
Libraries: the uncomfortable need to 
select1
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Ceiling detail from the Baroque Library (room 2): allegory of the University, 
in triumph, sitting on a cloud. In her right hand, the woman holds a sieve, 

signifying the need and the ability to choose. 
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This afternoon you will visit our beautiful Old Library and you will 

have many wonders to enjoy. I just call your attention to a detail. In 

one of the ceilings (in the central room) you can see the representa-

tion of the University. The painter depicted a vigorous woman with 

a sieve in her right hand. 

The woman’s force is not surprising. At that time, the artists prefer-

red strength to weakness. But the sieve can be. Remember that the 

sieve represents the faculty to choose, to sort the good from the bad. 

The message is very clear: the University is a place to make choices.

In this Library, we have 55 thousand books, all of them edited 

before the end of the 18th century. This means, immediately, that 

any reader needs orientation to choose. 

But Coimbra’s readers do not depend exclusively on the Old Li-

brary. As you will see, there are about 20 other libraries. Altogether, 

the university libraries house about 2 million documents, including 

medieval manuscripts, maps, and very recent books and magazines.

Contrary to what happened two decades ago, the problem now 

is not the lack of access to information. The greatest problem con-

fronting us is the anguish of choosing the right information. In my 

opinion, this is a central challenge for the University. 

That is why that vigorous and peaceful woman representing the 

University has never been so current. Looking at her from down 

here, we can admire her power. But we should especially admire her 

serenity. Looking at her we don’t recognize a human being. Perhaps 

a goddess. In fact, how can we humans choose maintaining serenity?  

Maybe the right choice is really exclusive to the gods and we must 

accept that we cannot imitate them in this precious faculty. Yester-

day as today, the purpose of the University is to lead to knowledge. 

Perhaps even to wisdom.

How can we reach this aim? First of all, it is necessary to use the 

existing information in the best way possible. After all, information 

also needs to be sorted out. We know that not all data is information. 
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Yesterday as today, the libraries keep information, and not all re-

sults of good choices. They store knowledge but it comes up hidden 

behind information. They store wisdom but it is rarely reachable. 

There’s no point in hiding the fact that the libraries (all the good ones 

around the world) are places of hesitation and choice.  

After all, mankind has reached a lot of achievements and we are 

all marvelled by them. But they are almost all in the sense of abun-

dance. That is not bad. Anyway, mankind has not yet managed to 

erase anxiety from choice. On the contrary: the more information 

there is, the more difficult it is to sort it out.

Therefore, libraries are excellent allegories of a University where 

the motto can only be the eternal search. But also, and because of 

that, libraries are excellent allegories of human life. An adventure 

made of choices: right and wrong, reversible or not. Nothing can 

save us from this anguish. So, more than the golden ornamentation, 

more than the wealth of the exotic woods or more than the  impos-

ing painting of the King, when we enter the library our eyes end up 

looking at that woman.  

Why? 

Because she has the happy serenity that we don’t have anymore.  
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