
 

The Books on my Shelf / The Pictures on my Wall 

I have a set of shelves in the living room – 
one in the bedroom, and two more sets in 
the room I like to call “The  Yellow  Library” 
to give the impression that I live in a stately 
home.  Ignore those that say it’s just the 
spare bedroom really. 
 
The living room shelves are a bit grandiose 
too. I will admit it, although I don’t buy 
handsome leather bound books for show 
like an 18th Century aristocrat (who would 
sometimes buy books “by the yard” to fill 
the library shelves in their new mansions),  
I have chosen the books I own that look 
best for them. The wonkiness of the   
shelving and the scuffed  nature of many  
of the volumes might  detract a bit from 
the effect but then most of them are     
classics of literature or philosophy with a 
few histories.  The really scabby old        
paperbacks and most of the more populist 
novels are banished upstairs. 
 
Before you run away with the idea that I 
am either fabulously well read or (more 
likely) a pretentious old git – let me get my 
excuses in.  I am first of all not claiming to 
have read all these – I acquired most of the 
novels with the intention of reading them 
but have not got around to many, and the 
philosophy books (very cheap from a   
charity shop) were bought with the idea of 
having them there for reference before 
access to Project  Gutenberg et al rendered 
this a bit redundant. I keep them because I 
think they look nice and I have ambitions 
to dip into Hume and read more Plato but I     
accept that the chances of me ever reading 
through the works of Aquinas and 
Augustine are, um, er, well let’s just say, a 
bit slender. 
 
Secondly, we did a thing once at the  

writers group about  Tsundoku (Japanese: 積ん読) which is the practice of having more books than you can read and 
decided on compelling evidence that it was a good thing, and not some sort of problematic compulsion. Definitely 
not. No no, not at all. 
 
But most of all, as this article https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2015/jun/26/umberto-eco-antilibrary-oliver
-burkeman argues, having more books than you can read reminds you of all the knowledge you don’t have. Those 
intimidating volumes of great philosophers,  far from making me feel smug, are a daily reminder that I really know 
almost nothing about philosophy and all the unread classics, from Dickens to Henry James, are salutary evidence that 
I am not half as well read as I might like to think. 
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There are books on my shelves by people I know, but they are few. 
The pictures on my wall are much more personal.  I have three in 
the living room and a little carving that is hung like a picture.  Two 
are paintings by longstanding friends, one is a photograph of The 
Buchaille Etive Mor that I took on a memorable day of walking in 
the Highlands, and the   carving is by a Maori artist and was a pre-
sent from a visitor. 
 

The least satisfactory is the photo. Not because I don’t like it. It is 

probably the best photo I ever took. But it doesn’t really work on 

the chimney breast. It isn’t lit right and it’s subtle colours appear 

dull and grey. But it stays as it reminds me of a magical day and be-

cause it amuses me to see the ferocious Buchaille in sugar pink.  

The  paintings are very different. The seascape below is by Tracey 

MacLeod and the one to the right is by Denny Derbyshire.  But I 

think they have something in common which is a sense  of violent 

motion.  The roiling sea and the exploding tree (if that is what it is) 

both convey out of control energy - to me at least.  Both have been 

on my walls for many years, and I never get bored of them. 

The bone carving above is , according to the 
note on the back, a manaia (guardian) it repre-
sents the sky, earth and sea: the circle of life. 

Prompts: Pick something from your shelf or your 

wall as a starting point for a poem or story - or if 

you prefer, pick something from mine. 


