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A round the  Library Table 

W ith L uther A. Brewer: 

A nnual R eflections o n  

Collecting Leigh H unt

ROBERT A. SHADDY

D u r i n g  the  late  n in e te e n th  a n d  early  
tw en tie th  cen turies, A m erican  collectors of rare  books an d  
m anuscrip ts  assem bled  collections w h ich  w ere  s tu n n in g  in  
their scope an d  con ten t. The activities of m illionaires such  as 
H en ry  E. H u n tin g to n , J. P ie rp o n t M organ , H en ry  C lay Folger, 
an d  o thers  have  justified  the  characteriza tion  of the  era as the  
"G o lden  A ge" of book  collecting in  A m erica. F o rtunate ly , m ost 
of these  dazzling  p riva te  libraries w ere  p rese rv ed  by  being  
do n a ted  or sold  to in stitu tions. The long -te rm  im pact, of 
course, has been  th a t scholars from  b o th  sides of the  A tlantic 
(and, indeed , th ro u g h o u t the  w orld) have  trem en d o u sly  b e n 
efited by h av ing  excellent literary  a n d  historical resources 
available for their use . M ost researchers, fu rth e rm o re , have 
been  quick to  acknow ledge the  ro le p lay ed  by  collectors in  the  
en hancem en t an d  im p ro v em en t of th e  n a tio n 's  library  
resou rces .1

1 For example, Louis B. Wright, historian and librarian of the Huntington and 
Folger libraries, wrote in 1954 that "the devoted book collectors of our country have 
contributed enormously to the cultural development of the nation and they have made 
possible scholarship and learning which we could not have had without their libraries. 
They deserve to rank with the founders of colleges and universities as public 
benefactors." Book Collectors and Scholarship (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1954), 67; see also Louis B. Wright and Gordon N. Ray, The Private Collector and 
the Support of Scholarship (Los Angeles: University of California, Los Angeles, 1969). A 
number of studies are available which discuss the activities of collectors during the 
period. See, for example, Carl Cannon, American Book Collectors and Collecting: From
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H ow ever, th e  "bo o k  collecting gam e" w as n o t on ly  a pastim e 
for m ultim illionaires; m an y  ind iv iduals  from  the  m iddle  and  
u p p e r  classes pa rtic ip a ted  an d  derived  a g rea t deal of personal 
satisfaction from  collecting rare  books a n d  m anuscrip ts. M any 
collectors of the  era w ro te  an d  p u b lish ed  rem iniscences and  
recollections w h ich  he lp  in  d e te rm in in g  their m otives for 
sp e n d in g  a g rea t deal of m oney , tim e a n d  energy  on  their 
"h o b b ie s ."  O n e  rap id ly  d iscovers th a t collectors w ere  m ainly 
go v ern ed  by  sen tim en t a n d  em otion  a n d  d id  n o t purchase  
books for in v es tm en t p u rp o se s  or to  ease s ta tu s  anxiety. In  an  
era  of rap id  a n d  d iso rien ting  cu ltural, technological an d  polit
ical change, collecting allow ed  th e  recovery  of an  idealized  past 
w h ich  collectors be lieved  h a d  slipped  o r w as slipp ing  aw ay 
from  them . A s th e  re su lt of a "sen tim en ta l com m un ion" w ith  
th e  collection, th ey  could , it seem s, freely roam  th ro u g h  the 
past. In  a m o d ern iz in g  w orld , inan im ate  objects served  as a 
th erap eu tic  cop ing  m echan ism  for som e m em bers of the  m id
dle a n d  u p p er-c la sse s.* 2

This in te rp re ta tio n  of collectors an d  collecting can be tested  
by  focusing  u p o n  th e  collecting career of L u th er A lbertus 
B rew er w h o se  p rem ier collection of Leigh H u n t a n d  his circle of 
literary  friends w as even tually  acqu ired  by  the  U niversity  of 
Iow a. H is w ritings reveal a m an  w h o  loved  books, read ing , and  
h an d lin g  orig inal first ed itions, m an u scrip ts  a n d  letters. The 
associations th ey  evoked  w ere  sen tim en ta l an d  em otional.

Colonial Times to the Present (New York: H.H. Wilson, 1941); Hellmut Lehman-Haupt, 
The Book in America: a History of the Making, the Selling and the Collecting of Books in the 
United States (New York: Bowker, 1939); John Carter, Books and Book Collectors (London: 
Rupert Hart-Davis, 1956) and Taste and Technique in Book Collecting (London: Private 
Libraries Association, 1970).

2 For further remarks on this interpretation of book collecting, see Robert Alan 
Shaddy, "'A Mad World, My Masters!': Book Collecting in America, 1890-1930" (Ph.D. 
diss., University of Missouri, 1990). My views on the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries have been shaped largely by several works of intellectual and 
cultural history including Stephen Kern, The Culture of Time and Space, 1880-1918 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983); Cecelia Tichi, Shifting Gears: Technology, 
Literature, Culture in Modernist America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1987); Alan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America: Culture and Society in Gilded Age 
America (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982); and Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace: 
Antimodernism and the Transformation of American Culture, 1880-1920 (New York: Pan
theon, 1981).
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Indeed , for th is Iow an , the  collection served  as a rem in d er of 
an d  a link to  th e  p as t w h ich  w as b e ing  irrevocably  a lte red  by 
d isqu ie ting  change.

Living a life th a t sp a n n e d  the  years  from  the  Civil W ar to  the  
G reat D epression , L u ther A. B rew er w as b o rn  in  W elsh  R un, 
P ennsy lvan ia  on  D ecem ber 17, 1858 a n d  d ied  at th e  age of 74 on  
A pril 28, 1933 in  C edar R apids, Iow a. In  1934, h is extensive 
collection of rare  books, m an u scrip ts  an d  le tters  re la ted  to 
Leigh H u n t (1784-1859) an d  H u n t 's  literary  circle w as acqu ired  
by the  U niversity  of Iow a. The H u n t collection rep re sen te d  
virtually  a lifetim e of association w ith  collecting a n d  read ing . 
Early in  h is life, B rew er becam e in te res ted  in  books an d  
collected English litera tu re , fine p rin tin g  a n d  association  cop
ies. In 1920 he  ad m itted  to becom ing  a " victim  of th e  book- 
collecting 'b u g '"  w hile  a tte n d in g  g ram m ar school in  M aryland . 
It w as h is " good  fo rtu n e"  to have  a teacher w h o  w as a gen u in e  
lover of literature . A fter read in g  D ickens' Pickwick Papers, 
B rew er " w as soon as s teep ed  in  D ickens as D avid  C opperfie ld  
w as in  h is love for D ora ."  Being u nab le  to  afford  a b o u n d  set of 
the  novelists ' w orks, B rew er se ttled  for a cheap  p o p u la r  ed ition  
w hich  cost only  a few  pen n ies . H e recalled , " N o thrill of 
book-collecting joy  h as  ever com e to  m e in  later years  th a t 
exceeded the  h a p p in ess  th a t w as m ine  w h e n  th e  m ails b ro u g h t 
m e a large package of the  stories of D ickens in  th is  inexpensive 
fo rm ."  A ro u n d  th is sam e tim e, B rew er acqu ired  a n d  also 
sen tim entally  v a lued  a cheap , p a p e r-b o u n d  ed ition  of the  
w orks of S hakespeare . Reflecting back, in  1920, he  sp en t 
" m any  a glorious su m m er a fte rnoon  in  th e  shade  of an  old 
app le  tree, w ith  th is Precious vo lum e as m y sole c o m p an io n ."  
For Brewer, collecting " has m ea n t m uch  to  one  w h o  ever has 
been  com pelled  to  labor day  a n d  n ig h t." 3

3 Luther A. Brewer, "The Delights of a Hobby: Some Experiences in Book- 
Collecting," in Nineteenth Century Yearbook of the Bibliophile Society (Boston: Bibliophile 
Society, 1920), 55-57. On Brewer's life, see Luther A. Brewer, My Leigh Hunt Library: 
Collected and Described by Luther A. Brewer (Cedar Rapids, IA: Torch Press, 1932), 
vii-xxxvii; Frank S. Hanlin, "The Brewer-Leigh Hunt Collection at the State University 
of Iowa," Keats-Shelley Journal 8 (Autumn 1959), 91-94; Donald C. Dickinson, Dictionary 
of American Book Collectors (New York: Greenwood Press, 1986), 50-51.
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A fter g rad u a tin g  from  G etty sbu rg  College in  1883, Brewer 
m ig ra ted  to  Iow a. The m o st significant an d  valuable p a rt of his 
baggage, to  h im , w as th e  box of books w h ich  rep re sen ted  the 
collections of h is y o u th . In d eed , for the  collector, Brewer 
believed , " firs t loves are la s tin g ."  A n d  B rew er loved  the  w hole 
e thos of collecting. W hat, he  asked , w as m ore satisfy ing to the 
book  lover th a n  b row sing  in  an  old book  shop? N o "genu ine  
lover"  cou ld  pass  u p  any  such  o p p o rtu n ity . The book  sh o p 's  
"v e ry  a rom a" ap p ea led  to  h im  as d id  th e  "d iso rd ered  piles of 
p rin te d  m a tte r ."  The possib ility  of " fin d s"  d rew  h im  "irresist
ib ly ."  A ccord ing  to  B rew er, "T he joys of a collector come 
th ro u g h  the  p u rsu it  no  less th a n  possession . Item  by  i t e m -  
h u n tin g  in  o u t of th e  w ay  p lac e s—su d d e n ly  a n d  unexpected ly  
find ing  a gem  in  a ru b b ish  pile; m ak ing  m istakes, yes, b u t that 
on ly  a d d s  to  the  h u m a n  side of the  se a rc h ."4

It w as B rew er's op in ion  th a t collectors sh o u ld  specialize in 
o rd e r to  gain  th e  k een es t p leasu re  from  the  hobby  a n d  they 
n e e d ed  to  take an  active role in  b u ild ing  the  collection, aim 
to w ard s collecting a long  defin ite  lines a n d  strive for com plete
ness. T herefore, collectors n e e d ed  to  possess som e know ledge 
reg ard in g  the ir specialty . H e chose to  focus on  the  English 
a u th o r Leigh H u n t a n d , even tually , h is g roup  of friends 
(includ ing  Lam b, the  B row nings, Byron a n d  Keats). W hy Leigh 
H u n t?  B rew er u sua lly  re sp o n d e d , "W h y  no t?"  H ow ever, there  
w ere  good  reasons. L eigh H u n t, a lth o u g h  n o t considered  one 
of the  g rea t E nglish  w rite rs  of th e  early  n in e te en th  cen tury , is 
conside red  one  of the  p e rio d 's  m o st im p o rtan t literary  figures. 
H e w as a lover of books a n d  a close friend  of Shelley, Keats, 
Lam b, a n d  Byron. Im portan tly , from  a practical po in t of view , 
w h e n  B rew er e n te red  th e  "ch ase"  for H u n t item s the  w orks 
w ere  reasonab ly  p riced  as w ell as obtainable. Brew er, though , 
felt a sen tim en ta l a ttach m en t a n d  collected H u n t "p artly  be
cause of a sym pathe tic  feeling I po ssess  for a fellow -lover of 
b o o k s .. . ." 5

4 Brewer, "The Delights of a Hobby," 59.
5 Ibid., 65, 68-69; Donald C. Dickinson, Dictionary of American Book Collectors,

50-51.
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Each C hristm as, b eg inn ing  in  1912, B rew er issu ed  a privately  
p rin ted  book w hich  w as d raw n  from  m ateria ls from  h is library  
collection. These books (usually  on ly  ab o u t tw o  h u n d re d  w ere  
p rin ted) w ere  p re se n ted  to h is friends a n d , fo rtuna te ly , have 
been  p rese rved  by  libraries a n d  o th e r in stitu tions . T hey serve 
as an  excellent source for recovering  the  m otives of collectors 
d u rin g  the  late n in e te en th  a n d  early  tw en tie th  cen tu ries. H is 
C hristm as books reveal B rew er's bib liophilia , h is idealiza tion  of 
Leigh H u n t 's  literary  w orld , an d  his d issatisfaction  w ith  m o d 
ern  A m erican cu ltu re  a n d  society .6

In  Beside Our Fireplace (1917), B rew er describes the  a tm o
sphere  evoked  by  the  fireplace w h ich  sh o u ld  be in  every  book 
lover's  read ing  room  w ith  the  seasons also p lay ing  an  im p o r
tan t aesthetic  role. W inter (unlike sum m er, w h ich  w as m ore

6 On the history of the Torch Press, Brewer's role regarding it and a bibliogra
phy of  "Torch Press Christmas Series (1912-1959)," see Thomas L. Carney and Joyce 
Crawford, "The Torch Press: a Preliminary History," Books at Iowa 21 (November 1974), 
3-25.
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suitab le  for ligh ter read ing) w as the  tim e w h e n  " those  th ings 
w h ich  feed an d  s tre n g th e n  the  soul are  d em an d ed , the  books 
th a t are w o rth  w h ile ."  A n d , a good  fireplace ra th e r th an  a 
read in g  lam p  w as a v ital req u irem en t for the  read er of such 
books d u rin g  the  cold, d e m an d in g  w in te r m o n th s  in  Iowa. 
B rew er believed  th e  fireplace pu rified  the  air in  the  room  an d  
took  " aw ay  the  w orries  of th e  m in d "  a n d  m ade for " good 
feeling, for ease, physical a n d  m en ta l."  The collector's fireplace 
p ro v id ed  m uch  m ore th a n  h ea t o r illum ination.

The fireplace w as alw ays good  to  look at because it varied , 
w as unp red ic tab le , a n d  w as n o t s tan d ard ized . It p resen ted  a 
" charm ing  p ic tu re , n ev er the  sam e to n igh t th a t it w as last 
n igh t, chang ing  to su it the  w h im s of those  in  front of it."  
U nlike the  sym bols of m o d ern , industria l society (for exam ple, 
the  stove), the  fireplace re sp o n d e d  to  n a tu re  a n d  h u m an  na tu re  
a n d  w as p a rt of an  organic w orld . B rew er offers h is view:

The fire on the hearth is in a sort of self-satisfied mood. It lacks 
fighting spirit except at infrequent intervals when an unusual 
am ount of moisture drops down the chimney. Then there is a brief 
but not very energetic complaint.

It behaved differently last night. Then the elements out of doors 
were belligerent, the winds were turbulent and noisy. Those 
disturbances aroused the fighting spirit of the fire, and tongues of 
flame were sent up the chimney, either in protest to the turmoil 
outside or in sympathy with it, depending upon the mood or point 
of view of the one seated in front of the hearth.7

The book  collector's fireplace facilitated trips back in  tim e and  
across space. O ften , B rew er im ag ined  h im self tran sp o rted  to 
th e  days of h is you th . Looking at h is ow n  h e a rth  rem in d ed  him  
of th e  g rea t fireplace in  h is fam ily 's hom e, w h ich  included  the 
g rea t h ickory logs, the  sing ing  kettle , delicious app les, chest
n u ts , even  p o ta to es , " a n d  th e  y o u n g ste r [Brew er him self] by its 
side o r sp raw led  on  the  floor in  fron t, com e back in  rem iniscent 
m o m e n ts ."  O f course, also re tu rn in g  to the  collector in  these

7 Luther A. Brewer, Beside Our Fireplace (Cedar Rapids, IA: Torch Press, 1917), 
6-9.
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m oods w as the  " best of all m o th ers  on  ea rth  . . . sw ee test a n d  
fairest of all, w atch ing , ten d in g , caressing , lov in g ."  B rew er's 
sen tim ental fireplace also enab led  h im  to  travel in  h is m in d  " to 
a dark  corner of the  M erm aid"  w h ere  h e  could  lis ten  to  th e  
d iscourse  of S hakespeare , Ben Jonson , B eaum ont an d  Fletcher. 
W ith the  fireplace s tim u la ting  the  im ag ination , one  m igh t 
" look in  u p o n  a session  of th e  L iterary  C lub, an d  lis ten  to 
Johnson , G arrick, Burke, Sir Joshua  R eynolds, G oldsm ith . 
W hat talk  w e m ay  h ea r there!"  For Brew er, collecting rep re 
sen ted  m uch  m ore  th an  the  accum ulation  of rare  books a n d  
m anuscrip ts. The item s associated  w ith  the  collection, for 
exam ple, th e  fireplace, m ade  possib le  a sen tim en ta l idealiza
tion  of a lost w orld; th e  fireplace w as " th e  place for sou l- 
sw eeten ing  reflec tion ."  A ccord ing  to  B rew er, " Beside o u r 
fireplace cares canno t com e in to  the  d ream -lan d  w h e re  w e 
ex ist.... O n e 's  fireplace is in d ee d  a sp o t w h ere  one  m ay  becom e 
sen tim ental an d  rem in iscen t. It is n o t a sp o t w h ere  one  m ay  call 
u p  visions of th e  fu tu re . T here  he  ra th e r  recalls the  p a s t." 8 

In Around the Library Table: A n  Evening With Leigh H unt, 
p ub lished  a n d  d istr ib u ted  for C hristm as 1920, B rew er refe rred  
again  to the  " cheerfu l firep lace" a n d  h is belief th a t h e  could  
better exist in  a " p e rtu rb ed  w o rld "  (after th e  First W orld  W ar) 
w h en  his even ings could  be sp e n t in  h is lib rary  " w ith  books 
an d  letters an d  etch ings as o u r he lp fu l c o m p an io n s ."  M ost of 
th is vo lum e p resen ts  B rew er's  feelings ab o u t collecting Leigh 
H u n t. H e described  h o w  he  beg an  h is collection of first ed itions 
of H u n t before the  ou tb reak  of the  G reat W ar. F rom  tim e to  
tim e he w as able to a d d  to  the  collection H u n t 's  a u to g rap h  
letters. The collection c o n tin u ed  to  g row  un til, by  1920, Brew er 
w as able to  rep o rt only  the  ra res t of H u n tian a  w ere  lacking an d  
the  Brew er library  h a d  becom e " consecra ted  to H u n t."  Reflect
ing  on  the  English au th o r a n d  h is appeal, B rew er perce ived  
H u n t as a " genial fireside co m p an io n "  w h o  w as fond  of books. 
Books w ere  considered  to  be " friends on  the  she lves"  w h o  
w ere ever stead fast an d  loyal. A ccord ing  to  the  collector,

8 Ibid., 9, 17-19, 21-22, 27.
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" T hese books of ou rs  n ev er d isp u te  w ith  u s  w h e n  w e be w eary , 
n ev er tire u s  w ith  sm all-talk. T here  is com plete harm o n y  at all 
tim es. A m ong  th em  are  friends for every  m ood; w e are never 
a lone  w h e n  in  the  lib ra ry ."9

The p riva te  lib ra ry -study  p ro v id ed  m an y  vicarious p leasures 
for the  collector. B rew er cou ld  read  abou t fish ing  an d  go fishing 
even  th o u g h  the  w a te rs  m igh t be frozen  over, for exam ple. The 
lib rary  p e rm itted  h im  to  take all so rts of vacations an d  to  w ork 
at various p u rsu its . A s he  no ted : " All th in g s are possible to  him  
w h o  h as  su rro u n d e d  h im self w ith  b o o k s ..."  H ow ever, the 
books th a t B rew er su rro u n d e d  h im self w ith  w ere n o t recent 
pub lica tions, o r ev en  those  p rin te d  w ith in  the  last quarte r 
cen tu ry . The books fo u n d  in  the  " m o d ern  circulating library" 
p o ssessed  no  special in te res t to  the  tru e  book  lover. R ather, a 
b ib liophile  pa id  closest a tten tio n  to  th e  treasu res fo und  on  a 
shelf or in  a case w h ich  w ere  b o u n d  in  "an c ien t calf or ve llum ."

Reverently he approaches that treasury of books; tenderly and 
lovingly he takes out volume after volume and eagerly examines 
each title-page and colophon. Visions are his, glimpses of other 
days and other places. His soul is thrilled. He pictures the times in 
which these precious jewels were being produced. He feels himself 
akin to author and printer. He pictures the hopes and the fears of 
all those concerned in the making of these old volumes. Yea, verily, 
in every old volume there is a spirit h idden.10

For B rew er a n d  o th er collectors, th e  "p leasu res  of posses
sion" w ere  considerab le  because  the  collection h e lp ed  forestall 
the  u ncerta in ties  of the  fu tu re . This he lp s  explain  the  in tense  
em otional feelings w h ich  collectors d em o n stra ted  tow ards 
their collections. W hen  B rew er acqu ired  Leigh H u n t 's  Wit and 
Humour, Selected From the English Poets, a copy w hich  w as a 
u n iq u e  p resen ta tio n  item  from  H u n t to  M ary Shelley, he  "felt 
a thrill in  m y h e a rt ak in  to th a t w hich  ag ita ted  m e w h en  I 
d iscovered  the  life com pan ionsh ip  of M rs. B[rewer], Every fiber 
of m y  b o d y  w as a g ita te d ."  To close h is 1920 C hristm as book,

9 Luther A. Brewer, Around the Library Table: An Evening With Leigh Hunt (Cedar
Rapids, IA: Torch Press, 1920), 6, 8-11.

10 Ibid., 11-13.
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Brew er n o ted , " it is p lea san t to  k now  th a t the  p a s t can n o t be 
taken  aw ay. These ga therings a ro u n d  the  lam p  an d  by  the  fire, 
the  m essages of friends to  friends a t th is ha llow ed  tim e are 
o u rs ." 11

In  1923, Brew er p re se n ted  to  h is friends a t C hristm as The 
Love of Books w h ich  consisted  m ain ly  of a rep rin t of H u n t 's  
essay  " M y B ooks." In  h is in tro d u c to ry  rem arks, the  collector 
p rov ided  m ore in sig h t on  his o w n  feelings for books a n d  the  
great satisfaction th a t collecting a n d  read in g  th em  gave him . 
The Love of Books pays hom age to  H u n t 's  u n a b a sh e d  bibliophilia  
an d  fea tu res H u n t 's  exp ressed  w ish  (as revealed  a t the  e n d  of 
" M y Books") th a t he  m igh t e n d  his life w ith  h is h e a d  res ting  
u p o n  a beloved  volum e. B rew er idealized  a n d  trea su red  H u n t 
for th is an d  because he  saw  H u n t as a " very  g lu tto n  of books". 
H u n t p rov ided  the  m ost s trik ing  exam ple of th e  ind iv idual w h o  
lived his life for books. B rew er adm iring ly  n o ted , " G iven  books 
an d  the  o p p o rtu n ity  of read in g  them , a n d  w h a t d id  it concern  
him  th a t there  w as lack of b read  an d  m ea t in  the  h o u se , a n d  the  
'E xecutioner' w as a t the  d o o r."11 12

Also appealing  to  Brew er in  H u n t 's  essay , " M y B ooks", w as 
the  a u th o r 's  descrip tion  of h is lib rary -study  w h ich  in c luded  his 
table of books p iled -h igh  at h is back, h is w riting  desk  a n d  book 
shelves on  e ither side of h im , a n d  a w arm  fire a t h is feet. For 
the  book-lover of the  early  tw en tie th  cen tu ry , it w as a p ictu re  
th a t w as qu ite  pleasing; or, in  B rew er's  m in d , a " com fortable 
s itu a tio n ."  W ith  the  w arm  am bience of th e  b o o k m an 's  s tudy- 
library, the  act of read in g  a n d  the  resu lting  (and  requ ired) 
con tem pla tion  w as easily realized . E ven in  the  "sw iftly  m oving  
days of the  rad io  an d  the  air sh ip "  n o n e  sh o u ld  be too  b u sy  to 
becom e acquain ted  w ith  the  " choice sp irits  of o th e r tim es ."

In fact, B rew er believed  th a t all hom es sh o u ld  con ta in  books; 
a hom e w ith o u t books w as n o t a tru e  hom e. The book-less 
house  w as " m erely  a place in  w h ich  to  stay  over n ig h t, or on  a 
rainy  day , or a s to rm y e v en in g ."  The ad d itio n  of a few  books

11 Ibid., 15-16, 42.
12 Luther A. Brewer, The Love of Books (Cedar Rapids, IA: Torch Press, 1923), 5.
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m ade  an  ab id ing  place o u t of room s w ith  cheap  fu rn itu re  and  
rag  carpets; luxurious fu rn itu re  w ith o u t books "m ake  a place it 
is good  to  stay  aw ay  fro m ."  B rew er d id  n o t claim  th a t books 
w ere  m ade  for fu rn itu re , " b u t n o th in g  else so beautifies and  
em bellishes a h o m e ."  Books p ro v id ed  a therapeu tic  as w ell as 
an  aesthetic  function . H e w ro te , "W e prefer a hom e filled w ith  
books ra th e r  th a n  w ith  fu rn itu re . W e will take b o th  if w e can, 
b u t a t all ev en ts  w e w a n t the  b o o k s.... In  books w e lose 
ourse lves a n d  all o u r c a re s ."13

Like L eigh H u n t, L u th er A. B rew er loved  books for their 
con ten ts  b u t th ere  w as also a sensua l e lem en t invo lved  in  the 
"h o b b y "  of collecting a n d  p ay ing  hom age  to  a p referred  
au th o r. C ollectors loved  the  sigh t of fine b ind ings on  the  books 
th ey  collected. T hey  also loved  feeling a n d  h an d lin g  the 
b ind ings. In  an  in te res tin g  analogy , B rew er explained , "W e 
love o u r w ives o r adm ire  o th e r beau tifu l w o m en  ... th e  m ore if 
th ey  are  nea tly  a n d  becom ing ly  d ressed . Love an d  adm iration  
g row  cold w h e n  th e ir objects are s la ttern ly  an d  raggedly  
c lo th ed ."  The collector m akes clear, th o u g h , th a t one cannot 
p ay  a tten tio n  on ly  to  th e  o u tw a rd  appearance  of a book. N o 
m atte r  h o w  beau tifu lly  it is b o u n d , it m u st still be read  to  be 
com pletely  app rec ia ted  by  the  book-lover. The collector be
lieved, "W e lovers of books are  n o t in  sy m p ath y  w ith  the  m an  
... w h o  w as so m uch  occup ied  w ith  th e  po lish ing  of his 
b in d in g s th a t he  h a d  n o t the  leisu re  to  m ake him self fam iliar 
w ith  th e  co n ten ts  of h is be loved  v o lu m e s ."14

In  his 1924 C hristm as book , Some Lamb and Browning Letters to 
Leigh H unt, B rew er m ed ita tes  u p o n  th e  literary  a n d  personal 
frien d sh ip  of th e  th ree  w riters. O ffering  several le tte rs  from  his 
collection w ritte n  by  these  literati, B rew er illustrates their 
frien d sh ip  a n d  illum inates th e ir personalities  (or, ra th e r, his 
p e rcep tio n  of th e ir personalities). H e believed  th a t a m an 's  
co rrespondence  revea led  w h a t w as really  in  h is m ind . Im por
tan tly , th is  belief m irro rs  w h a t o th e r collectors th o u g h t du ring

13 Ibid., 6-8.
14 Ibid., 9.
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the  late n in e te en th  an d  early  tw e n tie th  cen tu ries  a n d  accounts 
in  p a rt for th e  po p u larity  of collecting au to g ra p h  letters. Letters 
w ere sincere reflections of a p e rso n . " L etters tell th e  sto ry  of a 
m an 's  life in  a su p erio r w ay. T hey are b e tte r  th a n  th e  accounts 
of h is friends, for the  p e n  w rites  w h a t th e  h e a rt speaks. T hey 
give a true  p ictu re , an d  are to  be relied  u p o n ." 15

Brew er declared  h is op in ion  of th e  first ha lf of the  n in e te en th  
cen tu ry  as a G olden  A ge of E nglish  litera tu re . Poets such  as 
K eats, Shelley, Byron, W o rd sw o rth  a n d  T ennyson  a n d  p rose  
w riters includ ing  D ickens, Thackeray, L andor, H azlitt, Lam b 
an d  H u n t m ade  th e  era m em orable . In  considering  h is p e rcep 
tion  of the  period  as be ing  vastly  su p erio r to  con tem porary  
tim es, in  term s of litera tu re , B rew er conceded , " P e rh ap s  the  
fau lt is ours, in  th a t w e v iew  th e  th in g s th a t have  b een  th ro u g h  
en larged  glasses, w hile  the  th in g s  th a t are , be ing  fam iliar, fail 
vividly to  im press u s ." 16 The collection served  as a link to  a p as t 
w hich  w as seen  as be ing  far m ore noble  th a n  the  m o d ern  tim es 
of the  1920s. It linked  collector a n d  w rite r a n d  becam e a 
considerable sym bolic package w h ich  enab led  the  tran scen d in g  
of tim e an d  space.

To dem o n stra te  th is  fu rth e r, one sh o u ld  consider B rew er's 
C hristm as pub lication  for 1925, Wanderings in London, a n d  his 
view  of the  " capital" of th e  book-w orld  w ith  its m igh ty  
sen tim ental associations. T h rough  th e  years , B rew er an d  his 
wife v isited  m any  of the  im p o rtan t cities of the  U n ited  States 
an d  Europe. L ondon , th o u g h , w as th e  m o st charm ing  an d  
fascinating place. H e w ro te , " It g rip s u s  w ith  a m igh ty  hold . 
O nce in  it, w e are  loath  to  go aw ay  from  it."  Because he  w as so 
fond  of L ondon , the  re tu rn  trip  to the  U n ited  S tates w as alw ays 
sobering  a n d  full of sadness. H e cherished  the  city in  the  qu ie t

15 Luther A. Brewer, Some Lamb and Browning Letters to Leigh Hunt (Cedar Rapids, 
IA: Torch Press, 1924), 13. On the belief that letters sincerely reflected a person's true 
beliefs, see Thomas F. Madigan, Word Shadows of the Great: the Lure of Autograph 
Collecting (New York: Frederick A. Stokes, 1930) and Simon Gratz, A Book About 
Autographs (Philadelphia: William J. Campbell, 1920).

16 Ibid., 6.
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of the  early  m orn ing , in  the  bu sy  h o u rs  of th e  day  an d  in  the 
even ing . H e loved  its s tree ts  an d  sh o p s  w ith  " as deep  a love as 
C harles Lam b ever h a d ." 17

D uring  one visit to  the  g rea t city, a seam an 's  strike requ ired  
the  B rew ers to  sp e n d  an  extra m o n th  in  E ngland . The strike 
w as a perfect excuse to linger in  the  " seductive M etropo lis."  
B rew er b ro w sed  a n d  p u rch ased  in  th e  g rea t booksto res of 
L o n d o n  an d  exp lored  th e  p laces w h ich  he ld  g rea t associational 
in te rest, th e  " o d d  nooks a n d  corners a n d  n a rro w  lanes and  
stree ts  in  th e  o lder p o rtio n s"  of th e  city. To nav igate  these  o lder 
p a rts  of th e  city, B rew er u tilized  Leigh H u n t 's  The Town (1848). 
D esp ite  changes in  the  local to p o g rap h y  since H u n t 's  tim e, 
B rew er n o ted , " one will n o t find  it a difficult m atte r to follow 
H u n t as h e  p ro c e e d s ...."  A ccord ing  to  B rew er, H u n t " saw  w ith  
a seeing  eye an d  a sym pathe tic  a n d  know ing  sp irit."  H u n t, in 
The Town, m ade  Sam uel Johnson , O liver G oldsm ith  an d  o thers 
" seem  very  real a n d  n e a r" . It w as especially  charm ing  to be in 
L ondon  " w h ere  th e  o p p o rtu n itie s  are so m any  for rem iniscing 
in  qu iet re trea ts  once fam iliar to th e  poe ts  an d  songsters and  
m en  of affairs of o th e r tim es ." 18

O f course , for a collector such  as Brew er, L o n d o n 's  m ost 
im m edia te  a ttrac tion  w as its m any  old book shops. W hen in  the 
city, h is first p rio rity  w as to  system atically  check favorite sites. 
In  an  aside, B rew er confided  to  h is readers, " W e n eed  n o t tell 
one  of o u r k ind  th a t v isiting  of th is so rt w as a jo y ."  O ne of his 
favorite sh o p s  w as in  an  area a lm ost inaccessible to  m odern  
L o n d o n 's  tra n sp o rta tio n  ne tw ork . The o w n er of th is particu lar 
sh o p  w as keen ly  aw are  of its associations. Ben Jonson  once 
lived on  the  site w h ere  the  sh o p  w as located. A block aw ay w as 
the  residence  of Sam uel Johnson . N earby  w ere  Fleet Street, 
C hancery  Lane a n d  Fetter Lane " w ith  all their m em ories."  The

17 Luther A. Brewer, Wanderings in London (Cedar Rapids, IA: Torch Press, 1925), 
5-6; for another Christmas publication which treats a visit to France and its literary 
associations, see Brewer's Golden Days in France (Cedar Rapids, IA: Torch Press, 1927). 
Other collectors also idealized London, see, for example, William Roberts, The Book 
Hunter in London (London: Elliot Stock, 1895); and E.V. Lucas, A Group of Londoners
(Minneapolis: Privately Printed, 1913).

18 Brewer, Wanderings in London, 8, 10.
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dealer once asked  Brew er, " D o y o u  th in k  th a t th ese  th in g s do  
n o t m ake a d ifference to m e? N o, I shall n o t m ove from  this 
location u n til su m m o n ed  to  qu it life." 19

A fter b row sing  in  the  old book shops, B rew er ro am ed  the  
h istoric places w h ich  sen tim en tally  ap p ea led  to  him . H e w as 
b ro u g h t closer to  h is literary  in te rests  th ro u g h  his ram bles. For 
exam ple, h is d iscussion  of th e  L incoln 's In n  Fields an d  G ray 's 
Inn  illum inates their connections to  the  lives of Ben Jonson , 
Sam uel Johnson , M acaulay, D ickens, Thackeray, John  B rad
shaw , Bacon, a n d  o thers . C harles a n d  M ary Lam b lived in  the  
neighbo rhood  of th e  Inns a n d  the  Elia essays o ften  m en tio n ed  
them . Brew er described  the  L am bs' q u arte rs  a n d  recalled  the  
visitors w h o  cam e there: H u n t, W illiam  H azlitt, th e  G odw ins, 
an d  o thers , w h o  " g a th e red  he re  on  W ed n esd ay  even ings, an d  
w h a t a com pany!" B rew er p ictu res the  scene by  in fu sing  it w ith  
an  abu n d an ce  of sen tim en ta l dom esticity . " The fu rn itu re  w as 
old, the  books Lam b h a d  sacrificed for a n d  w h ich  he  loved 
w ere 'rag g ed  v e te ran s '. The m ah o g an y  table w as m ade  ready , 
an d  on  the  sidetab le w ere  the  cold m eats  an d  the  h o t roasted  
potatoes; an d  the  'v a s t ju g  of p o rte r ' w as from  Fleet S tree t's  
'b est ta p .' " 20

This descrip tion  is m ade ev en  m ore  com pelling  w h e n  Brew er 
inform s his readers  th a t th e  b u ild ing  in  w h ich  the  Lam bs lived 
h ad  been  razed  several years  ago. M erely v isiting  th e  spo t 
w here  they  once lived w as e n o u g h  to  d ischarge  a p ro fu sio n  of 
associational sen tim en ts. H e h a d  "o n ly  the  sh ad o w , n o t the  
substance ,"  b u t th a t w as all th a t w as n e e d ed  for th is  collector 
w ho  w as b e n t on  Y uletide reflections. " N eed  I again  to 
rem ark ,"  he w ro te , " w h a t joy  to  w a n d e r am id  such  scenes an d  
to recall the  days th a t are  no  m ore, an d  the  like of w h ich  never 
will com e to u s ." 21

In his Wanderings, B rew er described  a w alk  w h ich  re su lted  in  
the  unexpected  discovery  of " th e  hum b le  grave of O liver 
G o ldsm ith ."  N earby  w as w h ere  th e  p oo r " u n fo rtu n a te "  w rite r

19 Ibid., 12, 22.
20 Ibid., 26-27, 29, 32-33.
21 Ibid., 36.
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died . A lso d iscussed  w as the  C hesh ire  C heese Inn , still in 
existence in  1925. B rew er could  see "as  in  the  tim e w hen  
Jo h n so n  an d  h is friends m et th ere  for th e ir n igh t-reve ls ."  The 
thrill of go ing  to  L ondon  w as in  v isiting  these  places. Brewer, 
im b u ed  "w ith  a fo n d n ess  for the  w ritings of K eats an d  H u n t" , 
w o n d e re d  " w h a t m ore  n a tu ra l, w hile  sp e n d in g  a holiday  in 
L ondon  th an  to  visit som e of th e  p laces m ade  notab le  by  their 
p resen ce"?  Several trip s of hom age  w ere  m ade to H am pstead , 
site of th e  K eats M em orial. For Brew er, the  M em orial w as a 
"h o ly  p lace" an d  a " sh rin e  a t w h ich  every  lover of K eats m ay 
p ay  d ev o tio n ."  A lth o u g h  the  sh rine , w h e n  the  collector visited 
it, d id  n o t con ta in  m any  relics of the  poe t, th ere  w ere enough  
" to  in te res t any  K eats lover an d  to m ake a visit th ere  one  n o t to 
be fo rgo tten . To [me] the  place is a ha llow ed  s p o t." 22

N ear the  K eats M em orial w as Leigh H u n t 's  cottage. To 
Brew er, it w as ju s t as it w as w h e n  H u n t an d  his fam ily lived 
th ere  in  the  early  n in e te e n th  cen tury . This w as the  place w here 
H u n t sp en t som e of the  h a p p ie s t years of h is life an d  also 
w h ere  he  e n d u re d  sickness a n d  poverty . B rew er w ro te  of the 
beau tifu l m o rn in g  (as he  w o u ld  alw ays rem em ber it) w h en  he 
v isited  H u n t 's  grave. In  the  sam e cem etery , John  Forster w as 
b u r ie d —H u n t 's  friend  as w ell as D ickens'. A no ther treasu red  
h o u se  w as the  one  in  w h ich  Carlyle lived an d  w orked . C on
c lud ing  his 1925 C hristm as book, Brew er sighed , "T hese are 
som e of the  th in g s seen  a n d  m u se d  over in  d ea r old L o n d o n ."23

B rew er's  C hristm as book  for 1928 w as The Joys and Sorrows of 
a Book Collector. This pub lica tion  began  by describ ing  book 
collectors as an  "o d d  tribe"  w h o  are  in  a class by  them selves 
a n d  w h o  took  p rid e  in  th e ir possessions. In fact, m any  boasted  
a n d  acted  im m odestly  abou t their successful efforts in  assem 
bling  good collections: "W e confess it, b u t w h y  shou ld  w e hide 
u n d e r  a b u sh e l the  fact th a t w e p ossess som eth ing  u n ique  — 
som eth ing  w h ich  no  one  else h as  or can  have  un til w e are ready  
to  re linqu ish  o w n ersh ip ?"  In  The Joys and Sorrows of a Book

22 Ibid., 36-38, 40.
23 Ibid., 49-60.
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Collector, B rew er w as read y  to  d iscuss h is tr iu m p h s  a n d  his 
failures in  deve lop ing  his Leigh H u n t collection. H e o p en ed  
w ith  the  " tra g ed y "  of a failure to  secure  a d esired  ite m .24

The tragedy  lay in  h is n o t acting  fast e n o u g h  to  p u rch ase  an  
im p o rtan t Leigh H u n t le tte r w h e n  it w as offered to h im  by  the 
au to g rap h  dealer, T hom as F. M adigan . Finally, after a th o r
ough  an d  considerable  rev iew  of h is financial situa tion  (and  
consu lta tion /nego tia tion  w ith  h is wife!), B rew er dec ided  to 
forego a n ew  su it in  o rd e r to p u rch ase  th e  letter. T hus, he 
recalled th e  exam ple of C harles Lam b, w h o  w as h a p p y  to  w ear 
h is th readbare  black su it a little longer so th a t he  m igh t be able 
to afford a n o th e r " rag g ed  v e te ran "  for h is collection. Brew er, 
the collector of H u n t a n d  Lam b, w as "d e te rm in e d  to  em ula te  
h is exam ple."  U nfo rtunately , B rew er h a d  dec ided  for the  item  
too la te —a n o th e r collector w as v ictorious. This gen tlem an , 
w ro te  Brew er, " h a d  sto len  from  m e a g rea t tre a su re ."  H e 
tracked  d o w n  a n d  con fron ted  h is rival b u t " e a rn e s t begg ing" 
failed to  secure the  le tte r a n d  its "n o n -p o ssessio n  [was] a 
tragedy  in  m y collecting experience ."  D isp lay ing  h is g rea t 
sen tim ental a ttach m en t to  h is collection, B rew er asked , "W h at 
care I for th e  m illionaire 's len g th e n ed  life a n d  h is d oub led  
p leasures, for has he  n o t by  h is book  activities d ep riv ed  m e of 
the  p leasu res of possession  of certain  coveted  item s for w h ich  
m y soul has p a n te d ? "25

In the  w orld  of the  book collector, n o t all w as as it seem ed . 
Som e acquisitions b ro u g h t p leasan t su rp rises. For exam ple, a t 
the  1920 sale of a p o rtio n  of H . Buxton F o rm an 's  library , Brew er 
pu rch ased  a H u n t au to g ra p h  le tte r (d a ted  1822) a n d  d iscovered  
th a t it h a d  been  com posed  by  H u n t b u t w as actually  w ritten  by  
M ary Shelley w h o  w as copy ing  for h im  a t the  tim e. The le tter 
w as in te n d e d  for Byron b u t w as n ev er sen t. To show  h is h igh  
regard  for the  item  an d  its a b u n d a n t associational va lue , th e  
collector h a d  it b o u n d  in  "a  h a n d so m e  d ress of red  levan t, w ith  
gold le tte rs ."  B rew er also acqu ired  at th e  F orm an  sale w h a t he

24 Luther A. Brewer, The Joys and Sorrows of a Book Collector (Cedar Rapids, IA:
Torch Press, 1928), 7.

25 Ibid., 9, 12, 14-15.
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th o u g h t w as a Leigh H u n t original m anuscrip t, "T he H eir of 
M ondolfo" w ith  the  a u th o r 's  corrections a n d  m arg in  notes. 
A fter exam in ing  the  item , he  d iscovered  th a t it w as actually  by 
M ary Shelley w ith  sligh t corrections by  H u n t an d  Shelley. A 
few  years later, B rew er p u rch ased  an  u n p u b lish e d  H u n t m an u 
scrip t, "S o n n e ts  by  the  Italian  Poets W ith  N o tes" , an d  w as later 
d isap p o in ted  to find  it h a d  actually  been  w ritten  (copied) by 
H u n t 's  son , T ho rn ton . For all collectors, B rew er offered the 
practical advice, caveat emptor.26

In closing The Joys and Sorrows of a Book Collector (a positive 
w ork  th a t actually  con ta ins m ore " joys"  th an  "so rro w s"), the 
collector a d d re sse d  all th o se  so-called "p h ilis tin es"  w ho  con
tinually  asked  h im  abou t an d  could  n o t u n d e rs ta n d  his m oti
vations for collecting. For Brew er, "T he fun  of collecting and  
the  joy of possession  are  the  on ly  rew ard s  a book collector

26 Ibid., 17, 26, 29-36.
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shou ld  seek ."  Books a n d  m an u scrip ts  con ta ined  a n  in trinsic  
value an d  w ere  va lued  by  h im  because  of th a t an d  n o t, as h is 
w ritings show  clearly, as m ere  in v estm en ts  o r s ta tu s  sym bols. 
H is hobby b rig h ten ed  his life an d  "h as  b ro u g h t m e joy  daily, 
an d  its fu rth e r p u rsu it will cheer the  years  th a t are left to  m e ." 27 
In 1929, in  Some Letters From M y Leigh H unt Portfolios, B rew er 
offered an o th er C hristm as book  to  h is friends, " a n o th e r  evi
dence of ou r h o bby"  w h ich  illum ina ted  several item s from  his 
collection. A gain, as he  o ften  d id  in  h is pub lica tions on  
collecting H u n tian a , B rew er advocated  the  th erap eu tic  va lue  of 
book collecting a n d , really , any  o th e r hobby  by  u rg in g  "if you  
do  n o t possess a hobby  of y o u r ow n , beg in  the  n ew  y ear by 
getting  o n e ." 28

The pub lication  of h is an n u a l C hristm as books enab led  
L uther A. Brew er to  com m unicate  h is feelings ab o u t books an d  
literature, read in g  a n d  collecting Leigh H u n t an d  his circle, an d  
the  period  from  w hich  the  litera tu re  w as p ro d u ce d  to h is 
friends a n d  o th er aficionados. N atu ra lly , th ere  w as a certain  
am o u n t of " sh o w in g  off" th e  collection in h e re n t in  h is C h rist
m as books an d  th ey  reveal B rew er in d u lg in g  in  the  "p leasu res  
of po ssess io n ."  H ow ever, the  above exam ination  of a sm all, 
selected n u m b er of Torch P ress pub lica tions (w hich  I believe is 
qu ite  rep resen ta tive) reveals a g rea t deal ab o u t th is  collector, 
Brewer, an d  the  m ulti-d im ensional n a tu re  of the  "book  collect
ing  gam e" d u rin g  the  period . H is su p e rb  collection w as ac
qu ired  by  The U niversity  of Iow a a n d  it has co n tin u ed  to 
facilitate scho larsh ip  an d  research . The historic  a n d  trad itional 
in te rp re ta tion  of collectors as public  benefacto rs is m ain ta ined  
by B rew er's exam ple.

The cu ltu re  of collecting, th o u g h , w as an ch o red  by  a d issa t
isfaction w ith  the  cu rren t an d  the  con tem porary . All the  
activities w hich  collecting consisted  o f—from  acquisition  to 
read ing  (by the  fireplace in  a com fortable chair) — served  as a 
therapeu tic  safety-valve th a t h e lp ed  the  collector cope w ith  his

27 Ibid., 63-64.
28 Luther A. Brewer, Some Letters From My Leigh Hunt Portfolios (Cedar Rapids, 

IA: Torch Press, 1928), 96.
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sen tim en ta l p e rcep tio n  of the  negative  fea tu res of a m odern iz 
ing  A m erican  society. W hile it can  be a rg u ed  th a t collecting 
rein forced  th e  collector's la ten t a lienation , th is form  of "escap 
ism "  d id  n o t, of course , s top  "p ro g re ss"  o r m odern ity . Collect
ing  w as a psychological d iversion  a n d  n o t an  o u trig h t attack. 
V iew ing it in  th is w ay  does n o t lessen  the  con tribu tions w hich 
collectors have  m ad e  or trivialize collecting itself b u t, ra ther, 
aim s a t a m ore com plete  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of ho w  som e m em bers 
of the  m idd le  a n d  upper-c lasses h a n d le d  cu ltu ral an d  societal 
change d u rin g  the  late  n in e te en th  a n d  early  tw en tie th  cen tu 
ries.

By read in g  a n d  h an d lin g  his H u n tian a , by finely "d re ss in g "  
selected  books in  h a n d so m e  b in d in g s an d  p ay ing  hom age to 
th ese  cu ltu ral artifacts, by  v isiting  th e  sites in  L ondon  w hich 
he ld  associational significance, a n d  by  regu larly  reflecting 
u p o n  the  " lo s t"  w orld  a n d  tim es of Leigh H u n t, L u ther A. 
B rew er cou ld  effectively tra n sp o rt h im self (via h is im agination) 
to  an  idealized  era. The books, the  m an u scrip ts , the  au tog raph  
le tters , the  collection an d  the  idea  of collecting itself, served  to 
link  h im  to the  past. W h en  one sat w ith  Brew er "a ro u n d  the 
lib rary  tab le", Leigh H u n t, C harles Lam b, th e  Shelleys, Keats, 
Byron, an d  o th ers  c row ded  in tim ately  nearby . T hey p rov ided  
the  collector com fort, security  a n d  a reassu rin g  sense  of the 
fam iliar.
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