements of which included the nationalisation
of key sectors of the economy, a commitment to greater government
intervention in the economy to avoid the mass unemployment of
the past, the provision of a national health service free at the point of
use, fair and universal welfare benefits, an expanded public education
system, a large-scale programme of state housing, and a new commitment on the part of government to support of arts and culture [45;
30]. It was anticipated that in aggregate these policies would fashion
a reconstructed, modern Britain.
In cultural terms, the desire to modernise the nation was signalled
by the Festival of Britain in 1951 – an exhibition mainly staged on
the south bank of the River Thames in London but with activities
in provincial centres too – which aimed to promote better-quality
design in the re-development of Britain’s towns and cities and its
daily living and working environments. The Festival was a key moment not only in post-war aspirations for reconstruction but also in
post-war architecture, a moment “when modern design as a whole
was introduced to a more or less accepting public as a matter of daily
routine” [58, 231]. By the late 1950s modern architecture was no
longer the exclusive interest of a small elite group of pioneers. It had
won broad acceptability and even approval. Although modernism had
made in-roads before the war, it was now fully established and had
become a symbol not only of post-war reconstruction but the phase
of modernisation that got underway in the years approaching 1960
[8]. But the authentic “modern times” that the Festival anticipated
did not arrive, arguably, until the early 1960s. In 1963 the Beatles
– the most potent symbol of the age’s sense of change – topped the
popular music charts (single-play and long-play) for the first time.
The Swinging Sixties had arrived: the age of the mini skirt and the
mini car, London’s Carnaby Street and hippie “flower power”.
The cultural revolution of the “long 1960s”, from the late 1950s
to the early 1970s, was examined by Arthur Marwick. He itemised its
key characteristics as follows: the formation of new sub-cultures and
movements, and their widespread toleration; an outburst of cultural
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individualism and entrepreneurialism (from the impulse to “do one’s
own thing” to the opening of trendy cafes, bookshops, boutiques and
restaurants); a vibrant youth culture; advances in communication and
other technologies (from satellite telephone and television transmission
to the long-playing record); unprecedented international exchange and
travel; massive improvements in material life (the “mod con” society);
upheavals in class and family relationships, and the beginnings of a
multicultural society; sexual permissiveness and greater openness in
personal relations; new modes of self-presentation and emancipation
from old canons of fashion; a participatory and uninhibited popular
culture (fronted by rock music); original and striking developments
in intellectual thought; new concerns with civil liberties [47, 16–20].
Away from the arenas of society and culture, the year before he
became Prime Minister, in 1964, Harold Wilson declared that his
rejuvenated Labour Party was restating its socialism “in terms of the
scientific revolution”, and that a new Britain would be “forged in the
white heat of this revolution” [quoted in 72, 73–74]. This confident
statement was followed in 1965 by the unveiling of an equally confident economic National Plan, which aimed at a 25 per cent growth
in Gross Domestic Product between 1964 and 1970 [13]. Plans for
economic and technological renewal appeared, at least for a short
while, to be convincing. Britain developed the vertical take-off jet;
the hovercraft; and, in association with the French, the supersonic
passenger jet, Concorde [9, 127]. One the most iconic technologies of
the 1960s was a building: the six-hundred-foot tall Post Office Tower
in London (opened in 1965), the “centrepiece of Britain’s brand-new
telecommunications network, and an uncompromising statement
of technological optimism” [61, 44]. Other tall buildings carried
a similar message of modernity; especially the high-rise, modernist
housing blocks that sprang up throughout the country’s inner cities.
We know now, of course, that the optimism of the time was
not fulfilled [46, 178–185]. It is not just that beneath the rhetoric
of change prejudice in terms of race, gender, disability, class, regional origin and religion continued (although there is no doubt that
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some positive developments in social attitudes on these matters did
occur); there were also landmark events and vivid developments that
challenged optimistic views of the future. In 1967, in response to a
balance of payments crisis, the pound was devalued; the late 1960s
witnessed a period of bitter industrial strife and the beginnings of the
Northern Ireland “troubles”; and the social disadvantages and even
physical dangers of high-rise public housing were exposed. Some have
gone so far as to describe the 1960s as a failed decade, morally and
economically. Margaret Thatcher assessed the 1960s as an era when
“fashionable theories and permissive claptrap” destroyed “old values of
discipline and restraint,” and when excessive government intervention
propelled Britain’s democratic process in an authoritarian direction,
sentiments endorsed by the historian Gertrude Himmelfarb [64, 64;
31]. The finger of failure has also been pointed at 1960s architectural
modernism [4; 5; 18].
However, recent years have witnessed attempts to restore the
good reputation of the 1960s, in terms of challenging not only the
widespread denigration of modernist architecture, including modernist library buildings, but also a “failed” 1960s Britain per se [47; 58].
Indeed, in stark contrast to the aura of failure, an image persists of
the 1960s in Britain as a “sundrenched” era, full of hope and marked
by a sense of social, cultural and economic renewal. The promise of
technological modernity and material security, running alongside the
opening up of society and culture and the growth of what many welcomed as a liberating hedonism, appeared at the time, especially in the
early 1960s, unassailable. Money was liberally pumped into the social
infrastructure of the nation. The welfare state provided the financial
and moral patronage for the large-scale building, mostly in modernist
style, of houses, hospitals, schools, universities – and libraries. Saint
has termed such manifestations of modernism “social architecture”
[60]. It was an architecture that symbolised the progressive zeitgeist
of the 1960s; a zeitgeist that helped propelled significant change in
library provision, including library design.
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Scandinavian Modernism
The new look of 1960s public libraries was derived from the growth of
modernism as the style of choice for Britain’s welfare-state institutions
(although the prominence of modernism in the commercial sphere
– in the design of offices, banks and shopping centres – should also
be noted). The modernism in which the designers of Britain’s welfare-state institutions invested did not appear overnight. Its roots can
be traced back deep into the nineteenth century, as Pevsner revealed
in his classic Pioneers of the Modern Movement (1936) [53] which
examined the gradual transition from Victorian historicism to the
Modern. Moreover, Pevsner was of the opinion (though others may
disagree) that the Modern first appeared in Britain, not in mainland
Europe: “The Modern Movement, i.e. a style of the twentieth century
completely independent of the past, originated during the last years
of Queen Victoria’s reign, mainly in Britain, and that, shortly after
1900, a few French and a larger number of German architects took
the lead in developing it” [52, 17].
The heritage of modernism can be found in the asymmetry and
flexibility of the Gothic, organic characteristics that also informed
the Arts and Crafts and Art Nouveau movements. Another line of
descent can be traced back to the practical, functional architecture
of the industrial revolution, its factories and warehouses, its railway
stations and exhibition complexes (most notably the Crystal Palace,
1851). This utilitarian heritage was lent greater weight by the influence
of ideas on efficiency drawn from early-twentieth century Fordism
and Taylorism [22].
However, one of the most immediate influences on post-war
modernism in Britain was Scandinavian modernism. Post-war British
architects were strongly influenced and impressed by developments in
Sweden, which had remained neutral in the Second World War and
had continued to build. Thomas Paulsson’s pioneering Scandinavian
Architecture was published in Britain in 1958 [51]. Design in Scandinavia also attracted interest from British librarians. The first volume
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of Bengt Hjelmqvist’s Swedish Public Libraries in Pictures was made
available in English in 1956 [32]. Its reviewer in the Library Association Record was impressed by the evidence provided in the book of
“lightness everywhere … These libraries are modern and functional,
but they are made pleasant and welcoming by a warm, homely touch”
[12]. British librarians expressed an admiration for Danish libraries
and library work [16], as well as Scandinavian library systems more
generally.1 Ottervik, Möhlenbrock and Andersson’s Libraries and
Archives in Sweden (1954) [49] and Kirkegaard’s Public Libraries in
Denmark (1950) [37] were both brought to the attention of the readers
of the Library Association Record.2
Frank Gardner, Luton’s Librarian, travelled to Sweden in 1953
to attend the first Anglo-Scandinavian Library Conference, held in
Halmstad. He returned to write a glowing account of the interior
design of the town’s new public library:
From the basement lecture rooms to the spacious Lending Library, with its stack free floor and wide gallery, from the electric
fittings to the design of chairs and tables, there is hardly a feature
that one could criticise from the point of view of comfort of the
reader or labour-saving to staff and cleaners. To the stranger, it is
like all modern Swedish libraries, free from that excessive “woodiness”, the sense of being in a menacing forest of bookstacks and
furniture that so disfigures British libraries. A periodical rack in
Sweden is not the overpowering piece of petrified oak that it is
in England; it is four light shelves bracketed to the wall - simple,
cheap, and effective. Of course, the wall behind the shelves does
not get dirty as it would in Britain. In Sweden you can have white
walls, white surrounds to all the doors, bright curtains, gay chair
coverings, in the certain knowledge that the walls will not be
disfigured by dirty finger marks round the electric switches, the
1.
2.
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This admiration was on-going throughout the 1960s. See [34].
See the Book Reviews section of the Library Association Record, Vol. 57, No. 6,
June 1955.

curtains will not need cleaning for ten years, and the chairs will
not get greasy and stained. One is forced to the conclusion that
the Swedes do not merely breathe a dirt-free atmosphere, there is
less dirt around to get transferred to their clothes and hands. But
even then – there is a lesson in that at the side of every Swedish
lending counter, there is a role of brown paper on a stand for
readers to wrap their books [20, 354].

Three years later, Elizabeth Bowen gave readers of the Library Association Record an even fuller account of Halmstad Public Library,
prefacing her description with the comment: “Magnificent library
buildings have been erected [in Sweden] in the last five years” [7, 218].
K.C. Harrison, along with many others, became a fan of the
modern administrative systems and architectural lines of Scandinavian libraries. When Librarian of Hendon, in 1959, he joined
other librarians on a tour of Swedish libraries. He and his colleagues
left Sweden with an overwhelmingly positive view of the libraries
there. On his return Harrison told the Times that Scandinavia had
“so much to show and teach us, with their adventurous architecture
and the colourful, yet studied, informality of their interiors” [67].
Forty years later, in his memoirs, Harrison recalled: “We had all been
vastly impressed by the buildings we had seen, particularly by their
interior planning and design. We left one city full of admiration for
their library buildings, only to be even more impressed by the next
example we saw” [25, 126].
A similar tour was undertaken the following year, this time to
Denmark where libraries proved equally impressive. Harrison again
took part and on his return wrote and spoke enthusiastically about
the Scandinavian libraries he had seen. He even gave a talk for BBC
Radio on the subject. In his co-authored (with S.G. Berriman) book
British Public Library Buildings (1966) he stated that in library design:
“Sweden continues to forge ahead … Most of the Swedish structures
are noted for their spaciousness and clever layout, while all of them
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attract through the genius of their design”; the Danes, he added,
“have shown a special interest in the need for flexibility in planning
and, more than most, they have followed the American lead in this
respect” [2, 17].
Harrison’s book Libraries in Scandinavia was published in 1961
[27]. A second edition was published in 1969 [28], improved by the
many further visits he had made to Scandinavia during the course
of the 1960s [25, 123–135], including a trip to see the new public
library in Gothenburg, opened in 1968 [29]. Harrison’s Libraries
in Scandinavia (1969) is a detailed account of library provision in
Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Finland, and Iceland. It is by no means
confined to public libraries, nor their design. However, he does present
many descriptions of new public libraries, which he considers to be
innovative and attractive, “unsurpassable in their charm, taste and
variety”. He reserves particular praise for Finnish public libraries, with
their “half-gallery type of construction … graceful staircases up to the
galleries, and … clever … employment of murals”. For examples of
the finest library buildings in Scandinavia, librarians there generally
looked to Finland, Harrison argues; moreover, he states that in this
matter Finland had given an “inspiring lead to the rest of the world”
[28, 246 and 247].
The attraction that many librarians felt in the 1950s and
1960s towards Scandinavian libraries represented, in essence, a new
orthodoxy in library design [14]. Their clean lines, uncluttered space,
functional minimalism, and well-lit premises provided environments
that seemed like a world apart from the tired Victorian, Edwardian
and even inter-war libraries that littered Britain’s urban landscapes,
despite the efforts of the Luftwaffe to curtail their numbers. The influence of Scandinavian design was crucial to the development of public
libraries – as well as a sense of renewal in the library movement more
generally – in the 1960s. For example, the idea of the large gallery (as
seen at Luton, Camden and many other places) which, to use Frank
Gardner’s words, led somewhere, unlike the nineteenth-century gallery,
was imported essentially from Sweden and directly aped the plan of
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the Fredericksberg library in Copenhagen [21, 15].3 The widespread
use of wood in library interiors – as at Eastbourne Central Library
where on the ground floor Tasmanian oak was used in panelling and
columns were faced in sycamore [17, 517] – aped the naturalistic
approach to interior design found in Scandinavia. A new public
library, with many features illustrating a Nordic influence, including
a mezzanine gallery housing a music library, was opened in Grimsby
in 1968; its Librarian, E.H. Trevitt, was said to be “a keen student
of Scandinavian public library design” [24, 196]. Interest in Scandinavian architecture continued throughout the 1960s, as seen in the
arrangement of Anglo-Scandinavian meetings and in the publication
by the Library Association in 1971 of an English translation of library
building plans and standards operating in Denmark [56].

The Emergence of a Modern and Progressive
Public Library Scene
Interest in Scandinavian library design was just one aspect of what
was an increasingly modern and progressive outlook on the part of the
profession. In 1959 the head of the National Central Library, S.P.L.
Filon, predicted that the decade of the 1960s would be “a new era for
libraries” [48]. He was correct. In 1964 a new Public Libraries Act
was passed. It compelled – rather than simply allowed, as had been
the case since the first Public Libraries Act in 1850 – local authorities to provide what was termed in the legislation a “comprehensive
and efficient” library service. The Act also formally permitted public
libraries to provide non-book formats and services. Here was a cultural embodiment of universalism, which has prompted more than
one commentator to label the post-1964 public library network as a
“national health service for books”.
The post-war years saw an expansion in public library use and
this trend continued into the 1960s. For example, to meet increasing
3.

However, as early as the late 1950s it was argued that galleries were under-used
and so lending facilities should simply operate on one floor. See [65, 270].
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demand Luton Public Library doubled its staff between 1962 and
1969 [21, 14]. There was a dramatic expansion in the training of
librarians: the number attending library schools rose from just under
300 in 1960 to around 2000 in 1966 [1, 31]. In London, modernisation was propelled by the creation of larger library authorities. Local
government reorganisation in 1965 in London (to be followed in the
mid-1970s elsewhere in the country) resulted in the eradication of the
multiplicity of small local government units and their absorption into
larger entities. Mapping onto these larger units, library authorities
consequently grew in size also. Economies of scale were achieved, as
well as greater standardisation in library services within authorities.
Standardisation was also furthered by the computerisation of, initially, catalogues, and of the circulation of materials in the second
instance. Computers in libraries made sense: the new technology
lent itself well to the repetitive, routine tasks characteristic of library
work. The development of computerised catalogues was hastened
by the amalgamation of London library authorities noted above.
Computerisation was an attractive proposition for those seeking to
combine the catalogues of previously separate library systems. The
1960s also saw the growth of specialist services – in areas of business,
commerce and technology, arts and humanities, social sciences, pure
sciences, music and gramophone, popular lending, and children’s
work [50; 15]. This resulted in the emergence in the 1960s, in some
of the country’s larger libraries, of subject departments, as in the case
of Bradford Central Library (1967).
Librarians began to recognise the importance of good PR (public
relations) and publicity beyond the beneficial links that had always
existed with local newspapers. The Library Association noted: “Outstanding local activities are reported on occasions at [a] national level
through either television, radio or press ... Various innovations in
library service have received wide notice from time to time” [41]. In
1961 a list of librarians prepared by the Library Association was given
to the BBC’s news department and to ITN (Independent Television
News) [43]. Aware of their “cloistered” public image, librarians were
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keen to stress their engagement with local communities and the modern welfare state. A survey in 1960 by the Library Association’s London
and Home Counties Branch found many librarians doubling as officers in Citizens’ Advice Bureaux, civil defence officers, food officers,
civic information and PR officers, editors of civic news publications,
authors of town guides, and givers of talks to local organisations [41].
The 1960s laid the ground for a much more “democratic” form of
librarianship, one that aimed, as one radical Edinburgh librarian put
it in the early 1970s, “to phase out the old, staid image of the library
and give ... readers an informal atmosphere” [71]. An awareness began
to emerge of the need to be connected with the real world. Sensing
this change of philosophy, in 1967 the sociologist Peter Worsley told
librarians: “The library should be a place of activity, in the market
place, in the shopping centre and not a middle-class monastic retreat.
It should also link up with other cultural activities” [73, 16]. In 1968
an extension for teenagers was opened in Lincoln Central Library; it
was reported that the “no talking” notices were taken down and “the
sounds of Mick Jagger and Paul McCartney, among many others,
dominate the garish atmosphere” [57].
The modernisation of library services fed through into library
design. As one commentator explained in 1967, “there is a pressure
on librarians to make their buildings less archives of literature and
learning and more centres of communal activity ... In fact, this liberating process is still going on, and is inevitably reflected in the design
of the buildings” [54, 474]. It seemed highly appropriate, moreover,
to clothe a modernising public library world in the modernist style
prevalent at the time.
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A New Look for the Public Library
The record of new library construction after 1960 was a vast improvement on that achieved before that date. By the end of the 1950s, over
200 new service points had appeared since the war, but only a small
minority were purpose-built [14, 95], as noted above. But in the
1960s, the pace quickened markedly, with over 350 new service points
opening between 1960 and 1965, most of them new and purpose
-built [2, 18]. Prominent new central buildings included those in
Holborn (1960); Kensington (1960); Guildford (1962); Luton (1962);
Norwich (1962); Eastbourne (1964); Hampstead (1964); Canterbury
(Kent County Headquarters, 1964); Hornsey (1965); Crewe (1967);
Bradford (1968); Doncaster (1969); Newcastle-upon-Tyne (1969).
A large number of new branch libraries were also provided. In fact,
it was in this area that library construction activity was most heated.
A major feature of these and other libraries of the time was
improved flexibility. The watchword of the day became “modularisation”. Modular planning as a means of delivering flexibility had been
discussed for a number of years [65, 268], but it did not become a
widespread feature of libraries until the 1960s. In the modular system
the space between columns forms a “module”, permitting the interchangeable use of any area for bookstack, reading space, staff enclosure
or other purpose. The larger the module, the greater the flexibility
[59, 15]. Where columns were absent, modules could also be formed
by positioning furniture and fittings appropriately.
Modularisation was facilitated by the open plan. Whereas some
new large city-centre public libraries were designed, or altered, to
accommodate the move to subject specialisation, there was a parallel
move, especially in medium and small libraries, towards open-plan
layouts, bringing down the barriers between the compartmentalised
spaces of the past. Although the open plan had been developing
generally in architecture for decades, in the library context the influence of Scandinavia was again important. Enthusiasm for open-plan
libraries was strong in Scandinavia where, as the Danish librarian Sven
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Plovgaard explained on a visit to Britain in 1960, it was believed that
sharply defined departments gave an impression of a heavily institutional library (though in very large libraries some departmentalisation
was inevitable). By contrast, argued Plovgaard, open interiors made
for an informal, flexible and efficient plan, with any separate spacing
required being manufactured by careful arrangement of furniture
and various moveable barriers [55, 20–21]. One of the most visible
changes wrought by the open plan was a breaking down of barriers
between adult and children’s services. Imaginative designing gave
children at Eastbourne’s new central library “a distinct library of
their own but [one] which is not actually separated from the main
library”; the transition was said to have been “effected naturally and
with the minimum of break” [17, 520]. Borrowing from the area of
operations research, librarians assisting in the design of libraries in
the 1960s began to use flow charts to explain the movements of staff,
public and materials, estimate the size of areas required and reveal the
relationships between these areas [21, 12].
Branch library design in the 1930s was perhaps a little more
adventurous than that of central libraries, with some showing a tendency towards modern styles, as in the case of the Low Hill Circus
Branch in Wolverhampton (1930), with its combination of classical,
arts and crafts, and “moderne” devices; or in reduced neo-Georgian
branches at Southfields in Leicester (1939), Wilbraham in Manchester
(1932), and Becontree, in Dagenham (1937) [3, 16 and 190–193].
This said, at a distance the library designs of the 1930s, even if certain
continuities can be identified, were in an entirely different category
stylistically to those that sprang up in the 1960s. Frank Gardner was
thus correct in likening a typical interior the of inter-war public library building, such as those in Sheffield and Manchester, to “a sort of
petrified forest” [21, 11].
The need for change was recognised by leading librarians of the
day and their professional association. Librarians began to consult
the architectural profession closely, and in 1961 a joint committee
was set up between the City and Borough Architects” Society and a
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sub-committee of the Library Association [42]. In the late-1950s the
Library Association began work on detailing public library building
standards and requirements [39], which were eventually published in
a glossy booklet titled Public Library Buildings: The Way Ahead (1960)
[38]. The advice the Library association gave was shot through with
modernist credentials.
Emphasis was laid on the importance of function: “Plan your interior first, and only when that is sure to function satisfactorily bother
about the outside or the style”. Every building, it was exhorted, should
have its own character and “not look like Woolworths or Littlewoods
[both retail stores] or the parish hall or the meat market or a big house
that no one wanted to live in any longer or even like any other library
but like its own self ”. Interiors should exhibit “cleanliness, lightness,
airiness, space”, and be “streamlined” and “efficient”. Both central and
branch libraries should be sited where most people meet, in shopping
areas and “traffic centres” and where people could see them. It was
anticipated that shops would grow in value if a library was nearby.
Avoid “pompous facades” and flights of external steps, the Association
urged. Regarding open spaces, it was suggested that a courtyard, or
a lawn or garden in front and/or alongside would add distinction
and help to make the building stand out from its neighbours; such
landscaping would also improve the radiation of light and air. Have
plenty of large windows, came the plea, and avoid point-lighting as
this handicapped re-arrangement (artificial lighting should be general)
[39]. Finally, it was advised that any library building should “permit of
re-arrangement of function internally” and be “capable of expansion
in at least one direction” [40].
These principles were widely adhered to in the flood of buildings that followed. The new designs were publicised en masse in the
library press. Periodically, the Library Association Record devoted large
amounts of space to new library buildings.4 In addition, a battery of
4.
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For example, see the following sections of the Library Association Record: Vol. 62,
No. 11, November 1960, pp. 345–366; Vol. 64, No. 12, December 1962, pp.
455–486; Vol. 65, No. 12, December 1963; Vol. 66, No. 12, December 1964,
pp. 501–573.

books advertised the subject, for example: Berriman and Harrison’s
British Public Library Buildings (1966) [2], and Ward’s Better library
buildings (1969) [68]. The new libraries of the 1960s were, according
to Harrison “all attractive in their various ways”. He celebrated the end
of “the institutional look” and its replacement by “the clean, colourful
and welcoming library, softened by carpeted browsing areas, curtains,
plants and flowers, and by comfortable upholstery” [26, 13]. The
heavy, cluttered feel of the pre-war public library interior was swept
away by a new emphasis on greater space. Book stacks were spaced
further apart to allow people to sit at tables or in easy chairs while
browsing, giving libraries a “residential air” [66, 47]. Replaceable plastic floor tiles were an up-grade from the dull linoleum of yesteryear.
The widespread use of plastic book jackets allowed the new vibrantly
coloured dust-jackets on hardcover books and the covers on paperbacks
to be seen, thereby ridding libraries of the depressingly dull seas of
shelving made up of mono-coloured cloth or leather bindings [35,
375]. Libraries began to open coffee bars [6]. It appeared to some
that libraries were entering the “space age”. The Bourne Hall Library,
Museum and Social Centre, in the London Borough of Epsom and
Ewell, designed in the round, was said to be futuristic due to its resemblance as a flying saucer [69, 25–27].
The car was a big influence on the planning of libraries, branch
libraries in particular. Car and van ownership increased rapidly: 5.6
million in 1960; 9.1 million in 1965; 11.8 million in 1970 [46, 121].
Public library readers were increasingly car owners who could travel
several miles to the nearest service point. This meant that an area could
be served by a smaller number of large branch libraries, which provided
economies of scale for library authorities. Many new branches were
thus provided with car parks; while the siting of service points near
existing parking facilities was another option (a bonus being derived
if these car parks also served shops, offices or community services)
[44, 207]. Efforts were also made to set branch libraries, in particular,
in green settings. Increasingly, libraries were placed in complexes that
housed other institutions of the welfare state. A children’s library in
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Pimlico, London, was opened in 1960 at the base of a seven-storey
block of public apartments. The Regents Park Library (1967), North
London, formed part of an estate of public apartment blocks.
In terms of style, the new libraries of the 1960s, whether
branch or central, were painted with an uncompromisingly modernist brush. They were “aggressively “modern” in appearance”, to
use Geoffrey Thompson’s phrase [66, 44]. For example, Blackhall
Branch Library in Edinburgh – like many other small libraries of
the 1960s, Seacroft Public Library on the outskirts of Leeds being
another example – bore a striking resemblance to Mies van der Rohe’s
German Pavilion at the 1929 Barcelona Exposition as well as his 1951
Farnsworth House in Plano, Illinois (he went on, of course, to design
the famous Martin Luther King Public Library in Washington DC,
1969). Thompson divided the modernist libraries he’d seen into two
groups: “square, white concrete and glass or transitional with some
brick and more subtle use of windows” [66, 45]. In truth, there was
greater variety than this, but also an overriding homogeneity in the
way that most modernist libraries represented a definite break from
the past.
Modernist libraries often found themselves set alongside buildings clothed in historic styles. At the time, unlike in later years, there
was little comment regarding any incongruity between modernist
structures and the older buildings that surrounded them. The 1960s
was full of modernist designs set in environments of great age and
beauty. In effect, such buildings consciously subordinated themselves
to historical circumstances, new designs deferring to existing structures
but without surrendering their modernist credentials [70, 238–247].
It was the opinion of the Swedish diplomat Gunnar Hägglöf, having
served in London in the 1920s, that: “In England all past centuries
are alive together with the present. In France people would be shocked
if an eighteenth-century mansion was enlarged by a wing in modern
style. In England they have never hesitated to mix styles” [23, 42].
A particularly striking new library design implanted into a highly
traditional setting was that used in Jesmond, a Victorian suburb
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of Newcastle-upon-Tyne, in 1963. The architect, Henry Faulkner
Brown, presented a circular ground-floor lending library cut into
a two-storey block to the rear that housed a reading room and staff
areas. The steel-framed drum was set on a corner site surrounded by
nineteenth-century terraced houses. Its main feature was a saw-toothed
façade, the angles filled alternatively with ceiling-height windows
and granite sets. This arrangement afforded both large quantities of
natural light and increased shelf space. Overall, form and function
were “subtly interwoven ... [the library was] outwardly a book supermarket, inwardly a well lit and attractive place to browse” [70, 192].

Holborn Central Library
At the end of the 1950s, although containing enclaves of deprivation,
the London Borough of Holborn (later, in 1965, absorbed into the
larger, new Borough of Camden) was a relatively prosperous area of
central London. It contained a large number of commercial and government offices (which brought thousands of commuting workers into
the area each day) as well as the historic Inns of Court where lawyers
practised and trained in large numbers. Its central public library was
inadequate to meet the demands of what was a relatively large and
sophisticated readership. The Holborn library authority was the last
library authority in England to abandon closed access (no public
access to the book collection), in 1947. This conservatism is ironic,
given the fact that the new central library, which the Borough began
planning in the mid-1950s and which it opened in 1960, became one
of the most forward-looking, iconic and influential library designs of
the 1960s. Holborn Central Library (HCL) inaugurated what was to
become the major period of post-war planning in library buildings.
Even before it was built, the Scandinavian-influenced HCL attracted
a lot of interest, one example of its impact being the use made of its
design as the basis for the new central library in Exeter [19, 483].
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HCL’s architect was Sydney Cook. In 1937 he had joined the
Architectural Department at Luton Borough Council and during the
war had been given the responsibility for repairing bomb damage. In
1945 he took control of housing at the Bournville Trust in Birmingham. Two years later, at only 37, he was appointed Architect and
Director of Housing for Holborn Borough Council. When Camden
Borough Council was formed in 1965 he became its Chief Architect.
While in this position he oversaw the construction of a large number of
uncompromisingly modern buildings. These included – as an antidote
to the modernist tower block – small-scale, low-rise, staggered-level,
white-rendered public housing estates – which attracted considerable
international attention, as did his design for HCL [19]. Before devising the HCL design, Cook spent time in Sweden, which he knew
had some of the best modern libraries in Europe. He later adapted
ideas he found there to British requirements. Cook travelled to Sweden in 1957 and noted how, despite the impressive monumentality
of Asplund’s Stockholm Public Library (1931), it was Alvar Aalto’s
Viipuri Library (Finland 1934) that had perhaps made the biggest
impact on Scandinavian, and especially Swedish, library design [11,
42]. After this, “the way ahead became much clearer”, Cook recalled
in 1969, adding:
One certainly became clearly and immediately aware that the
central theme of the library was concerned with books and the
flexible use of space, not self-conscious detailing of the building,
mingled with gifts of furniture, memorial busts, etc. – gone were
the days of tiptoeing and whispers. These were real places, which
had to be experienced [11, 43].

HCL, built and equipped at a cost of £250,000 and covering over
39,000 square feet, incorporated many new ideas in library planning.5 As noted above, the library’s catchment area was no backwater,
5.
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The design of the library was presented and discussed in a variety of architectural,
library and popular journals. The commentary that follows is based on these contemporary ephemeral sources: Holborn Central Library, Official Architecture and

serving as it did, in addition to a residential population of 22,000,
an extremely large daytime influx population of around a quarter of
a million commuters. So the new library had to be large, functional
and attractive. Unusually, HCL was housed on four floors, a feature
of the design conditioned by the narrowness of the space – a vacant
bomb-damaged site – available for building. Public lifts, in addition to
staircases, were thus an essential ingredient in the design. The library
was flanked on both sides by party walls of existing buildings. To the
rear of the site was a Borough assembly hall, to which access needed to
be given even when the library was closed. The wide entrance to the
lending library and access to the upper floors of the library was thus
fitted with a metal grille that could be lowered outside of library hours;
locking the door at the top of the stairs leading down to the basement
children’s library could similarly secure that part of the library.
The rear elevation was stepped in accordance with residential
“daylighting” regulations, protecting access to light of the buildings
nearby. The library had a rear public aspect, from the mews behind the
building. However, it was the front elevation, on the busy thoroughfare of Theobalds Road and opposite the green space of Gray’s Inn,
that captured the greater part of the public gaze. At ground-floor
level the facade of HCL was not particularly open – windows were
placed above the shelves inside, aping the arrangement in the Viipuri
children’s department – but this was compensated by a pleasant and
Planning, November 1960, pp. 493–500; Holborn’s £250,000 Library Designed
to Meet Changing Service Needs, Municipal Journal, 4 November 1960, pp.
3432–3; Holborn Central Library, The Builder, 14 October 1960, pp. 694–698;
Holborn’s New Central Library: A Contemporary Building by the Borough Architect, The Surveyor and Municipal and County Engineer, 20 August, pp. 938–940;
Three New Libraries, London Calling Europe, No. 662, 21 October 1960, pp.
1–3; Bright for Bibliophiles, Holborn in the News, 1961; London Pride, Library
Association Record, November 1960, pp. 358–361; Holborn Central Library: New
Building Described, Paint Journal, December 1960, p. 356; Library at Holborn,
London, Architect and Building News, 19 October 1960, pp. 491–504; Holborn
Central Library, Interior Design, May/June 1961, pp. 148–149; Holborn’s New
Central Library: Borough Architect’s Design Incorporates New Ideas, Municipal
Review, July 1961, pp. 434–435; Fabulous Fact and Fiction, North London Press,
24 September 1965, pp. 12–13. A description can also be found in the brochure
published for the opening ceremony: Metropolitan Borough of Holborn … Central
Library: Opening … 22 November 1960 (Holborn Borough Council, 1960).
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inviting entrance (Figures 1 and 2). A canopy over the entrance steps
and door sloped upwards in a jaunty style; it was flanked by blue micro-tiled columns and above it glass bricks were installed to provide
natural light in the entrance hall.
The entrance hall was illuminated by display cases on the party wall
and on the opposite wall a glass screen offered a view into the lending
space as well as a small interior garden. A lending library of 50,000
books was accommodated on the ground floor and in a spacious
mezzanine gallery (Figure 2). Easy chairs and low tables encouraged
browsing. A readers’ adviser desk was centrally located. The circulation
desk was fitted with automatic key punches for the punched-card
system of book issue and return. This would speed up processing at
the busy lunch-time period when hundreds of (mostly) office workers
descended on the library in only a short period of time. Natural and
artificial light were amply supplied, as was the case throughout the
library. The front wall of reinforced concrete was non-load-bearing
and was cantilevered out from the first row of internal rectangular
columns which, although infringing the purity of the lending library’s

Figure 1. Holborn Central Library. Photo: Alistair Black (2010)

248

Figure 2. Holborn Central Library, Lending Department, showing ground
floor and mezzanine balcony. Photo: Alistair Black (2010).

open plan, introduced an interesting profile to both the ceiling of the
lending room, in the form of non-traditional caps, and the shelving,
with each decoratively micro-tiled column acting as the end of book
presses placed at right-angles to the front wall in the tradition of the
collegiate and cathedral library (it seemed that the modern reader could
be trusted to occupy the resultant alcoves without “supervision”). The
columns and bookstack alcoves were continued in the same fashion
in the reference library above.
The split-level reference library occupied the entire accommodation on the first floor. The entrance was fitted with a photo-electric
cell to record the number of people using the reference services. The
room was furnished with 73 individual study tables, each with its
individual reading lamp, and nine self-contained study carrels. The
only immediately recognised blemish in the design was the height
of the reference room’s reading desks, three inches higher than the
British Standard, meaning that readers were not as comfortable in
their reading and writing positions as they might have been. The
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areas around desks were carpeted to reduce noise. In further efforts to
reduce noise the quick-reference collection was housed in the reference
room’s entrance foyer and floor-to-ceiling double-glazed windows
were fitted on the south side of the room to cut out noise from the
busy Theobalds Road below. To reduce glare, the view of the green
expanse of Gray’s Inn Garden through these windows was to a degree
compromised by the hanging of see-through nylon curtains, although
these could be opened and closed speedily by means of mechanical
control. Photocopier machines and microfilm readers were supplied.
The reference stock amounted to 13,000 volumes including a specialist business and economics collection (of 3,000 volumes and over
a hundred periodicals) housed on a sub-level room off the reference
room. This sub-level also housed the local studies collection.
The children’s library was located in the basement. Innovatively,
it featured an aquarium and a small theatre for story telling and other
children’s activities. Coloured, upholstered stools supplemented the
appropriately sized chairs and tables. Adjoining the children’s library
was the periodicals room, with easy chairs and low tables for newspaper readers (over 30 newspapers and more than 80 periodicals
were provided). A gramophone library, equipped with the kind of
listening cubicle popular in record shops, was housed on the second
floor (gramophone records were not at first made available to all,
only to local groups organising recitals). The second floor also housed
various staff workrooms. On the third floor a spacious hall, capable of
accommodating 250, was provided for gramophone recitals, lectures
and other cultural activities. Off the hall could be found a tea bar
and an exhibition space of works by local artists. The size of the hall
could be reduced to the required size by the operation of a mechanical
screen with folding wings. French windows punctuating entirely glazed
north and south walls of the hall allowed access to terraces, which the
public could use during intervals or on other appropriate occasions.
Great attention was paid to detail in making the running of the
library efficient. The architect designed special trolleys that would
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carry the books from the circulation desk back to the shelves. The
trolleys were given removable trays that could fit beneath the ledges
of the control desk. Returned books were places on the trays which
were then placed on the trolleys. Fitments, furniture and space were
designed with the maximum flexibility in mind. All shelves and partitions were demountable, and underfloor heating, replacing radiators,
both saved space and allowed for the freer positioning of furniture.
The architect recognised that flexibility was essential as the premises
would eventually need to be extended, while changes in library administration and patron use would inevitably necessitate new layouts.
The flexibility of the Holborn design was demonstrated when the
Borough was absorbed into the new Borough of Camden and the
need for administrative accommodation disappeared overnight; the
spaces freed were turned into a large music department for the new
Borough simply by taking down demountable office partitions, the
only clue to the transformation being tell-tale marks on lino-tiles and
unusually placed light switches and electrical sockets [62, 38].
Like the book trolleys, the bookshelves – in wood and metal and
with adjustable heights and built-in lighting – were designed by the
architect. Each book press had white plastic shelf facings and white
facia boards against which the raised black plastic lettering used for
guides stood out clearly; and each was fitted with fluorescent lighting. A large amount of effort went into the custom design of the
bookshelves. Many visits were made to see “mock-ups” in companies
tendering for the shelving contract. Detailed thought went into deciding on the optimum spacing between shelves and between stacks,
the look of title and classification label holders, appropriate artificial
lighting and how to make them portable [11, 43]. This attention to
detail belies the image of modernist designs as cheap and shoddy.
Indeed, the building has stood the test of time, even if some of its
services (most notably the substantial reference service) have been
re-located to other service points and a degree of physical renovation
is required. HCL was an important departure in public library design
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in the UK – the first of its kind. To use a horse breeding analogy, its
pedigree was by modernising social and economic and library planners
out of elegant and functional Scandinavian architecture.

Conclusion
The same year that Holborn Central Library was opened the London
Borough of Kensington, a well-to-do area of central London, also
opened a new central library [36]. Its architect was Vincent Harris who,
a generation earlier, had designed the simplified-classical Manchester
Central Library (1934). For Kensington he produced a substantial
library in an “English renaissance” style. At the time, the building was
the largest public library in London. The previous year, in response
to the Kensington design, students from the nearby Royal College of
Art had formed a protest group called Anti-Ugly Action (AUA); and
they had marched on the Borough’s town hall and the new library
chanting “it’s an outrage”, wielding placards bearing slogans such as
“Fake Buildings Are A Sin” and “Britain Builds Blindly”. The advance
of modernism had made the historic design of Kensington Central
Library appear backward-looking and out of keeping with the times.
Nowadays, in the wake of the post-modern turn in architecture,
we are once again used to seeing such historic styles, or at least historic
references and devices. The modernism of the 1960s attracts a “bad
press”. Whereas the “Victorian” was once the bête noir of popular and
professional design opinion, this position has now been assumed by
the modernism of the long decade of the 1960s, from the mid-50s
to the mid-70s. Even before the modernist revolution had really got
underway, there were misgivings. As early as 1963, some were viewing
the “much vaunted new architectural materials, the vast gleaming
curtain-walls of glass and aluminium, the alloys and the plastics,
bright, sterile, precision machined … [as] at the best ungentlemanly,
at the worst brutal and shameless” [33, 472–473]. By the mid-1970s
technical and aesthetic criticisms of modernism were plentiful: the
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inadequacy of flat roofs, not conducive to weatherproofing in a British climate; dampness generated by the massing of concrete; poor
insulation arising from the large-scale use of glass; and the overplay
of Brutalism.6 A major turning point was the collapse of an entire
corner of Ronan Point in 1968, a high-rise public housing tower block
in London’s East End.
In a recent study of public library buildings commissioned by
the author and undertaken by the Mass-Observation Archive, modernist designs came in for strong criticism. Some of the most vitriolic
comments on new buildings were directed at those that were constructed in the era of high modernism after the Second World War.
One contributor wrote:
[Our 1960s library] looks like nothing so much as the headquarters
of the Secret Police in some dingy corner of Eastern Europe. It
is an ugly block of grey concrete made even greyer by the water
that runs off its flat roof; all sharp angles and blank plate glass
windows with, for all I know, a few soundproofed rooms in the
basement.

Concrete and glass libraries of the 1960s were seen by various contributors to the study as “soulless” and “boring and functional.”
Basil Spence’s 1964 iconic, modernist Swiss Cottage library in North
London was seen as interesting but “anonymous”.
However, I am inclined to look upon 1960s library design more
positively. Evaluating the public library buildings of the 1960s, the
historian of libraries and adult education, Thomas Kelly concluded:
“Not all were aesthetically pleasing, but some achieved real elegance
and distinction” [35, 370]. I would agree with Kelly’s assessment.
It is certainly true, moreover, that aspects of modernism in library
design continued to have influence beyond the period of the long
1960s and into the post-modern era: not least in terms of the open
plan, the modular arrangement of space, the widespread use of glass
6.

See Clement’s Brutalism: Post-War British Architecture [10].
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(technically now more conducive to efficient insulation) and a lighter
feel to interiors. Moreover, in seeking to revise the notion of the
1960s as a failed decade, it can be argued that new public library
buildings in 1960s Britain were a notable fresh departure – a breath
of fresh air, emblematic of a time of social, cultural, economic and
technological hope.
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Leselust, Goût de la Lecture, Love of Reading:
Patterns in the Discourse on Reading in Europe
from the 17th until the 19th Century

Ilkka Mäkinen
School of Information Sciences, University of Tampere, Finland

Introduction
This article is the first step towards a research project on the discursive birth of the western European reading culture. My intention is
to tell about the project in general terms and present some of the
preliminary results.
Do we know, why people have been reading during the past
centuries? What motivates reading? The answer could be sociological,
psychological or even neurological. In my research project I try to
give a discourse-historical answer. There is in the history of reading a
great lack of documented, quantifiable or even indirect information
about the real reading behaviour of people, but what is certain is
that people have always talked and written about reading. They have
observed other people reading, they have had opionions about what
is the right way of reading, who has the right to read and what is the
legitimate reading material. The discourse on reading has been going
on for thousands of years.
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In this article I am interested in the history of the Western European discourse on reading after the invention of printing till the early
19th century, with some glances to the Antiquity and the Middle
Ages. I shall investigate the words and phrases used to describe the
motivation for, or habit of, reading in the discourse on reading in
the major West European languages, French, English and German,
as well as in a preliminary way try to detect the Latin roots of the
discourse. At later stages of the project I shall include even Italian
and Spanish, and some minor languages, such as the Scandinavian
languages and Finnish. I have gathered the material by searching in
the Google Books database.
There seems to be a family of words, phrases and even concepts
to describe the reading behaviour and motivation that have been
used (as translations) in many languages. These terms probably have
various sources, some come from far in history, some have been developed later. The changes in the frequency of use of these phrases
and concepts tell about the development of the discourse on reading,
but statistics cannot tell the whole story. The long-term goal of this
research project is to develop a better historical understanding of the
birth and development of the European reading culture by analyzing
the discourse on reading.
Literacy as a mechanical ability to read is not enough to make
people read voluntarily and regularly. There are many conditions
that have to be satisfied before a self-sustaining reading habit can be
developed: people must know how to read, they must have access to
books either by inheriting, buying, borrowing or stealing them, they
must have some free time for reading. But even after these conditions
are satisfied, people don’t automatically turn into avid readers: they
must have love of reading, or Leselust, or goût de la lecture. They must
want to read. It is difficult to force people to read, if they do not want
to do it of their own free will, especially when we are speaking of
reading for personal pleasure, or leisure time reading, or unrequired
reading. A personal, even emotional interest in reading is needed. Of
course, there were and are numerous motivations for reading, such
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as obligation or interest to learn. Work or status often motivated
regular reading. What was new in the love of reading was that there
seemed not to be a specific goal or legitimation for reading, which
aroused suspicions.
Reading has not been the same through history. Changes in
the technology of writing and print, as well as changes in the social
structures and the ideological climate of the society have affected the
ways people read, who is allowed to read, and what kind of literature
it is legitimate to read. Historical changes in reading styles have been
described and interpreted, e.g., by Rolf Engelsing [10] and Erich
Schön [31]. An international overview is presented in the “History of
reading in the West” (1999) edited by Guglielmo Cavallo and Roger
Chartier [3] (see also [7bis] and [22bis]). In my doctoral thesis [22]
I endeavored to link the changes in the reading styles to the birth of
the modern concept of personality in the early modern period with
Michel Foucault, Norbert Elias and the Finnish sociologist Pertti
Alasuutari as principal theoretical inspirators. The modern person can,
among many other features, such as rationality and individuality, be
also defined as a reading person possessed by love of reading. The love
of reading1 is a historically conditioned social construction, not an
inherent, universal attribute of man. It has a (not so long) history of
its own, it was born, it spread widely in the societies, and nowadays
we are afraid that it may vanish.2
The concept of the love of reading began to be constructed, when,
first in the courts and academic milieus, people began to read voluntarily, for their own individual enjoyment. This phenomenon spread
across the European middle-class during the 18th century, and in
the late 19th century even to the urban working class and the rural
population.
1.
2.

In the English summary of my thesis [22] I used the phrase desire to read as a
synonym of the German Leselust, but love of reading might be a better equivalent,
whereas lust zu lesen is the equivalent of desire to read.
The theoretical part of the introduction of this article is based mainly on my
dissertation [22]. It was published in Finnish, but it includes rather an extensive
English summary. See also [20] and [21].
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Crucial for the triumph of the love of reading were the new genres,
especially the bourgeois novel, that were introduced in the 17th and
18th centuries. Printed theatre pieces, popular poetry (such as Klopstock, Goethe, Byron), newspapers and journals were also important
in making reading part of the everyday life of the European educated
classes. The protestant reformation, industrialization, urbanization and
the extension of the mass school education were, of course, important
conditions for the growth of reading in the larger populations. These
aspects have been amply treated in the book and reading historical
literature (for a general introduction, see [3]).

Good and bad reading
The new self-sustaining, spontaneous and extensive reading habit
seemed to be contagious across all boundaries, socially as well as geographically. In some occasions the break-through of the love of reading
seemed to be so dramatic that it caused alarm in the authoritative
circles of the society. This was especially the case of Germany during
the last decades of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th
century. There was a lively debate on the dangers that the unbridled
spreading of uncontrolled reading might cause to the society, when
totally new groups of people (women, juveniles, lower classes) seemed
to start reading actively and daily. At its worst the phenomenon seemed
to be like a disease and it was called by many alarming names, such
as Lesewut (reading rage), Lesesucht (reading passion), Leserei (profuse
reading; for more details see [18] and [11]). There has been a discussion
in the historical literature concerning the factual reality of the Lesewut.
Some believe that the debate at the end of the 18th century was just
a plot of the reactionaries to put the lower classes back to their places
(see e.g. [30, 59]), but at least the debate was real.
In England the abnormal, malignant aspects of reading were especially attached to the novel. Since the 1780s there are some occasions
of laments on the rage for novels, but they are not at all so numerous
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as in the German literature. In the French literature some concerned
writers warned about la manie de lecture or la rage de lire.
As a rule it was believed that uneducated persons could not
control their love of reading, because hitherto they had not read daily
and extensively. Regular and active reading, as many other forms of
behavior (such as polite conversation, refined manners etc.), presupposed a certain level of self-control and education, as well as a kind
of individuality that the uneducated per definition were not supposed
to possess. Reading was not one of their normal features as it, towards
the end of the 18th century, self-evidently was of the small group of
educated persons. The self-evidence was, however, not at all strong
at the beginning of the century.

Constructing the love of reading
The new reading habit was described in many ways in the historical
sources, but it seems that in the English, French and German languages
a set of crystallized phrases or expressions to describe the phenomenon
became common towards the end of the 18th century. Today these
phrases, such as habit or love of reading, goût de la lecture, Leselust, seem
so transparent and self-evident that it is difficult to believe that they
have a history. Even studies in the history of reading do not see the
historical nature of these expressions and they are not analyzed as such.
E.g., Altick’s “The English common reader” (1957) names the phrase
love of reading only once in a citation [2, 309]. William St. Clair in
his “The reading nation in the romantic period” (2004) apparently
does not use the phrase at all [32]. However, Anne-Marie Chartier
and Jean Hébrard in their “Discours sur la lecture (1880–1980)” [4]
take le goût de la lecture seriously as an element in the discourse on
reading, but because of the period they are interested in, they do not
trace the constructive character of the concept to its early history.
The character as a construction of these terms is easier to see
in the Finnish language, where the similar expression (lukuhalu)
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was gradually constructed during the 1840s in a press debate on the
possibility of a love of reading in the common people [22]. We can
name the person who coined the term, Wolmar Schildt-Kilpinen, and
find the first occurrence of the term in the newspaper Kanawa (no
27, July 12, 1845). The concept was, of course, known even before
the exact term appeared, but it was expressed in a more complicated
manner. In the Finnish language it was, in the first place, a question
of finding a practical, short equivalent expression for the Swedish
läselust, which again was borrowed from the German Leselust. We
shall see that in the French, English and German language there were
other, more “primitive” expressions that were used before an exact
term was constructed for the love of reading, e.g., désir de lire, desire
to read and lust zu lesen.

Google Books as a tool
While I was studying for my doctoral thesis, I gained rather an extensive knowledge of the different terms used to describe reading behavior
in the Finnish and Swedish languages, but it was difficult to have
any general overview of the terms in the English, German or French
literatures of the 18th and 19th centuries. Luckily, new technology has
come to help. It is now possible to use Google Books in searching for
the occurrences of the terms describing reading. Manually this type
of search would be impossible. This method of gathering information
is, of course, in many ways insufficient, because the contents of the
Google Books database are, so far, haphazard and incomplete. There
exist many more relevant books, newspapers and journals than today
are available in the Google Books. The situation changes all the time,
more books are digitized each day. I gathered my material during the
spring and autumn of 2011.
On the other hand, Google Books is so far the best technology
available for this kind of search. Other services, such as Europeana,
Project Gutenberg, Projekt Runeberg and Hathi Trust simply are
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not subtle and powerful enough. The Reading Experience Database
concentrates on concrete situations or acts of reading, in connection
of which the phrases, such as love of reading, seldom appear. With
Google Books it is possible to choose the term, period and language,
and it conducts the search fast and reliably, and presents the results
in a satisfactory manner. There are many more possibilities to use the
services, such as Google Books, in the service of history of reading,
but this time I have used it merely to illustrate my general case, i.e.,
the development on the term level of the discourse on reading.
Google Books is plagued by doubles, i.e., many books, even
same editions, have been digitized two or more times, and the system
cannot automatically identify the redundant items. Google Books is
working with this problem in cooperation with the libraries, but it is
possible that it can never be as accurate in this sense as, e.g., library
catalogs (about Google Books, see [15bis]). To avoid my material
being biased by many occurrences of the same works, I printed the
search results and manually checked the lists excluding the doubles
as far as possible. I have also discarded reprints of articles that have
circulated from journal to journal. This is debatable, though, because
the fact that an article has been borrowed and reprinted shows that its
contents have interested the editors and probably the readers as well.
In any case, this time I have been interested in an original, creative
use of the phrases I was looking after, as far as this has been possible.
The lists include short extracts of the texts containing the words and
phrases I was seeking. There were many unclear cases and I cannot
make any claim of completeness. This could be a problem, if I was
making a real statistical work, but for this experimental phase the
results are sufficiently illustrative. The methods and hypotheses will
be ameliorated during the later stages of the research project.
The basic units in my analyses are the books, journal volumes or
other publications, where the phrases occur. If the phrase occurss even
once in a book, it is included in the sample as a single occurrence.
This is a different approach than in Google Ngram Viewer (http://
books.google.com/ngrams), where the units are individual occurrences
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of the phrases or, more precisely, ngrams containing the words of the
phrases. A book can contain several occurrences of the phrases. I have
chosen the former principle, because in Ngram Viewer a single book
with lots of occurrences of a phrase can cause a serious bias, especially,
in the 16th and 17th centuries, when the publishing activity was not
as voluminous as in the subsequent centuries. I have, however, used
Google Ngram Viewer parallelly to illustrate a comparison of the occurrences of the phrases with the frequency of their constituent words.
Furthermore, it is to be remembered that the results of my analyses of
the findings from Google Books are absolute figures, whereas Google
Ngram Viewer presents relative figures as percentages of the total
amount of ngrams. It is not possible to discard double occurrences of
the books in the Google Ngram Viewer analyses. A serious obstacle
in the use of the Ngram Viewer is the fact that the results seem to
vary frustratingly over time, probably because new material is added
in the database all the time.
As I, at this stage, was interested in the early phase in the formation of the European reading culture, I ended the period under
investigation at 1830. The debate and discourse on reading continued naturally even after that, but the sheer number of books and the
occurrences of utterances in connection with reading grows after that
year so much that it would have been too laborious to continue with
the same methods. Later the research shall be continued towards our
own time.
It would have been important to study the texts and their historical context more carefully, but even this must wait until later. In this
article I shall only sketch the more analytical themes that we may find
in the discourse on reading. This time we must be satisfied with the
rough contours of the history of love of reading since the invention of
printing until the first decades of the 19th century.
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Roots of discourse on reading in Europe
It would be useful to trace the words and phrases used in the discourse
on reading to their ancient sources, in the Classical Greek and Latin
literature, the religious and lay literature of the Middle Ages and
Renaissance as well as some important books of the early modern
period, but even this line of research must stay on a tentative level in
this article. Ancient Latin texts were used as models and ideals still
in the 17th till the 19th centuries, both for cultural behaviour and
language. Members of the male upper class learned Latin and read
Latin authors, and were supposed to apply what they had read in
their own lives. They, of course, understood the texts in their own
way that perhaps had not much in common with the intentions of
the Roman authors. Love of reading is one of such phrases. There are
in the French and English literatures of the 17th till 18th centuries
numerous occurrences of or allusions to a Latin phrase inexhausta
aviditas legendi. The phrase appears originally in Cicero’s text “De
finibus bonorum et malorum ad Brutum”. Cicero tells about Cato’s
inexhaustible avidity to read: “Quo quum venissem, M. Catonem,
quem ibi esse nescieram, vidi in bibliotheca sedentem, multis circumfusum stoicorum libris. Erat enim, ut scis, in eo inexhausta aviditas
legendi, nec satiari poterat.” [24, book three, chapter two] Cicero’s
phrase is used as an example in a number of Latin dictionaries, e.g. in
Paul Aler’s Dictionarium germanico-latinum (1727): “Lust zu lesen.
Inexhausta aviditas legendi.” [1, 1345]
One of the first occurrences I have met of the English phrase
love of reading is to be found in the translation of Cicero’s book mentioned above. The translation was printed in 1702: “And this was no
more than suitable for his Love of Reading, so very vehement and
constant...” [7, 158].
The discourse on reading naturally often includes discussion of
good and bad reading. The distinction or opposition between “good”
and “bad” reading has a long history. Already Cicero in his “De finibus
bonorum et malorum” referred to “people of modest social standing
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(craftsmen and old people) who were fond of ‘history’”. He stressed
“that such people read (or listened to) historical works for pleasure
(voluptas), not for the utilitas to be drawn from reading that was the
aim of the better-educated reader”. [3, 67] The first group of readers
did not properly control their reading interest and let themselves be
carried away by irrational desires. Even Marcus Aurelius complimented
himself in his Meditations for not having wasted his time on “writers
of histories” [19, 9].
According to Guglielmo Cavallo, “both Catullus and Cicero (the
latter more explicitly) refer polemically to cultural contexts and circles
of readers who were less skilled that the élites that they themselves
represented, but at that time these were circles whose interests were
as limited as their size”. It appears that there was a growth and diversification in the reading public in the Graeco-Roman world between
the first and the third centuries AD. [3, 67–68] Periods of sudden
increase in the number of active readers have even later aroused discussions on the preferred styles and dangers of reading.
So the seeds of the western reading discourse may have come from
the Antiquity, but there also are strong roots in the Christian religious
discourse. From the late Middle Ages we find Thomas à Kempis (ca.
1380-1471) using the phrase “amor legendi”, love of reading, in his
biography of Geert Groote, a 14th century mystic: “Magnus autem
huic venerabili magistro in erat amor legendi scripturas sanctas: &
infatigabilis æstus colligendi libros doctorum, plusqum thesauros
denariorum.” [34, 904] The chapter 13, where “amor legendi” appears, is titled “De magno desiderio eius legendi scripturas sanctas”,
which contains another phrase describing the motive for reading,
“desiderium legendi”, desire to read.
Richard de Bury’s (1287–1345) Philobiblon naturally contains a
number of terms and phrases describing reading. Its Greek title word,
which Richard claims to have fashioned in the manner of the ancient
Latin authors, already includes love of books, even a passion for books.
Closest to love of reading Richard comes in Chapter XVIII, where the
Bishop tells that he has been accused of “de voluptatis intemperantia
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circa litteras”, i.e., according to three translations, of “immoderate
pleasure of literature” [26, 183] or “intemperateness of our love for
letters” [28, 99] or “intemperance of delight in literature” [27].
Reading Richard’s book also reminds us of some important phrases in the Bible about reading. One of the most spectacular metaphors
of reading is in Ezekiel (3:1–3), where the prophet is compelled to
eat a book scroll, literally to devour a book (also in Revelation 10:
2-10; more on this theme, see [8]). Terms that have a bodily context,
such as appetite, hunger, thirst etc. are still often used, when we are
speaking of reading.
Both the ancient Latin as well as the medieval and modern religious terminology must be taken into consideration, when we trace
the development of the European discourse on reading. On the other
hand, the use of terminology and concepts is tied to the worldview of
the speaker. The same terms do not necessarily mean the same thing
in a new context. During the early modern time, when the modern
worldview was under construction, the context of the discourse on
reading was radically reconstructed. Copernican revolution in cosmology, Galilean advances in the scientific method and astronomy,
Newton’s mechanistic universe, Descartes’ rationalism and Locke’s
empiricism chased the animistic notions away both in science, philosophy and psychology.
According to Kirkinen (1960), the mechanistic theories of passions and will underwent a great expansion in France since the 1670’s.
The birth of passions was easily explained by the fundamental laws of
the Newtonian mechanics, where one could integrate the theories of
temperaments and the mechanistic union of the soul and the body. As
Locke and his followers put it, thoughts are mechanistically produced
by action of the outside objects. The principal goal of thoughts and
desires is the search for one’s own good or for pleasure. [16, 142,
400, 417–423]
The concept of love of reading as a spontaneous desire that is
acquired by an exposure to reading materials at a suitable age and
in propitious circumstances fits well into the new view of man’s
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psychological composition, but a deeper analysis will be presented
in future studies.

French goût de la lecture
Expressions describing motivation for reading in the French research
literature are, e.g., le goût de la lecture or goût de lecture [4; 6; 33], l´appétit de lecture [6], désir de lire, goût des livres [4]. More phrases have
been found by browsing the original sources. There may, of course,
exist other phrases, which I have not detected, and as soon as they
are found, they must be added to the phrases used in the searches.
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Graph 1. Occurrence of French phrases denoting reading 1500–1830. Data
derived from Google Books.

If we compare this graph with a graph that the Google Ngram Viewer
produces with the same phrases, we see that the pattern seems rather
similar, except the couple of extraordinary peaks in the 1660s and the
beginning of the 18th century. The occurrence of the extraordinary
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peaks can probably be explained by a concentration of phrases in
a single book or the use of the phrases in other contexts than what
interest us here.
The curve has been smoothed with a moving average to avoid
too abrupt peaks in the curve. In this case the smoothing is on level
10, which means that 21 values will be averaged: 10 on either side,
plus the target value in the center of them. Google Ngram Viewer
considers ngrams that occur in at least 40 books (http://books.google.
com/ngrams/info). In the Google Ngram Viewer figures it is question
of relative values. The fact that the curves in the Graph 2 behave
rather similarly than in the Graph 1, where the values are absolute,
shows that there was real growth in the number of the phrases that
number of printed books
Google Ngram Viewerinterest us. One must remember that the
http://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=goût+d
grew enormously during the last part of the 18th century, and it could
very well have happened that the number of occurrences of the phrases
Ngram
would
haveViewer
grown only in direct relation with the growing number of
books, but apparently the number of the phrases grew more rapidly
than the number of books.
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It seems, so far, that the use in the French-language literature of these
terms is concentrated on goût de la lecture, whereas the shorter form
goût de lecture appears less frequently. Rousseau used goût de lecture in
Run your own experiment! Raw data is available for download here.
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his novel Nouvelle Héloïse (first published in 1761 [29, 35]). There
are tens of editions of this book in the Google Books. The phrase désir
de lire also is rather common, but it is not as unambiguous as goût
de la lecture. Désir de lire is used in many contexts, such as désir de
lire lûavenir, desire to foretell, or désir de lire les pensées, desire to read
someone’s thoughts. Désir de lire does not refer as clearly to a single
concept as goût de la lecture. Since the 17th century phrases amour de/
pour la lecture, passion pour la lecture, avidité de lecture and l’amour
des livres appear, but their frequency does not grow during the 18th
century, whereas there is a clear growth in the frequency of goût de
la lecture. The revolutionary decade 1790’s appears to have been too
busy for discussing goût de la lecture.
To my knowledge the first occurrence of goût de la lecture is
in the book by Pierre Joseph d’Orleans, “Histoire Des Revolutions
D’Angleterre depuis le commencementhttp://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=goût,+lectu
de la Monarchie”, printed in
1695 [9, 392].
If we look how the individual words in the phrases appear during
Ngram Viewer
the same period, we clearly see that their patterns are different. This
shows that the increase in the use of the phrases was independent of
the frequency of the individual words in them.
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English love of reading and habit of reading
American and British reading historical studies use following formulations to describe reading behaviour or motivation: reading habit [17,
20], relish for reading [35; 13, 18]; thirst for reading [12, 26]. Some
of these are theoretical terms, which do not appear in the historical
sources. Studies in the history of reading seldom recognize the phrase
love of reading, but in the English-language literature from the 16th
till early 19th century love of reading was widely used. The alternative
phrase, love for reading, appears more seldom.
Habit of reading was regularly used to describe active reading.
This phrase renders more hits than love of reading in the Google Books
database (whereas the phrase reading habit gives no hits), but many of
the examples are of a different character than what interests us here,
namely different methods or ways of reading, especially reading aloud
or reciting. I have discarded from the sample those occurrences of
habit of reading, which clearly are out of scope regarding the theme
of this article. Many more of the occurrences could be excluded, but
I was rather liberal in accepting even dubious cases, because I wanted
to be sure I did not miss potential hits.
Habit of reading is a phrase used for many purposes and it is as
such not a distinct concept, whereas love of reading definitely is one.
Many occasions, however, of habit of reading, used as a synonym of
love of reading, are clearly relevant for this study. Habit of reading,
furthermore, does not so much refer to the motivation of reading,
but rather to the observed frequency of reading. The frequency of the
phrase habit of reading grows dramatically at the beginning of the19th
century. The different characteristics and uses of the phrases love of
reading and habit of reading must be studied more carefully.
Desire to read has the longest history of frequent use, which dates
from the 17th century. What has been said about désir de lire and habit
of reading applies also to desire to read. It seems not to be a distinct
concept, but is used for many purposes.
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Contrary to the French amour des livres, the English occurrences of the phrase love of books encounter a clear growth at the
end of the period.
The first occurrence of the English love of reading that I have found
is in a book translated from the French, “Moral essayes, contain’d
in several treatises on many important duties” [23, 15] in an essay
titled “Of the education of a Prince”. It is probable that the phrase
was adopted from the French language.
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Graph 4. Occurrence of different phrases denoting reading behaviour in
the English-language literature published in 1500-1830 (source of data:
Google Books).

The Google Ngram Viewer analysis reveals again similar patterns,
especially concerning habit of learning, but the growth in the frequency
of the phrases seems to begin earlier, around the 1750s. There are
extraordinary peaks for habit of reading at the beginning of the 1630s
and for desire to read at the beginning of the 18th century.
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In a Google Ngram Viewer analysis the individual words behave in
a different manner than the phrases, but there are certain cases, such
Ngram Viewer
as the growth in the frequency of love in the second half of the 18th
century that must be analyzed more carefully in future studies.
Run your own experiment! Raw data is available for download here.
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Before a crystallized term, Leselust, appeared in the printed texts, the
same concept was expressed otherwise in the German language constructions, such as in the sentence in a book printed in 1571: “Wer
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1840

0
0

aber lust zu seinem Schnudelwerck hat / und kan mit lust solche Calumnias lesen / ...” [25, no page numbers, 44. Fabel und 10. Artick].
The grammatical construction lust zu lesen existed, but it was not yet
crystallized into a distinct concept.
It seems that during the 17th and early 18th century the discourse
on the love of reading lacked definite concepts, which gradually were
developed during the 18th century. Languages have different mechanisms for crystallizing concepts on the term level. In the German
language this process is rather easy to detect: when constructions, such
as lust zu lesen, are replaced by compound words, e.g., Leselust, then we
can say that a conceptualization has taken place. In other languages,
where compound words are more seldom, such as French and even
to an extent English, the same process is not so easy to detect. In the
French and English discourse we must make explanations based on
the analysis of the context and frequency of terms. The linguistic
mechanisms in different languages must be studied further.
In the sample I have been able to gather, the oldest occurrence
in a printed German book of a crystallized term denoting love of
reading, is an extraordinary praise of reading in Catharina Regina von
Greiffenberg’s (1633-1694) book of religious meditations “Betrachtungen von allerheiligster Menschwerdung, Geburt und Jugend, wie
auch von Leben, Lehre und Wunderwercken, und dann vom Leiden
und Sterben Jesu Christ” published in 1672 [14, 701–706]. There
was another edition in 1683. The place, where the term appears, is
part of a meditation on Matthew 27:37: “Diese Überschrift lasen viel
Juden / dann die stätte war nahe bey der Stadt da JEsus gekreutzigt
ist.” The baroque text is rich in content and poetic vocabulary and it
deserves a study of its own, but from the point of view of this article,
the most interesting part of it is on page 705: “O gekreutzigter JEsu!
daß du durch dein schmachlesen / uns diese seelige Leselust zu wegen
gebracht.” Jesus is considered as “the Book of Life” (“das Buch des
Lebens”) that is written both on the outside and the inside (reminding
of Revelation 5:1 and Ezekiel 2: 10). The Christian is, thus, reading
Jesus, when he is reading any book, but, on the other hand, if Jesus is
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not present, then no reading is possible or not desirable. Reading with
Jesus brings love of reading, although it seems that for the authoress
reading was a very dear occupation in any case: “Ohne GOtt verlange
ich auch nicht zu lesen / wiewol es mir sonst das aller verlangbarste
ist. Die Allheit muß in allem seyn: sonst halte ich alles vor nichts.
Aber in und mitderselben / erwehle ich das lesen / vor allem / was in
der Welt zu erkiesen und geniessen ist.” [14, 648-652]
von Greiffenberg was an immensely prolific, individual and
amazing poet, and probably not widely read in her time, but still her
way of thinking may reflect the angle, from which the early pietists
were considering reading. The important thing is that Leselust is “zu
wegen gebracht” by Jesus, i.e., brought along or begotten by him. It
is a latent force that must be awakened or triggered by an outside
influence, and it has both a positive and a negative potentiality. It is
possible that she used the phrase seelige Leselust to remind of the word
Seelenlust, which was often used in German religious texts.
German phrases denoting reading behaviour 1500-1830
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Graph 7. Occurrence of different phrases denoting reading behaviour in the
German-language literature published in 1500-1830 (source of material:
Google Books).
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Google Ngram Viewer

http://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=Leselust,Les

The next occurrence of Leselust in the German-language books
Ngram Viewer
in my sample
follows almost 90 years after von Greiffenberg, which,
of course, makes von Greiffenberg rather an isolated case.
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The German debate on the malignant forms of reading seems to
have been abrupt and intensive. The first Lesesucht occurrence in my
material is in the book “Das Leben des Herrn von Haller” by Johann
Georg Zimmerman printed in 1755 [36, 10], the second in a book
“Kritische Wälder” by Johann Gottfried Herder printed in 1769 [15,
252]. The decade 1781–1790 presents already 25 occurrences, and
the last decade of the century more than 50. The negative debate
has been analyzed in other studies [11; 18]. Leselust was a more or
less neutral concept, often even used in a positive tone. Lesesucht or
Lesewut were probably never used in a positive sense.
The phrase lust zu lesen is comparable with habit of reading. It
is used for many different purposes, and often in other ways than
referring to what we mean by Leselust, that is, the motivation, instinct
or drive out of which a long-term regular habit of reading arises. Lust
zu lesen was used rather evenly throughout the investigated period.
The analysis on the word level presents even in the German case
clearly different patterns than on the phrase level.
© 2012 Google - Privacy & Terms - About Google - About Google Books - About Ngram Viewer
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The birth of the European reading culture
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So far, the seven phrases, habit of reading, desire to read, goût de la
lecture, Leselust, love of reading, love of books and Lesesucht, seem to
be the most numerous in the material. It is natural that the “retrieval
figures” are going to change, when the digital book databases grow
and the methods of search ameliorate, but still they give us some clues
of the popularity of the expressions. The discussion on the love of
reading exploded in the major European language areas at the beginning of the 19th century. The reasons must be sought in the future
studies. There may have been a general trend, when the more or less
separate debates in various countries became into contact with each
other and influenced each other. By the end of the 18th century, the
discussion on reading in western and northern Europe had attained
a sort of uniformity.
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Graph 10. Occurrences of different phrases denoting reading behaviour in
the French, English and German-language literature published in 1500-1830
(source of data: Google Books).

We have seen that a preliminary statistical analysis shows some promising results. This is, however, only the first step. The books have been
counted, now they have to be read. Some qualitative themes spring
up from the material already at a superficial glance. Reading in the
lives of women and children has been treated often in the reading
historical literature, but the concept of love of reading may open
new perspectives on the gender issues. One thing that soon becomes
clear in the discussion is that love of reading can only be awakened
or inspired at a suitable age or in propitious circumstances, but it
cannot be imposed, and thus it presupposes a heightened degree of
individuality. In many texts since Rousseau’s famous remark on the
goût de lecture of the people of Geneva, love of reading appears as a
measure of a nation’s, region’s or group’s level of education and civility.
Already during the 18th century, Protestantism was suggested as an
explanantion for the widespread love of reading in the northern parts of
Europe. In France, a serious discussion on the potential existence of the
love of reading in the uneducated rural population began during the
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Revolution, when abbé Grégoire launched his survey on the cultural
habits of peasants. One of the questions in his survey was, whether
the peasants possessed un goût de lecture [5; 6; see also 20]. Did this
type of questions become visible in the European discourse in general
towards the end of the 18th century? Was it possible and desirable to
awaken the love of reading in the lower, uneducated classes?
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Bad Readers of a Good Library over 100 Years Ago
in Vilnius: Vilnius Public Library Diary in the Context
of Public Library Movement in Lithuania1
Arvydas Pacevičius,
Faculty of Communication, Vilnius University

Introduction
A hundred years ago, on 1 November 1910, Vilnius Imperial Public
Library (established in 1867) started its Diary2. It is kept at the Manuscript Department of Vilnius University Library [8], in the holdings
of Vilnius Imperial Public Library archives, and seems to be a fragment
of a bigger (lost) document. Diary of Vilnius Imperial Public Library
(further – Vilnius Public Library), as an important source of the history
of reading was mentioned by Polish librarian and scholar Stanislaw
Lisowski [4, 264], but has not yet been investigated. It differs from
other official documents of similar genre and purpose. I have in mind
not the accounts of the military on duty, or interrogation protocols,
1.
2.
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This research was funded by a grant (No. VAT-21/2010) from the Research
Council of Lithuania Egodocumental Heritage of Lithuania (LEGODOK).
Rus. Дневник. Russian language does not have clear distinction between Diary
and Daybook, the latter is usually identified by historiography as daily official
records (e.g. School Daybook or that of an institution). As the Vilnius Public
Library source discussed here looks more like personal, not official, notes, we
call it Diary.

but, for example, the Vilnius University Library Daybook3 from the
first half of the 19th century4 [7]. This is because the Vilnius Public
Library Diary (further – Diary) focuses more on the reader, reading,
readership and related matters5, whereas the Vilnius University Library
Daybook reflects the replenishment of the library’s collection and more
interesting acquisitions6 [5, 176–177]. The aim of documenting the
everyday life of Vilnius Public Library can be predicted in the Diary – it
assisted the preparation of annual and monthly reports to the Vilnius
District Education Committee. However, it so happened that the
author of the Diary, being an educated and even intelligent person,
also added his own opinions on some matters. Thus, this subjective
version of the Diary, with a disguised autobiographical narrative, will
be the subject of the discussion in this report. A discussion that leads
to the problem of good and bad readership as covered in the text of the
Diary itself. Prof. Levas Vladimirovas was the first to study the history
of Vilnius Imperial Public Library from the Lithuanian viewpoint,
and developed the concept of “good librarians” and “good readers”
under the oppression of ,”bad Russian authorities” [13, 92–95; 14,
198–201]. But the Diary of Vilnius Public Library was not used in
the research conducted by L. Vladimirovas. The aims and objectives
of the article are as follows:
- To document the historical background of public library movement
in Lithuania;
- To determine the ideological and egodocumental (the original first
person narrative) elements of the Diary;
3.
4.

5.
6.

Pol. Dziennik. Daily recorded information in historically developed official
(public) sources. Another Polish term, Dyariusz, reflects intimate first person
writings attributed to the egodocumentary genre.
Vilnius University Library Daybook of Miscellaneous Activities (Dzieńnik rozmaitych Czynności Biblioteki Uniwersytetu Imperatorskiego Wileńskiego. Xięga 2ga. Od
dnia 31 marca 1823 roku), presently kept at Lithuanian State Historical Archive
[7], can be treated as an exemplary source of institutional activities record..
See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts.
In the Daybook a librarian authorised by the management of the Library recorded
daily the acquired (bought and given) books, manuscripts, museum valuables,
changes of the staff, instructions of the management etc.
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- To discuss the portrayal of a bad and good reader in the text;
- To stimulate discussion about the scientific value of diary-like
egodocuments and to submit proposals for regional studies of such
documents.

In the study, methods of statistical and comparative analysis of documentary sources, historiography discourse and context analysis,
and, of course, historical reconstruction of everyday life of Vilnius
in the 19th century, have been used. The methods of book research
and bibliography have allowed the presentation of verified data on
the Vilnius fragment of the system book-library-reader. In the 1900s
Vilnius was a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural city. According to recent research, in the period under discussion, the representatives of
ethnic minorities (in particular, Lithuanians) used to choose from the
libraries of numerous societies, instead of the Vilnius Public Library
[6, 136–138].

Historical background
Public libraries originated in the second half of 18th century, when
Vilnius University (Academia et Universitas Vilnenesis) library was trying to reform according to the universal principles of Enlightenment.
On 10 March 1766, King Stanislaw August issued a privilege, granting the rights of a “Lithuanian provincial public library” to Vilnius
University Library, administered from its beginnings in 1579 by the
Jesuit Society. This privilege, confirmed on 2 November 1780 in the
Warsaw Sejm, gave Vilnius University Library the right to receive a
copy of any book published in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. The
Educational Commission of Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (est.
1773, following the suppression of the Jesuit Order7) is considered
to be the first Ministry of Education in Europe. In 1790 it enacted a
7.
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Pope Clement XIV suppressed the Order in July 1773. The suppression was
carried out in all countries except Prussia and Russia, where Catherine the Great
had forbidden the papal decree to be executed.

decree, which put an emphasis on Vilnius University Library publicity
and gave it the right to receive deposit copy [1, 556–557]. Because of
political problems that ended with the loss of Lithuania‘s independence in 1795 (the third and the last partition of the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth happened, and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania ceased
to exist as a political subject), these reforms were not continued.
During different conditions, and with different means, the reform of
libraries was implemented by an invading Government. Tsar Alexander I on 4 April 1803 in the Act has declared the old Alma Mater
as Imperatoria Universitatis Vilnensis (Imperial Vilnius University).
Renovation of the library continued until Vilnius University closed
in 1832. The aims of the reform were, amongst others, to open Vilnius University Library to the wider public. The Tsarist government
constantly emphasized educational nature and “serving to the public”
and with these means tried to establish in Lithuania an imperial model
of enlightened absolutism. From 1814 the library was open daily
from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. and 3 p.m. to 5 p.m., except Saturdays, to
the “reading audience” [13, 82–83]. In the same year, on September
1st, the University Council confirmed Gottfried Ernest Groddeck’s
“Rules for Visitors and Readers”. The principles that “persons have to
follow when wishing to visit or read the books in Vilnius University
Library” were described. Everyone who agreed to the rules could use
library services or read the books. From 1815 the library established
a new type of book-lending service for the readers. Nonetheless, only
members of the University community, officers of the school district,
and tutors of the University and gymnasiums could borrow books.
Hence, Vilnius University library became not only a scientific, but
also a public library, yet this function and goal was controversial.
Vilnius university professor Jozef Frank in his letter to the patron of
Vilnius University (Duke Adam Jerzy Chartorisky) emphasised the
integrative and scientific role of the work of a higher school (model of
Göttingen University) [3, 255]. Lithuanian higher society perceived
Vilnius University – a centre of the country’s intellectual life – as a
central book depository of national memory. Though clergy has lost
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ruling positions, some (especially ex-Jesuits) cherished the plans to
return back to the library as the sacred place with museal functions8.
It was natural that in this situation in 1804 prefect G. E. Groddeck
had to keep the balance right.
In 1832 Vilnius University was closed. The main reason for
this was the active participation of the academic community in the
November uprising (1830–31). Vilnius University Library stocks were
dispersed. The idea of a public library and national museum hovered
over the Lithuanian nobility.
However, Lithuanian gentry did not provide moral and material (financial) assistance for the institution, which was initiated and
backed by the tsarist authorities. Therefore, the Russian Ministry of
the Interior regulation of 1830, “About establishing public libraries
for reading in the governorates”, was not implemented in Vilnius, in
contrast with other Russian governorates. [1, 560; 12, 90; 14, 183].
True, through the efforts of Eustachy Tyszkiewicz, collector and philanthropist, the Vilnius Museum of Antiquities was founded in 1855.
But this museum, and the library within it, can in no way be related
with the aforementioned tsarist regulation, for it was functioning
as a private foundation. Only after the suppression of the 1863 rebellion, on the basis of the collections of the Tyszkiewicz’s museum,
Vilnius Public Library was inaugurated on 27 May, 1867. Based on
the premises of the old Vilnius University, known also as the State
Public Library of the Vilnius Governorate, it became a tool and source
of russification in the territory of historic Lithuania, the so-called
“North-West Region.” [1, 562–563].
The Lithuanian national culture was pushed underground and
until 1904 it developed as catacombic (illegal, prohibited) book culture and libraries, hidden behind double doors of cupboards in attics
etc. The situation changed in 1904, with the lifting of the ban on
8.
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It is understandable having in mind that the work of Jesuits did not discontinue
in Russian Empire, especially in Polotsk. Because millions of Catholics (including
many Jesuits) lived in the Polish provinces recently annexed by the Kingdom of
Prussia and the Russian Empire, the Society was able to maintain its existence
and carry on its work throughout the period of suppression.

Lithuanian language publications printed in the Latin alphabet and
with the permission to establish ethnic organizations and societies.
Therefore, the period of 1904–1914 was marked by a significant rise
of the Lithuanian writing and reading culture, and establishing of new
libraries. But they used to be set up on the basis of worldview and
faith (Roman Catholicism), not on modern principles of openness,
publicity and community participation.
For example, in Vilnius the first library and reading room dedicated for Lithuanians was established in 1909 by the “Rūta society”,
but the number of readers in such a society was small. In the “Rūta” society’s library there were only up to 30 regular readers, mostly workers. In
1910 they read 66 books. In the library of the Lithuanian scientific society
(established in 1905) there were 28 readers who read 302 books during the
second half of 1910 and the first half of 1911. This includes the Finnish
scientist Aukusti Robert Niemi (1869–1931). Incidentally, in the Vilnius
Public Library discussed in this article 43 books were asked for in the year
1906 [6, 31; 136–138]. As regards the development of public libraries

after the reclamation of the Lithuanian press in 1904, we should not
confine ourselves exclusively to Lithuanian-language libraries. There
also was ‘Znaniye’, a non-commercial public library and reading-room
functioning under Byelorussian cultural influence, among its librarians
was the famous Byelorussian poet Yanka Kupala (Ivan Lutsevich) [12,
77]. There were noticeable Jewish libraries. For instance, the private
Strashun (Mattytiahu, Matijahu Strašūnas, 1817–1885) library was
opened in 1901 and handed over to the Jewish community, and was
called “a pride of the city of Vilnius”. Its readership was 75% male
and 25% female. In the year the diary of the Vilnius Public Library
was being written (1910), the library of the Jewish Enlightenment
Society, ‘Mefice-Haskole’, was opened (in 1918 it was transferred to
the Jewish community). In 1910 the Jewish Children’s Library was
opened, with 25,000 volumes [2, 88–89; 92–94; 210]. Thus, public
libraries in Lithuania were founded not only by the Tsarist authorities,
but also on the initiative of the ethno-religious communities. Unfortunately, this aspect of the development of public libraries in Lithuania
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has not been historiographically analysed in its complexity, and it has
not been revealed in the fundamental Genovaitė‘s Raguotienė’s book
Spaudą atgavus (Reclaiming the Press) [6].

Vilnius Public Library in the early 20th century
Vilnius Public Library was founded on the basis of the Vilnius Museum of Antiquities and library collections after the uprising of 1863,
i.e., more than 30 years after the founding of the first governorate
libraries in the Russian Empire. On the occasion of the opening of
the library to “the public” on 13 June, 1867, it was visited by Tsar
Alexander II [1, 563]. The library inherited the facilities and some of
the collections from Vilnius University (shut down in 1832), therefore
it is considered to have been a continuation of Vilnius University
Library, but such an assertion can only be made with a clear understanding of the mission and character of the institution in question.
It was an Imperial, i.e., a state-ruled governorate library, designed to
become an outpost of the Orthodox faith and Russian culture in the
so-called North-West Region, whereas Vilnius University Library
had been a “common cause” for the citizens of the Polish-Lithuanian state, meant to disseminate scientific knowledge, education and
culture [1, 560-561]. In the early 20th century Vilnius Public Library
started changing its profile. From1904 it started receiving an obligatory copy of books and periodicals published in the Governorates
of Vilnius, Kaunas, Grodno, Mogilev and Minsk. The library started
accumulating Lithuanian-language books and periodicals, and started
to attract Lithuanian intellectuals, for instance, Jonas Basanavičius
(1851–1927), patriarch of the modern Lithuanian nation. But the
Russian language did not dominate; according to the data of 1913,
it had 283,669 volumes of books, out of which 115,533 were in
Russian, and 168,166 in other languages (in 1915 the library had a
total of 310,000 volumes) [4, 262]. The readership mainly consisted
of schoolchildren, teachers, accountants, clerks, functionaries and

292

apothecaries. Between 1867 and 1910 the library had been visited
by 347,731 readers, comprising 298,444 men and 50,287 women.
They had been handed 465,012 volumes, of which 438,343 were in
Russian, and 26,669 in other languages [4, 264–265]. Vilnius Public
Library issued annual reports and, since 1904, a Vilnius calendar in
Russian. The library staff together with other state institutions were
evacuated on 19 July (1 August), 1915 to Moscow [4, 260; 15,155]9.

The Diary and its author
We can speculate that the author of the Diary was the Vilnius Public
Library associate Aleksandr Yakovlevich Sergeyev, who was also a
teacher in the Jewish Pedagogical Institute (established 1872–1875)
[9, 12–13, 303–304; 11, 49]. Sergeyev was also a member of the
Library Commission from 1 December 1909, a Supervisor of the
Natural-Historical Museum of Vilnius Public Library, and since 1910,
and a member of the North-Western division of the Russian Imperial
Geographical Society. Sergeyev also led guided tours of the Museum of
Natural History, based on the same premises [9, 12–13; 11, 49]. The
name of supposed author Sergeyev was mentioned in Diary only once
on 14 December, 1910, when he led a guided tour of the Museum
with scholars of the Jewish Pedagogical Institute10 [8, 4]. The Diary
was probably started after encouragement from Flaviy Nikolayevich
Dobriansky who was chairman of the Temporary Library and Museum
governing committee which was involved on 31 December 1876.
According to another version, Sergeyev was writing the Diary at the
request of the Commission Chairman or the clerk Y.M. Novashevsky
9.

Only the most valuable collections of the library were evacuated – incunabula,
paleotypes, old Russian printed items, manuscripts. Part of them (160 items)
were given back by the USSR Lenin Library to Vilnius University Library in
1956 thanks to the efforts of its director Levas Vladimirovas. Among the regained
books were the Lithuanian Catechism of 1595 by Mikalojus Daukša, The Apostol
by Francysk Skoryna, published in Vilnius in 1525 and others [15, 154–155].
10. Затљмъ въ часъ дня приводилъ г. Сергљевъ учениковъ III класса, въ числљ
21 человљка, Еврейскаго учительскаго института для обозрљния Музея.
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[9, 12-13; 303-304]. The Diary was written in exactly three months.
Starting on November 1st 1910 and completed on 1 February 1911.
Its structure is not complicated, the author was writing according to a
preconceived plan and/or a stated task to record statistical information
about visits of the readers and the books handed to them. At the end
of every month, generalized statistical information is provided. For
instance, on 31 January 1911: “Throughout January, in fact since
the 7th, there have been 1397 men readers and 86 women in the
Library. 50 periodicals of various titles have been taken, and just 14
foreign books” [8,8]11. This enhances the assumption that the Diary
was written in order to facilitate for the preparation and production
of annual reports. On the other hand, the author was writing freely,
providing additional data about the staff of the library, its readers
and visitors. The diary was written on lined A4 paper. All in all, 8
sheets of paper have been filled on both sides (16 pages). It is written
in “pre-reform” Russian, still having letters,”i” (и), ”љ“ (e) etc12. The
Diary was written in correct and fluent Russian language in beautiful
handwriting, which only strengthens speculation that the author
worked in a pedagogical profession.
The author is loyal to the Vilnius Public Library leadership,
supportive of his peers as he commiserates a colleague over the death
of his wife13 [8, 1] and also religious, as he praises God after starting
a new page of the Diary after the Christmas and New Year holidays
[8, 5]. He also likes to offer his opinion, especially on the decline in
readership numbers. He blames this on untypical cold weather14, a
funeral of a Russian general [8, 2], rising interest for the cinema15,
11. Въ продолженiе января, собственно съ 7-го числа, въ Библiотекљ
читателей мужчинъ было 1397, а женщинъ-читательницъ 86.
Перiодическихъ изданiй брали 50 разныхъ наименованiй, а иностранныхъ
книгъ всего 14. - See also 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts,
inscription no. 14.
12. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, column ,,Original text”.
13. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscription no. 1.
14. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscriptions no.

5, 6, 7.

15. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscription no. 5.
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holiday church services16, approaching Christmas etc. Furthermore,
he has an opinion on Jewish related matters and offers an opinion
on why they tended to come to the library more actively on Saturday
(“more Jews come on Saturday as they make use of the holiday quietness”17)
[8, 1]. On a few occasions the author starts referring to himself in
first person18. On the 14th of December he remarks that: “I personally
noticed that a student of the Jewish teachers institute started reading
the Citizen issue of 1897. What was his interest in the Citizen?”19 [8,
4]. On 10 January he declares: “In my opinion, it is possible to explain
the small number of visitors. First, the weather was nice and the youth,
who contribute to the biggest number of readers, chose walks in the
parks or elsewhere instead of reading; Second, the academic youth
who just came back from their holiday break had still some money
to spend and went to various events, especially cinema”20 [8, 6]. On
19 January the author offers his opinion: “While monitoring visitor
numbers (and their changes) I came to a conclusion that the better the
weather the lesser amount of visitors”21 [8, 7], but on 24 January he
writes: “I think that there would have been more readers if it wasn’t so
cold”22 [8, 7]. On another occasion he poses and answers a question:
16. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscription no. 15.
17. ,,…въ субботу евреевъ приходитъ больше, пользуясь праздничнымъ
покоемъ”..
18. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscriptions no. 5, 6, 7,
8, 15.
19. ,,Мнљ лично бросилось въ глаза то обстоятельство, что одинъ воспитанникъ еврейскаго учительскаго института бралъ для чтенiя „Гражданинъ“ за 1897 годъ. Что его интересовало въ „Гражданинљ“?-See 1
Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscription no. 5.
20. ,,Такое, сравнительно малое, число читателей объясняется, по моему
мнљнию, тљмъ, во-первыхъ, что погода была очень хорошая и молодые
люди, которые составляютъ главный элементъ читателей, предпочли
гулянье чтению; во-вторыхъ, тљмъ, что учащаяся молодежь, только
что возвратившаяся изъ праздничнаго отпуска, не истратила еще
своихъ свободныхъ деньжонокъ и потому многiе отправились на разныя
зрелища, преимущественно въ кинематографы разныхъ наименований”.
21. ,,Изъ наблюденiй надъ числомъ читателей я вывожу такое заключенiе:
чљмъ лучше погода, тљмъ меньше читателей”. - See 1 Addendum Vilnius
Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscription no. 6..
22. ,,Думаю, что число читателей было бы больше, еслибы не было такъ
холодно (вечеромъ б. 18о, а къ утру дошло до 21о съ большимъ плюсомъ)”.
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“What is the reason (of poor visitor numbers)? I think that most were
distracted by ice skating and others scared off by the cold”23 (entry on
January 30th) [8, 7]. But overall it is worthy to note that the author
probably uses first person speech not to establish and share his views
but to get on the good side of his superiors by reporting suspicious
characters etc. On the other hand, his characteristic observations on
the effects of nature and weather on reader numbers and attention
to natural science literature encourages the assumption that the author
is the aforementioned Sergeyev, supervisor of Natural-Historical
Museum of Vilnius Public Library.

Good readers under opinion of Diary author
For the author of the Diary a good reader is represented by the mass
reader who is linked with the image of Vilnius Public Library. The
essential feature of that image is that the Vilnius Public Library is a
pillar of imperial rule and Orthodoxy in the so called North West
region, id est historical Lithuania. The more readers the library attracts,
the easier it is to justify the money invested by the imperial treasury.
A good reader orders Russian books and so confirms his Orthodox
and imperial identity24 A good reader does not cause the librarian
problems by ordering controversial books. Students of the Vilnius
gymnasium, members of spiritual (Orthodox) seminaries25 [8, 1–2 ]
and military officers26 [8, 2] fall under the aforementioned contingent
,,Какая причина этого? Думаю, что многiе отвлечены были катаньемъ
на конькахъ, а нљкоторые не захотели идти по причинљ холода”. – See
1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscription no. 13.
24. This new identity was being created not just by administrative means, but by
cultural and educational ones, too, when, after the uprising of 1863, the doctrine
of “reclaiming Russian origins” was proclaimed. The doctrine, which meant
Russification of Lithuanians and other peoples living in Lithuania and their
conversion to Orthodox Christianity, was functioning of its own momentum
even after 1905, when the ban on Lithuanian press with Latin alphabet was
abolished, and freedom of conscience, of expression, of assembly and associations
was guaranteed.
25. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscription no. 2, 4.
26. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscription no. 3.
23.

296

of good readers. These groups, as did women, preferred to visit the
museum alongside the Vilnius Public Library that was open even on
Sundays. On Saturdays the Vilnius Public Library was full of Jews
who were free from work in industrial-commercial enterprises. Those
guests who received a special welcome were government officials who
benefited from an exclusive study room27 [8,1; 3]. Visiting officials
receive special attention in the Diary which mentions not only their
names but the purpose and objective of their work. For example, the
scribe of the general-governor’s office reads Istoričeskij Vestnik and even
studies and compiles analytical information28 [8, 2]. Visits of military
officers also get special scrutiny. The author gives special attention
to the ratio of men-to-women readership which is unfavourable
to women: “During the whole month of January, the 7th day to be
precise, the Library was visited by 1397 men and 87 women”29 [8,
8]. So women comprise less than 6% of the total readership (3.7%
in November)30. On 2 December 1910 the author is surprised that
not a single woman visited the library that day [8, 3]. He expresses
an interesting opinion on the matter of female readers later that year
on Sunday, 5 December:
It is worth to note that more women visit the museum than the library.
Of course this can be explained by the fact the exhibits on show in the
museum, especially in the nature department, are more fascinating
than even a book of romantic content. In order to be ‘sucked in’ by a
book its contents must match ones mood or be so interesting that it
would be impossible to pull away from reading. On the other hand,
in the museum exhibits like the butterflies and birds seem captivating

27. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscriptions no. 2, 8.
28. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscription no. 2.
29. Въ продолженiе января, собственно съ 7-го числа, въ Библiотекљ читателей мужчинъ было 1397, а женщинъ-читательницъ 86.
30. According general statistics compiled by S. Lisowski, the percentage of women
readers in Vilnius Public Library from the beginnings until 1910 was about 14%
of the total readership number (348 731) [4, 262].
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even at first glance. You just cannot help but remember the words of
the psalm: ‘Wonderful are thy works, O Lord’31 [8, 4].

On another occasion the author writes, that “the history-archaeology
department is less interesting for visitors when compared to the nature department. In order to understand archaeological subjects you
need at least basic knowledge while beauty of birds and butterflies
attracts the attention of visitors and offers them aesthetic satisfaction”32
(December 19th) [8, 5]. Interesting that according to Lithuanian
researchers women in the province read more than men during the
discussed period. Men were usually away at work or tended to sit in
pubs and inns [6, 140].

Bad readers
For the author bad readers are those who do not comply with the
ideological standard of Russian culture. The non-standard patrons
read foreign books. Reading of foreign books is highly emphasized
and recorded in the Diary starting from November 16th where an
entry reads: “Two young readers took one French and one German
textbook among Russian books” [8, 2]. An incarnation of a bad
reader is a landlord from Subotniki Kazimierz Umiastowski who
31. Обращаетъ на себя вниманiе то обстоятельство, что Музей
посљщается значительнымъ числомъ женщинъ, сравнительно
съ числомъ читательницъ. Конечно, это объясняется тљмъ, что
предметы, находящiеся въ Музељ, особенно въ естественномъ отдљлљ,
представляютъ гораздо большiй интересъ, чљмъ книги, хотя бы то и
романтическаго содержанiя. Чтобы увлечься книгой, нужно, чтобы
содержанiе ея соотвљтствовало настроенiю, или такъ захватывало
вниманiе, что и оторваться трудно, а въ Музељ, при первомъ обзорљ
напр. птицъ или бабочекъ, невольно поражаешься красотой тљхъ и
другихъ, смотришь и не насмотришься. Невольно вспоминаются слова
псалмопљвца: „дивны дљла Твоя, Господи!“.
32. Историко-археологическiй отдљлъ Музея менље интересуетъ
посљтителей, чљмъ естественный. Оно и понятно: для пониманiя
археологическихъ вещей нужна извљстная подготовка, а красота птицъ
и бабочекъ невольно привлекаетъ вниманiе посљтителя и доставляетъ
ему эстетическое удовольствiе.

298

reads practical household advice or medical books, which are quite
hard to consider suspicious or bad on their own [8, 7]. These are: The
Full Guide to Gardening, Floriculture, Horticulture (Fintelman), New
Devices against Bedbugs, Cockroaches, Flies and Various Pests (Gufeland)
and About Essential Characteristics of the Scrofula Disease (Gufeland)33.
It is considered worse still to order a calendar and other books in
Polish. Gymnasium student Lev Michalovski is considered suspicious because he ordered a collection of historical sources34 [8, 8].
Others read the famous Chronicle of Maciej Stryjkowski (borrowed
16 December, 1910) or the Lithuanian Courier (Kurjer Litewski)35
[8, 5]. These readers were under observation because their literature
did not comply with the official policy of uprooting the Polish culture,
which started after the 1863 uprising. An eventual idea of killing the
already well-established Polish culture roots in the North West region
is signalled. Even the above-mentioned K. Umiastowski of noble roots
is considered untrustworthy as he read Polish and German books36
[8, 7]. Also not very reliable is the teacher and publisher of a local
newspaper under the title Peasant S. A. Kovaliuk, even though he is
collecting information on the portrait of Czar Alexander II [8, 3]. The
Jews are also under scrutiny (for example, a Jewish Institute student
asked for a copy of The Citizen (Graždanin) magazine). The author
questions his motives: What could have been of interest in The Citizen
to him? [8, 4]. Another group of suspicious readers are those who are
taking notes a lot (i.e. students) [8, 1]. The author tries to defend them
and say they are just doing their homework but the underline here is
clear – the library is for reading and memorizing, not taking notes.
The notes could be used for a harmful purpose (i.e. revolutionary,
nationalist and other propaganda). It becomes clearer that the author
33. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscriptions no. 10, 11.
34. Акты, издаваемые Виленскою Археографическою Коммиссiею, т. ХI
(интересно то обстоятельство, что эти Акты бралъ ученикъ VII кл.
I-ой Гимназiи Левъ Михалевскiй) – See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library
Diary Excerpts, inscription no. 15.
35. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscription no. 4.
36. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscriptions no. 10,
11,12,14,15.
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has been ordered to watch library visitors. This is illustrated by this
quote: “one of the women readers is not a gymnasium student according
to her clothes but she is taking notes. For what purpose? It is hard to say”37
[8, 5]. This is a definite expression of the repressive censorship, which
had taken roots in imperial Russia at the time… Bad readers chose
suspicious books, which are usually in Polish, German or French38.
Foreign magazines are also undesirable.

Good and bad books
After discussing the author’s views on good and bad readers, his
opinion on good and bad books becomes clear. The Diary positively
rates official imperial periodic press like Russkij Vestnik, Istoričeskij
Vestnik, and Niva39 etc. Good readers also read Russian classic authors
like Dostoyevsky, Pushkin, Tolstoy, Gorky40, and Mendeleyev. This
would be understandable and even commendable but the Diary completely overlooks the literature of other nations. Worth noting is that
a popular German encyclopaedia called Animal Life by Alfred Brem
(1829–1884) finds itself among the good books but probably due to
it being translated into Russian many times before [8, 6]. Even an
account of foreign book reading is precisely noted in the diary. Two
German books were read on 18 November; textbooks in French were
read on 22, 23 and 24 November [8, 2–3], and books in French on 8
and 10 December [8, 4]. Reading of books in Polish is marked separately and even more scrutinized. For example, a Polish calendar was
read on 23 November [8, 3], and two readers took books in Polish on
3 and 4 December [8, 4] etc. It is especially worth noting that in this
case the main focus is not the book and its contents but the language
in which it is written. In the opinion of the Diary Author, The Mind
37. Одна изъ читательницъ, судя по костюму, не изъ учащихся, дљлала
выписки изъ книги. Для чего? Трудно сказать определенно.
38. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscriptions no. 2,
4,11,12,14.
39. See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscriptions no. 3, 4, 8.
40 See Addendum 1, Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscription no. 6.
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of Humans and Animals by Wundt, Essays on the Primeval World by
Hutchinson, The Stars and the Curiosities of the Sky by Flammarion,
The Roman Popes by Ranke, A System of Logic by Mill etc. are Russian
books41. So, graphically speaking, there is a sort of book language war
going on. The library is good as a keeper of Russian cultural memory
of the empire. Also, it is good for the library workers (including the
author) as they can frequently rest due to long holidays. For example
the library was closed on Monday, 6 December 1910 due to the
name day of Tsar Nicholas II [8, 4]. Readers could not get into the
library between 22 December 1910 and 8 January 1911 because of
Christmas and New Year holidays [8, 5–6]. So a public library based
in a Russian province lived in the same rhythm as the whole empire…

Conclusions
The Vilnius Public Library was established as a pillar for Russian
imperial ideology in 1867. Its establishment was not supported by a
large part of Lithuanian society, which actively took part in patronage
of the Vilnius University Public Library and viewed it as a “common
affair for citizens”. From late 19th to early 20th century the Vilnius
Public Library generally became a “Russian” library in its customer
focus. Its Diary became a tool to monitor and control reading habits
and to report them to superiors or maybe even government (security)
institutions. The Diary does not provide the ethnic composition of
the readers but the author takes interest in the balance of male and
female readership, perhaps in the context of the rising emancipation
movement. Men read more but women are the most active visitors
of the museum and especially its nature department. The author
often can be identified as a censor who decided which readings are
41.

Для чтенiя брали книги исключительно русскiя, между которыми были
сочиненiя научнаго содержанiя, напр., „Душа человљка и животныхъ“,
Вундта, „Очерки первобытнаго мiра“, Гетчинсона, „Звљздное небо и
его чудеса“, Фламмарiона, „Римские папы“, Ранке, „Система логики“,
Милля и друг. - See 1 Addendum Vilnius Public Library Diary Excerpts, inscription
no. 6.
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appropriate and which are not. Obvious tendencies towards Russian
literature are clear. The library is good as a keeper of Russian cultural
and historical memory of the empire. The Diary also reveals the
tendency to exaggerate statistics (reader numbers etc.), which were
quite common in various Russian empire libraries. The Diary has
elements of first-person narrative, but the text is not autobiographic,
it is official in a Russian nationalist way and influenced by imperial
ideology. In spite of the official loyalty, the author of the Diary does
not just reveal a fragment of the official early 20th century culture;
but he also provides a lot of little known information about the identity and self-consciousness of the inhabitants of Vilnius, who were
readers of the Library. The information provided is not at odds with
the essential postulates of historiography, but it modifies the recent
tendency of historical narratives to emphasize “the Russian Silver
Age” and liberal cultural policies. Obviously, the evidence of liberalism in the relations between the Library and the reader is meagre. It
is advisable to continue the search for, and study of, library diaries,
daybooks, journals, memoirs and correspondence of librarians and
other historical sources, also called egodocuments, containing elements
of first-person narrative in Lithuania, as well as in other countries of
East, Central and North Europe.
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The stacks of the Vilnius Imperial Public Library, about 1900. (Photo: Manuscript Departament of the Vilnius University Library)

Building of the Vilnius Imperial Public Library (on the left side), after 1903.
Now – Vilnius University Library. (Photo: Manuscript Departament of the
Vilnius University Library.)
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Vilnius Public Library Diary1
Excerpts
No.
1.

1.

Date
November
5th, 1910,
Friday.

Page
1-1v

Original text
Сегодня всљхъ читателей въ
Библiотекљ было 80, изъ нихъ
3 женщины и 77 мужчинъ.
Какъ и раньше, читатели
состояли почти исключительно
изъ учащейся молодежи. Для
чтенiя брались только русскiя
книги (пять перiодическихъ
изданiй, а остальныя –
сочинения исторического и
беллетристического содержанiя).
Вновь записалось въ число
читателей шесть – 6.
Сегодня приходится занести
въ лљтопись одно печальное
событiе, когорое хотя и не
имљетъ прямого отношенiя
къ жизни Библiотеки, но
касается достопочтеннаго лица,
служащего въ Библiотекљ съ
самаго начала ея существованiя.
Именно: вечеромъ (вь 4
часа) умерла супруга Юлiана
Михайловича Новашевскаго,
умерла на исходљ 76-го года
своей жизни. Смерть ея, по
рассказу Ю[лiана] М[ихайловича],
была очень спокойная, безъ
предсмертныхъ страданiй.
И хотя она умерла въ очень
преклонномъ возрастљ, все же
смерть ея для достопочтеннаго
Ю. М. составляетъ очень
тяжелую потерю. Для сторонняго
глаза это выражается тљмъ, что
Ю. М. не можетъ говорить ни о
послљднихъ дняхъ ея жизни, ни
объ остоятельствахъ ея смерти
безъ слезъ, являющихся притомъ
невольно на глазахъ. Да упокоить
Господь Богъ душу ея въ царствљ
небесномъ, и скорбящему Ю. М.
да ниспошлетъ душевный миръ!

Translation
Today there have been 80
readers in the Library (3
women and 77 men). As
before, the readership has
almost exclusively been
students. Only Russian
books have been ordered
(five periodicals, and the
rest – works of history and
fiction.) Six new readers
have been registered.
Today a sad event has to be
recorded in this chronicle;
although bearing no direct
connection with the life of
the Library, it concerns a
respectable person serving at the Library since its
inception. Namely, in the
afternoon (4 p.m.) Yulyan
Mikhailovich Novashevski’s
wife passed away, near the
end of the 76th year of her
life. Her death, according
to Y[ulijan] M[ichailovič]’s
account, was very calm,
without mortal sufferings.
Although she died at an
advanced age, her death
looks like a great loss to
honourable Y. M. To an outsider, it appears that Y. M.
can speak neither of the last
days of her life, nor of her
death, without tears, unwillingly appearing in his eyes.
May the Lord our God
give peace to her soul in
the Kingdom of Heaven,
and may He send spiritual
peace to grieving Y. M.!

VILNIAUS viešosios bibliotekos dienoraštis (Дневникъ Виленской Публичной Бiблиотеки)
1910–1911 [rankraštis]. Vilniaus universiteto bibliotekos Rankraščių skyrius (VUB RS),
F47-A57. Lap. 1–8. – From Russian into English translated by Laimantas Jonušys.
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2.

22nd,
Monday.
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2v

Сегодня въ Библiотекљ было
97 читателей, изъ коихъ 94
мужчинъ и 3 женщины. Какъ и
раньше, читатели состояли почти
исключительно изъ учащихся
въ учебныхъ заведенiяхъ
Вильны (главнымъ образомъ –
въ гимназiяхъ и православной
духовной семинарiи). Для
чтенiя брались русскiя книги
беллетристическаго и научнаго
содержанiя и два журнала
(Министерства Народнаго
Просвљщенiя и Русская
Старина) и кромљ того,
учебный курсъ грамматики на
французскомъ языкљ. – Вновь
записалось въ число читателей
три – 3.
Кромљ обычныхъ читателей,
приходилъ старшiй
дљлопроизводитель канцелярiи
генералъгубернатора и
нљсколько часовъ занимался
въ комнатљ, гдљ помљщается
администрацiя и канцелярiя
Библiотеки, занимался
просмотромъ и извлеченiями
изъ Историческаго Вљстника за
многiе годы. – Еще былъ один
особый посљтитель это прiљзжiй
изъ Петербурга офицеръ,
обозрљвавшiй Музей.

Today there have been 97
readers in the Library (94
men and 3 women). As
before, the readership has
been made up of students
from Vilnius’ educational
institutions (mostly from
grammar schools and the
Orthodox Seminary). They
were taking Russian books
of fictional and scholarly
content for reading and
two journals ([the Journal
of] People’s Education Ministry and Russkaya starina
[Russia’s Antiquity]), as well
as a French language handbook for schools. 3 new
readers were registered.
Along with these readers,
there was a senior clerk
of the General Governor’s
Chancellery who was working in the room allotted to
the administration and the
chancellery of the Library.
For several hours he was
looking through many issues of Istoricheskij vestnik
and taking notes. There was
one more special visitor,
too – an army officer from
St Petersburg who came to
see the Museum.

3.

December
8th,
Wednesday.

4-4v

Въ нынљшний день читателей
въ Библiотекљ было 103, изъ
нихъ 102 мужчины и только одна
женщина. Составъ читателей
такой же, какъ и раньше, т.
е. больше всего учащейся
молодежи. Читали сочиненiя
историческiя и литературныя,
а изъ перiодическихъ изданiй
больше всего Ниву, Природу и
Людей и Вокругъ Свљта. Кромљ
русскихъ книгъ, взята была
одна книга на иностранномъ
(французскомъ) языкљ.
Кромљ читателей, приходилъ къ
г. Предсљдателю одинъ офицеръ
за справками относительно
матерiаловъ, относящихся къ
войнљ 1812 года, собственно
къ тому полку, въ которомъ онъ
служитъ.

Today there have been
103 readers in the Library
(102 men and 1 woman).
The composition of the
readership is the same as
before, i.e. mostly students.
They were reading works
of history and fiction, and
among periodicals mostly
Niva, Nature and People,
Around the World. Besides Russian books, one
foreign-language (French)
book has been taken. In addition to these readers, Mr.
Chairman was visited by an
army officer who enquired
about materials on the war
of 1812, related to the regiment in which he had been
serving.

4.

21st,
Tuesday.

5v

Въ нынљшнй, послљдний въ
1910 году, день Библiотеку
посетили 74 читателя, изъ
которыхъ три женщины и 71
мужчина. Составъ читателей,
какъ и предшествовавшее
время, состоялъ изъ учащихся
въ учебныхъ заведенiяхъ
Вильны по-преимуществу.
Книги для чтенiя брали
почти исключительно русскiя
(только одинъ изъ читателей,
г. Мельниковъ, бралъ за
старые годы литовскiй курьеръ
на польскомъ языкљ). Изъ
журналовъ брали „Вокругъ
Свљта“, „Природу и Людеи“ и
„Ниву“. – Вновь записавшихся
въ число читателей не было, а
за время съ 1-го по 21-е декаря
записалось 77.

Today, the last [working] day
of 1910, there have been
74 readers in the Library
(3 women and 71 men).
As before, the readership
comprised students from
Vilnius educational institutions. They took almost
exclusively Russian books
(only one reader, Mr. Melnikov, took older issues of
Kurier wilenski in Polish).
Among periodicals they
took Around the World, Nature and People and Niva.
No new readers have registered, but from 1 to 21 December 77 have registered.
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5.

January,
1911
10th,
Monday.
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6

Сегодня въ Библiотекљ читателей
было 49 и читательницъ 3.
Такое, сравнительно малое,
число читателей объясняется,
по моему мнљнию, тљмъ,
во-первыхъ, что погода была
очень хорошая и молодые люди,
которые составляютъ главный
элементъ читателей, предпочли
гулянье чтению; во-вторыхъ,
тљмъ, что учащаяся молодежь,
только что возвратившаяся
изъ праздничнаго отпуска,
не истратила еще своихъ
свободныхъ деньжонокъ и потому
многiе отправились на разныя
зрелища, преимущественно
въ кинематографы разныхъ
наименований. – Для чтенiя
брали исключительно русскiя
книги, въ числљ коихъ 4
перiодическихъ названiй. Вновь
записалось въ число читателей
31.

Today there have been 49
men readers and 3 women in the Library. Such a
comparatively low number,
in my opinion, can be explained by the fact that the
weather was very good, and
young people, who make up
the biggest portion of the
readers, exchanged reading for outdoor activities.
Secondly, students, just
back from the holidays,
have not yet spent spare
money, therefore many
of them are out spending
money on other activities,
mostly the cinemas. Only
Russian books have been
taken for reading, among
them 4 periodicals.

6.

19th,
Wednesday.

6v-7

Сегодня читателей въ
Библiотекљ было 73, изъ нихъ
5 дамъ, а 68 мужчинъ. Составъ
читателей безъ измљненiя, т. е.
почти исключительно учащаяся
молодежь занимается чтенiемъ
въ Библiотекљ. Для чтенiя
брали книги исключительно
русскiя, между которыми были
сочиненiя научнаго содержанiя,
напр., „Душа человљка и
животныхъ“, Вундта, „Очерки
первобытнаго мiра“, Гетчинсона,
„Звљздное небо и его чудеса“,
Фламмарiона, „Римские папы“,
Ранке, „Система логики“, Милля и
друг. и книги беллетристическаго
содержанiя, напр., „Сахалинъ“,
Дорошевича, „Разсказы“,
Горькаго, „Приключенiя Финна“,
М. Твэна, „Собранiе анекдотовъ
изъ жизни государей, князей,
министровъ, полководцевъ“ и
друг., Михайлова-Викторова и
друг. Вновь записалось въ число
читателей шесть – 6. – Музей
посљщали 3 мужч. и 1 женщина.
Изъ наблюденiй надъ числомъ
читателей я вывожу такое
заключенiе: чљмъ лучше погода,
тљмъ меньше читателей

Today there have been 73
readers in the Library (5
ladies and 68 men). The
composition of the readers
remains unchanged, i.e. almost exclusively students
engaged in reading in the
Library. They have taken
only Russian books for
reading, among which there
have been works of a scholarly nature, for example,
The Mind of Humans and
Animals by Wundt, Essays
on the Primeval World by
Hutchinson, The Stars and
the Curiosities of the Sky by
Flammarion, The Roman
Popes by Ranke, A System
of Logic by Mill etc.; and
those of fictional content, for
example, Sakhalin by Doroshevich, Short Stories by
Gorky, Adventures of Finn
by M. Twain, A Collection of
Funny Stories about the Life
of Sovereigns, Dukes, Ministers and Military Leaders
by Mikhailov-Viktorov etc.
There were 6 new readers
registered. The Museum
has been visited by 3 men
and 1 woman. From the
observations of the number
of the readers, I can make
the following conclusion:
the better the weather, the
fewer the readers.
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7.

20th,
Thursday.
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7

Сегодня читателей въ Библiотекљ
было немного больше, чљмъ
вчера, именно 79. Разница
небольшая (всего на шесть
душъ), но для меня она то
значенiе имљетъ, что служитъ
сильнымъ возраженiемъ противъ
моего вчерашняго заключенiя о
зависимости числа читателей
отъ состоянiя погоды. Погода
сегодня была очень хорошая,
а читателей больше; значитъ,
есть другiя причины, влiяющiя
на число читателей. – Въ числљ
79 читателей было шесть
женщинъ. И составъ читателей,
и содержанiе взятыхъ для чтенiя
книгъ такiе же, какъ и вчера,
только перiодическiхъ изданiй
сегодня брали больше (сегодня 3,
а вчера 1). Вновь записалось въ
число читателей пять – 5.

Today there have been
slightly more readers than
yesterday – 79. The difference is not big (just six
people), but it has a special meaning for me, as
it is a strong objection to
my conclusion yesterday
about the dependence of
the number of the readers
on the weather conditions.
For the weather today has
been very good, but the
readership has increased;
which means that there are
other reasons influencing
reader numbers. Among 79
readers there have been six
women. Both the composition of the readers and the
content of the books taken
was the same as yesterday, just more periodicals
have been taken today (3
today, 1 yesterday). Again
5 persons have registered
as new readers.

8.

21st, Friday.

7

Читателей въ Библiотекљ было
64, на 15 человљкъ меньше
противъ вчерашняго числа.
Опять является вопросъ:
отчего меньше? Я лично
объясняю уменьшенiе читателей
состоянiемъ погоды, съ одной
стороны, и навечерiемъ субботы,
съ другой. Хорошая погода и
наступленiе вечерняго субботняго
покоя располагали еврейскую
молодежь, учащуюся и
неучащуюся, къ гулянью, а не къ
чтенiю. И кто проходилъ по, такъ
называемой, Большой улицљ
на-канунљ субботы, тотъ не могъ
не замљтить большихъ массъ
гуляющей молодежи. – Въ числљ
читателей были две женщины.
Для чтенiя брали исключительно
русскiя книги, въ числљ коихъ 2
перiодическихъ изданiй (Ниву и
Историческiй Вљстникъ). – Вновь
записалось въ число читателей
четыре – 4.
Кромљ читателей,
приходилъ чиновникъ г.
Конъ къ Предсљдателю за
статистическими справками

There have been 64 readers in the Library, which represents 15 less than yesterday. Why less? I personally
explain the reduction of the
readership by, on the one
hand, weather conditions
and on the other hand,
by Saturday’s eve. The
good weather and the approaching calm of Saturday
evening have pre-disposed
the Jewish youth, those
who study and those who
do not, to outdoor activities,
and not to reading. Anyone
going along the so-called
Great Street could not fail
to notice the mass of young
people walking. Among the
readers there have been
two women. Exclusively
Russian books have been
taken for reading, among
them two periodicals (Niva
and Istoricheskij vestnik).
Newly registered readers:
4.
Apart from the readers, the
Chairman has been visited
by Mr. Kon, a clerk, who
needed statistical information.
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Сегодня читателей въ
Библiотекљ, сравнительно
съ вчерашнимъ днемъ, было
больше на 15 человљкъ, именно
79, и между ними 6 женщинъ.
Очевидно, за вчерашнiй вечеръ и
сегоднешняго полдня еврейская
молодежь достаточно нагулялась
и потому во вторую половину
дня и вечеромъ могла удљлить
время для чтенiя. Какъ и въ
предшествующiе дни, для чтенiя
брали исключительно русскiя
книги, въ числљ коихъ два
журнала. – Вновь записалось въ
число читателей пять – 5.
Сегодня читателей б. 83, изъ
нихъ 3 женщины и 80 мужчинъ.
Въ числљ читателей былъ
прiезжiй помљщикъ (изъ
Суботниковъ, Ошмянскаго
уљзда) г. Казымiръ Умястовскiй,
который, видимо, очень
интересуется хозяйственными и
медицинскими свљдљнiями. Такъ
онъ бралъ для чтенiя „Полное
руководство садоводства, цв
љтоводства, огородничества,
Финтельмана; „Новый способ
истребленiя клоповъ, таракановъ,
мухъ и разныхъ гадовъ“; „О
существенныхъ свойствахъ
золотушаной болљзни“. Вновь
записалось въ число читателей 2

In comparison with yesterday, there have been
15 more readers in the Library, namely 79 (73 men 6
women). It is obvious that
yesterday evening and
today before noon young
Jews had tired of walking
and thus could devote time
for reading this afternoon
and evening. As on earlier
days, exclusively Russian
books have been taken for
reading, among them two
journals. New registered
readers: 5.
Today there have been 83
readers (3 women and 80
men). Among the readers
there was a landlord, Mr.
Kazimir Umiastowski (from
Subotniki, Oshmiany District), who, apparently, is
greatly interested in matters of economy and medicine. He borrowed: The
Full Guide to Gardening,
Floriculture, Horticulture
by Fintelman; New Devices against Bedbugs, Cockroaches, Flies and Various
Pests; About Essential
Characteristics of the Scrofula Disease. All the readers
have taken only Russian
books, among them three
periodicals. 2 new readers
were registered..

28th,
Friday.
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Читателей въ Библiотекљ,
днемъ и вечеромъ, б. 81, изъ
нихъ 77 мужчинъ и 4 женщины.
Читали исключительно русскiя
книги, въ числљ коихъ одно
перiодическое изданiе, именно
„Почаевскiй Листокъ“ (бралъ его
тотъ самый помљщикъ, который
вчера читалъ медицинскiя и
хозяйственныя книги). – Вновь
записалось въ число читателей
15.

12.

29th,
Saturday.
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Сегодня, по случаю субботняго
покоя, читателей въ Библiотекљ
было больше, чљмъ въ другiе
буднiе дни, именно 105. Въ
числъ читателей б. 6 женщинъ,
остальные мужчины. Для чтенiя
брали кромљ русскихъ книгъ
(между русскими книгами было
три перiодическихъ изданiй),
иностранныя книги, числомъ
9 (почти исключительно на
польскомъ языкљ, содержанiя
медицинскаго и сельскохозяйственнаго). Вновь
записалось тринадцать – 13.

13.

30th,
Sunday.
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Посљтителей Музея было
102, изъ нихъ 33 женщины и
69 мужчинъ. Сравнительно съ
другими воскресными днями,
число посљтителей меньше.
Какая причина этого? Думаю,
что многiе отвлечены были
катаньемъ на конькахъ, а
нљкоторые не захотели идти по
причинљ холода.

11.

In the daytime and in the
evening there have been
81 readers (77 men and 4
women). They have been
reading exclusively Russian books, among them
one periodical, namely Pochayevski Listok (taken by
the same landlord who was
reading medical and economic books yesterday).
There have been 15 new
readers registered.
Today, thanks to Saturday’s
quietness, there have been
more readers in the Library,
namely 105 (99 men and
6 women). Their reading
included Russian books
(three periodicals among
them), foreign books, nine
in number (almost exclusively in the Polish language, and of medical and
agricultural content). Newly
registered: 13.

There have been 102 visitors in the Museum (33
women and 69 men). In
comparison to other Sundays, there have been fewer visitors today. What is the
reason? I suppose, many
have been distracted by
skating, and some did not
want to come because of
the cold.
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31st,
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Сегодня читателей въ Библiотекљ
было 68, а читательницъ, 5,
итого 73. Составъ читателей въ
общемъ такой-же, какъ и раньше,
только прiезжiй помљщикъ
Умястовскiй продолжаетъ
посљщать Библiотеку и читаеть
въ послљднiе два дня книги
преимущественно на польскомъ
языкљ. Изъ перiодическихъ
изданiй брали Ниву, Вокругъ
Свљта, Искусство и Русскую
Старину. Вновь записалось въ
число читателей 2, а всего за
январь записалось 353, противъ
прошлаго года меньше на 13.
Разница небольшая и произошла
она, по моему мнљнию, отъ
сильныхъ морозовъ (20÷ и
больше), которые въ Вильнљ
бываютъ далеко не каждую зиму.
Въ продолженiе января,
собственно съ 7-го числа, въ
Библiотекљ читателей мужчинъ
было 1397, а женщинъчитательницъ 86. Перiодическихъ
изданiй брали 50 разныхъ
наименованiй, а иностранныхъ
книгъ всего 14.

Today there have been
73 readers in the Library
(68 men and 5 women).
On the whole, the composition of the readership
was the same as before,
only the visiting landlord
Umiastowski has still been
coming to the Library and,
during the last two days,
reading mostly books in
Polish. Among periodicals,
Niva, Around the World, Art,
and Russian Antiquity have
been taken. 2 persons have
registered as new readers,
and 353 registered in January, which represents 13
less than last year. The
difference is not big, and
was caused, in my opinion,
by the hard frost (–20 and
more) which is far from hitting Vilnius every winter.
Throughout January, in fact
since the 7th, there have
been 1397 men readers and
86 women in the Library. 50
periodicals of various titles
have been taken, and just
14 foreign books.

15.

February
1st,
Tuesday.
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Читателей въ Библiотекљ было
50, изъ нихъ 47 мужчинъ и 3
женщины. Сравнительно малое
число читателей объясняется,
по моему мнљнию, сильнымъ
морозомъ (въ 5 час. дня б.
16÷) и предпраздничнымъ
днемъ. Многiе изъ учениковъ,
приходившiе вечеромъ въ
Библiотеку, отправились
въ церковь на вечернее
богослуженiе и, само собой, не
могли уже посљтить Библiотеки.
– Въ книгъ, взятыхъ читателями,
было значительное число
историческаго содержанiя,
напр. Исторiя Грецiи и Рима,
Герцберга; Исторiя упадка и
разширенiя Римской имперiи,
Гиббона; Бљлоруссiя и Литва
Батюшкова, Акты, издаваемые
Виленскою Археографическою
Коммиссiею, т. ХI (интересно
то обстоятельство, что эти
Акты бралъ ученикъ VII кл. I-ой
Гимназiи Левъ Михалевскiй);
Римская имперiя (сборникъ
статей въ переводљ Милюковой)
и друг. Изъ перiодическихъ
изданiй только одну Ниву за 1901
г. брали, а книгъ на иностранныхъ
(польскомъ и нљмецкомъ)
языкахъ 6 (все тотъ же
помљщикъ Умястовскiй). Вновь
записалось 2.

16.

2nd,
Wednesday.
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По случаю двунадесятаго
праздника, Библiотека и Музей
были закрыты.

There have been 50 readers in the Library (47 men
and 3 women). This comparatively low number of
readers can be explained,
in my opinion, by the strong
frost (at 5 pm it was –16)
and a holiday eve. Many
schoolchildren, who used
to come to the Library in the
evening, went to the church
for the evening service and,
naturally, could not visit the
Library. Among the books
taken by the readers there
have been many of historical content, for example,
A History of Greece and
Rome by Hertzberg; The
History of the Decline and
Fall of the Roman Empire
by Gibbon; Byelorussia and
Lithuania by Batyushkov;
Acts, published by Vilnius
Archeographical Commission, vol. XI (interestingly,
the Acts have been taken
by a student of the 7th form,
Grammar School No. 1, Lev
Mikhalevsky); The Roman
Empire (a collection of articles translated by Milyukova) etc. Among periodicals,
only Niva of 1901 has been
taken, and, among books in
foreign languages (Polish
and German), 6 (again the
same Umiastowski). Newly
registered: 2.
Because of the church feast
[Presentation of Jesus at
the Temple], the Library and
the Museum were closed.
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