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The collection began, as many intellectual journeys do, with failure and its attendant 
humiliations. The D I received on my first philosophy paper about Aristotle's Nicomachean 
Ethics was not merely an academic setback but a confrontation with the inadequacy of inherited 
approaches to understanding. That professor, devoted to Aristotle's systematic dissection of 
virtue, could not have anticipated that his harsh evaluation would become generative—that it 
would teach me to read not merely with the mind but with the entire apparatus of lived 
experience, marginalia becoming the visible trace of this more embodied form of engagement.

Figure 2: The full collection, spines shown. 
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This methodology of annotated intimacy reveals itself most acutely in my treatment of Tolstoy's 
Anna Karenina, a work I possess in three languages—English, French, and Chinese—each 
translation offering a different experience through which to examine the novel's central 
preoccupation with the mathematics of misery. Tolstoy's famous opening—"Happy families are 
all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way"—operates as both literary premise 
and philosophical proposition. In English, the sentence carries a certain declarative authority; in 
French, it assumes an almost aphoristic elegance; in Chinese, the ideographic structure suggests 
patterns of meaning that alphabetic languages cannot quite capture. Reading across these 
versions reveals how cultural assumptions about suffering embed themselves within linguistic 
structures, and how translation becomes a form of philosophical archaeology.

Figure 3: Aristotle books (Nicomachean Ethics, Poetics, Physics)
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The genius of this opening lies not in its truth-value—for what could be more questionable than 
the assertion that happiness assumes uniform expression?—but in its establishment of 
particularity as the fundamental condition of human experience. Each annotated page of my three 
editions bears witness to this principle: suffering individualizes while joy homogenizes, sorrow 
demands narrative while contentment remains inarticulate. This insight bridges the gap between 
literature's attention to the singular and philosophy's pursuit of the universal. Here I believe that 
the most profound truths emerge not from systematic analysis but from the patient accumulation 
of particular observations.

The collection's architecture becomes most visible in the conversation between Borges and 
Nabokov, two masters of what scholar Patricia Merivale terms "the flaunting of artifice." Both 
authors construct elaborate games with their readers, yet their playfulness serves profoundly 
serious ends. Borges's labyrinths—textual, architectural, or metaphysical—create spaces where 
readers lose themselves in order to find something more essential than their quotidian identity. 
Nabokov's linguistic acrobatics in works like The Real Life of Sebastian Knight and Bend 
Sinister perform similar transformations, using the very excess of literary artifice to gesture 
toward truths that conventional realism cannot approach.

Figure 4: Anna Karenina, in English, French, and Chinese Figure 5: Anna Karenina’s 
opening page, in three 

languages.
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When Nabokov references Borges in Ada or Ardor through the anagram "Osberg," he 
acknowledges not merely influence but kinship—the recognition that both authors understand 
literature as a form of philosophical investigation disguised as entertainment. My friend from 
Peru, who recommended Borges to me, could not have known that this suggestion would 
illuminate Nabokov's project in return, creating the kind of recursive revelation that characterizes 
the most meaningful additions to any collection. Books earn their place not through individual 
merit but through their capacity to unlock new dimensions within works already present.

This principle of reciprocal illumination extends throughout the collection's engagement with 
Eastern and Western philosophical traditions. Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations, which 

Figure 6: Featured side by side are: Selected Poems by Jorge Luis Borges, and three books by Nabokov A 
collector’s edition (containing Lolita, The Gift, Invitation to a Beheading, King Queen Knave, Glory, and two 

Vintage International editions (The Real Life of Sebastian Knight, Bend Sinister). In other photos of my wall, you 
can see preserved/pinned butterflies (inspired by Nabokov’s lepidopterist hobby). 
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I carried everywhere during a month-long immersion—on trains, in cafes, through the mundane 
geography of daily existence—argues that meaning emerges from use rather than essence. This 
insight finds unexpected resonance in Sei Shōnagon's Pillow Book, where significance 
accumulates through the patient cataloging of ephemeral observations rather than systematic 
argumentation. Both works suggest that wisdom emerges not from theoretical construction but 
from attention to the texture of lived experience.

Similarly, Murasaki Shikibu's Tale of Genji operates according to aesthetic principles that 
challenge Western assumptions about narrative coherence and character development. The 
novel's attention to “mono no aware”—the pathos of things, the bittersweet awareness of 
impermanence—offers a counterpoint to the more aggressive forms of analysis found in Western 
philosophy incorporated later in this collection. When placed alongside Kawabata's A Thousand 
Cranes, with its similarly delicate attention to beauty and loss, these works suggest that Japanese 
literary tradition has developed sophisticated methodologies for approaching questions that 
Western thought tends to address through abstraction rather than embodiment.

The collection's treatment of grief reveals perhaps its deepest philosophical coherence. Carson's 
Nox transforms mourning into material practice—the physical act of unfolding the accordion-
structured book mirrors the temporal process of working through loss. Lispector's Complete 
Stories, with their strange interior logic and attention to psychological minutiae, approach sorrow 
from an entirely different angle, suggesting that grief disrupts not merely emotional equilibrium 
but the fundamental categories through which we organize experience. When read alongside 
Foucault's late investigations into consciousness and transformation—The Last Man Takes LSD 
representing his final attempt to theorize altered states—these works reveal how extremes of 
experience, whether ecstatic or sorrowful, expose the contingency of ordinary consciousness.

The physical properties of these books also matter immensely. Dante’s Italian Commedia, gifted 
to me by my brilliant TA carries different interpretive weight than Pinsky's English translation 
not merely because of linguistic differences but because of the gift relationship that brought it 
into my possession. That TA, a PhD student from the Università di Bologna whom I later visited 
in Italy, understood something crucial about how knowledge transmits itself. Ideas, like 
marginalia, require not merely intellectual comprehension but emotional investment, not merely 
reading, but relationships and an understanding of the exterior world.
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This insight extends to my acquisition of Žižek's works, who first through Instagram Reels where 
his thick accent functioned like a philosophical puzzle in itself. The progression from digital 
fragment to physical book mirrors Žižek's own theoretical method, which treats popular culture 
as a legitimate site for philosophical investigation. His habit of referencing nearly every 
philosopher from the past—Aristotle, Wittgenstein, Foucault, Nietzsche appearing in 
promiscuous theoretical combinations—reflects the collection's own methodology of seeking 
unexpected connections across traditional boundaries.

Figure 7: Upper left: annotated inner cover of Le Opere Di Dante Alighieri, in Italian; lower left: Kant in Chinese; 
upper right: marginalia annotations; lower right: text of Dante in Italian.
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Perhaps most significantly, the collection's marginalia practice transforms solitary reading into 
collaborative investigation. Each annotation represents not merely personal response but 
participation in ongoing cultural conversation. When I marked every animal reference in Dick's 
Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, I was tracking how the novel uses species distinction to 
explore questions of authenticity and empathy. In terms of other annotations, I was reading 
Gould writing about Bernstein and Bernstein writing about Gould in their respective books. 
Other biographical and epistolary books in my collection, from Woolf to Fitzgerald to Mailer and 
Frost, all cross-reference each other. These marks become part of the book's meaning, creating 
what might be called "biographical sediment"—the accumulated traces of engaged reading that 
transform mass-produced objects into unique documents.

Figure 8: Nietzsche referencing Tolstoy and Kant in 
On the Genealogy of Morals

Figure 10: Gould and Bernstein making an 
appearance in each of their books. 

Figure 9: Žižek referencing Wittgenstein’s 
Philosophical Investigations in his For they know not 

what they do - Enjoyment as a political factor
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What emerges from this methodical attention to interconnection is more than a personal library, 
but argument made in books about how knowledge travels across cultural and temporal 
boundaries, how grief and wisdom interweave, how the most profound truths often emerge from 
the patient juxtaposition of seemingly disparate elements. In building this collection, I have 
discovered that meaning resides not within individual texts but in the spaces between them—in 
the conversations that emerge when Tolstoy's insights about family unhappiness encounter 
Borges's meditations on infinity, when Carson's material experiments illuminate Wittgenstein's 
investigations into language, when Eastern aesthetics of impermanence offer fresh perspectives 
on Western philosophical problems.

This is collection as intellectual autobiography, each book representing not merely personal taste 
but a stage in ongoing self-education. The marginalia unifying these volumes bears witness to a 
mind in dialogue with itself across time, creating what amounts to a palimpsest of understanding
—layer upon layer of thought, each new reading revealing previously invisible connections. In 
this sense, the collection functions simultaneously as mirror and map: reflecting the particular 
trajectory of one mind's development while charting territories of human understanding that 
extend far beyond any individual's experience.

When Anne Carson spoke of grief at Georgetown—her voice carrying that particular quality of 
subdued authority that emerges from having traversed the geography of loss—I understood that I 
was witnessing not merely a reading, but a demonstration of how sorrow transforms into art. Her 
Nox, folded like origami from a single sheet, is both artifact and argument: that mourning 
requires not just words but form, not just content but a container. This revelation illuminated 
what had been, until that moment, an unconscious organizing principle within my collection—
the recognition that grief, along with all the other visceral emotions of life, functions as 
philosophy's shadow language, expressing what rational discourse cannot quite articulate.

In the end, the collection testifies to the generative power of failure, the necessity of cross-
cultural dialogue, and the ongoing labor of translating sorrow into wisdom. Each book, marked 
by the sediment of my engagement, stands as both an artifact of the self and an invitation to 
future conversation. This is a reminder to myself that the boundaries of understanding are always 
provisional, always in flux, and always open to the next, unanticipated illumination.
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