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lJear ".rs. Hart:

It is a pleasure to comply wi th your eequest,
which gi,ves me an oppor tuni ty to repay some 0; the
debt I awe to libraries and librarians.

The enclosed message is in part excerpted from
Chapter- 17 of my book 11l"1h,,,t'sin a '.ord?", pub-
lished by nawt.hor n (a Universal paperback has just
appeared). This chapter, "Books and Languaga'", WaS
or i gi.naLLy composed for J .J. Li.ppa.nco'tt , publishers
of others of my books. 1ho copyr-i.grrt is mine, so
don't hesitate to use it .

.?cst vri.shes for the success of your net , facil-
i ties.

C,ordially,

..ario Pei



sitories of manicindt..., experienco, in the six thousand and more years that have

elapsed since it first occurred to man to record that experience in permanent form.

v~r since its inception, man has considered his gift of writing so precious

and unique that many of the nations of antiquity created legends to the effect
../'

that it had been bes t.owed upon them by the gods. The name of the Sanskrit alpha-
--./

bet, still used today by hindi, Eengali, and most of the other languages of India,

is Devanagari, whi.ch literally means "pertaining to the city of the gods. It The

hieroglyphic system used by the ancient Egyptians means, in Greek, !Isacred stone

"Vrritd.ng" ; the Egyptians believed that the art of writing had been devised by

'Ihoth , god of vri.sd om; their own expression for wri.td.ng, literally translatad,

is lithe speech of t .ie gods. II 'Ihe ssyrians and Babylonians thought their cuneiform

(-:edge-shaped) characters had been given to man by the god Nebo, vrho held sVlay

over human de.s td.ny, Ihe Hayas attributed their wri tint; sys t.en to their most in-

p rtant deity, Itzamna. 1"118 lost pr-ehi.st.or i.c "rri ting of Japan, replaced about

300 ".:J. by the Ch~nese characte~s, waS styled kami no moji, "divine charactersll •

.uven today, backward groups tha t receive fron missionaries their nevr code of be-

lief and behavior receive from thefl also the gift of literacy. To many of these

groups, Trriting and religion are inextricably intertwined.

Ymile the ancients immortalized their t.noughts on stone and bricks of clay,

wax tablets and rolls of papyrus, our ovrnmost important and perman nt form of

wr-i,tint; is books. It is books that give us access to all the tII varied forms of

thought of the past and p~esent - religious, philosophical, artistic, poetic,

fictional, scientific. 'lhe burning of books is a favorite practice of those

totalitarian re gimcs that vri.sh to stifle free thought. Jest oying books goes

hand in hand ,;i th slaughte::.--ing human beings, because the book Lc capable of

pcd.nt i.ng an accusing finger at a wr-ongdoen y:it the same peec Lsion vzi.th wni.cl;

a man says: 111 accuselll

'Irris -.;riter can still recall the days "whenthere rras neither radio nor
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t.eLcvi.sa on. There -:fere f'evrer- books then than t.her o are no , but mere -.rere read.

Books were a precious possession. I can still r-omenber how I trensured the few

books or had br-ought vri bh me, at the ace of seven, from ray native Italy, and hov.

until ~ ha mastered my ne-,"Lanruage I read those books over and over again.

They wer-e more than friends. '.i.heywero guides and counselors. They were signposts,

po.i.ntd.ng the wa:i to sel:::'-improvement and achievement.

I Y;aSabout ten rrhen I avowed to one 0::: ny school friends that I van ted to

read more books t.han the fOT;we .iad in school. lIe volunteered to lead me to a

branch of the 1;-8'l Yor-k Publ.Lc Izi.br-ar-y , wher-e children as well as adults could

take out cards and receive the privilege of bor-rowi.ng becks for horne use. It vras

a marvelous discovery, and felt like a man vrho has come across a buried treasure.

The librarians wer-e kind and helpful. In a couple of years ~ had -r adua tcd f'r-om

the Children 1.3 Room 0: the library to the adult division, wher-e there were '0001:3

on all topics and in many Languages . I tried my hand at r-ead.i.ng a S anish bOOK

on anc i crrt ZQTpt, and f'ound to ny del.i.gh t that my native Italian made the r-ead'i n-:

of Spanish quite easy.

can truthfull~T say that::: read thousands of Lfbr ar: books in i.y early

years. Their contribution to ny educa ti on cannot be over-estimated. -ve n no; -, at

seventy and "'etired, I continue to make use of tho excellent Li.br-ar-y faci b.tios

of Columbia University, TLOrG ..L taught _'or over thirt~r years. T110 suujr'ct mat.t.ar

is d.i.f'f'cr- crrt , and the books arc nore specialized. 'Ihe basi.c process is the same.

The Li.bra. ians are still kind and helpful, aluays ready to assist, suggcs t , Look

up references bear Lng on any research problem.

D~spite all relent developm~nts in r~dio and television, boo~s are still

f'Lr st as sources of information. .Lhelibrary is still t.ne best placo in '";•.lC •

to attack and solvo your intellectual problems. It is good, it is fully available,

it is free. By all means use it!

iar Lo hi

~(l.


