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(FER)
Address delivered by HM.Empress Michiko
at the inaugural ceremony of the International Library of
Children’s Literature
May 5, 2000

On completion of the first stage of renovation work, the INTERNATIONAL
LIBRARY of CHILDREN'S LITERATURE is being inaugurated today,
Children’s Day in Japan. To the many people involved with children’s books
and reading, who for long years have been hoping for the establishment of a
national children’s library, and also to those people who lent an ear to their
voice and made every effort to cooperate in realizing this worthy project, I
offer my heartfelt congratulations. Also many persons with ample experience
in the field have come from abroad to attend this ceremony, from Germany,
France, India, the Republic of Korea, Thailand, and the United States. Their
presence here is very heartening indeed for those of us who will be watching
over the future growth and development of this establishment as an
International Children's Library, and I would like to express my warmest
gratitude to them for their friendship.

The Library inaugurated today is housed in the building which was once
Japan’s first National Library. It was built ninety-four years ago and has been
designated a Historical Edifice. In order to preserve the main features of the
original structure and workmanship and render the foundations earthquake-
proof, one can imagine what difficult and challenging work the renovation
planners and the people involved in carrying it out were faced with. Raised at
the beginning of the twentieth century and imbued with the resolute spirit of
the people of the Meiji era, the renovation of this building which was carried
out while preserving the original design of the interior and exterior to the
fullest extent possible, was in itself a thing of deep significance. From now on,
within the walls of this historic building children will be able to have access to
a great many books, not only Japanese but also foreign publications. At the
same time, this building offers facilities for persons engaged in writing
children’s books or researching juvenile literature, and for the personnel of
libraries in every region of Japan, providing moral and other support for their
work, thereby carrying out yet another important role. As well as directly
serving children, what is called “"Serving Those Who Serve Children”, gives to
this library a double role which should be appreciated and strongly supported

6



by society, and I think this appreciation and support will be of very great
importance in the future development of this library.

In Japan at the present time, there are about two thousand six hundred
public libraries, most of which provide children’s room. While we cannot say
that it is enough, this point was reached thanks to the hard work of our
predecessors toiling unseen, and my thoughts go out to them in deep gratitude.
Such people, sensing a profound meaning in the links between children and
books, even when beset by difficulties never gave up their dream and were
instrumental in bringing about what the Japanese children’s library is today.

In post-war Japan, started mainly on the initiative of women, we have
children’s bunko, activities unique to Japan. Bumko began with individuals
throwing open to neighborhood children a part of their dwellings with their
private holdings of books, a small scale form of juvenile library. The number of
such bunko is now nearly double that of public libraries, and the Japanese
term bunko itself has come to the point of attracting world attention.

Libraries of various categories such as public, private, school or bunko, may
differ as to form, but surely the librarians who work in them are at one in
wishing for each and every child a beneficial encounter with books. Drawing
steadily upon the ideas and good-will of persons working in the libraries all
over Japan who are deeply concerned with children and seeking the best way
to serve children, it is my hope that this International Library of Children’s
Literature will always maintain a good collaborative association with those
persons, learning together with them and continuing to support them.

I hope that all those who must shoulder heavy responsibilities at the time of
inaugurating this new library, will take good care of themselves and carry out
their duties in the best of spirits. Also, I would like on this occasion to express
my best wishes for the good health of the many people continuing to work
quietly in the background all over Japan in libraries or bunko. May your
valuable work continue to give pleasure and joy to many children through the
medium of books, and help them, thinking for themselves, to get from their
reading strength to foster in them sound and healthy spirits to face
courageously their future lives.
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Words of Greeting (J530)

Dr. Barbara Scharioth
(Director, Internationale Jugendbibliothek)

First of all I bring you all the best wishes from the International Youth
Library Munich in far away Germany. We share in your happiness that the
“International Library of Children’s Literature” can be opened here in Tokyo
today and I am very proud and honored to be present at this event. For years
we have been following—as with the eyes of an older sister —the preparations
for this library with great interest and sympathy and even been able to offer
some advice now and then. Let me express thanks to everyone who has been
actively promoting this international children’s library and congratulate you all
on its success. May you enjoy this opening day as a sign of recognition and
appreciation of your efforts!

This is one of those days—almost like in a fairy tale—when dreams become
reality. There is the dream of the moral power of children’s and youth
literature as it tells young people about peace, freedom, equality, tolerance and
brotherly love, about intercultural understanding. There is the dream of a real
place, a highly visible setting for children’s and young adult books as an
essential part of the literature —and even more, of the culture—of a country: a
library for international children’s and youth literature.

And there is the dream of an intercultural exchange between those who
write, illustrate, translate and publish books for children and youth. All of them
need this library with its international collection as a source of inspiration and
motivation, and as a reminder of their responsibilities toward young readers.

Fifty years ago, as the world’s first international youth library was founded,
it was these very dreams and the image of “one children’s world” that guided
Jella Lepman. Acting on her conviction that “children’s books, more than any
others, have a common ground of humanity”, Jella Lepman organized an
international children’s and youth book exhibition as one form of moral support
for Germany immediately after the end of the Second World War. Although
many people had lost their families or the roof over their heads and were worn
down by the struggle to secure simply the basic essentials of life, they came in
great numbers to the exhibition. They realized that outside of Hitler’s Germany
there were books being published for children and young people that would
give them hope for a new way of life in peace and freedom.
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At the opening of Munich's International Youth Library in September1949—

which followed directly from this exhibition—the German author Erich
Késtner, who is also famous here in Japan for his children’s novel “Emil and
the detectives” (1929 ; Japanese 1950) —wrote the following words in his
“Letter to all the children of this world” :
“Picture books will be understandable to all of you, no matter where they are
sent. Other children’s books will only be able to be read by some of you. And,
finally, there will be quite a few books that cannot be understood by any of
you. Who among you can read, for example, Japanese? But a Japanese
children’s book will entertain and instruct all of you and us, the grown-ups, as
well” Then he continued on to describe how Japanese books are read in a
manner quite unfamiliar to European children.

And Erich Késtner was right. Even today, fifty years after the founding of
the International Youth Library, our highly diverse collection of half a million
books from all around the world continues to attract children and adults, acting
as an ambassador of foreign countries and cultures. Surely it will be the same
in this library, where many visitors will for the first time be able to hold in
their hands a book from a distant corner of the world or another era in history.
How amazing!

We are thoroughly convinced that children’s and youth literature —especially
fictional stories and pictures—will remain meaningful especially in the age of
world-wide electronic networking. Unlike any other medium, children’s and
youth literature stimulates the minds of young readers, encourages their inner
thoughts and also their dreams, and holds pieces of the world up to view —as if
in a burning glass-, thus making a contribution to their individual growth.
Promoting the personal development of young people is one of the most
important goals we have in this age of unifying, homogenizing mass culture.

The “International Library of Children’s Literature” here in Tokyo is for us
reinforcement and impetus at once. We are very much looking forward to
working closely together and to participating in the intensive professional
exchanges that are now possible with the help of digital networking. Together
with other children’s book organizations—including, first and foremost, the
International Board on Books for Young People (IBBY), the unique world-wide
association of children’s books specialists—we will work together on behalf of
children’s and youth literature in the hope that every country in the world will
grant literature a permanent and secure place in their programs of support
and development for young people.
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