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Henry Petroski : The Book on the Bookshelf  before purchasing it in order to gage whether or not it would be worth 
my time, and all praised The Book on the Bookshelf: 

0 of 0 people found the following review helpful. It's a good book. I've designed a number of complex built-in ...By 
Mitch HaileIt's a good book. I've designed a number of complex built-in bookcases, own a sizeable hone library with 
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aspirations, and this book fits in nicely among other books about the history of books and libraries while covering 
some new ground.One thing I didn't quite get is the introduction where he talks about a friend of his but doesn't say 
who it is--is he being silly or did the person not want to be named? I just couldn't decide but he makes it pretty clear 
who the person is.Anyway if you're interested in this topic, it's worth the time and space on the shelf.2 of 2 people 
found the following review helpful. A history of something I've taken for grantedBy L. JohnsonI'm a book collector 
and reader, and had always taken the shelves on which they stand for grated. This interesting book tells me how my 
bookshelves got the way they are and perhaps what the future will bring. Ironically, I read this on my iPad so it doesn't 
need a space on a shelf, but I generally prefer the tactile look, feel and smell of a bound book, so shelves and their 
history will remain in my house.7 of 7 people found the following review helpful. You will never look at a bookshelf 
or library the same way againBy Colin PoveyWho thinks of bookshelves? No one, unless you need to shelve some 
books, and even then it seems `pretty obvious'. Well, think again. Henry Petroski, a professor of both Civil 
Engineering and History at Duke University, has written an amazing study of the booksehelf.Did you know that for 
much of history, books were shelved spine in, instead of spine outwards? Did you know that many libraries have tall, 
slender widows-for a reason? Did you know that some libraries, the buildings themselves, are held up by their 
bookshelves?Did you know that libraries are built much stronger than most buildings, because the weight of the books 
would destroy `normal' buildings? One of the reason the Pentagon survived the 9/11 crash so well was that is was 
designed to be a library/records retention facility, instead of an office building.This and other interesting information 
can be found in "The Book on the Bookshelf". Much of the information is not well known, even by librarians. For 
example, in Clearwater, Florida, they had to remove most of their books from the main library a few years ago when a 
visitor (a civil engineer) noticed that they had converted a department store to a library. He calculated that the weight 
of the books on the upper floors should have collapsed the building. They investigated and found large cracks! They 
quickly removed most of the books, and set about designing a new library.After reading this volume, you will never 
look at a library, bookshelf, or even a book the same way again. I have read this book several times, and find new 
meaning and information each time. Probably his best work. Highly recommended.

He has been called "the poet laureate of technology" and a writer who is "erudite, witty, thoughtful, and accessible." 
Now Henry Petroski turns to the subject of books and bookshelves, and wonders whether it was inevitable that books 
would come to be arranged vertically as they are today on horizontal shelves. As we learn how the ancient scroll 
became the codex became the volume we are used to, we explore the ways in which the housing of books evolved. 
Petroski takes us into the pre-Gutenberg world, where books were so scarce they were chained to lecterns for security. 
He explains how the printing press not only changes the way books were made and shelved, but also increased their 
availability and transformed book readers into books owners and collectors. He shows us that for a time books were 
shelved with their spines in, and it was not until after the arrival of the modern bookcase that she spines faced out.In 
delightful digressions, Petroski lets Seneca have his say on "the evils of book collecting"; examines the famed 
collection of Samuel Pepys (only three thousand titles: old discarded to make room for new); and discusses 
bookselling, book buying, and book collecting through the centuries.Richly illustrated and wonderfully written, this is 
the ultimate book on the book: how it came to be and how we have come to keep it.

.com Consider the book. Though Goodnight Moon and Finnegans Wake differ considerably in content and intended 
audience, they do share some basic characteristics. They have pages, they're roughly the same shape, and whether in a 
bookstore, library, or private home, they are generally stored vertically on shelves. Indeed, this is so much the norm 
that in these days of high-tech printing presses and chain bookstores, it's easy to believe that the book, like the 
cockroach, remains much the same as it ever was. But as Henry Petroski makes abundantly clear in Book on the 
Bookshelf, books as we know them have had a long and complex evolution. Indeed, he takes us from the scroll to the 
codex to the hand-lettered illuminated texts that were so rare and valuable they were chained to lecterns to prevent 
theft. Along the way he provides plenty of amusing anecdotes about libraries (according to one possibly apocryphal 
account, the library at Alexandria borrowed the works of the great Greek authors from Athens, had them copied, and 
then sent the copies back, keeping the originals), book collectors, and the care of books. Book-lover though he may be, 
however, Henry Petroski is, first and foremost, an engineer and so, in the end, it is the evolution of bookshelves even 
more than of books that fascinates him. Pigeonholes for scrolls, book presses containing thousands of chained 
volumes, rotating lecterns that allowed scholars to peruse more than one book at a time--these are just a few of the 
ingenious methods readers have devised over the centuries for storing their books: "in cabinets beneath the desks, on 
shelves in front of them, in triangular attic-like spaces formed under the back-to-back sloped surfaces of desktops or 
small tabletop lecterns that rested upon a horizontal surface." Placing books vertically on shelves, spines facing 
outward, is a fairly recent invention, it would seem. Well written as it is, if Book on the Bookshelf were only about 
books-as-furniture, it would have little appeal to the general reader. Petroski, however, uses this treatise on design to 
examine the very human motivations that lie behind it. From the example of Samuel Pepys, who refused to have more 
titles than his library could hold (about 3,000), to an appendix detailing all the ways people organize their collections 



(by sentimental value, by size, by color, and by price, to name a few of the more unconventional methods), Petroski 
peppers his account with enough human interest to keep his audience reading from cover to cover. --Alix WilberFrom 
Publishers WeeklyThat bookshelves might harbor secret and enchanting lives is a thrilling prospect for any serious 
reader. What laws of human nature govern our sturdy cases of books? What damning quirks of character glare from a 
few casually stowed volumes? In this disappointing study, however, Petroski's effort to reveal the "evolution of the 
bookshelf as we know it" yields few rewards. Pondering the physics of the bookend and the genealogy of the library 
carrel, this Duke University scholar observes the bookshelf as a piece of the infrastructure undergirding our 
civilization. We learn that medieval books were chained to their shelves to prevent theft, and that beverage stains have 
plagued bibliophiles almost since the dawn of the printed word. Admirers of Petroski's earlier works (The Evolution of 
Useful Things, Remaking the World, etc.) will not be surprised by his exquisite research, or by the gusto with which 
he plunges into the dustiest of library bins. But the bookshelf proves a more oblique topic than bridges or even pencils, 
two of Petroski's other interests. The practical construction principles of bookshelves make for rather dull reading, and 
conjecture about lectern usage in the Middle Ages wears thin. This book is most successful when delving into the 
gritty aspects of engineering, whether it be the cantilevered forces of library book stacks or the architecture of the 
British Museum Reading Room. After lingering among such fusty stacks, readers will welcome the whimsical 
appendix, which proposes arranging one's books alphabetically by the author's first name, or even by the first word of 
the antepenultimate sentence. (Sept.) Copyright 1999 Reed Business Information, Inc.From Library JournalIf "God is 
in the details" then those seeking God should read Petroski's books (including The Pencil: A History of Design and 
Circumstance and The Evolution of Useful Things). In all of his books, Petroski reveals the technological issues and 
surprising histories of everyday things. Here he details the evolution of the bookshelf. Most people, librarians 
included, think of bookshelves, if they think of them at all, as an inevitable response to the development of books. 
Petroski starts by questioning why books are shelved vertically on horizontal shelves with their spines out and follows 
with the story of how the storage and shelving of books as well as the design and construction of libraries has 
developed: from the scrolls and codexes of ancient times to medieval monastic libraries (where books were chained to 
desks) to the development of modern bookstacks, the evolution of compact shelves, and a consideration of the future 
of the book. Petroski includes delightful glimpses of noteworthy book collectors of the past and how they organized 
their books. Well written and richly illustrated, this book is not just for bibliophiles. Highly recommended.APaul A. 
D'Alessandro, Portland P.L., ME Copyright 1999 Reed Business Information, Inc. 


