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The soul breeds fortitude in libraries
Enduring patience for another's pain.

Randall Jarrell

This is no State of the Art review of what
has been written, recorded, and measured in
statistical terms, or even deep meditation on
the nature of reference service in the field of
literature. It is a very modest attempt to com-
ment on the every day problems in a well-
organized, well-stocked reference library, staffed
by reference librarians who have more than a
fleeting acquaintance with the body of English
and American literature and who have the
reference sources which give access to this
literature.

Simply stated, the factors involved are: the
nature of literature, the nature of the reference
questions, the nature of the questionners, and
the nature of the sources. The field is limited
to English and American literature, not from
a feeling that characteristics of the various
national literatures are greatly different from
one another when approached in terms of ref-
erence service, but in order to restrict specific
examples of sources to that part of a libra-
ry’s collection classified by Dewey in 810 and

(M.N.)

820, and by the Library of Congress in PS
and PR.

A cursory review of the recent literature
pertinent to the subject reveals some activity
worthy of note, however. Frances Kirschen-
baum cites the Princeton report which shows
the new ideas and directions emerging in par-
ticular branches of the humanities during the
past thirty years.

Some of the new directions of scholarship
are indicated in the report of the Commission
on Trends in Education to the Modern Lan-
guage Association, including the current faith
in ‘““quantification,” and the use of more
rigorous methodology.? These are “exempli-
fied by the increasing application of the find-
ings of descriptive linguistics to literary studies
and by the largely descriptive nature of much
of the new criticism. Humanistic scholars are
showing interest in the use of machine tech-
niques for the compilation of bibliographies
and concordances. Concentration is on the
contemporary, with interest centering around
interdisciplinary curricula, area studies, and
comparative literature. Traditional literary
criticism is being supplanted by a kind of
criticism which encourages the multiple inter-
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pretation of works of art—anthropological,
psychological, and sociological, as well as his-
torical and linguistic.”®

The amount of research and its published
results are being affected by the increased sup-
port of such foundations as the Rockefeller
Foundation and the Ford Foundation, adminis-
tered through such learned societies as the
Modern Language Association and the Ameri-
can Council of Learned Societies. Assistance
to scholarly publication and release of the
scholar’s time for research have resulted in an
increase of publication.®

Federal funds supplied through the National
Defense Education Act of 1958, which provides
for the establishment and support of centers for
foreign language studies in colleges and uni-
versities, and for training institutes for teach-
ers of foreign languages in the secondary
schools, have further stimulated activities in
the field.»

Other evidence of activity may be found in
the learned journals. But most significant is
the fact that the humanities themselves are
being affected by science. Also pertinent is the
Report of the Commission on the Humanities
of April 30, 1964, which recommends the estab-
lishment of a National Humanities Founda-
tion.” This report contains valuable reports
from twenty-four learned societies, a section
on libraries for the humanities, and a discussion
of the humanities and the schools.

Within this framework of ferment, one re-
turns to the specific field of literature, with
the realization that forms may change but
that its essence does not. And while libraries
and their collections may change, their respon-
sibilities to literature do not change. They
only increase.

Nature of Literature

Writings in prose or verse, especially writ-
ings having excellence of form and expression,
and expressing ideas of permanent or universal
interest are called literature by creative writers
and critics, and are so defined in English dic-
tionaries. The fact that ideas of permanent
or universal interest are involved gives evi-

dence that literary pursuits feed upon the past,
a past represented for the most part in the
written word.

Asheim’s four broad divisions of a literature
collection serve as a reminder of the materials
found in a well-stocked library : (1) the original
literature itself (plays, novels, poems); (2) criti-
cism of the original literature ; (3) “ philosophi-
cal” (that which treats of literature in general
terms rather than in terms of specific literary
works or writers) ; and (4) the historical-inter-
pretative field.”

In developing their collections, college and
public libraries are fortunate in having the
discriminating judgment of college professors
and other informed reviewers published in
Choice, a review journal begun last year under
the auspices of the American Library Associa-
tion. Poetry, plays and novels are well repre-
sented in this monthly publication, and refer-
ence librarians are assured of a better collec-
tion of current, original writing, especially
since the brief reviews appear more promptly
than the longer ones found in such literary
quarterlies as the Sewanee Review and the
Kenyon Review. Also valuable for new volumes
of criticism is Scholarly Books in America,
which briefly annotates but does not evaluate
those published by university presses in America.

The Times Literary Supplement has long pro-
vided well-balanced and well-written reviews
of English and American literature, far superior
to those in American book reviewing weeklies.
However, The New York Review of Books,
which began publication in 1963, is an excellent
source for long, analytical reviews of current
fiction, poetry and criticism, even though some
of its English and American reviewers have
been criticized for being infatuated with the
sound of their own words.

At any rate, libraries have fairly adequate
sources for keeping up with what is being
currently published in the field.

Nature of the Reference Questions

Simply stated, reference questions in English
and American literature fall into three catego-
ries, those of definition, those of identification,
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and those of explication. Definition questions
may range from the current meaning of a
word to whether a word was in use in the
fifteenth century. Identification questions may
range from location of a word in a poem, a
character in a play, to the first edition of a
novel. Explication questions may range from
a simple description to a detailed, critical analy-
sis of part of a work. Variations are endless,
but fundamentally, the nature of the investiga-
tions may be described by one of these three
terms : definition, identification, explication.

Nature of the Questionners

The reference questions do not fall into such
neat categories when they are asked by living
people, face-to-face with the reference librarian.
What people? First, there are the writers
themselves, the novelists, the poets, the drama-
tists, who may ask any kind of question
under the sun. A historical novelist’s ques-
tions may fall in the field of social history, a
science-fiction writer’s in the field of science.
A poet’s questions may be in the fields of art
and music. Their questions are unpredictable.

Critics have been more predictable in the
past. They have been seeking variations in a
text, criticism of a text by other critics, biog-
raphies of authors, translations, or any of the
results of literary scholarship. With the chang-
ing trends already noted, their questions will
become less predictable and will require a more
inter-disciplinary approach.

Graduate students resemble critics in their
demands, being for the most part critics in
their infancy. They are less familiar with the
body of literary scholarship of the past, less
certain of their masters, less sure of what
they are really seeking. They want “ primary ”
sources, but are not always certain of what is
“primary.”

Even less certain is the undergraduate, faced
with writing a paper on a novelist, dramatist
or poet, who finds it hard to use the card
catalog, is impatient with the time it takes to
assemble what has been written and to select
the best.

Then there is the school boy, “With his

satchel/ And shining morning face, creeping
like a snail unwilling to school.” He must
write a paper on Salinger's Caicher in the
Rye, or Robert Frost’s A Boy’s Will.

Finally, there is the so-called general read-
er, preparing a paper for one of his clubs,
seeking reviews of a current novel, or the
source of a fugitive quotation. The effect of
contemporary scholarship on their current
interest is not yet evident.

They come, they come, bright and dull,
young and old, sure and bewildered, eager and
listless. The reference librarian, clad in the
armor of knowledge of the subject, bearing
the sword of knowledge of the collection,
stands ready. He muses with Hamlet, “If it
be now, ’tis not to come; if it be not to come,
it will be now ; if it be not now, yet it will come :
the readiness is all.” And face to face with
the reference encounter, he declares with Mac-
beth, “Let’s briefly put on manly readiness,/
And meet i’ the hall together.”

Nature of the Sources

What has man devised, organized, synthe-
sized from his recorded literary past that will
allow him to recall it with assurance, with
accuracy, with dispatch? What are his
guides? Let us proceed along the well-worn
path.

Familiar to all are the bibliographic guides
to the field. At least they are familiar to refer-
ence librarians, who know that such works as
Tom Peete Cross, Bibliographical Guide to
English Studies, or the more recent Concise
Bibliography for Students of English, by Ken-
nedy and Sands, or Gohdes, Bibliographical
Guide to the Study of the Literature of the
US.A., will bring to his mind the bibliogra-
phies, the dictionaries, cyclopedias and hand-
books, histories and criticism, indexes and
journals, which make up the ever-increasing
body of useful reference materials. Their use-
fulness is attested by the fact that new guides
and new editions of old guides continue to ap-
pear, in man’s effort to keep a firm hold on
his literary past.

Pierson points out the importance of the
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current efforts of Professors Lewis Sawin and
Charles Nilon of the University of Colorado
to “launch an ‘integrated’ bibliography of
English studies. The effect of such a bibliog-
raphy would be to simplify searches by bringing
together (and organizing for retrievability)
citations of all the items now listed in the
innumerable bibliographies, large and small,
which a student of English must scan in order
to compile an exhaustive bibliography. It is
possible that such a work would some day
render superfluous certain reference tools now
considered indispensable.”®

Until such a day comes, the existing sources
must be used, including bibliographies of in-
dividual authors which are appearing at such
a great rate that it would be difficult to keep
up with them if it were not for the Bibliogra-
phic Index, with its adequate coverage of Eng-
lish and American authors. So many there
are, from Meriwether’s bibliography of William
Faulkner® to one on Edgar Rice Burroughs,'®
of Tarzan fame, that Miss Constance Winchell
must omit them in her new edition of Guide
to Reference Books, making the reference li-
brarian even more dependent on the Bibliogra-
phic Index. It is easy to bring to mind bibli-
ographies of Anderson,’” Cummings,'® Far-
rell,'® Huxley,'* James,'® Mencken,'® Norris,'”
Thoreau,*® and Wolfe,'® among the many
which have appeared since 1959.

Revival of interest in Victorian literature
has been responsible for bibliographies such as
Guide to Doctoral Dissertations in Victovian
Literature®® Dissertations in Awmerican Litera-
ture®® gives evidence of this growing field of
research.

Indexes are also on the increase, with Index
to Book Reviews in the Humanities?” begun
in 1960, providing some access to reviews in
a wide range of periodicals in the English
language. Though still inadequate in coverage,
it supplements the older Book Review Digest,
which is useful only for those books in Eng-
lish and American literature which have been
widely reviewed in more general sources.

The Index to Liltle Magazines,*® begun in
1948, continues to be an excellent source of
experimental writing and new criticism, admi-

rably supplementing the International Index to
Periodicals in which the more scholarly aca-
demic journals are better represented than
little magazines.

Indexes to specific forms of writing are also
more plentiful, including Thurston’s Short Fic-
tion Criticism.>® Granger's Index to Poetry*
with a fifth edition in 1962, analyzes the con-
tents of 574 anthologies published through 1960.
Ottemiller continues to compile his Index to
Plays in Collections at fairly regular inter-
vals, the fourth edition appearing in 1964. The
Annual Bibliography of English Language and
Literature since 1920, has been a useful source
of comment in books, pamphlets and journal
articles, though its appearance is not so prompt
as might be desired. And Blanck’s monumen-
tal Bibliography of American Literature®® is
steadily nearing completion.

Interest in the spoken word is evident in the
growing body of recorded poetry, represented
in part in the Archive of Recorded Poetry and
Literature, a checklist of recordings in the
Library of Congress published by the library
in 1961. This includes works read by the
authors themselves and by others.

These are only random samplings which
illustrate the proliferation of this very valuable
type of reference source, to which must be
added the concordances of the works of indi-
vidual authors, which threaten to overwhelm
us since the IBM machine can now be used
to produce them so speedily. One of the first
of the machine-made concordances was A Con-
covdance to the Poems of Matthew Arnold,
published by Cornell University Press in 1959,
with many more to follow. Did Arnold envi-
sion such when he wrote of “This strange
disease of modern life?”

Meanwhile, we issue catalogs of distinguished
collections—the Cornell Joyce collection,?” the
Texas Dickens collection,?® the Dalhousie Kip-
ling collection.?® These grow more valuable
in these days of microform copies available
for the asking.

Aids to ready reference are plentiful, with a
new Benét’s Reader’s Encyclopedia*® supplying
thumb-nail sketches of authors, literary move-
ments, and journals, as well as synopses of
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novels, plays and poems. Somewhat longer
treatment is given to a more limited field in
Herzberg’s Reader’s Encyclopedia of American
Literature.®

Though seldom a substitute for the original
work itself, the anthologies of British and
American poetry, so popular in this age when
it is easier to publish an anthology than a
volume of original verse, are much in evidence,
from Untermeyer’s well-known collections of
modern American and British poetry, to The
Atlantic Book of British and American Poet-
7y,*® that delightful selection of Dame Edith
Sitwell, who, now, alas, is no longer with us.

Recent reference sources continue on the
whole to follow trends pointed out by Helen
Northup in her paper on new sources in the
humanities, delivered in 1957.*® The prolifer-
ation still continues.

Organization of the Reference Service

The trend toward departmentalization of ref-
erence service in large public and university
libraries continues, and as new libraries are
built and old libraries are reorganized, there
are more and more Humanities Divisions in re-
ference departments. And these are increasingly
staffed with librarians whose knowledge of
the field is broader and deeper than that of
general reference librarians who must cover
all fields of knowledge. The prevailing opinion
is that these subject specialists should provide
more bibliographic assistance to scholars, more
personal service to the general reader.*®

Howard Winger relates the experience of a
well-known author which may inspire refer-
ence librarians to be more helpful. He says,
“1 ibrary books, in many cases, of course, have
inspired the intellectual and provided him with
information to develop his thought. Carl Van
Doren, for instance, has recorded how he
wandered aimlessly about the campus at the
beginning of his college career, spending most
of his free time in the gymnasium. ‘Then,’
he wrote in his reminiscences, ‘random in the
library, I “discovered Marlowe, and the glory
of the great verse changed my world as if
mountains had sprung up out of the prairie.” ”*®

Reference librarians cannot turn bad novel-
ists into good ones, cannot make a little poet
into a great one, nor a shallow critic into a
profound one. They can, however, upon request,
deliver the work of the good novelists, the
great poets, the profound critics, for others to
read on, feed on. They can supply the names
of winners of literary prizes, reports of the
activities of learned societies, the first publish-
ed poem of a young poet before he became
famous. They need not be like the librarian
described by William Faulkner in his inimitable
prose: “Except there was a woman in Jefferson,
the county librarian, a mouthsized and colored
woman who had never married, who had passed
through the city schools in the same class with
Candace Compson and then spent the rest of
her life trying to keep Forever Amber in its
orderly overlapping avatars and Jurgen and
Tom Jones out of the hands of the high school
juniors and seniors who could reach them down
without even having to tiptoe from the back-
shelves where she herself would have to stand
on a box to hide them.”*® But one should
remember, it was this little librarian who found
the photograph of Candace Compson and clip-
ped it from the slick magazine in which it
appeared.
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