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1. What Is a Great Book?

| introduction !'%

10

books.

Mortimer J. Adler

Books are a major source of knowledge and wisdom. Among the ocean of books
accumulated through the ages, how can we pick out some enduring classics for in-
spiration? Here Mortimer J. Adler provides some guidelines on the selection of great

here is no end to the muking of books. Nor does there

seem to be any end to the making of lists of “great books.”

There have always been more books than anyone could
read. And as they have multiplied through the centuries, more and
more bluc-ribbon” lists have had to be made.

No matter how long your life, you will, at best, be able to read
only a few books of all that have been written, and the few you do
read should include the best. You can rcjoice in the fact that the
number of such is relatively small.

The listing of the best books is as old as reading and writing.
The teachers and librarians of ancient Alcxandria’ did it. Quintilian’
did it for Roman education, selecting, as he said, both ancient and
modern classics. In the Renaissance”, such leaders of the revival of
learning as Montaigne and Frasmus’ made lists of the books they
read.

It is to be expected that the selections will change with the
times. Yet there is a surprising uniformity in the lists which represent
the best choices of any period. In every age, the list makers include
both ancient and modern books in their selections, and they always

1. making / 'metkmy/ n. €li&; =

&

2. blue-ribbon / ‘blu:'riban/ a. —#t

i

3. rejoice /ri'dzors/ vi. BB

4. Alexandria /,zlig'zamdria/ TH

WRERRALEBA )

5. Quintilian /kwin'tiljon/ BA&R

(HFDRRFER)

6. Renaissance /ri'netsans/ 1. X2

BN

7. Montaigne /mun'tenja/ Ak

EEBR. BXHER)

8. Erasmus /1'reezmos/ FHETE

(FEZAXEXFE)

LINIT | J]



9.upto &R/ L, thBE

10. compare to 5---48tt
11. Don Quixote { EETHEE)

12. Mad (EFITLHE) (L)

13. Kepler / 'keplor/ FF & #h(1EEX
XER)

14. pedantic /pr'dentik/ a. H R
)

15. treat of 3%

16. technicality /teknr'kaelotr/ . $%
AR

17. Euclid / ‘juklid/ BRJLEBB(HH
FEEFER)

18. intelligible /m'telidzobl/ a. T3
335

19. llluminate /1'ljw:mmert/ vt.
B; BR

wonder whether the moderns are

the great books of the past.
What are the signs by which we may recognize a great book?
The six I will mention may not be all there are, but they are the ones
I've found most useful in explaining my choices over the years.
Great books are probably the most widely read. They are not
best sellers for a year or two. They are enduring best sellers. Gone
with the Wind has had relatively few readerscoinpa
of Shakespeare or /Do Qi

the plays
. It would be reasonable to estimate
that Homer’s/ has been read by at least 25,000,000 people in the
last 3,000 years.

A great book need not even be a best seller in its own day. It
may take time for it to accumulate its ultimate audience. The astron-
omer ! , whose work on the planetary motions is now a classic,
is reported to have said of his book that “it may wait a century for a
reader, as God has waited 6,000 years for an observer.”

Great books are popular, notpedantic' . They are not written by
specialists about specialties for specialists. Whether they be philoso-
phy or science, or history or poetry, they trcat of  human, not aca-
demic problems. They are written for men, not professors. To read a

textbook for advanced students, you have to read an elementary text-

book first. But the great books can be considered elementary in the -

sense that they treat the elements of any subject matter. They are not
related to one another as a series of textbooks, graded in difficulty or
in the techuicality” of the problems with which they deal.

There is one kind of prior reading, however, which does help

you to read a great book, and that is the other great books the author 4

himself read. Let me illustrate this point by taking Fuclid ’s Elements
of Geometry and Newton’s Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy.
Euclid requires no prior study of mathematics. His book is gener-
ally an introduction to geometry, and to basic arithmetic as well. The
same cannot be said for Newton, because Newton uses mathematics
in the solution of physical problems. His style shows how deeply he
was influenced by Euclid’s treatment of ratio and proportions. His
book is, therefore, not readily intclligible
Euclid has been read before.

, even to scientists, unless

I am not saying that great scientific books can be read without 55

effort. I am saying that if they are read in a historical order, the effort
is rewarded. Just as Euclid i/luminates Newton and Galileo, so they

in turn help to make Einstein intelligible. The point applies to philo-

20



90

sophical books as well.

Great books are always contemporary. In contrast, the books
we call “contemporary,” because they are currently popular, last only
for a year or two, or ten at the most. You probably cannot recall the
names of many earlier best sellers, and you probably would not be
interested in reading them. But the great books are never outmoded

by the movement of thought or the shifting winds of octrine and
opinion.
People regard the “classics” as the great Lus-beens, the great

books of other times. “Our times are different,” they say. On the
contrary, the great books are not dusty remains for scholars to inves-
tigate; they are, rather, the most potent civilizing forces in the world
today.

The fundamental human problems remain the same in all ages.
Anyone who reads the speeches of IDcimosthencs
of Cicero

constant is the proo

and the letters

, or the essays of ucon  and Montaigne, will find how

cupation of men with happiness and justice,
with virtue and truth and even with -t:bility and change itself. We
may accelerate the motions of life, but we cannot seem to change the
routes that are available to its goals.

Great books are the most readable. They will not let you down
if you try to read them well. They have more ideas per page than
most books have in their entirety. That is why you can read a great
book over and over again and never exhaust its contents.

They can be read at many different levels of understanding, as
well as with a great diversity of interpretations. Obvious examples are

[ravels”, Robinson Crusoe™ and the Odyssey’. Children can
read them with enjoyment, but fail to find thereinn ™ all the beauty
and significance which delight an adult mind.

Great books are the most instructive. This follows from the fact
that they are original communications; they contain what cannot be
found in other books. Whether you ultimately agree or disagree with
what they say, these are the primary teachers of mankind; they have
made the basic contributions to human thought.

It is almost unnecessary to add that the great books are the most
influential books. In the tradition of learning, they have been most
discussed by readers who have also been writers. These are the books
about which there are many other books — countless and, for the
most part, forgotten.

20. outmode /;aut' moud/ v1. {3t B

21. doctrine / 'doktrin/ n. ##; ¥
%

22. hasbeen / ‘haezbim/ n. ()i &
HIASY

23. potent / ‘pautont/ a. 3/E H Y

24. Demosthenes /dr'mps8oni:z/ X
BETE B (2 TR S AR )

25. Cicero / 'sisorou/ BED(HT
DBGAR. RER. HER)

26. Bacon / 'berkan/ ¥R (ZEEHE ¥
x)

27. preoccupation /prizokju'perfan/
n &%

28. stability /sta'brlaty/ n. 32

29 Gulliver’s Travels {1&%\{%iE
ic)

30. Robinson Crusoe { BR# TR
ic)

31. Odyssey ( REIR) ()

32_therein /dear'm/ ad. ZERF
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Great books deal with the persistently unsolved problems of
human life. There are genuine mysteries in the world that mark the
limits of human knowing and thinking. Inquiry not only begins with 100

wonder, but usually ends with it also. Great minds acknowledge

3. fortify / fortefa/ v1. 438 mysteries honestly. Wisdom is fortified, not destroyed, by under-

34. strait{jacket / 'strert.dzeekit/ n. 3

standing its limitations.
It is our privilege, as readers, to belong to the larger brother-
hood of man which recognizes no national boundaries. I do not 10

know how to escape from the strait-jacket™ of political nationalism. I

@[ . o m s : .
do know how we become friends of the human spirit in all its mani-
35. manifestation /manife'sterfon/ festations , regardless of time and place. It is by reading the great
n. JRMFR

books.

1158 words
Comprehension Exercises
W Decide on the best choice to answer or complete each of the following.
“ 1. What is the text mainly about?
A. The making of great books. B. The characteristics of great books.
C. The ways of reading great books. D. The benefits of reading great books.

. The lists of “great books” made in different ages

A. were more or less the same

B. recommended more books than anyone could read
C. included both ancient and modern classics

D. served as a guide to one’s reading and writing

. The writer would probably agree that all of the following are enduring best sellers EXCEPT

A. Gone with the Wind B. lliad
C. Don Quixote D. Gulliver’s Travels

To better understand a scientific classic, we may first .
A. take an elementary course on the book’s subject

B. consult a specialist about the book'’s difficulties

C. read some other books that discuss it

D. read some books the author himself has read

People generally feel that “classics”

A. can help broaden their minds B. are worth reading over and over again
C. have little to do with themselves D. are beyond their capabilities




6. Which of the following is NOT a sign of a great book?
A. It never goes out of date.
B_Itis a best seller in its own day.
C. Itis read by a large number of people.
D. It is within the understanding of common readers.

. Put the following into Chinese.

1. No matter how long your life, you will, at best, be able to read only a few books of all that
have been written, and the few you do read should include the best.

AERER LEE A, fREE RGN RSB R NS, TR N aEL 4

2. But the great books can be considered elementary in the sense that they treat the ele-
ments of any subject matter. They are not related to one another as a series of textbooks,
graded in difficulty or in the technicality of the problems with which they deal.

R V4 & AT EEA, $RER AR — I AE R . BN KRR AL —
BEHRH-BAF 1 5 B ST R R I 5 4

3. On the contrary, the great books are not dusty remains for scholars to investigate; they are,
rather, the most potent civilizing forces in the world today.

BNLFEARRGLFHETNRAE, BIRHR, TIRS AR ERE AN .

4. Itis our privilege, as readers, to belong to the larger brotherhood of man which recognizes
no national boundaries.

fERiEE, BINBERENRRINBART —MREER. A RABAKBE,

. Fill in each blank with one letter to form a word matching the explanation.

lLintelligible capable of being understood

2. fortifyv strengthen mentally or morally

3.stability the state of being steady

4 manifestation an act of showing something clearly
through signs or actions

5. pedantic too concerned with book knowledge with-
out regard to common sense

6.do ctrine a particular principle taught, such as of a

religion or government
_____ powerful; mighty
g.illuminactce explain and show more clearly something
difficult to understand

~
©
l~
C
|
D
=
s
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9.preoccupation the state of paying attention to one thing so
as to ignore other things
10.out mode make something no longer fashionable

Choose an appropriate word from the vocabulary pool to fill in the blanks. Make chang-
es whenever necessary.

mulily  relatively uniformity ~ estimate
accumulate ~ultimate intelligble ~~illuminate
~contemporary ~ fundamental  endure  exhaust
diversity instructive original influential
persistently , ~ acknowledge privilege ~manifestation

A love for reading is beneficial for one to acquire knowledge and wisdom. But you need
to know what to read rather than read randomly or indiscriminately especially in this digital era
when books are 1) multiplving. Although Mortimer J. Adler is talking about printed books, his
advice on how to choose the “best” books seems to be equally sensible for online reading. He
believes that there is some 2) uniformity in great books which can guide our choice of read-
ing. First they have to be 3) enduring best sellers, most widely read, thus often labeled as the
“classics.” Second, they must address ordinary people rather than specialists. Third, they have
to be “4) contemporary” in the sense that they are never outdated no matter what the popular
movement of thought or opinion is. Moreover great books always reflect 5) fundamental hu-
man issues. Because of the depth of the thought, the contents of a great book should not be
easily 6) exhausted and should allow 7) diversity of interpretations, which means people can
enjoy and understand them at different levels. Like great teachers, great books are
also 8) instructive and 9) influential as they provoke discussion not just among ordinary read-
ers but also among great writers. In all, Adler believes that great books are the 10) manifesta-
tions of the human spirit regardless of time and place.

a Questions for discussion.

(il UNIT

1. In selecting the best books, the list makers always wonder whether the moderns are up to
the great books of the past. Do you share the same feeling?

2. Do you agree that great books are the most readable? Do you find any difficulty reading a
classic?

3. What are the differences between a classic and a best seller?



2. A Love Affair with Books

10

Introduction

her far from home.

Bernadete Piassa

Growing up in rural Brazil', Bernadete Piassa not only had limited access to books,
she was discouraged from reading the few that she could find. But forbidden fruit
is often the sweetest, and Piassa’s hunger for reading would not be denied. In this
prize-winning essay from a national writing contest, Piassa describes her passion for
books and the role that her “most faithful lovers” have played in a life that has led

hen I was young, I thought that reading was like a drug

which I was allowed to take only a teaspoon at a time,

but which, nevertheless, had the effect of carrying me
away to an enchanted” world where I experienced strange and for-
bidden emotions. As time went by and I took that drug again and
again, I became addicted to it. I could no longer live without reading,.
Books became an intrinsic part of my life. They became my friends,
my guides, my lovers — my most faithful lovers.

I didn’t know I would fall in love with books when I was
young and started to read. I don’t even recall when I started to read
and how:. I just remember that my mother didn’t like me to read. In
spite of this, every time I had an opportunity I would sneak some-
where with a book and read one page, two pages, three, if I was lucky
enough, always feeling my heart beating fast, always hoping that my
mother wouldn’t find me, wouldn’t shout as always: “Bernadete,
don’t you have anything to do?” For her, books were nothing. For
me, they were everything.

In my childhood I didn’t have a big choice of books. I lived
in a small town in Brazil, surrounded by swamp’ and farms. It was
impossible to get out of town by car; there weren’t roads. By train

it took eight hours to reach the next village. There were airplanes,
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