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ollowing the funeral service I joined my
extended family back at BobÕ s house. We
were thirsty for coffee, and the rekindling of old
memories (both reasonable ways to drown a
lingering sadness). The grandchildren Ð by now
we were all young adults Ð were told they
could rummage through the house, to see if
there were items they would like to keep; things
to remember him by. I took a penknife and
Parker pen from the dining table which, in the
preceding ten or so years, had been used
increasingly as a reading desk and was by
now piled high with books and post. Bob was
my grandfather. He died in 2006. This piece is
dedicated to him.

To my memory, I saw little of Bob when I was
growing up. Besides what I found that day
after the funeral, here is just about everything
I would be able to tell you about him. He liked
a sprinkling of nutmeg on his cauliﬂower. He
was fond of his dachshund Fabian, who, in turn,
was not fond at all of me. He loved Rotterdam.
During the war Bob was forced by the Germans
to work in a factory in Mainz. By his account, life
continued there in much the same way it does
in many a workplace. The men coped by pulling
pranks on one another. He told me of a long
steel washbasin in their quarters, and of how
some unlucky member of their group would
sooner or later be plunged headlong into its
murky waters. On one evening a commanding
German officer sank waist-deep into the mud
outside their quarters, and the workers had
all laughed their socks off. And Bob had dearly
loved Coks, my grandmother, who died in 1988.
Like BobÕ s pen, only more so, I carry with me at

all times what she left me, albeit indirectly, which
is my left-handedness.
But I am not writing this to tell you about keepsakes or to dwell on memories. I wanted to tell
you about his books, or, more accurately, the
notes he kept in them. I stumbled upon BobÕ s
concealed habit of noting down his thoughts
while looking around on the desk where I
found the pen. The notes logged not just errors
of grammar or spelling, but also commented
on style. Ô A shame, that white lamp!Õ , he writes.
(Was he thinking of that summer house he
sketched many years ago?) In one book (about
the war) I find perhaps my favourite. The book
states that Ô through an open hole in the bottom
of the JunkersÕ fuselage a bomb was droppedÕ .
The note accompanying the passage reads: Ô if
a hole is not open, it is not a holeÕ . I managed
to photograph this, and a few more, before the
collection was scuttled.

***
Ô [T]he land of understanding is an islandÉ. It is
the land of truth (a charming name), surrounded
by a broad and stormy ocean, É where many a
fog bank and rapidly melting iceberg pretend to
be new lands and, É deceiving with empty hopes
the voyager looking around for new discoveries,
entwine him in adventures from which he can never
escape and yet also never bring to an end.Õ (I.K.
CPR) When I read this, ten years on, my mind
was transported back to BobÕ s notes. Sure, I
thought, we may be limited. But the island has
shores, and likewise the page has space left blank
in its margins. The tides may wash away those
bits of coastline that are insufficiently rooted
through or bolted fast, while on some other side
new riches may wash ashore or get caught in
the nets of fishermen. (One may even engineer
some new land; a Dutch thought if ever there
was one.)

Like the transient shoreline - neither land nor
sea - so do marginal notes throughout history
‘elude classification’ (Camille/Van Gennep). They
appear as imitations of the printed text, washed
ashore as it were, but ambiguous in meaning;
unclear whether their contents will erode away
the once seemingly certain, will wash away
without pause, or will nestle on some rock and
lodge themselves fast to sit and watch like a lone
mocking cockle. No wonder, then, to find more
than some overlap between the high-minded and
the humdrum. And at present, does it matter?
Instead I say: venture forth! Build sandcastles, and
swim, and write in the sand with disregard that
it may soon be washed away by the incoming
tide, or that it may one day be set in stone!
***
That was where I last saw Bob. His back turned
to the firmament, jotting down new land,

standing like the Wanderer Above the Mists
(C.D. Friedrich) - a romantic, unperturbed by
the forces of nature, irreverent of the authority
of the text, a man with his own compass, finding
the divine in daily routine, purposeful, and with
assured gait, venturing on the virgin white shores
of sense.
HdB
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book, said, Plato, is impersonal: it says the
same thing to each person who reads it,
so fails to say anything to anyone in particular.
And the impersonality of a book, he would
certainly have thought, can only be aggravated
through buying it over the Internet, that most
impersonal of media. So, here it is, the book,
the philosophy book on manÕ s relation to
nature, that I have bought in this way: it
arrives in an envelope that betrays nothing of its
provenance, as if it wished to remind me of its
alien, doubly impersonal indifference to me.
But then the book betrays itself: someone Ð he
is called Ô PeterÕ Ð has left a letter inside it. It is

a letter to his father: Ô DadÕ , he writes, he calls
him. There is a family here, a father and son,
than which, we might suppose, nothing is more
personal. Flesh and blood.
I read the letter before I read the book. Peter
tells his father, tells me, what he thinks of the
book. He has doubts, one might suppose: does
his ‘Finally finished Passmore’ indicate a struggle
to read? Or was he just otherwise busy? The
doubts deepen when he says that Passmore at

some point Ô abandon[s] the attemptÕ at Ô good
clear thinkingÕ . Anyway, there is not enough
science in this book for PeterÕ s taste, and
Passmore, he thinks, should have looked more
at actual practices in the world: he is too
inﬂuenced by ‘writers and philosophers’. Peter,
it seems, shares PlatoÕ s doubts about books.
Peter and Plato become, for me, two ghosts
who hover over this book as I turn its pages.
PeterÕ s letter carries a date: July 6, 1987.
Suddenly the ghost of that year, my own and
othersÕ , comes back to me too: my confusions
as a young man (not now resolved, but made
more productive, perhaps), the great storm in
England that uprooted some 15 million trees
(how appropriate the date seems given that
PassmoreÕ s book is about ecology), a massive
fire at King’s Cross station in London (I only
remember the year of the disaster because it is
the same year as the general election).

Who is this man Peter, who, it seems, has
dedicated this book to his father, to a year,
and perhaps to me, however unwittingly? I
look through at the passages he has underlined
from his own reading of the text. I notice his
interest in science, his desire to see more
of it in the book: he evidently finds pleasing
PassmoreÕ s comment that there should be
no Ô rejection of scienceÕ even in a world in
which ecological disaster is impending. He has
drawn a double line in the margin against that

comment. He has a practical turn of mind,
underlining and marking in the margin a
comment about offering proposals that are
realistic and feasible: he likes PassmoreÕ s remark
about rejecting utopian visions as a distraction.
PeterÕ s last marginal mark is on page 87: from
then to the end, on page 227, the text is clean,
free of his marginalia. Passmore, he said, had
abandoned later on in the book the attempt
at clear thinking. Peter, it seems, feels fuzzy
thinking deserves no marginal comment.

What, I wonder, would thought be without
fuzziness? What pleasure, what provocation,
would be lost in a world with no messy,
disorganized thinking? Philosophers like to
suppose that the best thinking is done when all
is clear, well organized, when the mind is under
control. But in dreams and reverie, in musings
and distracted asides, in unguarded moments
and when running, or taking a shower, or
cooking, we have the moments when thought,
freed from shackles, can find its own seed to
grow like a plant. Nietzsche says that one should
never trust a thought that comes to one when
sitting down. Marginalia are such distracted
asides for a later reader, thoughts had, so to
speak, when walking.
Bob left his walking thoughts for Harald. He
does not like the idea of an open hole. There
is no such thing. An open hole is just a hole. A
closed hole it not a hole at all. An open hole is

a pleonasm, like burning fire or black darkness.
Bob has time for this thought when reading
about a German aeroplane that is about to drop
bombs and murder innocent people below.
Had he just been reading W.H. Auden? Ô About
suffering they were never wrong,/The old
Masters: how well they understood/Its human
position: how it takes place/While someone
else is eating or opening a window or just
walking dully along.Õ BobÕ s thought is walking
cleverly along, offering a semantic and
philosophical puzzle to him, to Harald, to us,
while we know, somewhere in us, that at
the same time someone is being murdered,
underneath this bomb, or somewhere else. The
philosophical thought dedicates itself to the
suffering it repudiates, and asks us, in the
margin, if we human beings can live with
ourselves under such conditions.
But there are no other conditions.

Or are there? Peter and Passmore reject utopia.
But what would we be without dedicating ourselves to utopia? Is not the calling of human
beings a calling to utopia even though it is
absurd? What would the West be without
Christianity? And what is that if not, whatever
else it is, a longing for utopia? Those monks and
nuns who enclosed themselves in holes called
monasteries and convents were dedicating
themselves to their vocation, answering a calling,
as Bob answered the calling we all hear,

however faintly, to think about suffering even as
we distract ourselves from it: murderous bombs
and open holes. We should work in the garden,
suggested Voltaire, if we want to make life
bearable: this was the distraction he recommended. The monks and nuns worked in their
gardens, real and metaphorical, material and
spiritual. Marginalia are gardens of the border,
full of ﬂowers that cast their shadow on the lawn
of the text. We are called to dedicate ourselves
to them when we find them and to ask about
the person who wrote them.
I finish reading some pages of Passmore’s book
and, on closing it, notice, inscribed on the title
page, something astonishing: a dedication to
Ô Barrie M. Morrison from Adam Pain. Feb 1983.Õ
Who are these people? There is, I discover,
a Barrie M. Morrison who has written on politics
and culture in Bengal. And there is an Adam Pain
who has worked in Nepal and Bhutan, studying

rural economies. These are the kind of people,
I think, who might be interested in a book on
the philosophy of ecology. Is Barrie M. Morrison,
to whom the book was given and dedicated,
Ô DadÕ ? Is Peter his son? I have no idea. But now
I see that I have made an assumption: that Peter
inserted the marginal lines. They seemed to
fit so well with his stated comments in the
letter. But perhaps Dad, who might be Barrie
M. Morrison, did so. Did he dedicate these
passages to his son? Was he telling him what

was important in the book? Why would he
want to do that? Is it not better to let another
find out what might be interesting and
important in a book, without guidance or what
might be seen as some form of interference?
But if the marginalia in a book are like border
plants, then Dad, or Barrie M. Morrison, or
Peter - or perhaps even Adam Pain - put them
there as a sign not of guidance or interference
but solidarity and friendship. Ô I love inscriptions
on ﬂyleaves and notes in margins, I like the
comradely sense of turning pages someone
else turned, and reading passages someone
long gone has called my attention to,Õ wrote
Helene Hanff in her book 84 Charing Cross
Road, a book about books and about love and
friendship through books. Marginalia are ﬂowers
offered to another in comradely friendship, as
the offer of a ﬂower is a gesture of friendship.

It has been said that marginalia are mainly acts
of protest, like graffiti: we rarely make marginal
notes to agree, it might be thought, and
they rebel as graffiti rebel, often in a kind of
spontaneous outburst. This is true of BobÕ s
notes: in them, he rebels against what he is
reading. But that makes them like plants with
thorns. Helene Hanff sees marginalia as benign,
generous forms of presence, and why should
they not be so? But marginalia are not written
for others: they are notes the reader makes to
himself or herself. Well, not always. Coleridge,
famous for his marginalia, came to know that
others would want to read them. And who
now, in this late-capitalist, decaying, glistening
world of endless communication, writes
anything secure in the knowledge that no one
will read it? Anything may turn up anywhere:
once, a book I bought over the Internet, many
years after I had left university, turned up with
the name of my former teacher written in ink

in the front cover. We live in an age where
anonymity is virtually impossible. Marginal notes
become, under such conditions, new things, no
longer notes to oneself, but also, potentially,
to others. Perhaps we do not simply express
our personality in such notes any more, but
construct it.
Peter says that he suspects there is more
attitude of reverence towards nature than
Passmore suggests. I am not sure. But, oddly
enough, there does not seem much of an
attitude of reverence in his approach to
the book, given that we have a very strong
prohibition against the defacing of books.
This is probably connected with the idea that
books are, in some way, sacred objects. For
sure, there are sacred books – the Bible, the
Qur’an and so on – but I mean that, beyond
that, books themselves seem to have a sacred
quality, as if they were somehow separated off

from mundane, secular life. There is no doubt
that many view them that way, which partly
explains their dislike of e-books, Kindle and
the rest. And I doubt that the peculiar horror
we feel in the face of the Nazis’ book burning
and related events would be quite what it is
without a sense of the violation of something
sacred. Books have this sacred aura, perhaps,
because they express the human voice, the
human voice held fast, probably the most
personal thing about any given individual. Plato
was unfair to books, as he no doubt knew, since
he expressed his worry about them by writing it
down in a book. His voice comes through very
clearly in his books. We are still talking about
him some 2,400 years after his death.
Even if the writing of marginalia is an act of
violence, an act of desecration - while also being
an act of comradery, as Hanff supposes - then
we can nonetheless be glad of it: marginalia,

these ﬂotsam and jetsam of the mind, neither
fully part of the text nor wholly alien to it,
remind us of our equivocal attitude towards
the sacred, the way it can be important
to us but also provoke us to acts of sacrilege.
Peter’s sacrilege is especially significant because
his marginalia are just lines drawn in the text,
lines whose meaning become much clearer in
the light of his letter. We could say: his marginalia
are even further detached from the text than
normal, because they are not, after all, in the
margins. They are marginal notes that are not
marginal notes. To that extent, they fulfil the
ambition that all marginalia have: both to exist
and to erase their own existence by taking us
back to the text without which they could have
no purpose or meaning.
Christopher Hamilton

