
Daniel Swift

XXX

The Book at War: Libraries and Readers in an Age of Conflict
By Andrew Pettegree

(Profile Books 480pp £30)

In December 1940, as German bombs were falling on London, Virginia Woolf was reading ‘a very accurate detailed book’ about the Great Fire of London three centuries before. Like the country, Woolf was in a crisis this winter. ‘What is the phrase I always remember – or forget’, she wrote in her diary, and then slightly misquoted a line from a poem by Walter de la Mare: ‘Look your last on all things lovely.’ She consoled herself ‘musing; reading; cooking; cycling; oh & a good hard rather rocky book.’ ‘This is my prescription,’ she wrote. She was being gently ironic, for she knew that books would not save her. In less than three months, she would be dead by suicide, and the war would go on.

‘We tend to assume books and literary culture have a positive impact on the world, informing, enlightening, assisting the cause of progress,’ notes Andrew Pettegree at the start of his wide-ranging The Book at War. This is Woolf’s ‘prescription’: the old liberal humanist idea that literature can transport us to a different, purer world and teach us ethical values. But books, Pettegree argues, were central to the wars of the 20th century. The two world wars, he observes, were fought between ‘the world’s most bookish nations’. Even more than this, ‘the Second World War pitted in opposition war leaders who were also bestselling authors’. The journalist and memoirist Winston Churchill later won the Nobel Prize in Literature; Adolf Hitler, author of the bestselling Mein Kampf, had a good library. A work by another leading combatant, Mao’s Little Red Book, eventually sold something like a billion copies.

What such figures shared was a ‘belief in the power of the written word to shape the destiny of nations’. Pettegree traces the practical and symbolic roles played by books and literary culture in modern wars. It’s a vast subject and Pettegree takes us on a remorselessly interesting march through it. Some of this is done in a puckish way, as when Pettegree remarks that ‘Hitler and Lenin were both great friends of the library’ or when he notes that the young Stalin wrote poems which were good enough to be published in poetry anthologies. The first of the Gulag camps in Russia’s far north had a library for prisoners with thirty thousand volumes in it. Goebbels wrote a novel, ‘complex and passionate’, apparently, but sadly Pettegree does not quote from it. Hitler enjoyed Rudyard Kipling and John Buchan and in his bunker in the closing days of the war he had Goebbels read aloud to him extracts from Thomas Carlyle.

There are chapters on wartime scientists and on how books – and more often newspapers – can encourage men to fight, mainly through propaganda. One recurring theme is the surprising availability of important military material in research libraries and scientific journals. The scientists involved in the Manhattan Project read articles on the German nuclear fission programme in scientific journals in 1942 and 1943. The Luftwaffe were aided in tracking RAF raids by a booklet called the Air Force List, which gave the names and registration numbers of RAF aircraft and was on sale in bookshops in London. Pettegree gives a potted history of cartography and notes that Germans’ excellence in the academic discipline of geography had the effect of making them know and care deeply about national borders. He writes about cookbooks, bestseller lists, the role of American universities in military intelligence and reading habits during the Blitz (during wars people tend to either read about the war or do the opposite and read escapist fantasies, just like Woolf).

Much of what Pettegree refers to comes across as charmingly antique. There were libraries in London Underground station shelters during the Blitz and ‘in 1940, 200,000 Penguins were shipped out to the men of the British Expeditionary Force in France’. During the Second World War, everyone on every side was reading Dickens. Many of his anecdotes sound like the stuff of novels or Hollywood films. At the start of the Second World War, ‘the original copies of the Declaration of Independence and United States Constitution were despatched to the Bullion Depository at Fort Knox in Kentucky’, he notes. The Italians also took special measures to preserve books, housing many of them in the Vatican. They were so successful that a report at the end of the war found that only 376 incunabula (early printed materials) and a little more than two thousand 16th-century books were destroyed on Italian soil.

Pettegree makes the occasional cartoonish generalisation. ‘In medieval times, soldiers fought for their lord,’ he writes. Elsewhere, he states, ‘throughout the history of warfare, poetry had served as a means of articulating sentiments and emotions often dangerous to express in prose’. The book’s subtitle is ‘Libraries and Readers in an Age of Conflict’, but what this really means is the two world wars, and only parts of these wars at that: he has little to say about Japan, for example. There is much lively material on libraries: Pettegree is a historian and an archivist and his previous book was called The Library: A Fragile History. But there is very little on readers – on how people read books or on how war might change the ways we use or even interpret books. 

At the heart of this sprawling yet oddly restricted book is a simple idea, and it is really a political one. Those who burn, plunder or preserve books all agree that books have a symbolic power. The Nazis collected many hundreds of thousands of volumes of Jewish history to form a special library in Frankfurt; half a million of these then ended up in the National Library of Israel in Jerusalem. At the end of the Second World War, the Americans took two million books back home from Germany with them; some 1,200 works from Hitler’s personal library are still housed in the Library of Congress in Washington, DC. Pettegree, with a librarian’s eye, notes that, fifty years after their acquisition, only half of them had been catalogued. 
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