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Introduction 

I wrote this little book to help teach LISP to students in a course on data structures. 
Consequently, it contains a careful description of the data structures manipulated by 
LISP functions. LISP centrally depends on a linked-list data structure, which is one of 
the landmark features popularized, if not introduced, with the advent of LISP. This data 
structure and others, notably hash tables, are also used in constructing a LISP interpreter.

This book is intended to achieve several purposes. First, it is intended to be 
a gentle, but precise, introduction to the LISP language; second, it is intended to 
present a nontrivial LISP interpreter written in C that presents several “lessons” about 
programming in general and interpreter writing in particular; third, it is intended to 
introduce a bit of the “flavor” of programming in LISP, which is quite different in some 
ways from programming in a procedural language like C, where programs are built 
statement by statement. And all of this is to be done in a short space without copious, and 
possibly tedious, elaboration. This book is not intended to prepare the reader for using a 
particular LISP system, rather the focus is on the cultural contribution that LISP has made 
to the discipline of programming.

The study of LISP, coupled with the study of a LISP interpreter intended for 
exhibition, is of special interest to students in the areas of programming languages 
and computer architecture as well as data structures. Indeed, this book will be useful 
to students in all areas of computer science, as well as for autodidacts, professional 
programmers, and computer enthusiasts in a wide variety of fields. Although some 
“programming maturity” is assumed, the preserving reader can progress by developing 
such a foundation by means of parallel study and practice.

With parallel study, this book is intended to be accessible for a wide range of 
interested readers from high school students through professional programmers. I would 
very much like to see students use this book to help them understand LISP and how a 
LISP interpreter is crafted, and thus understand the concepts involved in building an 
interpreter for any language. The best way to proceed is to compile and run the C LISP 
interpreter, and then experiment by modifying it in various ways. I hope this book can 
help all who use it to develop an aesthetic appreciation of this elegant programming 
language. 

And finally, since the LISP Interpreter C program provided in this book is a nontrivial 
program requiring careful study to understand it, this book, along with a book on 
C, should also be of use in learning or relearning the marvelous “Swiss army knife” 
programming of language C.
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