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Libraries, books, and people

By lvan Galis

As soon as | received the invitation to write the column about “library”, | imagined large stone buildings,
dark rooms, and quiet people inside. Although old libraries in Japan may have looked quite different,
wooden and hot inside, serious character and quietness of the place were probably common to all of them.

So, | thought at first: “Such a serious
theme...” But what if | think of
libraries as enormous bodies with
many little souls, and souls being the
books stored in them? Books can
have endless shades of colors, from
serious grey to cheerful yellow, or
lively green. Of course, | am speaking
about the contents rather than covers
of books.

In fact, this was my first-thought
escape route from the original theme
(library) to something that would be
much closer to me (books). However,
Fig. 1 Entrance to Klementinum in Prague, which is currently | decided to keep it for later, and stay
serving as house of the National Library of Czech Republic. - for a short while - with the libraries
as simple “buildings”. It is because |
realized that - after all - some could be actually quite interesting. As one good example, | will introduce a
very special library found in Prague, capital city of my home country, Czech Republic. In many rankings,
this vastly ornamented library in Clementinum is chosen as one of the most beautiful libraries in the
World! The “Clementinum” is a fairly
large complex of buildings (Fig. 1)
situated in central part of Prague city.
One can find it easily when walking from
the Old Town Square, with world-famous
astronomical  clock (Fig. 2), towards
Charles bridge (Fig. 3) spanning over the
Moldau (Vltava) river. So why not to
catch a glimpse of the outstanding library
as well? Let me give you a brief preview.

Klementinum, is how we spell the name
in Czech, was originally built by Jesuits, a
Roman Catholic order in 16" century, as

a college and educational center of the Fig. 2 Part of astronomical clock (Orloj) from 1410

city. It is said that the construction took decorated with gothic sculptures
over 170 vyears! From this reason,
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Fig. 3 Charles bridge from 13 century with silhouette of Prague Castle in the background.

Klementinum features many architectural styles, literally captured as history passed by... Probably the

most fascinating is the baroque library (Fig. 4), which w

to Klementinum official website, there are
over 20,000 volumes of mostly foreign
theological books, from the beginning of
the 17th century until recent times. In
1930, Klementinum became the seat of
the National Library in Czechoslovakia,
and later in Czech Republic, after the split
of the two federal countries in 1993. All
right, now | completed my mental circle,
and | am back to my favorite theme,
books. Although in my nation we do not
have many famous writers, there are
three important people that | would like
to mention in my short column.

The first of them is Jan Amos Komensky
(Comenius). As he was already born in the
end of 16" century (1592-1670), his
books would be, possibly, considered
“antique” in Klementinum’s bookshelves.
However, his books lived far beyond
Komensky own life, being translated and
reprinted for centuries. In particular, the
“Orbis Pictus”, first published in 1658, is
considered as being the first textbook
written for children. This pictorial manual,
originally produced in Latin and German,
was soon translated and reprinted in
many European languages. The book

as completed and first opened in 1722. According
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Fig. 4 Highly decorated interior of old baroque library in
Klementinum complex in Prague.
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covers five main subjects,
Nature, Botany, Zoology,
Religion, and Human. As a
special feature, standard
Latin descriptions in the book
are printed along with text in
child’s native language, so
they can be easily
understood. In my concrete
example from circa 1833, in
chapter XXVI. birds are
explained in four languages,
Latin, Czech, German and
French (Fig. 5). Through his,
for those times revolutionary
views on education,
Komensky (Comenius) is now
widely  accepted as the
“father of modern education”.

Now, let me jump in time for
about 300 years. It was on 3
July 1883 when Franz Kafka
was born in Prague, at that
time a  part of Austro-
Hungarian Empire (existed
1867-1918). Kafka is then
considered  as German-
speaking Bohemian novelist.
Although we do not know if
he ever visited Klementinum
library, one would think so
from his life aspirations to
become a writer. However,
only a few of his works were
published during his lifetime,
and some of the unfinished
novels were destroyed by
Kafka himself. In way quite

59 AVES DOMESTICAE. DRUBEZ. DAS HAUSGEFLUGEL. LA VOLAILLE.

XX VI
Aves domesticae. Driibez. Das Hausgefliigel. La Volaille.

Gallus '), Kohout'), | DerHahn'),| Le coq’)

qui jenz | welcher qui

mane rino 1 Morgens chante
cantat, kokrhé, kritht, de grand
habet mé, hat einen matin, porte
cristam *) h¥eben *) Kamm ?) une créte *)
et calcaria®) ;| a ostruhy®); | und Sporen®);| etdesergots®);
capo kapoun der Kapauner|le chapon
saginatur krmi se wird im est engraissé
in ornitho- |v posadé?®). |Hithnerkorbet au panier *).
trophio?). gemiistet.

Grallina °) Slepice °) Die Henne®)) La poule®)
ruspatur hrabe scharrt gratte
fimetum na hnojisti |den Mist le fumier
et colligit a hled4 und sncht en cherchant
grana, zrnka, Korner, des grains,

Fig. 5 Page from ca. 1833 version of Orbis Pictus teaching about
domestic birds.

dissimilar from fictional images in his stories, Kafka worked in his real life as an ordinary insurance company

employee, saying that it (work) makes it difficult for him to concentrate on literature. One of his short novels

(The Metamorphosis) deals with a person, an overworked salesman Gregor Samsa, who is overnight

transformed into a huge insect. As | am a scientist working on plant-insect interactions, this idea seems

particularly bizarre to me... Till present days, Kafka’s heritage remains well documented In Prague,

4
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including Franz Kafka Museum opened in
2005, or spectacular 3,75 m tall bronze
Statue of Franz Kafka (Fig. 6). Kafka died
from tuberculosis, at that time an
untreatable disease caused by
Mycobacterium tuberculosis, at still young
age of 40. Kafka was first diagnosed with
the disease in 1917 and died in sanatorium
near Vienna in 1924. Kafka’s body was
brought back to Prague and buried in New
Jewish Cemetery. Through his early demise,
Kafka remains one of those authors, whose
true writing potentials remain unanswered.
Similar to my other favorite, Antoine de
Saint-Exupéry  (1900-1944) and his
adorable character “Le Petit Prince”, who
disappeared together and forever on 31
July 1944, during one of the countless
WWII air reconnaissance missions. Leaving
the material world at the age of mere 44,
we will never know if he has ever met his
unsettled friend, Little Price again.

Let me now briefly return to more recent
times and mention Milan Kundera (1929-),
a Czech writer who fled from the
Communist-ruled country into exile in

7 S : FeiRdn iy France in 1975, while his liberal books at
T a3 PSS S S L ¢ - home were banned by the authoritative
regime. His probably best-known novel,
“The Unbearable Lightness of Being”,takes
us to dark times of Czechoslovak history
around (and after) 1968’s Prague Spring (7" 7 7/~ 7). Written in 1982, this novel is an “aide-mémoire”
that freedom and life are two essential values that we should never take for granted.

Fig. 6 Statue of Franz Kafka by artist Jaroslav Rona
situated in the Jewish Quarter of old Prague town.

In closing of my brief essay, | wanted to remind you of some of the recurrent struggles in our World, lack
of education, diseases, wars, and injustice. It is the books, ancient witnesses of time, that capture and
keep our memories, as eternally silent but truly outspoken companions. In digital times, many things seem
to disappear in hard drives of personal computers, flash memories, and even virtual Clouds. But honestly,
sound of turning pages cannot be replaced by mouse clicks. I still enjoy touching real paper, and feeling
weightiness of printed books while reading, studying or simply enjoying a good novel. | hope you will agree
and come to visit our libraries more often. For centuries, they are patiently waiting for people,
openhandedly offering us their magnificent souls, books.

(Ivan, Galis &R FL AR T 43 B )
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