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Bibliographers and the Library
G. THOMAS TANSELLE

OF THE SCHOLARS who enter libraries to pursue
research, those who call themselves bibliographers have been among
the most vocal critics of the policies and attitudes they encounter.
That there should be such divergence of opinion, and at times even
mutual disparagement, between bibliographers and librarians is par-
ticularly distressing because the two fields are naturally related and,
indeed, overlap (especially in their interest in the identification and
recording of printed material). Developments in one field are bound
to affect the other, and progress can best be made in both if a spirit of
cooperation and understanding exists between them. Just why this
understanding frequently is not present is a complex matter. Stereo-
typed views of certain scholarly activities may exacerbate the prob-
lem—as when literary critics belittle bibliographical work, or when
bibliographers in turn look down on library work—but these preju-
dices are, of course, symptoms rather than underlying causes of
misunderstanding. The prejudices will decrease as workers in one
field come to understand what their colleagues in an associated field
are really doing and what relationship that activity bears to their own.
With this in mind, I should like to try to describe the bibliographer’s
approach to books and to indicate some of the implications of that
point of view for library policy. In doing so, I do not mean to suggest
that librarians are unique in sometimes failing to understand what
bibliography is about; just as much misunderstanding exists within
academic departments. Moreover, the cause in each case is the same:
a failure to recognize the relationship between the form and the
content of books.

Anyattemptto explain what bibliographers domust first confront the
awkward word bibliography itself, a word which has been applied to a
considerable variety of activities. What most people think of when
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they hear the word is a list of works on a given subject, and this usage
is the one prevalent in libraries—which often have staff members
designated as “bibliographers,” whose job it is to know the literature
of particular fields and to select new material for acquisition in those
fields. This kind of bibliography is concerned with the content of
books. But the word bibliography somewhat confusingly is used to
refer to another activity as well: the investigation of books as physical
objects. Printing and publishing history is one example of this kind of
bibliography; descriptive bibliography—the systematic recording of
the physical features of books—is another. A descriptive bibliogra-
phy, which usually takes up a group of related books (such as those
containing works by a single author), is one specialized kind of
publishing history, for it records some of the specific details upon
which the generalizations of a more encompassing history must be
based. Still another branch, which underlies both of these, is what has
come to be known as analytical bibliography: the analysis of the
physical evidence in a book in an effort to determine as many details
as possible of its printing history. This work is basic, because it focuses
on the primary evidence of the books themselves; information found
in publishers’ archives or advertisements must be regarded as incor-
rect if it is contradicted by the actual book before one'’s eyes.
Recognition of the importance of physical evidence and increasing
sophistication in its use have been perhaps the major developments of
twentieth-century bibliography, stimulated by McKerrow’s influential
An Introduction to Bibliography for Literary Students (published in 1927,
having appeared in an earlier form in 1913)! and the work of Fredson
Bowers? and his establishment of Studies in Bibliography in 1948.
While most of this research has been undertaken by literary scholars
whose primary interest is in the assistance which analytical bibliogra-
phy can offer to the establishment of accurate texts, it is nevertheless
true that analytical bibliography is not merely an aid to literary study
but is an independent field, of interest in its own right. As such,
it—like descriptive bibliography and printing and publishing his-
tory—is a form of history. Although some analytical techniques, such
as the analysis of compositorial spelling, depend on a knowledge of
the language of the text, the intellectual content of the text is
irrelevant to bibliographical analysis. Similarly, a descriptive bibliog-
raphy of an author is not concerned with assessing the literary
qualities of the works involved; and if the history of a publishing firm
occasionally comments on the significance of certain works, it is to that
extent moving into literary history and away from historical bibliog-
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raphy. All these kinds of bibliography, then, concentrate on books as
physical objects and are not directly concerned with the content of the
texts conveyed through the vehicle of the physical book.

This distinction between the physical and intellectual aspects of
books has often been pointed out, and I do not wish to belabor it here.
Several years ago Lloyd Hibberd suggested the terms reference bibli-
ography and physical bibliography for the two large divisions of bibliog-
raphy,? and the terms do usefully suggest what differentiates the two
approaches. The difference between a “bibliography” at the end of a
book or article and a full-scale descriptive bibliography is not really
the quantity of detail. It is true that the latter is likely to be more
detailed than the former, but the crucial difference is that it is
concerned with physical details, whereas the former is concerned with
details relating to content. A physical bibliography could be sparse in
its recording of details, and a reference bibliography might provide
copious annotation, but the amount of detail in each case would not
alter the basic orientation of the bibliography.# All this seems obvious
enough, and yet precisely this distinction between the two ways of
looking at books lies at the heart of the misunderstanding which often
exists between bibliographers (I shall use this term to refer to physical
bibliographers) and librarians.

If some people in both groups have now learned to be fairly careful
in distinguishing these two kinds of bibliography, much less care has
been taken about the usage of the word book. An author’s “latest book”
means, more often than not, his “latest work.” There is no harm, of
course, in using book as a synonym for work, as long as the concepts do
not get mixed up; but when one person in a conversation is thinking
of books as works and another is using the word to refer to physical
objects, confusion is bound to result. A bibliographer's angle of
approach, his entire way of thinking—what Bowers has called the
“bibliographical way”"—is based on a recognition of the importance
of paying close attention to the physical features of a printed book;
most librarians, on the other hand, have been trained to think of a
book first of all in terms of its content, i.e. as a novel, a poem, a
statement on a particular subject. The distinction between books and
works is clearly basic,’ and it must be kept firmly in mind by bibliog-
raphers and librarians if they are to achieve a real understanding of
one another’s problems and concerns.

Librarians in general do normally recognize that one branch of
their profession—rare-book librarianship—deals with books as physi-
cal objects. Writers on library matters have often pointed out that the
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materials in a collection of so-called “rare books” are there because
the physical form of the items is in itself important.” A first impression
or a private-press book is included in the collection not necessarily
because it is rare or worth a lot of money, but because that particular
physical embodiment of the text is of interest in its own right and
requires special protection for its preservation: a text, after all, can be
reproduced in numerous ways, but an artifact cannot be recreated.
The proportion of librarians, however, who work with “rare books” is
naturally quite small, and library schools have not in the past paid a
great deal of attention to training “rare-book” librarians—a failing
which has been lamented by a number of people, both bibliographers
and librarians.® As a result, many librarians have tended to think of
“rare books” as a special problem out of their domain; in effect, they
have tended to assume that books of interest as physical objects have
been largely segregated into “rare-book” departments and that the
remaining books under their care are primarily useful for the texts
they contain. The point which obviously needs to be more widely
understood is that no precise dividing line exists between “rare books”
and other books, and that any book can in fact be approached as a
physrcal object. Every book, however lowly or undistinguished, occu-
pies its own niche in printing and publishing history, and there is no
book that a bibliographer may not need to examine for its physical
makeup. The bibliographer, in other words, approaches all books in a
library as if they were “rare books.”

This approach should not come as a surprise to any librarian, even
those who are not associated with research libraries and who cannot
expect very often to encounter a reader with a bibliographical point
of view. Nevertheless, many librarians, not having been exposed to
much physical bibliography in their training, do seem to be surprised
by bibliographers’ expectations. I recently had occasion to check an
early printing of a state constitution, and I dropped by a library which
had reported possessing a copy. It turned out that the only copy there
was a photocopy, and the staff member I talked to did not seem to
understand why that would not do or why I considered the library to
have been wrong in reporting the copy. This librarian evidently was
so accustomed to thinking of the materials he dealt with as works that
he could not conceive of anyone thinking of them as mere books, as
physical objects. Every bibliographer has a fund of such anecdotes,
and many of them have appeared in print.” No purpose would be
served by extending the repertoire here: it is clear that this difference
in point of view exists and that it can provoke hard feelings. What is
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important is to understand why it exists, as a prerequisite for trying to
improve the situation.

One can see why a small-town public librarian, for instance, who
has not been trained in library school to think of the physical aspect of
books and whose readers virtually never raise a bibliographical ques-
tion, might be almost totally unaware of physical bibliography; this
failing would not really be the librarian’s fault or reflect any personal
lack of conscientiousness. At the same time, one can see why a
bibliographer, visiting that library upon learning that it contained a
copy of a late printing of a particular edition, would be exasperated
when the librarian recommended the use of a more up-to-date and
accessible edition and when the book, finally retrieved from storage,
proved to be rebound. To the bibliographer’s mind, such librarians
are oblivious of part of their duty, failing to recognize that they have
collections of books—not simply works—under their charge. The title
of Randolph Adams’s famous essay, “Librarians as Enemies of
Books,”1” sounds harsh, but when carefully interpreted it points to an
important truth: librarians are not usually enemies of works, for they
are generally efficient in classifying and disseminating knowledge; but
they are often enemies of books, for they are frequently careless of
the physical forms in which those works are presented.

The reason that librarians—of all kinds, not just “rare-book” librari-
ans—should be concerned with books as well as works is simple to state,
but enormous in its implications: works can be transmitted only by
being incorporated into tangible or audible forms. A work is an
abstraction, which can be given a concrete embodiment in a manu-
script, a printed book, a sound recording, and so on.''" No single
manuscript or book contains the text of a work, but only one embodi-
ment of that text; and the nature of the processes (such as typesetting
or proofreading) involved in the physical production of texts is such
that one cannot expect the texts in any two embodiments of a work to
be identical. A first-edition text is not likely to be the same as the text
of the manuscript, and the second-edition text will, in all probability,
be different from the first. Changes, both intentional and inadvertent,
can occur within an edition as well—either between impressions or
even during the course of a single impression.’2 No two copies of a
work, then, can be assumed to be identical, even in an age of
machine-produced books. '

The result of this situation is that anyone who is seriously interested
in the content of a work must also be concerned with its physical
embodiment, because the text may not say the same thing in any two
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copies. Whether the differences are trivial or significant cannot be
known without some investigation, but it is naive to think that one
edition or impression of a work will do as well as another. Many
people who are careful in other respects, however, have not learned
this elementary fact; many historians and literary scholars quote
passages for discussion without paying any attention to the physical
source of those quotations—using a conveniently available paperback,
for example, without checking into its reliability. There is a vague
feeling on the part of some scholars that a concern with physical
details is somewhat frivolous and beneath the attention of those
interested in intellectual matters. The truth is that real respect for the
intellectual content of a text must entail an attempt to ascertain its
accuracy, which in turn involves an investigation of its physical
embodiment. What certain scholars—and that includes some librari-
ans as well—need to acquire is the bibliographical turn of mind, in
which all documents are approached in a critical and questioning
spirit.

Determining what differences exist among various texts of a work
does not, of course, tell one which readings are correct (i.e. intended
by the author) at each point. To answer that question requires
knowledge of the circumstances surrounding the production of each
of the editions (or manuscripts) containing the texts—knowledge
derived both from external sources (such as the author’s letters or the
publisher’s records) and from internal evidence as interpreted by
analytical bibliography to indicate as much as possible about the exact
course of the book through the press. Even all this information may
often be inconclusive, and one must finally decide among variant
readings on the basis of one’s familiarity with and sensitivity to the
nuances of the author’s style and thought. Thus, the process of
establishing an accurate text—that is to say, editing—is not, strictly
speaking, a branch of physical bibliography; rather, it is an activity of
literary study (hence the familiar term textual criticism) which utilizes
physical bibliography as a major tool. The reason that editing is
frequently discussed or undertaken by bibliographers—and the term
textual bibliography sometimes employed—is that physical bibliography
is basic to editing. Although editing undeniably involves literary
judgment, that judgment must operate within the framework of facts
established by physical bibliography; the physical investigation must
come first, and no judgment on literary grounds can stand if it
contravenes established physical facts. It is this insight (essentially a
recognition of the intimate relationship between the physical and
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intellectual aspects of books) which accounts for most of the remark-
able development of bibliography in the English-speaking world in
the twentieth century.

The practical results of this approach to editing can best be seen in
certain editions which have appeared in the last quarter-century—
editions such as Fredson Bowers’s of Thomas Dekker,'* which set the
style for a whole generation of editors, or the large series of editions
which have been in progress since the early 1960s under the auspices
of the Modern Language Association’s Center for Editions of Ameri-
can Authors (CEAA) and its new Center for Scholarly Edi-
tions.’> What the CEAA editions are demonstrating is that editing
nineteenth-century texts—just as much as editing Renaissance
texts—demands analysis of the physical forms in which those texts
appear. Several of the CEAA editors have made plans for descriptive
bibliographies as part of their projects, for precisely the reason that
the two activities are complementary: a detailed descriptive bibliog-
raphy is invaluable to an editor, but the research necessary to produce
it is most likely to result from the process of editing itself. At the
moment, the best descriptive bibliographies of certain nineteenth-
century American writers are available in the pages of the editorial
matter of the CEAA editions. The editors of those volumes are above
all concerned with the content of the works they are editing, but they
recognize that the content can finally be apprehended only through
an understanding of the forms to which that content is tied.

What I have been saying is simply an attempt to summarize the
bibliographer’s point of view in somewhat abstract or theoretical
terms, and I hope that it can provide the background for a brief
discussion of certain more specific points. Many people, I think, can
follow in general assent the theoretical statement of the bibliog-
rapher’s position without fully realizing what stand it implies on
various practical issues. I should like, therefore, to take up as ex-
amples a few areas in which the bibliographer’s point of view is likely
to differ from that of the average librarian.

To begin with, there is the question of rebinding. In many libraries,
when a book in the general stacks has been used to the point where it
is coming apart, the book is automatically rebound with a sturdy
library binding. The content of the book, so the argument runs, has
not been changed, and the effective life of the book has been pro-
longed. To the bibliographer, however, an artifact has been tampered
with, and part of the evidence originally present has now been
destroyed. (I am speaking here of nineteenth- and twentieth-century
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books originally issued in some form of publishers’ binding or casing;
earlier books in custom-made bindings present a different situation,
although such bindings are also a source of evidence and are of
interest in their own right.) Obviously, a rebound book from the
nineteenth or twentieth century is almost useless to the descriptive
bibliographer, for his job is to describe the physical forms of books
and to reconstruct publishing history; he needs, therefore, to see the
casing and endpapers as they came from the publisher. There are
times when the casing is the sole feature distinguishing between two
issues of a book—as when only part of an impression is initially cased,
and then some time later the remaining sheets are cased more cheaply
for sale in a remainder series. This occurrence has not been an
uncommon one over the years, and such facts must be described in
any attempt to record the publishing history of a book. The cheap
remainder casing is not likely to wear well, however, and collectors—
at least until quite recently—have probably not regarded the copies in
the remainder casing as particularly valuable; therefore, many of
those copies will have been destroyed, and if the others in libraries are
rebound one by one, the evidence is in danger of disappearing
completely—or, at best, of becoming very difficult to locate.

Any bibliographer who works with nineteenth- or twentieth-cen-
tury books has encountered similar situations and recognizes that
many books of this period are extremely scarce—despite the fact that
they are not particularly old and were originally issued in large
numbers—simply because they have not fitted into the traditional
categories of collecting and have not been sought by collectors and
“rare-book” librarians.’® Books in “rare-book” departments are
usually safe from rebinding; but one should remember that any book
in the general stacks is a potential future candidate for transfer to the
“rare-book” collection. I am not suggesting that librarians should
never have books rebound; what I am saying is that they should not
do so without giving serious thought to the evidence that will thereby
be déstroyed and attempting to assess its importance. Furthermore,
all librarians have this responsibility, not just those in research li-
braries or in libraries with “rare-book” departments. Bibliographers
sometimes locate important bibliographical evidence in small public
libraries, and the librarians of those institutions should be aware of
the fact that their actions, like those of “rare-book” librarians, ulti-
mately affect the total store of bibliographical evidence available.

The relationship of origiral bindings to publishing history is easy to
see; what is not as widely understood is the connection among
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bindings, the sheets enclosed in the bindings, and the content of the
sheets. In a rebound book, nothing can be trusted, because one
cannot know what else has been altered in the process of rebinding.
If, in a rebound copy, one finds some of the preliminaries—a map, a
prefatory note, and an epigraph, for instance—in a different order
from that encountered in any previously examined copy, one cannot
immediately conclude that this copy represents a formerly unknown
printing or state, because the preliminaries may have been shifted
around by the binder (or may have reached the binder in the wrong
order, if some of the leaves had become detached). Moreover,
rebound copies are frequently sewn in such a way that it is impossible
to open them far enough to determine how the gatherings were
originally sewn.

Similarly, there are likely to be problems at the end of a rebound
book, because one can never assume that any advertising matter will
have been retained in the rebinding. Inserted advertisements (i.e.
inserted by the original binder and not part of the sheets of text) are
naturally of interest to the descriptive bibliographer as part of the
physical book as issued. Advertisements which occupy the final pages
of the last gathering of text (and which therefore went through the
press with the text) may be of additional interest. For example, the
existence of two printings of the last gathering of Melville’s Redburn
(1849) is revealed by the fact that in some copies this gathering
consists of ten leaves, with seven of advertisements, and in others it is
made up of twelve leaves, with nine of advertisements. The evidence
of reimposition which the arrangement of these advertisements offers
would be unavailable in rebound copies from which the advertise-
ments had been excised. Integral advertisements can help to solve
textual problems also: one example would be the case of two variant
readings in the last gathering, the order of which could be deter-
mined only through the presence of a nonreversible textual or
typographical difference in one of the advertisements. The librarian’s
disregard of advertisements springs from the belief that because they
are not part of the work contained in a book they are therefore
expendable; the bibliographer’s concern with advertisements stems
from the recognition that they are part of the book and may therefore
have a bearing on the interpretation of the work it contains.

One result of the bibliographer’s view is to point up some of the
inconsistencies in the standard library cataloging codes. The librar-
ian who directs the binder to leave out advertisements (or, for that
matter, to throw away the covers of a paperback or a periodical) is
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hardly to be blamed for thinking them unimportant when the catalog
cards for the books do not take the advertisements into account in the
first place. The Anglo-American Cataloging Rules (AACR)'” and some
prominent earlier codes direct that the statement of pagination
should normally indicate the last numbered page of each numbered
section; only if the pages containing advertisements are numbered,
then, will they be recorded—and in such a case, AACR requires that a
parenthetical indication of the number of pages of advertisements be
added, presumably so that one will know that the actual work is not as
long as the number of pages might imply. If the goal is to specify the
extent of the work, however, it seems pointless to be concerned with
what page numbers actually appear: just as nontext pages such as
advertisements can be numbered, so, too, can a final text page be
unnumbered—in fact, it frequently is. Recording the last numbered
page is neither a satisfactory way of indicating the extent of a work
nor an adequate means of accounting for the sheets of the physical
book. The trouble with the code is that it reflects an indecisiveness as
to whether the subject of the cataloging is the work or the book. A
bibliographer is understandably puzzled to learn that a book de-
scribed on a catalog card as having “230, [1] p.” actually contains three
more unnumbered pages of advertisements: puzzled because the
notation seems to be concerned with physical details (carefully indi-
cating which pages are numbered), and yet the 23 Ist page is referred
to only because it contains a checklist (a “bibliography”)—in other
words, only because of its special content (it would not have been
mentioned if it had contained the end of the text instead). If the
pagination statement were fully committed to indicating the extent of
the work, at least it would not be misleading, even if it did not tell the
bibliographer all he would like to know; as it stands, it is hardly more
useful to the bibliographer, for it implies attention to physical details
and then only partially records them.!® The treatment of advertise-
ments in library cataloging well illustrates the confusion that results
when the relationship between books and works is not fully grasped.

Another area which is a source of trouble for both bibliographers
and librarians is the treatment of dust jackets. “Rare-book” librarians
retain the jackets that come their way, but the jackets for most books
in the general stacks are discarded—or are kept on the books tempo-
rarily, not to preserve the jackets but to protect the books. However,
the fact that jackets are not physically attached to books does not,
from the bibliographer’s point of view, mean that they are disposable.
A jacket is a part of a book as it leaves the publisher, and the jacket
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must be described by the bibliographer who is setting down the
publishing history of a book and recording its physical features.
Because so many jackets have been thrown away, bibliographers of
late nineteenth-century or early twentieth-century books often find
that they cannot locate even a single copy of jackets which they can be
fairly certain once existed. Jackets are historical documents, and the
historical record is so much the poorer as a result of the thoughtless
destruction of great quantities of this class of material. Besides being
artifacts of publishing history, jackets can be important in a number
of ways. They may include blurbs written by well-known people; they
may contain information about the author and the publication of the
book which is not to be found within the book itself; they may be
decorated with illustrations that appear nowhere else—indeed, they
are pieces of graphic art.!?

Many of these points are generally recognized, even by the librari-
ans who discard jackets; but they go on discarding them, feeling
overwhelmed by the idea of accumulating thousands of jackets, and
perhaps also thinking that it is someone’s else’s business to preserve
them. Actually, the task of storing jackets need not be burdensome:
the fact that certain jackets exist can be noted on the catalog cards,
and the jackets themselves can be filed in a vertical file, arranged by
the call numbers of the books. I am glad to see that dealers are giving
more attention to jackets in their catalogs and are charging consider-
ably higher prices for copies of books in jackets.20 A jacket is worth the
extra expense, and the sooner this fact is widely understood, the
better the chances that jackets will be routinely saved. In this respect
as in others, there should be no great gulf between the practices of
“rare-book” librarians and other librarians; all who are involved in the
collection and preservation of books have a common responsibility.

The question of what to do with duplicate copies is another issue
which has often in the past been a point of contention between
bibliographers and librarians. The fact that books which seem to be
duplicates may not really be so is well known—and has been at least
since December 1911, when Falconer Madan spoke of “the duplicity
of duplicates.”?! The bibliographer’s fear has generally been that the
librarian would dispose of a seeming duplicate without sufficient
checking; indeed, it has often happened that two issues of a boo_k are
kept, because the difference shows up on the title page or some other
prominent place, while two possibly more important states are not
recognized, because the only difference may be a revision in the
middle of the text.22 The necessity for full textual collation of sup-
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posed duplicates is by now, I think, commonly understood—if not
always practiced—in connection with early books. It is surely no
longer necessary to explain the scholarly value of keeping together
the approximately seven dozen copies of the Shakespeare First Folio
at the Folger Library, especially after Charlton Hinman’s work,2
which could hardly have been undertaken without that collection.
What seems to be less well recognized, however, is that the principle
involved applies to all books of any period. It may be that copies of a
machine-produced book will not vary as frequently as copies of a book
printed by hand, but differences do exist in them. (Broken types or
plates, for example, often occur in some copies of an edition which
seem indistinguishable in other respects, and this evidence may turn
out to differentiate impressions.) No two physical objects are ever
identical, even if they are intended to be, so in the strict sense there
are never any duplicates. The crucial question, of course, is to decide
what differences are significant enough to pay attention to—a ques-
tion made particularly difficult by the fact that one can never know
what details now regarded as insignificant may be shown in the future
to be important.2¢

Perhaps the central point to be made about the bibliographer’s
approach to “duplicates” is that, whatever period he is dealing with,
multiple copies are essential to his research. When a bibliographer
sees several copies of a single edition on a shelf in the stacks, he does
not see duplicates but rather independent physical objects, each with
its own evidence to offer. If, after carefully examining five copies, he
finds no differences, textual or otherwise, his time has not been
wasted: any statement he now makes about the book will be based on
more evidence than would have been the case if he had examined
only one copy. Bibliographers and editors always need to see as many
copies of a book as they feasibly can because, as in any inductive
investigation, new evidence may turn up at any moment invalidating
conclusions drawn on the basis of the previously known evidehce.
When copies of a book are standing side by side, there is the chance
that certain differences will become noticeable which one might
otherwise never have thought to make notes on and to check in
separated copies. When I find in a bookstore two copies of a book
exhibiting such differences, I frequently buy them in order to pre-
serve the bibliographical evidence; I am thus in the position of
purchasing “duplicates” of a book that I would not have bought in
only a single copy. In bookstores with large sections of used fiction,
there are generally entire shelves of copies of certain bestsellers; I
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have found that the simple process of looking at each of these copies
can reveal a considerable amount about the publishing history of the
books involved. Many public libraries have a similar situation in their
stacks—copious quantities of old bestsellers, no longer in demand.
The need for space may dictate that they be discarded, but no
librarian should take this action without weighing in the balance what
will be lost. To the bibliographer, whether one is disposing of a
“duplicate” Elizabethan quarto (for the money it will bring) or a
bestseller of 1934 (for the space it will vacate), the theoretical consid-
erations are the same. The action taken, to be sure, may finally rest on
practical grounds; but if it is to be an informed action, it must always
take into account the fact that for bibliographical research there is no
substitute for a group of copies in one location. Furthermore, biblio-
graphical research may take place in libraries that are not generally
thought of as research libraries. The physical books, after all, are the
primary evidence the bibliographer works with, and he is therefore
interested in any assemblage of books; no matter how remote or
obscure the library, some bibliographer will find his way to it and will
discover significant bibliographical evidence there.

The same line of thinking dictates the bibliographer’s attitude
toward later printings and editions (that is, “nonfirsts”): they constitute
part of the evidence for the history of a particular edition (or of the
editions of a particular work), and they, as well as the “firsts,” must be
examined. The traditions of book collecting have stressed the impor-
tance of “first editions” (meaning first printings), with the result that
many copies of first printings have been saved (frequently for their
supposed monetary value) and many copies of later printings dis-
carded (because there was little market for them—except as “reading”
copies, regarded as replaceable when worn out by other “reading”
copies of any edition). For this reason, it is now much easier to find
copies of first printings of certain books than it is to locate copies of
later printings, as CEAA editors have repeatedly discovered. Copies
of the first American impression of Moby-Dick (1851), which obviously
command a high price, are available in a large number of “rare-book”
collections; but the Melville editors had difficulty finding copies of the
1871 printing, the last printing from the original American plates.
Yet for bibliographical and editorial work, the 1871 copies are as
much of a necessity as the 1851 copies; they represent one stage in the
history of that edition, and the text of the 1871 printing must be
collated against that of the 1851 printing in order to determine
whether any changes occurred during the course of the four print-
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ings from these plates. Because libraries have acquired their “rare
books” from private collectors or have followed the same traditions in
their own collecting, there are few libraries which possess long runs of
successive printings of important editions. One of the valuable by-
products of the CEAA has been the building up of such collections
(like the Melville Collection at the Newberry Library), and this process
in turn has given some publicity to the idea that later printings are
worth collecting.

As far as early books are concerned, the collecting of later printings
is nothing new: all Short-Title Catalogue (STC) and Wing books, and
not just the “firsts,” are regularly searched for. One reason is simply
that their age causes them to be of interest as physical objects to many
people other than bibliographers; but another reason is that later
printings from this period are likely to be in fact later editions
(because it was not generally feasible to keep type standing), and the
potential textual significance of different editions is more readily seen
than that of different impressions. However, when one gets to the
eighteenth century, where printings from standing type frequently
occur, and the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, where plates and
photographic processes give still longer life to a single typesetting,
one finds that there has been much less interest in the assembling of
later printings and even of later editions. Obviously any printing or
edition during an author’s lifetime is of potential textual value, and
printings and editions made after his death are still part of the history
of the author’s reputation and influence (and may sometimes make
use of authoritative documents). Ideally, an author collection should
contain multiple copies of every printing of every edition, down to the
latest printing of the latest paperback. Some private and institutional
collections of this kind do exist, but it is naturally not possible for most
persons or institutions to undertake this kind of collecting for large
numbers of authors. The point is that an understanding of the value
of later printings and editions can have an impact on the librarian’s
decisions in two kinds of situations. First, if a library already has
certain outstanding special collections or is presently attempting to
build up some significant collections, the librarian with this under-
standing will be in a position to decide intelligently whether the
collecting policy should require the acquisition of later printings and
editions. It is surprising, and distressing, to see how many research
libraries continue to neglect later printings and editions of nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century books in otherwise impressively ad-
ministered collections. Second, there is the common situation in
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which the stacks contain many random copies of later printings and
editions; even though they are not part of a detailed special collection,
they may be of considerable bibliographical value, if the bibliographer
knows they are there. The bibliographically informed librarian not
only will retain these copies (realizing that they do not constitute an
unnecessary duplication of texts) but will also see that they are
reported to the National Union Catalog. My own recent experience in
trying to locate copies of abridged editions of Moby-Dick has under-
scored the point that some books—even from the last few decades—
are extremely difficult, or practically impossible, to locate because
they fall into classes which have traditionally been regarded as unim-
portant. Late printings and editions are not yet high on many collec-
tors’ lists, but their value is increasingly being recognized, and no
librarian should hesitate to give serious attention to such seemingly
unglamorous items.25

None of these points will be unexpected to anyone who thoroughly
understands the bibliographical approach to books. It is unfortunate
that bibliographers and librarians have not always seen eye to eye on
these matters in the past, for the two groups should be working
together toward the same goals. As Arthur Brown has recently
pointed out, the librarian is at the center of the whole process of the
preservation and dissemination of texts and therefore cannot avoid
being a bibliographer.2¢ The librarian is like the curator of a museum,
for both have been entrusted with a collection of artifacts by means of
which the culture of the past can be examined in the present. The
objects in the museum, like those in the library, are used for study;
but the curator of a museum—even of a small one which is not
primarily a research institution—takes pains to preserve the physical
appearance and makeup of the objects in its collection, whereas the
average librarians are likely to think of their duty as pertaining only to
the texts contained in the books. When an object does not display any
words or writing, it is easier to see that form and content are one and
that the form cannot be altered without changing what the object
communicates to us. Books, which are undeniably human artifacts,
contain words, however; and because the same words can be printed
on different physical backgrounds, people tend to think that the
message conveyed is independent of the vehicle carrying the words.
Even if that were true, it would be no reason to neglect the books as
physical objects; nevertheless, the history of the transmission of texts
shows conclusively that the content of texts is affected by the me-
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chanical processes of transmitting them. Some books contain works
which could be regarded on occasion as intellectually unimportant,
but those same books are of interest in their own right as examples of
the bookmaking techniques of a given time and place. The knowledge
of bookmaking derived from them can therefore be applied to the
study of texts judged to be more important. Every library, of what-
ever kind, possesses a stock of artifacts relevant to the investigation of
man’s intellectual development. What the bibliographer therefore
asks of all librarians—not just “rare-book” librarians—is to recognize
that a serious concern with the printed word can be effective only if it
is supported by a respect for books as physical objects.
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