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Passage 11

. in the illustrious nation of Panduria, a suspicion crept into the minds
als: that books contained opinions hostile to military prestige. In fact
and enquiries had revealed that the tendency, now so widespread, of
thinking of generals as people actually capable of making mistakes and causing
ophes and of wars as things that did not always dmount to splendid cavalry
sharges towards a glorious destiny, was shared bv a large number of books,
ancient and mudem foreign and Pandurese.

Panduria’s General Stuff met together to assess the situation. But they didn’t
know where to begin, because none of them was particularly well-versed in
matters bibliographical. A commission of enquiry was set up under General
Fedina, a severe and scrupulous official. The commission was to examine all the
books in the biggest library in Panduria...

The military took over the library one rainy morning in November. The
general climbed off lns 1101 se, squat, Stiff, his thick neck shaven, his eyebrows
frowning over pin ; four lanky lieutenants, chins held high and eyelids
lowe eled got out of a car, edch with a briefcase in his hand. Then came a squadron
of soldiers who set up camp in the old courtyard, with mules, bales of hay, tents,
cooking equipment, camp radio, and slﬂndllm‘T flags...

of the library s only one little old man, Signor Cuspmo was kept so that
he could e‘{pldm to the officers how the books were arranged. He was a shortish
fellow, with a bald, eggish pate and eyes like pinheads behind his spectacles....

Then duties were assigned. Each lieutenant was allotted a particular branch
of knowledge, a particular century of history. The general was to oversee the
sorting of the volumes and the application of an appropriate rubber stamp
depending on whether a book had been judged suitable for officers, NCOs?,
common soldiers, or should be reported to the Military Court.

And the commission began its appointed task. Every evening the camp radio
transmitted General Fedina’s report to HQ. *So many books e‘mmmed So many
seized as suspect. So many declared suitable for officers and soldiers.” Only rar el\
were these cold figures accompanied by something out of the ordinary: a 1equest
for a pair of glasses to correct short- sldhtedness for an officer who had broken his,
the news tlmt a mule had eaten a rare manuscript edition of Cicero left
unattended.

But developments of far greater import were under way, about which the
camp radio transmitted no news at all. Rather than thmnm‘T out, the forest of
books seemed to grow ever more tangled and insidious. The officers would have
lost their way lmd it not been for the help of Signor Crispino. Lieutenant
Abrogati, for example, would jump to his feet and throw the book he was reading
down on the table: ‘But this is outrageous! A book about the Punic Wars that
speaks well of the Carthaginians and critic the Romans! This must be
reported at once!” (It should be said here that, rightly or wrongly, the Pandurians
considered themselves descendants of the Romans.) Moving silently in soft
slippers, the old librarian came up to him. “That’s nothing,” he would say, ‘read
what it says here, about the Romans again, you can put this in your 1epoﬂ too,
and this and this,” and he presented lnm with a pile of books. The lieutenant
leafed nervously through them, then, getting interested, he began to read, to take
notes. And he would scratch his head and mutter: “For heaven’s sake! The things
you learn! Who would ever have thought!” Signor Crispino went over to

Ipince-nez — eyeglasses clipped to the nose by a spring
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lieutenants were each pensioned off for health reasons, as a result of “a serious

nervous breakdown suffered in the course of duty’. Dressed in civilian clothes,

with l]ed\\ coats and thick sweaters so as not to freeze, they were often to be seen

going into the old library where Signor Crispino would be waiting for them with
his books.

—Italo Calvino

excerpted from “A General in the Library”

Numbers in the Dark and Other Stories, 1995

Jonathan Cape Ltd.
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Short-Response Questions

Directions (26–27): Write your response to question 26 on page 1 of your essay booklet and question 27 on page 2 of your essay booklet. Be sure to answer both questions.

26 Write a well-developed paragraph in which you use ideas from both Passage I

(poem) and Passage II (historical account) to establish a controlling idea

About the power of reading. Develop your controlling idea using specific examples and 
details from both Passage I and Passage II.
27 Choose a specific literary element (e.g., theme, characterization, structure, point

of view, etc.) or literary technique (e.g., symbolism, irony, figurative language,

etc.) used by ONLY one of the authors. Using specific details from either Passage I (poem) or Passage II (memoir), in a well-developed paragraph, show

how the author uses that element or technique to develop the passage.

