
John Ralston Saul
Opening Ceremony of International PEN Literary Festival - Free the Word!

Linz
22 October 2009

HERR Bundesprasident, Heinz Fischer
HERR Landeshauptmann
Ambassadors of Canada and Japan
Jifi Grusa

Eugene Schoulgin
Wolfgang Greisenegger

This is the first time I have spoken as the newly elected president of International PEN.
The honour of standing in the long line of Heinrich Boll, Alberto Moravia, Arthur Miller,
Mario Vargas Llosa, Homero Aridjis and, of course, Jifi Grusa, speaks for itself.

Bundesprasident Fischer, the support of leaders such as yourself for the specifics of our
cause is invaluable. Let me say, on behalf of us all, that as the representative of the
Austrian people and the Austrian state, you do us a great honour by your presence.

We, the hundreds of writers in this hall, cannot make such an exclusive claim about who
we represent. But we can say that we represent the thousands of writers and publishers
who are members of International PEN in more than one hundred countries. For eighty­
eight years PEN has been the leading voice defending and advancing the reality of
literature - and therefore defending and advancing the reality of Freedom of Expression.
You see us here gathered together at the international level. But the secret of our strength
and our ethical core lies at the grassroots with thousands upon thousands of writers in
countries of every description around the world.

Across a century of unprecedented violence and disorder we have worked for the
unleashed word. Thousands of our members - and other writers who were not able to be

members - have died for their expression of the word, have been imprisoned, silenced
and driven into exile, which is often another form of silencing. What can a writer do,
stripped of her language and public? Exile may represent physical freedom, but it is more
often than not a prison of silence.

The wonderfully unforgiving Thomas Bernhard wrote that our societies "lock up the
great thinkers in our bookcases, from which they stare at us, sentenced to eternal
ridicule. "

The writers of International PEN with great difficulty climb out of those bookcases to
work and to speak for the central cause of our civilizations - the free and creative and
active use of the word.




