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Sophie Freud

"When mysoncommitted suicide I gotthrough life reading the collected works of Jane Austen."

—Afriend

My daughter calls me every SundayfromherBrooklyn home, and linstantlystart to talk to herabout the
currenttwo books in my life: one the book lamreading, the otherthe book lamlistening to,anaudiobook.
She gets impatient with me. She wonders whylamtransforming a personaltelephone chatinto a
professionalliterarydiscussion—she is a professorofliterature.lexplainto herthatdiscussing books is to
me anintensely personal matter. She enjoys discussing the vicissitudes of personalrelationships.So do |,
namelythose ofthe characters inmybooks.Books are mybest, mymost faithful, my mostreliable friends.
People have to meetratherhighstandards to matchmybooks interms ofbeing good company.

lamtalking inthe present, but books have always had thatrole.lrememberthinking inmyadolescence that
life would be meaningless without books, and | have not changed my mind. | lead two parallellives, one my
so-called reallife, and the othermyliterary life, whichis sometimes the more compelling one.

Iread books forcompanionship, forenjoyment, forsolace, forinformation, for distraction, forseIf-
improvement, forself-knowledge, forunderstanding, forenlarging myworld, forenhancing mycompassion
and empathy with totally different others.Inowhope to give some fleshto these initial[End Page 77]

thoughts and show you the crucialrole books have played in my life.

Igrew up inVienna,and mychildhood was filled with mainly Germanbooks; butnotentirelyso because even
then, between 1930 and 1940, manyforeign-language books for childrenand young adults were translated
into German. As anaside, | wantto mentiondifficulties that translations can make: InAlice in Wonderland, that
enchanting childhood book, there is astoryofa mouse, telling a tale, and Alice while listening sees amouse
tail,apunnotpossible inGerman.lonlyunderstood the joke the second time around, whenlread the book
in English to my children. By the way, the opportunity forasecond time around forallone's childhood
favorite books is certainlya major pleasure ofchildrearing. For me it was practicallythe bestpart, along with

generallyintroducing my childrento the love ofbooks.

Books were a different matterin mychildhood from what theyare for my grandchildren. One did notgetthem
inexpensivelyingarage sales,norcould one borrow them fromthe locallibraries, as is customary now.
There were no public libraries. We gotbooks forbirthdays, for formaloccasions;theywere to be treasured.
I was perhaps elevenyears old whenlreceived from mygrandfather,who could be relied uponto finance
special gifts for mybirthdays,acomplete collectionofAndersen's fairytales (translated into German, of
course),and manyofthose tales laid afoundation for the things Iwould later grow to care about. They were
sober-looking books, intwo volumes, with justafewwoodcuts, yettheybecame extremelyprecious. Who
would notacquire compassionforimpoverished children afterreading "The Little Match Girl"? "The Little
Mermaid" was another favorite;and imagine, | found myselfcrying, when, thirty years later, I read it to my
children. That the singing mermaid permanently lost her beautiful voice as the price forbeing loved by the
prince was amuchbetterlessonthanthose derived fromthe Grimm fairy tales, where getting the Prince is a
goalbeyond which there are no furtherobstacles orconsequences. Thenthere was little Gerda from
Andersen's "The Snowqueen" who sets outoncourageous adventures to rescue herboyfriend. Was it her
adventures orthe rescue partthatso fired myimagination? On[End Page 78] arecenttrip to Swedenl|

finally had the opportunity...
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