Reading Notes

Mortimer Adler’s “How to Mark a Book”


Have heard “read between the lines.”  Adler says “write between the lines” as the “most efficient kind of reading.” IOW he wants us to learn to mark a text as an act “of love.” Buy them first; don’t mark up other people’s books.


Two ways to own a book:

1. buy it

2. write in it = “full ownership”

Must absorb it, digest it: beef steak analogy – you can buy a steak, but it’s not really yours until you eat it.


Having a library ≠ being a reader. 

“Three kinds of book owners”:

1. Non-readers – books “untouched”

2. Slight readers – books “clean,” “dipped into”

3. Thorough readers – books “dog-eared and dilapidated”

Adler argues that one should respect rare books or expensive books but buy cheaper editions to mark.  He uses an analogy of a musical score that a conductor makes notations on each time he revisits it.

Reasons for marking a book:

1. Attention: “keeps you awake”

2. Concentration: keeps you thinking

3. Mnemonic device: helps you remember

As opposed to pleasure or casual reading, effective reading is “active” (interactive), involves the “physical act of writing.” Records readers interaction with the writer, questions, disagreement, etc.

Strategies (“devices for marking a book intelligently and fruitfully”):

1. “Underlining (or highlighting): of major points, of important or forceful statement”

2. “Vertical lines at the margin: to emphasize a statement already underlined.”

“Star, asterisk, or other doo-dad at the margin: to be used sparingly”

3. “Numbers in the margin: to indicate the sequence of point”

4. Cross-referencing of “Numbers of other pages in the margin” 

5. “Circling or highlighting of key words or phrases.”

6. “Writing in the margin”  questions, answers, discussion. Make notes “using a scratch pad” for “index, outlines and even your notes on the pad, and then insert these sheets permanently inside the front and back covers.”

Adler says that text marking will slow you down, but this is the most efficient kind of reading. Speed isn’t the point. “In the case of good books, the point is not to see how many of them you can get through, but rather how many can get through you.” Friends may not want to borrow your marked books, but that’s fine. They can buy and mark their own. “Your books are as much a part of you as your head or your heart.”

