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About the book

Dive into the captivating world of books like never before with Emma

Smith's "Portable Magic," where the enduring allure of the printed page

takes center stage. In this enchanting exploration, Smith unveils the secrets

that make books not just vessels of stories but dynamic entities with the

power to influence, provoke, and connect across generations. As you turn the

pages, you'll discover how books transcend their physical forms to become

cultural totems, sparks of rebellion, and sanctuary for the imagination.

Smith's narratives, enriched with history and personal anecdotes, unveil the

potent role of books in shaping human experience, inviting you to reconsider

what a book truly means. Whether you're a lifelong bibliophile or a curious

reader, "Portable Magic" will redefine how you perceive the ordinary book,

showing you its extraordinary ability to transform lives and transcend

boundaries.
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About the author

Emma Smith is a distinguished author and scholar, celebrated for her

expertise in the realm of Shakespearean studies. As a professor of

Shakespeare Studies at Hertford College, University of Oxford, Smith has

garnered acclaim for her deep dives into the cultural and historical

significance of Shakespeare's works. Her insightful analyses, often infused

with a blend of contemporary relevance and academic vigor, have captivated

both scholarly audiences and literature enthusiasts alike. Smith's prolific

writing includes leading scholarly publications and contributions to public

knowledge on British Literature, with a focus on how books as objects act as

"portable magic" through time and space. Her writings resonate with her

passion for unraveling literary mysteries and exploring the timeless impact

of literature in shaping human experience.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 1: Beginnings: East, West and
Gutenberg

In "Beginnings: East, West and Gutenberg," we are thrust into a

 post-apocalyptic New York City where a small group of survivors takes

refuge in the New York Public Library amid a climate catastrophe. The

scene, set by Roland Emmerich’s film "The Day After Tomorrow," flips

from a story of despair to a celebration of human resilience, symbolized by

the Gutenberg Bible. This Bible, often dubbed the first printed book,

represents the Age of Reason and is protected by a librarian who views it as

a fragment of enduring human achievement amidst global disaster.

The Gutenberg Bible’s significance is both historical and symbolic, linking

the narrative from a fictional movie scene back to reality. Johann

Gutenberg’s actual invention of movable type in the 15th century was

transformative, allowing mass production of texts and marking a pivotal

point for human communication, culture, and literacy. Gutenberg, trained as

a goldsmith, adapted techniques from metalworking to develop his printing

press. The Bible’s creation was laborious, with pages printed on both paper

and expensive vellum; a single edition required considerable resources, such

as paper from the Alps.

Far from being a radical departure from previous manuscript traditions,

Gutenberg’s Bible integrated elements like illuminated capitals and Gothic
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script, connecting it to its handwritten predecessors. This skeuomorphic

design—the phenomenon of new technologies resembling their

predecessors—echoes today’s digital interfaces that mimic old formats.

Historically, Gutenberg’s innovation didn't arise in isolation. Preceding him

were significant non-European contributions to print technology, particularly

in East Asia. The oldest known printed book, the Diamond Sutra (868 CE),

was produced using block printing in China, followed by movable type

technologies in Korea. Despite these advances, the narrative has often

credited Gutenberg with the inception of printing, overshadowing the rich,

global history of the technology.

Gutenberg’s initial print projects were interwoven with the religious and

political climate of the time, particularly involving tensions between

Christianity and Islam after the fall of Constantinople in 1453. His works

were employed as part of a broader geopolitical strategy, supporting the

notion of a Western crusade against the East and aligning print with

Christian dominance.

Over time, the Gutenberg Bible became mythologized as a symbol of

Western intellectual and technological superiority. The narrative fostered by

the Enlightenment and colonial expansion positioned European

advancements in print as unprecedented, neglecting prior developments by

other cultures.
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The film's portrayal of the Gutenberg Bible as a beacon of hope hints at

underlying cultural assumptions; it functions as a broader metaphor for the

survival of Western civilization after global calamity. Emmerich’s narrative,

albeit fictional, raises questions about the overvaluation of Western cultural

icons and the persistence of these myths in shaping our understanding of

history.

Through this story, the Gutenberg Bible becomes more than an artifact. It

stands as a testament to complex narratives of technological innovation,

cultural exchange, and the global interconnections—including

conflicts—that have influenced the trajectory of human history. It challenges

us to recognize the fuller, more inclusive history of print and the diverse

contributions that have propelled human progress.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Recognizing Diverse Contributions in Innovation

Critical Interpretation: Imagine yourself amidst towering tomes of

history in a grand library, where each book whispers a fragment of the

past. In Emma Smith's 'Portable Magic,' the Gutenberg Bible emerges

not just as a relict from a movie, but as a powerful emblem of human

tenacity and vision. However, the true magic lies beneath its pages,

challenging us to widen our gaze beyond familiar Western narratives.

It's a moment to appreciate the multitude of voices that have crafted

the story of human innovation. Whether drawn from the East's

pioneering block printing or the careful alignment of metal types in

Gutenberg's workshop, these tales blend to teach us a crucial lesson:

progress flourishes through interconnected paths and shared wisdom.

Acknowledging this rich tapestry of global contributions inspires us to

embrace diversity in our own pursuits, understanding that varied

perspectives ignite creativity and drive, leading to revolutionary

breakthroughs that shape our collective future.
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Chapter 2 Summary: 2: Queen Victoria in the trenches

Chapter 2 of the book delves into the surprising juxtaposition of literature

 and war, focusing on an American infantryman who, amidst the chaos of

mortar and machine gun fire in France during the summer of 1944, finds

solace in reading Lytton Strachey's 1921 biography, "Queen Victoria." The

humor and incongruity of such a setting for reading a Victorian biography

underline the wartime program to distribute books, even to the trenches.

Strachey's biography is not merely a historical account but a novel-like

narrative that employs modernist techniques to explore the personal life of

Queen Victoria, notably her relationship with Prince Albert. This approach,

reminiscent of the styles of fellow modernists like Virginia Woolf, was

groundbreaking and shifted the genre of biography from mere

documentation to a vibrant, imaginative storytelling art. Despite its unlikely

setting, this paperback version of "Queen Victoria" was just one of many in

the Armed Services Editions (ASE) project, a deliberate effort by the

American Council on Books in Wartime to provide soldiers with reading

materials to boost morale.

The ASE project was monumental, producing over 1,300 titles between

1943 and 1947, distributing more than 12 million copies to American service

personnel globally. These editions aimed to offer an escape and relaxation,

sustaining soldier morale during stressful times. They featured a wide range
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of genres, from classics to contemporary fiction, tailored to diverse tastes

while also keenly eyeing post-war readership expansion.

The paperbacks were designed to be pocket-sized and durable, often using

magazine production techniques to mitigate the wartime paper shortage.

They were a precursor to the mass-market paperback revolution, which

would drastically change the publishing industry post-1945. The ASE were

majorly influential in popularizing paperback books as an affordable,

accessible format.

Moreover, ASEs played a strategic cultural role during and after the war.

Beyond mere entertainment, books were viewed as vital tools in promoting

democracy and American values, especially in post-war Europe. This led to

controlled distribution of reading materials, often accompanied by political

motives, such as anti-Communism propaganda during the early Cold War.

This chapter vividly illustrates the pivotal role of books as both a

psychological refuge for soldiers during combat and as instruments of

cultural influence. They facilitated a significant transformation in publishing

and reading habits, demonstrating the powerful reach and impact of a

well-orchestrated wartime book dissemination program. Through this

innovative use of literature, the project left an indelible mark on post-war

reading culture and broadened the democratic dissemination of knowledge,

albeit with complex political undertones.
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Chapter 3 Summary: 3: Christmas, gift books and
abolition

Chapter 3 of this text delves into the historical development and cultural

 impact of Christmas gift books, as well as their unexpected connection to

the abolitionist movement. Although Charles Dickens' "A Christmas Carol"

is popularly credited with shaping the modern image of Christmas in the

19th century, the real innovation in creating Christmas traditions through

literature began earlier. Rudolph Ackermann's introduction of

"Forget-Me-Not" in 1822 was pivotal. This decorative gift book drew on the

German tradition of literary almanacs and sparked a trend of publishing

these books as festive gifts in Britain. The gift book genre quickly expanded,

becoming incredibly popular and influencing the practice of gift-giving

during Christmas, leading to it being widely adopted in cities across the

world, including London, Boston, and Calcutta.

Ackermann's success laid the groundwork for what is now a staple of the

modern publishing cycle, with books released in late autumn specifically

aimed at the Christmas gift market. The tradition persists in places like

Iceland and manifests in annual publications for children. Gift books were

particularly luxurious, often extravagantly bound and illustrated, and catered

to a wide range of interests and demographics.

Beyond shaping holiday customs, these books played a significant role in the
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economy of sentimentality, especially among middle-class women who

dominated their production and consumption. The genre also created

opportunities for writers, although many viewed it with condescension. Gift

books embedded within relationships through personalized inscriptions,

transforming mass-produced items into intimate tokens of friendship.

However, the genre's sentimental appeal was cleverly subverted to further

ideological goals. "Autographs for Freedom," a gift book published by the

Rochester Ladies’ Anti-Slavery Society, used the format to push an

abolitionist agenda, combining sentiments of personal affection with a

public call to action against slavery.

The practice of giving books as gifts harks back to earlier traditions of

conveying loyalty and gratitude but evolved to signify friendship rather than

patronage. By the early 20th century, concerns about the suitability of book

gifts led to the invention of the book token, a more flexible gift option.

Anthropological theories of gift-giving help explain the special aura attached

to books and why they are bound to the givers even after they transition into

commodities.

The chapter concludes by encapsulating the idea that book gifts, especially

when personalized by inscriptions, reflect and solidify relationships,

retaining emotional significance long after the exchange. It poses an

intriguing contrast to the following chapter, which will explore the personal
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strategies of three book owners and their relationship with the books they

possess.
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Chapter 4: 4: Shelfies: Anne, Marilyn and Madame de
Pompadour

The chapter "Shelfies: Anne, Marilyn and Madame de Pompadour" explores

 how three prominent women across different centuries have used books to

shape their public personas and challenge societal norms. During the global

pandemic, online meetings inadvertently spotlighted people's bookshelves,

giving rise to the concept of "bookcase credibility." This idea tapped into

long-standing associations between books and personal identity, which three

women utilized cleverly throughout history.

Firstly, Lady Anne Clifford from 17th-century England is highlighted

through the "Great Picture," a tri-partite painting that aligns significant

moments of her life with books that defined her intellectual and personal

journey. Clifford’s lifelong struggle for her inheritance is paralleling her

intellectual pursuits displayed prominently through carefully chosen books

in the painting, such as works by Chaucer and Cervantes. These books serve

as a testament to her intelligence, positioning her as a culturally connected

and influential figure.

Next, Madame de Pompadour, the official mistress to Louis XV in

18th-century France, used portraits by François Boucher to rebrand herself

from a sexual figure to a woman of intellect. In an era where women were

rarely recognized for their scholarly pursuits, she chose to be depicted with
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books to project her erudition, merging the aesthetics of high culture with

intelligent pose. Boucher’s portraits subtly linked her to sacred themes while

showcasing her self-confidence and intellectual poise.

Lastly, Marilyn Monroe’s 1955 photograph by Eve Arnold captures the

complexity of her public and private image. With a copy of James Joyce’s

*Ulysses*, Monroe defied the simplistic "dumb blonde" stereotype,

revealing her intellectual curiosity and agency in shaping her own narrative.

Much like the legal battle surrounding Ulysses' publication, Monroe's

engagement with the book becomes a statement on female agency and

societal perceptions of intellect and sensuality.

All three women utilize books to assert their identities and challenge the

norms of their times. These "shelfies" become autobiographies in

themselves, projecting a curated image that questions gendered stereotypes

about intelligence and culture. Whether through painted canvases or modern

photography, each has demonstrated that books can be a powerful symbol of

personal branding and empowerment.
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Chapter 5 Summary: 5: Silent Spring and the making of a
classic

Chapter 5 explores the creation and legacy of Rachel Carson's "Silent

 Spring," examining its evolution into a classic work. The chapter opens with

references to Italo Calvino's definitions of a classic, focusing on how both

content and material aspects like format and paratexts contribute to a book's

perceived significance. It suggests that aspects such as typeface and binding

play a role in shaping expectations and creating the aura of a classic, citing

examples like Joyce's "Ulysses" and Morrissey's autobiography in the

Penguin Classics series.

The chapter delves into the historical tradition of framing classic texts with

commentary and annotations, as seen since early scribal works and

exemplified in publications like the Arden Shakespeare. The exploration of

Rachel Carson's "Silent Spring" serves as a case study of how a book

ascends to classic status through its dynamic journey across formats.

Carson’s book, which critically examines the environmental and human toll

of chemical pesticides, was first published in 1962 as articles in The New

Yorker before becoming a full-length book.

Initially, "Silent Spring" faced backlash, especially from industrial interests

seen during the heated post-McCarthy era. Despite potential backlash, it

became a sensation, with its first American editions muted in their
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presentation, downplaying its revolutionary message. Contrastingly, its UK

edition was more overtly controversial, framing Carson's arguments within

the realm of British examples and endorsements from recognized figures like

Julian Huxley.

The chapter discusses the transformative power book clubs had on "Silent

Spring," turning it into a bestseller despite cultural biases against book-club

editions for their "cheap" production values. Despite these perceptions,

Carson's book transcended these limitations, illustrating the crucial role of

mass-market formats in disseminating influential ideas to broader audiences.

Paperback editions in particular allowed it to connect with the burgeoning

countercultural movements of the 1960s.

Over time, various editions of "Silent Spring" reflected different contextual

and societal changes, enhancing its message’s reach and impact. Authors

like Al Gore later lent their voices to newer editions, affirming Carson’s

influence on their environmental consciousness. The chapter concludes with

the ultimate recognition of "Silent Spring" as a classic through its inclusion

in the Library of America series, cementing its place alongside other

canonical works of American literature. Yet, it questions whether the label of

"classic" risks diminishing the urgent call to action that Carson's work

originally embodied, suggesting the fight to restore the vibrancy of spring is

ongoing.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: A book's journey can elevate a message to classic status,

transcending its initial reception and format.

Critical Interpretation: Imagine a world where your voice—the

message you passionately stand behind—finds its place among the

classics. Rachel Carson's 'Silent Spring' teaches you that regardless of

the backlash or the humble beginnings in muted-format publications, a

well-crafted message can transcend time and become immortalized, if

channeled through the right platforms, like book clubs and paperback

editions. Her journey shows you that initial resistance or downplayed

reception need not deter the power of your words. Carson's

transformation from manuscript to a multi-edition symbol of

environmental activism exemplifies how steadfastness in one's

mission, adapting to different contexts, can elevate any message to a

classic status, enabling your ideas to leave an indelible mark on

society. Let it inspire you to persist in your journey and find

innovative ways to share your truths with the world.
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Chapter 6 Summary: 6: The Titanic and book traffic

In Chapter 6, the life and legacy of Harry Elkins Widener, a young

 bibliophile from an elite Philadelphia family, are examined through the lens

of his passion for book collecting and his tragic death aboard the Titanic.

Widener, born in 1885, was immersed in a culture of wealth and leisure that

fueled his love for books, leading him to amass a collection of over fifteen

hundred volumes by the age of twenty-four. This passion was emblematic of

the era's "conspicuous consumption," a term coined by economist Thorstein

Veblen to describe the ostentatious display of wealth.

Widener's dedication to collecting books, especially rare nineteenth-century

editions, is detailed alongside his membership in the exclusive Grolier Club

for rich bibliophiles. He collaborated with Philadelphia book dealer A. S. W.

Rosenbach on a private catalog for his collection, which included notable

works like a 1613 copy of Sir Philip Sidney’s *Arcadia*. Widener's book

collecting reflected a broader trend among wealthy American men in the

Gilded Age, such as J. Pierpont Morgan and Henry E. Huntington, who used

their libraries to highlight cultural and intellectual status.

The chapter delves into the psychology of book collecting, exploring notions

like "bibliomania" and the tendency to accumulate unread books, termed

*tsundoku* in Japanese. It draws on analyses by Norman D. Weiner, who

regards book collecting as an activity compatible with one's ego, likening it
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in a Freudian sense to a form of conquest. The chapter also notes significant

female collectors, such as Amy Lowell, even as it underscores that most

collectors of the time were men.

Likewise, the act of collecting transforms books from mere commodities to

unique, culturally valuable objects, taking them out of traditional circulation.

In the context of Widener’s story, this transformation is symbolized by his

last book purchases in London, just before boarding the Titanic. Among

these books was a disaster pamphlet about an earthquake, ironically

foreshadowing his own fate.

As the Titanic sank on April 14, 1912, Harry Widener perished along with

over a thousand other passengers. His love for books was immortalized by

the poignant anecdote of him keeping a treasured copy of Bacon’s *Essaies*

in his pocket as the ship went down. Friends and contemporaries found

solace in drawing literary parallels to his death, comparing him to other

romantics who died young, like the poet Shelley.

The chapter ends by reflecting on how the Titanic’s voyage highlighted the

era's socioeconomic divides. It transported not just the wealthiest elites in

luxury but also many hopeful immigrants in steerage seeking a new life in

America. This migration of people draws a parallel with the migration of

books during the Gilded Age, as rare volumes made their way from Europe

to the burgeoning libraries of America’s industrial magnates.
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The chapter closes by considering the return of culturally significant books

to their countries of origin, as seen in Iceland's successful campaign to

repatriate manuscripts from Denmark. It contrasts this with the diaspora of

books from the Old World to the New, exemplifying them as "diasporic

objects" that carry both familiarity and new significance in their adopted

homes. Ultimately, Harry Widener’s story underlines the enduring

symbolism of books as markers of identity, commemoration, and the

complex interplay between people and their possessions.
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Chapter 7 Summary: 7: Religions of the book

Chapter 7 explores the intriguing relationship between religion and the

 concept of the "book," emphasizing how the morphology of religions,

particularly the Abrahamic faiths—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—has

influenced, and been influenced by, the evolution of the book as a medium.

The chapter opens with a reference to the modern phenomenon where nearly

400,000 fans of the Star Wars franchise in the UK humorously identified

their religion as "Jedi" during the census. Although the Charity Commission

did not recognize Jedi as a legitimate religion, the narrative cleverly parallels

elements seen in the Star Wars universe with those of established religions.

In "The Last Jedi" (Episode VIII), Luke Skywalker's guardianship of ancient

Jedi texts resonates with the concept of religions centered around sacred

scriptures. Despite Yoda’s remarks about the limited value of these

"page-turners," the survival of the Jedi scriptures through both destruction

and safekeeping underscores the enduring symbolism of such texts—seen

across real-world religious narratives as well.

The chapter delves into the evolution of the book, describing its

technological progression from cumbersome scrolls to the more manageable

codices. The tactile and convenient nature of books transformed reading and

information dissemination, paralleling developments in religious contexts

where scriptures became central to doctrinal teaching and religious identity.
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The transition from scrolls to codices facilitated easier access to religious

texts, allowing for broader dissemination and engagement.

A significant historical example provided is the Codex Sinaiticus, one of the

earliest known copies of the Christian Bible, ordered by Emperor

Constantine in 331 CE. This document illustrates the book's doctrinal

significance in early Christianity. Its tumultuous history—from being moved

from St. Catherine’s Monastery under disputed circumstances to eventually

residing in the British Library—highlights the cultural and religious value

assigned to such texts.

The chapter further discusses how significant religious texts shaped book

technology and vice versa. The codices' ability to compile multiple books

into one volume revolutionized religious scholarship by facilitating

comparative analysis and cohesive study, lending further credibility and

structure to religious doctrines, as seen in Christianity.

For Islam, the Qur’an’s transmission leaned heavily on oral tradition,

although calligraphic manuscripts underscore the reverence for the written

Word. The eventual inclusion of print technology within Islamic practices,

albeit much later than in the Christian tradition, marks an important

transition in how sacred texts were distributed and consumed.

The narrative then considers Judaism, reflecting on how rabbinical
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commentary transitioned into book form, thereby illustrating another crucial

development in the history of written religious works. Despite the enduring

preference for scrolls in some traditions, the codex form of books has

enabled broader reach and accessibility of religious texts.

Ultimately, the chapter emphasizes the role of religious texts in cementing

the significance of the book across cultures and history. It asserts that the

reverence for religious books extends beyond faith, infusing a sacrosanct

quality into the cultural perception of all books. This reverence influences

modern attitudes towards books, fostering an inherent respect for them as

sacred objects, often considered symbols of wisdom that must be preserved

rather than destroyed.

The theme culminates in the chapter's closing notes, where it addresses the

implications of book destruction, which transcends mere physical loss to

symbolize an attack on sacred knowledge—a sentiment deeply rooted in

historical and cultural consciousness, as will be discussed further in the

following chapter.
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Chapter 8: 8: 10 May 1933: burning books

Chapter 8, titled "10 May 1933: Burning Books," explores the symbolic and

 historical significance of book-burning, culminating in the infamous Nazi

book-burning events of 1933. It begins by referencing Godwin's Law, which

humorously observes that any prolonged online discussion will likely end

with a comparison to Nazis. This chapter suggests an exception for

discussions about book-burning, given the deep cultural resonance of the

Nazi bonfires. These events, which occurred on 10 May 1933, are seen as

the pinnacle of bibliocide, although book-burning itself is a practice as

ancient as the books themselves.

The chapter briefly traces the history of book-burning, from ancient Rome,

where various cultures' texts were burned, to more contemporary examples.

It discusses motivations for book-burning, which vary from ideological

purging to rituals reinforcing community values. Historians have

documented events like the burning of Jewish texts in the Inquisition,

translations of Faust due to local criticism, and Thomas Hardy’s "Jude the

Obscure."

Book-burning was often used to make a public statement, rather than

effectively eradicate ideas. For example, during the European Reformation,

Martin Luther's works were frequently burned in an effort to challenge his

revolutionary ideas, but these acts did little to hinder the widespread
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dissemination of his work. Similarly, the chapter highlights Protestant and

Catholic tensions, such as Martin Luther’s books being burned as a show of

solidarity between European monarchs and the Papacy, yet his books

continued to spread due to the invention of the printing press. 

The Nazi book-burnings of 1933 involved large-scale public spectacles in

university towns across Germany and targeted works by Jewish authors as

well as others deemed 'un-German.' Notable figures like Albert Einstein and

Sigmund Freud had their works destroyed. Despite burning approximately

90,000 volumes across the country, the Nazi regime couldn’t completely

suppress these works – many were simply recycled or passed on quietly. 

The chapter also addresses public reactions, particularly in America, where

figures like Eleanor Roosevelt spoke out against these actions, and events

highlighting freedom of thought were organized to counteract them. It

became a part of the Allied narrative during WWII, using the book-burnings

as evidence of the cultural and intellectual suppression characterizing

totalitarian regimes.

In contemporary settings, book-burning continues to be a vehicle for protest,

as seen with reactions to J.K. Rowling’s work. The chapter invokes Heinrich

Heine's prophetic words that where books are burned, eventually people will

be burned too, a caution that became a haunting reality under the Nazi

regime.
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Ultimately, this chapter illustrates that while book-burning remains a potent

symbol of censorship and ideological control, it is largely ineffective in

eradicating ideas due to the reproducible nature of printed materials.

Moreover, it warns against creating a false equivalence between burning

books and the loss of human life, urging a recognition of their separate

natures in discourses of cultural destruction.
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Chapter 9 Summary: 9: Library books, camp, and
malicious damage

The chapter delves into the fascinating story of Joe Orton and Kenneth

 Halliwell, two quirky and bold figures who, in the early 1960s, carried out

an unusual art project or, depending on your perspective, a campaign of

"malicious damage" on library books in Islington, London. Much like

today's graffiti artists, their controversial actions are now viewed as a form

of art, illustrating the fluidity of societal definitions of art and vandalism.

Orton and Halliwell, who moved to Noel Road in Islington in 1959, found

the selection at their local library rather disappointing. In response, they

began altering the books, removing illustrations to decorate their flat and

adding bizarre, often homoerotic or absurd, content to the books' jackets and

blurbs. These doctored books would then be surreptitiously returned to the

library. This artful rebellion is often seen as precursory work to the kind of

surreal collage seen in Terry Gilliam's animations for "Monty Python" in the

late 1960s, as well as the burgeoning interest in handmade artists' books.

Their transgressive project involved creating new covers and material for

library books, an act that was meant to shock and amuse unsuspecting

readers. For instance, a romance novel entitled "Queen’s Favourite" was

altered to depict a homoerotic scene. They indulged in playful absurdity,

with book covers featuring tattooed men, large geese, and surreal images
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like a monkey’s head inserted into a flower. Orton, who later made a name

for himself as a playwright known for his subversion and humor, recalled

that these acts of protest were misunderstood and ultimately led to their

arrest.

The public and judicial response to Orton and Halliwell's activities reveals

much about societal attitudes of the time, particularly towards the perceived

sanctity of books and the role of public libraries as moral gatekeepers. Their

actions were treated seriously, leading to a trial where the duo was sentenced

to six months in prison—a sentence Orton felt was disproportionate and

influenced by then-present institutional homophobia.

The severity of their punishment echoes a broader societal phenomenon

where damage to or irreverence towards books is often treated harshly,

sometimes even more so than crimes against people. This disparity reflects a

curious cultural over-investment in the book as a sacred object, even when

the books in question, as in the case of Orton and Halliwell's work, were not

of any significant cultural or financial value.

The chapter also ventures into the role of libraries in regulating the life of

books and public morality. The Islington Library, which initially prosecuted

the pair, ultimately recognized the value of their transformed works,

preserving them as pieces of art. Libraries historically have served not just as

repositories of literature but as mediators of reading habits and book
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handling—a fact that is richly demonstrated in the development of libraries

over centuries, from private collections to public institutions.

The chapter concludes by placing the actions of Orton and Halliwell in a

broader context of library ethics and the evolving perception of books in

society. It highlights the dichotomy within libraries: while historically seen

as bastions of moral and cultural education, libraries also represent a unique

form of communal access to knowledge that defies simple economic

valuation. This paradox is underscored by the enduring cultural investment

in the seemingly mundane, yet symbolically charged, object that is the book.

Key
Points Details

Key
Figures

Joe Orton and Kenneth Halliwell, known for altering library books in
Islington, London during the early 1960s.

Actions
Removed illustrations from library books to decorate their flat, added
bizarre and often homoerotic or absurd content to book jackets, and
returned them to the library.

Art Form Their actions are now compared to graffiti art and are considered a form
of art illustrating the fluid line between art and vandalism.

Outcome They were arrested and sentenced to six months in prison, highlighting
societal attitudes towards books and institutional homophobia of that era.

Public and
Judicial
Response

Treated as serious offenses, revealing the societal reverence towards
books as sacred objects despite their lack of significant cultural or
financial value.

Library's
Role

Initially prosecuted them, later preserved their altered books as art,
demonstrating libraries as both protectors of morality and facilitators of
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Key
Points Details

communal access to knowledge.

Broader
Context

Discusses the evolution of libraries and their role in society, balancing
between cultural education and open access to knowledge.

Conclusion
The actions of Orton and Halliwell underscore the perpetual cultural
investment in books and the duality of libraries as moral bastions and
knowledge access points.
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Chapter 10 Summary: 10: Censored books: ‘237
goddams, 58 bastards, 31 Chrissakes, and 1 fart’

Chapter 10 delves into the complex and multifaceted world of censorship,

 examining its manifestations across different cultures, times, and genres.

This chapter uses examples, both historical and contemporary, to explore

how censorship is practiced and its unintended consequences.

The narrative begins with an examination of Ai Weiwei's 2015 exhibition at

London's Royal Academy, where he explored themes of censorship and

surveillance in China. A key exhibit featured two versions of Phaidon's "The

Art Book," highlighting the subtle censorship imposed in the Chinese

edition, where Ai Weiwei's biography was replaced with an obscure

Renaissance sculptor, drawing attention to how a seemingly identical global

product can be locally altered due to censorship.

This notion of censorship is linked to Ray Bradbury's "Fahrenheit 451," a

dystopian tale where books are destroyed by fire crews, drawing parallels to

real-world instances where texts are obliterated or altered. Interestingly,

Bradbury’s own book was censored to fit into the American education

system by removing offensive words, highlighting how censorship can

paradoxically aim to expand a text’s readership.

The chapter contrasts various censorship approaches, focusing on how
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historical books, like the Shakespeare Folio, were modified by figures like

William Sankey to fit religious and moral agendas. Sankey's redactions were

meticulous, yet aimed to preserve and adapt the original text for use in Jesuit

education, showing that censorship doesn’t always erase texts but often

transforms them.

Further exploration includes the infamous Index Librorum Prohibitorum, the

Vatican’s list of banned books which spanned over four centuries, aiming to

suppress works across religious and moral lines. However, the Index itself

became, paradoxically, a guide for anti-Catholic elements to identify and

collect censored works.

The chapter then bridges into the liberalization era of the 1960s, shedding

light on landmark cases like the trial of D. H. Lawrence's "Lady Chatterley's

Lover," which challenged censorship laws in the UK, highlighting the

strange irony that banning books often boosts their sales. The trial

underscored the shift in cultural norms towards greater freedom of speech

and publication.

Continuing this theme, the chapter explores how censorship persists,

particularly in the American school system, where Young Adult (YA)

literature often faces scrutiny over themes of sexuality and identity. Books

like J.D. Salinger’s "Catcher in the Rye" and modern works tackling

LGBTQ+ issues illustrate ongoing tensions between conservative and liberal
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values over what is suitable for youth, despite claims of living in a

post-censorship society.

Finally, the chapter touches on contemporary challenges in publishing,

where the free press ideal meets cultural sensitivity and corporate interests.

Reacting to social pressures, publishers sometimes pull books preemptively,

reflecting the complex debates around authenticity, representation, and the

balance between freedom of expression and community standards.

Through this journey, Chapter 10 underscores that censorship is not just

about repression but is often interwoven with the socio-political fabric,

influencing how books are written, edited, published, and perceived,

resonating deeply with literary, cultural, and moral boundaries.
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Chapter 11 Summary: 11: Mein Kampf: freedom to
publish?

Chapter 11 of this book explores the complex issue of publishing freedom

 through the lens of Adolf Hitler’s infamous book, "Mein Kampf." During

World War II, America positioned itself as a bastion of freedom, including

freedom of the press, in stark contrast to the censorship prevalent in Nazi

Germany. However, this idealistic view overlooked the reality that book

censorship was also present in the United States. Iconic American works,

such as Theodore Dreiser's "An American Tragedy" and John Steinbeck's

"The Grapes of Wrath," faced censorship domestically, echoing, in a way,

the oppressive book restrictions under the Nazi regime.

The chapter delves into the symbolic power of "Mein Kampf" within Nazi

Germany, where the book's mass circulation underscored the widespread

acceptance of Nazi ideology. This bestseller was not just a text but a ritual

object, a bibliographic manifestation of Nazism. Different editions catered to

various strata of German society—from mass-market versions to elaborate

editions gifted on special occasions. Despite its controversial content, "Mein

Kampf" became a symbol, a talismanic object of Hitlerism. 

Following the war, countries opposing Nazism faced the challenge of

dealing with "Mein Kampf." The book had already been translated into

numerous languages, and its publishing history outside Germany sparked
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debates around ethical, political, and commercial considerations. In the

United States, an abridged version sparked outrage for whitewashing Hitler's

ideology, leading figures like F.D. Roosevelt to critique it for distorting

Hitler's intentions. The publisher, Houghton Mifflin, drew criticism yet

defended the publication under the principle of free press, though it grappled

with commercial motivations and public backlash.

As copyright expired in 2016, new critical editions emerged, such as the

Institute for Contemporary History's annotated critique in Germany. This

edition, heavily subsidized by the Bavarian government, attempted to frame

the text with extensive commentary, aiming to dissect and clarify the

dangerous ideology it promotes. However, it also risked conferring undue

academic status upon the book. At the same time, unauthorized editions

continued to circulate, raising ethical concerns about their impact.

Globally, "Mein Kampf" remains contentious, highlighting ongoing debates

about censorship, press freedom, and the power of books to shape cultural

and ideological narratives. These discussions amplify a central theme: the

tension between protecting freedom of expression and preventing the

propagation of hateful ideologies. While "Mein Kampf" endures as a potent

symbol of Nazi ideology, its continued publication forces societies to

confront the nuanced responsibilities tied to the freedom to publish and

disseminate potentially harmful ideas.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Balancing Freedom and Responsibility in Publishing

Critical Interpretation: In navigating the complex terrain of publishing

freedom, Chapter 11 of 'Portable Magic' challenges you to reflect on

the profound responsibilities that accompany the cherished right to

free press. Imagine yourself at the crossroads of freedom and ethical

accountability, where your choices as a reader, writer, or publisher

contribute to shaping societal norms and ideologies. The chapter's

exploration of 'Mein Kampf's' publishing history compels you to

question how the dissemination of controversial ideas influences

public consciousness. It presents a dual challenge: to safeguard the

principle of freedom of expression while conscientiously evaluating

the ramifications of publishing potentially harmful narratives. This

key point can inspire you to be a thoughtful participant in the literary

landscape, advocating for informed and critical engagement with texts.

It encourages a conscientious balance, fostering an environment ripe

for diverse voices yet cautious of amplifying ideologies that

undermine societal cohesion and understanding.
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Chapter 12: 12: Talismanic books

Chapter 12 delves into the fascinating concept of talismanic books—books

 believed to possess protective, healing, or magical properties beyond their

textual content. It begins by describing a unique artifact in the Correr

Museum of Venice: a seventeenth-century leather-bound book owned by

Doge Francesco Morosini, which concealed a pistol within its pages. This

unusual item contrasts with the popular stories of books miraculously

stopping bullets, a notion steeped in history, particularly during the

American Civil War when Bibles were often believed to shield soldiers from

harm.

The chapter mentions tales about books as protective objects, such as a

French legionnaire's life being saved by a copy of Kipling’s Kim and the

distribution of steel-covered Bibles during World War I as gifts for soldiers.

It also covers miniature Qur’ans given to Indian Muslim troops and their

role as talismans, as seen in the story of the Bedouin chief Auda, who

believed a small Qur’an saved his life.

In discussing the widespread use of Bibles for non-reading purposes over

centuries, the text highlights various anecdotes, such as Bede's report of a

Bible curing snake bites and a medieval ritual with a Bible and a key to

identify a thief. Additionally, the chapter describes the practice of

bibliomancy, where books, especially the Bible or classical works like
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Virgil's, are used for divination by selecting random passages.

Sortes Virgilianae, a form of divination using Virgil’s works, is discussed

through stories of historical figures like Prince Charles and King Charles I

seeking guidance from the Aeneid. The chapter explains that this ritual

heavily relies on the physical book object, where text layout and format

affect the divination result, making specific editions more significant in this

context.

Beyond divination, the text examines how books, especially Bibles, serve as

household repositories for family records. This tradition traces from Milton's

annotating his family history in a Bible, through which he documented births

and deaths amidst the pages of scripture. Books like Eikon Basilike,

associated with sentimental narratives, also merge literary content with

personal histories.

Furthermore, the chapter explores the ceremonial use of books in legal and

governmental contexts, such as swearing oaths on the Bible in courtrooms

and during presidential inaugurations. Controversies arise when figures like

Congressman Keith Ellison opt to use texts other than the Bible, indicating

the political and cultural tensions inherent in these rituals.

The conclusion highlights the ultimate symbolic use of books as talismans,

placed within coffins or buried alongside individuals. This practice is
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reminiscent of ancient traditions, blending the materiality of books with

notions of spirituality or personal significance. The chapter sets the stage for

exploring further intimate connections between people and books in the

following chapter.
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Chapter 13 Summary: 13: Skin in the game:
book-binding and African-American poetry

Chapter 13 of the book explores the symbolic relationship between books

 and humans, using both historical and fictional narratives to illuminate their

connections and the complex history of bookbinding practices. The chapter

begins with a vivid description of Giuseppe Arcimboldo's 1566 painting,

"The Librarian," an imaginative portrayal of a man composed entirely of

books. This painting reflects the idea that people are shaped by the books

they interact with, a theme echoed in Ray Bradbury's dystopian novel

"Fahrenheit 451," where people embody books to preserve their contents in a

world that bans them.

The chapter further delves into the concept of the Human Library in

Copenhagen, where people serve as "open books," offering personal insights

to challenge prejudice and stereotypes. This initiative serves as a modern

metaphor for how humans and books are intertwined, both serving as vessels

of knowledge and identity.

The narrative transitions to the technical language and anthropomorphization

of books, illustrating how books are often given human attributes—such as

spines, heads, and signatures—reflecting their life cycle and personal

significance. Historically, bookbinding was a highly personal endeavor,

allowing owners to leave physical marks on their books as they read and
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interacted with them, ensuring each book carried a unique history.

Flann O'Brien's satirical proposal of a "book-handling" service humorously

critiques how people strive to demonstrate engagement with books. This

spoof underscores the importance society places on the appearance of

knowledge and literacy.

The chapter also introduces the idea of "reading DNA," explaining how

books literally accumulate the traces of their readers, preserving snippets of

their physical presence over time. This scientific exploration highlights

another layer of the intimate connection between books and humans.

However, the narrative takes a darker turn with the disturbing practice of

anthropodermic binding—books bound in human skin. These books, often

associated with themes of death, crime, or erotica, represent a macabre

intersection of humanity and literature. The practice raises ethical questions,

as those whose skin was used were often vulnerable or marginalized

individuals, including impoverished people or criminals.

The chapter briefly touches on the broader issues of race and representation

through the troubling cases of books bound in skin allegedly from Black

bodies, such as an example involving a copy of Dale Carnegie’s biography

of Abraham Lincoln. These instances symbolize the historical

dehumanization and exploitation of Black individuals.
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The discussion culminates with the case of Phillis Wheatley's works being

bound in human skin. Wheatley, the first African American woman to

publish a book of poetry, became a symbol of intellectual achievement

against racial discrimination. Yet, the choice to bind her work in human skin

is seen as a grotesque reduction of her intellectual contributions back to her

racial identity, returning her poetry to the realm of the

corporeal—reinforcing the racial and historical power dynamics that others

sought to transcend.

In summary, the chapter examines the symbiotic and sometimes contentious

relationship between books and humans, offering a powerful reflection on

identity, representation, and the personal and societal value we imbue in

books.
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Chapter 14 Summary: 14: Choose Your Own Adventure:
readers’ work

Chapter 14, "Choose Your Own Adventure: Readers’ Work," explores the

 enduring interactivity between readers and books, illustrating how books

have historically been designed for reader participation long before

interactive digital narratives became popular. The chapter begins with a

historical context, discussing how the earliest printed books like Gutenberg’s

Bibles were intended for hand completion by scribes, allowing a personal

touch through rubrication and decoration. This tradition of reader

engagement persisted for centuries, illustrating the concept of books as

evolving objects rather than static texts.

The chapter introduces the practices of grangerization and extra-illustration,

where readers like Elizabeth Bull and Robert Bowyer expanded their Bibles

by adding illustrations, transforming them into personalized, ever-growing

collections. This practice highlighted the book as a process rather than a

finished object, foreshadowing modern interactive narratives. Similarly,

readers have long engaged with books through annotations, corrections, and

guessing omitted parts in texts, a practice underscored by early critiques like

those of John Donne’s poetry.

The discourse transitions to reader-response criticism, a key literary theory

from the mid-20th century. It posits that the engagement of readers is
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essential for completing the meaning of a text. Wolfgang Iser, a prominent

theorist, emphasized the shared creativity between authors and readers in

"filling in the gaps" left by a text.

Laurence Sterne’s "The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy" exemplifies

this reader engagement. The novel's deliberate omissions and playful

structure invite readers to actively participate in the narrative, challenging

them to fill in blanks both literally and figuratively.

The chapter later discusses Samuel Richardson’s "Clarissa," highlighting

how reader interaction extends beyond annotations to shaping narrative

meaning. With reader feedback, notably from Dorothy, Lady Bradshaigh,

Richardson engaged in a dialogue that shaped subsequent editions of his

work. This interaction exemplifies collaborative authorship and anticipates

modern fan fiction, where readers reimagine narratives beyond the original

text.

The chapter then examines interactive narratives like the "Choose Your Own

Adventure" series, emphasizing how these books empowered readers to

shape story outcomes, mirroring the historical reader interactions with static

texts but in a more structured form. Ed Packard's series became a sensation,

illustrating the appeal of narrative agency.

Contemporary attempts to capture this interactivity, such as Kim Newman’s
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"Life’s Lottery," parody the notion of narrative choice while examining the

illusion of free will. B. S. Johnson's "The Unfortunates" further critiques the

fixed nature of novels, using an unconventional structure to mimic life's

randomness.

The chapter concludes with a reflection on digital forms like video games,

which have become successors to the interactive book model. Games like

"Myst" symbolize the shift from books to more immersive media. Despite

technological advances, physical books endure due to their simplicity and

reader connection, maintaining their relevance even as digital narratives

evolve.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Books as Evolving Objects

Critical Interpretation: In this chapter, you're invited to reconsider how

books can transform from static objects to collaborative, evolving

entities through interactive engagement. The key notion that books

become complete when readers actively interact—by adding

annotations, illustrations, or even reimagining their

narratives—inspires a profound connection with the written word.

This perspective encourages you to take ownership of the stories you

read and see them as living conversations that can expand your

horizons and fire your imagination. Embracing books as dynamic

artifacts not only enriches your reading experience but also fosters a

more profound dialogue between the past, present, and future of

literature.
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Chapter 15 Summary: 15: The empire writes back

In the summer of 1660, three significant passengers journeyed to New

 England aboard the Prudent Mary ship. Edward Whalley and William

Goffe, prominent Parliamentarians who had signed Charles I's death warrant,

fled England to avoid retribution under the re-established monarchy of

Charles II. The third passenger, Marmaduke Johnson, was a printer

dispatched to assist with a unique Puritan project in the colonies – printing

the Bible in the Wôpanâak language spoken by Native Americans in

Massachusetts.

Johnson was brought to America through the efforts of John Eliot, a

dedicated missionary who had spent decades translating the Bible into

Wôpanâak, despite the language having no written form. Eliot's mission

aligned with the colonial agenda of the time, aiming to convert Native

populations by embedding them in English cultural practices. The newly

chartered Massachusetts Bay Colony, with its deeply religious Puritan

communities, was fertile ground for such endeavors.

Early American printing was nascent, reliant on materials imported from

Europe. The first printed book in New England was the Bay Psalm Book, a

testament to the religious priorities of the settlers. It was printed by Stephen

Day, under the aegis of Elizabeth Glover, who continued her husband's work

posthumously.
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Eliot's ambitious project involved translating the Bible into the phonetic

script of the Algonquin language, employing Native translators like Job

Nesutan and John Sassamon, and skills of James Printer, a Native

apprentice. Despite lacking formal recognition, their contributions were

crucial to the success of the publication.

The printed Wôpanâak Bible became a symbol of the complex cultural

exchanges between colonists and Native communities. Native readers often

annotated the margins of their Bibles, illustrating their struggles with the

imposed faith and colonial systems. These manuscript annotations provide a

poignant window into the lives of Native individuals navigating their dual

identities amidst cultural shifts.

Eliot’s efforts aimed at eradicating Algonquin culture in favor of

Anglo-American norms. The 'Praying Towns' established by missionaries

enforced English customs and penalized Native traditions. Within a century,

the use of Wôpanâak waned significantly, almost reaching extinction.

Yet, the narrative of this forced cultural and linguistic transition has a

modern postscript. In recent years, the Wôpanâak Language Reclamation

Project, led by Wampanoag linguist jessie little doe baird, has revitalized the

language using Eliot's Bible as a central resource. The very tool of cultural

suppression has become a cornerstone for linguistic revival and cultural
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heritage preservation. The project demonstrates how historical artifacts can

be reclaimed and repurposed to empower the very cultures they once sought

to suppress.
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Chapter 16: 16: What is a book?

Chapter 16 of Portable Magic tackles the seemingly straightforward yet

 complex question, "What is a book?" The chapter opens with the assertion

that defining a book is a vexing issue that oscillates between the mundane

and the pretentious. The author decides to dissect this question, not out of

necessity, but to enrich the conversation surrounding books and their

evolving definitions.

Initially, the chapter discusses administrative definitions, such as

UNESCO’s 1964 definition, which classified a book as a non-periodical

publication of at least 49 pages. This definition, while practical for

categorizing books for tax exemptions or inventory tracking, notably

excludes simpler forms of literature like children’s picture books and serial

installments, highlighting its limitations. The definition's focus on form

rather than content suggests that the physical attributes are what make up a

book.

The exploration moves to conceptual and creative interpretations. Scholars

like Joseph Dane and Stephen Emmel contribute to the conversation by

stressing the separation between the abstract concept of a book—a collection

of similar editions—and an individual book-copy. Others, like Roger

Stoddard, emphasize the labor and production aspects, illustrating how

books are collaborative creations beyond the mere words or images they
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contain.

Historically, the chapter traces the book's evolution from ancient tablets to

the codex, highlighting how structural familiarity—such as bound pages and

the capacity for portability—defines bookhood. The text also sheds light on

the contentious relationship between physical books and digital forms.

E-books attempt to mimic traditional books’ form, yet their

content-prioritized nature contrasts with physical books' form-prioritized

existence. E-books and audiobooks are addressed as variants emphasizing

content delivery over the tactile and physical form of traditional books.

Innovatively, the chapter examines art books, non-books, and blooks, which

use the shape of books while challenging traditional content expectations.

These artistic endeavors often critique and expand the definition of what

books can be, such as Ben Denzer’s American Cheese: 20 Slices, which

plays with form to the extent that it parodies the concept of bookhood.

Ultimately, the chapter concludes that defining the book is not a matter of

rigid parameters, but rather an interactive and fluid experience shaped by the

reader. The real essence of a book manifests only when it is engaged with by

a reader. This exploration of bookhood serves as an expansive reflection on

how books, throughout their myriad forms and interpretations, continue to

be a dynamic fusion of content, form, and human interaction.
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