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“ I cannot but think we fiould have more learning, if we had fewer books."
Preface to Daker's Refleélions.

HE lovers of literature, whofe paffion for books is at leaft as great as

it is laudable, lament the lofs of the Alexandrian library, which is

{faid to have contained feven hundred thoufand volumes. Immeafurable as
this lofs was, time and induftry have prodigioufly repaired it; and if [ might
efeape being thought an abfolute Goth, I thould humbly be of opinion, that
the deftruélion of that libsary was rather a blefling than a detriment to the
common-wealth of letters. What may we fuppofe thofe {o many thoufand
volumes contained ! Were {2ven hundred thoufand volumes all worth read-
ing? If they were, who would have leifure to read them? If they were not,
at leaft as many as were good for nothing have happily met with a proper
fate, Thefe books, we may fuppofe, contained great treafures of philo-
fophy, aftronomy, geography, hiftory, poetry, oratory, mathematics, &c.
mighty entertaining novels,and a wonderful mafs of knowledge relating to,
and explanatory of, or perhaps more beautifully perplexing, the theory of
Egyptian divinity and hieroglyphics. One can hardly believe, though it
contained greater quantities of ancient {cience and eloquence than what have
reached our days, that this library was replenifhed with authors of fuperior
knowledge, or with greater difcoveries than we have received from our
other venerable predeceffors. And do we with for more fabulous hiftory, for
more fantaftic philofophy, for more imperfeét aftronomy, for more blunder-

* The two following papers were not publithed, the plan not having been completed.
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ion how enormoufly this library
ibra ! What tranflations, commentaries, explanations, {
ings, paraphrafes—nay, what controverfics would have been eng

; ; : : e
by rlm,,]: every volume in this capacious !'cp{mmi'y'l A riftotle alone, whofe
works, or at leaft fuch as are called his, are happily extant, was in fo great

repute about two ce than twelve thouland authors are

uries ago, that no lefs
nuted to have commer
Alexandri
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d or written upon his works: and though the
ht none of them h: h numerous fe
> the veneration paid to whatever is ancient, or to whatever is
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called learning, there can be no doubt but the exiftence of that departed
library would have multiplied books to a degree, which even the hardeft
tudents misht have beheld with regret; as few are mafters of fuch ftrength

and confhtitution, or of fuch extended lives, as to be able to fatiate
iriofity in fuch an ocean of literature, let in upon the already im-
menfe deluge of fcience.  Some men indeed IH‘-E been fuch giants in 1}ud1.,
as to conquer Greece, Rome, Arabia, Perfia, and even t]‘U]L impraéticable
ftrangers, the Cophti: fome are renowned for reading fixteen or eighteen
hours a day ; and one great * hero of the republic of lcttus boafted that he
had {o entirely exhaufted all knowledge, that he was now reduced to read
the Hiftory of the Highwaymen. But few are there now, alas, of fuch
vigour ! Few refemble the great Accurfius, who boafted that he had cor-
rected feven hundred errors in Clandian as he rode poft through Germany.

authors mig

ve founded {uc

To fay the truth, we have not only enough of ancient books, but are far
overftoc md with both ancient and modc=n confidering either how little is
read, or how impoffible it is to read all t]mt has already been written. In
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he latter refpe@t, modern authors are far more excufable than modern
The authors write for the prefent hour, becaufe they are not fure
that to-morrow they fhall be read: hul: as to readers; who are continually
new books, 1 fhould humbly fugeelt, that all books, however
l-)ii‘:‘-; ago they were \\-t'ﬁtul'l are, 1o all mtents and p'.II'E’:L'th‘ﬁ, new books te
fuch as never read them. People do not generally kinow what refervoirs of
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rious authors have been {o pu Nﬂul to find out new {
determined to write new books, that they h.nt compofed catal
different denominations of authors, or of fuch as have written
cular circumftances®. Baillet not only publifhed an account of -
is, of fuch books as were written againft others, but he a work,
h he propofed to give a defeription of fuch I-{fl_’ki as had been in-
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i whic
tended to be written. Naudé collefled a lift of authors
their names ; and another of great men who had beer
Decker compofed an account of anonymous writings
gave one catalogue of unfortunate learned men, and anoth
who were poets: Kortholt, of bifhops who had been poets;
of ecclefiaftics who had written bawdy poems. Ancillon was flill more
rious, for he made a catalogue of learned men who had written nothing
Hottinger, another grave trifler, has two whole pages filled only with names
s

of thofe who correfponded with him ; and fome year: y there was a

* The lateflt work of this kind is the Catalogue of Royal and Noble Autbors.
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French *® abbé who commenced author upon a very new ftocky by writing
an account of fuch authors as had prefented him with their writings. The
oreatelt wonder is, that none of thefe laborious compilers fhould have pre-
tended to give a relation of fuch books as have long fince perithed, though
their authors had, like Horace and Owid, affured the world and themfelves,
that their works would be immortal. But it is not neceflary to go an hun-
dred years back to give mﬂamm of the exceflive increafe of dulhur- The
gazettes, Rovels, 1[\.t-= Vg 1p eches, magazines,dictionaries of our own days,

are flagrant proofs of my affertion. T adeed if the rage of publication con-
tinues in the fame proportion, I do not fee but all the world muft be books ;
and that it will become as neceflary to burn a field of books, as a field of
furze or ftubble. The very means employed to leflen the abufe, is an in-
creafe of it : I mean, all {ciences are fo over-written, that the very abridg-
ments are an additional evil.

I can eafily conceive that a Chinefe or Indian, hereafter vifiting Europe,
may acquaint one of his correfpondents, in the hyperbolic ftyle of the Eaft,

¢ That it is exceeding difficult to travel in thefe countries, by reafon of\.aﬂ:
wafte tracts of land, which they call Aibraries, which being very little fre-
quented, and lying uncultivated, occafion a ftagnation of bad and unwhole-
fome air ; that neverthelefs, the inhabitants, {o far from dcﬂ'm}'ing or roots
ing out what they fo little either ufe or efteem, are continually extending
thefe deferts ; that even fome of the natives, who have waded farther than
ordinary into thefe forefts, are fond and proud of tranfplanting out of one
part into another ; and though they are fure that their own labours will be

choked up the next day by fome of their neighbours, they go on in their
1dle toil, and fatter themfielves with the hopes of immortality for having
contributed to extend a wildernefs, into which nobody thinks it worth his
while to penetrate. There are indeed fome, who, for fear of lofing their way
in the vaft foreft of learning, where it is pretended that every tree is a tree
of knowledge, have endeavoured to perfuade their countrymen to pluck up
all, root and branch, except one or two favourite trunks, from which they
pretend all knowledge may be gathered, in which all arts and fciences are
included. Tndeed they do not totally agree upen which are the authors whe
thus contain all erudition. One party pretend it is their Alcoran ; the other,

* Abbé de Marolles.
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am ancient po* alled Homer: the former feem to ftudy their religion with
a poe tic un.wumtion, the lattmr are as :uhh' Lo {'rr'Jt for their ow.mm as if
it was a I-’..IIU'JR)Lh enthufiaim.”

But not to dwell too long in the perfon
of an imaginary future fatirift, I fhall revert to my firft pr opofition, that
there are already books enough, if the world is really difpofed to read ; and
that both regret for old per llh'i,\. authors, which we do not know whether
they were good or bad, and appetite for new books, which we do not care
whether .h(\ are good or bad, are LL]h.nl\ marks of a falfe and vitiated tafte.
The former ].imuaruucur, were agrecable to the antry of the laft age,
when, provided a man did but write pure claffic Latin, it mattered not how
trifling and ridiculous were the topics. Scaliger and Cardan, two ¢
tentates in the empir
Were ug

c€at po-
]:11'1'1\14

i :
> of learning,
ornot ; and b
weapons of abufe, w

| a profound tfi!'i*u'_-:; whe

¥ creatures

ndance thofe annoy mtr
th the literati of that
age. I may perhaps have occafion in anecther paper to give lome account of
the fcurrilous wars which were formerly waged by the gravett profeffors in
moft of the univerfities and fchools from Siena to I;C‘Id».,“' The fondnefs of
the moderns for books, books, new books, puts me 1n mind of u.:r‘.nn scountry

geutlemen, neighbours of Balzac, who made him a vifit, and, after a thou-

ch were {o much in

f ind 1[~-LL\ hes, n[m ed him that it was mcredible l;."l great a veneration :ht.y
had for him and AL effieurs fes Livre
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