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What follows in these pages is an attempt on my part to formulate some of the 
most important ideas that I have been slowly developing for myself, through all 
my reading and all my teaching. Quite possibly there is much here that will not 
seen valid to others. But it is all valid for me. I find in practice that no critical 
standards mean anything to me except those which I myself have worked out. I 
have no reason to suppose that I am singular in this. Therefore I plan to use this 
book, not at all to force my ideas upon others, but simply to make them aware that 
there is such a thing as critical theory in the world, and if possible to set them to 
work constructing one for themselves. Whether this theory finally agrees with 
mine or not, is of very little importance. As Gamaliel Bradford has observed, what 
people think “is of little consequence, provided one has taken even a little step in 
the enormous task of making them think at all.” 
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In attempting a definition of literature, we must not fail to distinguish between 
the broader and the narrower use of the term. If you were to pay a visit to the office of 
the nearest railroad company and ask for the “literature” referring to certain 
excursions, you would doubtless receive a considerable quantity of printed matter. 
And, especially if you were at that time engaged in planning a trip, much of this 
“literature” would doubtless provide very interesting reading. One of the most widely 
circulated periodicals in America is, and has been for many years, the Literary Digest. 
Now the Literary Digest is not devoted to literature, in the sense in which I use the 
word in the title of this paper. It is simply a general, world-wide summary of what is 
currently finding its way into print. 

One of the great problems with which the literary critic in our day has to deal 
is how to make a distinction between what is literature and what is merely reading 
matter. Never before in history has there been such an astonishing number of books 
printed as today. Many of them are devoted purely to informational purposes. Some 
of them aim merely to preserve records of one kind or another. The vast majority are 
designed to serve no more than a temporary purpose. Not all of them, by any means, 
are or pretend to be literature.  

On first consideration, it might seem easy to make the distinction. We may say 
: That which is well written is literature; that which is badly written is not literature. 
But a little reflection will son convince us that this definition cannot hold.  

In short, literature is not necessarily good writing, nor is non-literature 
necessarily and writing. After we have distinguished between literature and non-
literature, we shall find that we have next to distinguished between good literature and 
bad. There is much more bad literature in the world than good. 

The best definition of literature that I know – or, for that matter, of art in 
general, for the creative process is essentially the same in all the arts, is one which, so 
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far as I am aware, I made for myself : Art is the distilled essence of life. Not the actual 
stuff of human experience, in the narrower, commoner sense, but a selection from 
experience, somehow recharactered in the mind of the writer, somehow transformed 
through the addition to itself of something that is not experience at all.  

Life. That, it seems to me, in the world to which we must hold fast if we 
would touch the distinguishing quality of literature. The artists of the world have 
always been outstanding lovers of life – interested in existence for its own sake, in 
James Huneker’s fine phrase, “yes-sayers” to life. That is one reason why artists have 
frequently seemed shocking to those whose interest was restricted to some particular 
phase or aspect of life, instead of responding spontaneously all along the line. 

Let us attempt to define the difference between literature and non-literature. 
Darwin wrote The Origin of Species in order to propound a certain theory regarding 
the development of life on this planet. The late Professor Samuel Ives Curtiss wrote. 
The Religion of the Semites to explain certain primitive religious customs which it is 
necessary to keep in mind in order to understand the Hebrew Bible. Mr. Arthur 
Hornblow wrote his History of the Theatre in America for the purpose of giving 
Americans a coherent and comprehensive account of how their theatre developed. 
These books are not literature. But why did Cervantes write Don Quixote? Why did 
Flaubert write Madame Bovary? Why did Virginia Woolf write To the Lighthouse? 
These questions cannot be answered in anything like the same direct and unequivocal 
way. 

Fundamentally, I believe every piece of literature that has ever been written 
has proceeded from the desire of the writer to communicate life-experience. It may be 
a very low order of experience, as in the penny dreadful, or it may be a very high 
order of experience, as in The Divine Comedy. But this is the root of the matter : A 
human being has bad and experience, either in the world of men or in the world of his 
own dreams. For some reason or other, he feels within himself the urge to share that 
experience with others.  

So, in the sense in which Darwin and Curtiss and Hornblow had each of them 
a purpose in the illustrations used, the creator of literature does not have a purpose at 
all. Or, at least, his purpose is of a different and much less specific sort. It is simply 
the communication of experience for its own sake. And until somebody succeeds in 
defining, satisfactorily and comprehensively, the “purpose” of life, it will not be 
possible to define, any more completely or more definitely than I have done it here, 
the “purpose” of literature.  

It must be clear, then, that personality and the experience of personality are 
fundamental in literature. In a textbook on geometry, the personality of the writer 
need not appear, for such a book is concerned solely with the communication of facts 
which are equally true for everybody. But the poet can never give you universal truth : 
he can give you only so much of the truth as one man has been able to see. Ideas 
expressed in literature are vitalized only as they are passed through the personality of 
the writer. That is why literature is so much more interesting than philosophy. Zola 
defined art as “a corner of Nature seen through a personality.” The unprejudiced view 
cannot exist here. But what the artist lacks in universality, he makes up in intensity.  

And where personality enters, it must, of course, inevitably bring passion 
along with it. The great writer speaks for humanity, to be sure, but he certainly does 
not accomplish this through refusing to speak for himself. That would make 
insincerity the foundation of literary greatness. I have pointed out elsewhere that the 
great actor achieves versatility, not as has sometimes been supposed, through 
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reducing himself to pulp and then building up a fresh character from the ground, but 
rather through enlarging his nature until, by means of his sympathetic comprehension, 
he understands a much wider segment of life than actually falls within his own daily 
experience. That does not for a moment imply that the actress who plays courtesans 
must be a courtesan herself, but it does mean that she must be able to understand and 
to sympathize with the courtesan’s point of view. When Browning’s Fifine at the Fair 
was published, a great many honest people were genuinely shocked. Robert Browning 
the revered poet, he whose life with Elizabeth Barrett had been one of the greater and 
noblest pictures of constancy and true love in modern times – how could he consent to 
let loose such immoral doctrine into the world ! But Browning could never understand 
why it was immoral to be able to understand the point of view of those who happened 
to be wrong. Borrowing was human; his character here was thoroughly human; and he 
simply used his humanity to unlock the heart of the other. Yes, the great writer speaks 
for humanity, but how? Simply because he includes so much that is human within 
himself. 

Poetry has been defined as “passional beauty in rhythmic patterns.” Poetry 
needs beauty, but impersonal, abstract beauty can never make a poem. Literary values 
must be realized in terms of the writer’s life before they can be passed on to a reader. 

All literary values are relative values, and I have no desire to make the line of 
demarcation between literature and non-literature any sharper than it actually is.  

Writers seek to communicate human experience for its own sake. All I may 
permit myself to say at this point is just this – that all good art must have sincerity for 
its foundation. Any mode of expression, any type of experimentation is justifiable, so 
long as the writer is fundamentally true to his own nature. Every sincere, imaginative 
expression of human experience deserves respect. Some wholly sincere writing fails 
for technical reasons. But the truth, sincerely and earnestly expressed, no matter how 
crudely, is always better than a life, though the lie be decorated with all the stylistic 
graces known to the arts. 

Why is it that so much popular literature is bad? Because it is unreal? Surely 
not, for Gulliver’s Travels is unreal; Peter Pan is unreal; yet they are both good 
literature and not bad. The difficulty is rather that much popular literature is not 
sincere. As Mr. Robert Herrick once pointed out, the typical American wants in 
fiction a rather romantic treatment of realistic material. He will not have pure, 
unadulterated romance; he does not want to leave the world he knows; he simply 
declines to fly away to the land of Never-Never-Was; but he has no relish for life-as-
it-is either! In short, he wants the excitement of living without its sting. Consequently 
those writers who consent (for a consideration) to humour him, create for his 
delectation a tawdry, false little world, outwardly and superficially enough like his 
own so that he may feel at home in it, yet never for a moment a world in which God’s 
laws are really applicable. It is curiously sickly, cloying mixed drink – this pseudo-
romanticism which American writers at present concoct so skillfully – and it is the 
worst barrier in the way of the development of American literature today. Not only 
does it destroy reality and substitute a day-dream, but it unfits us tragically and 
horribly for playing an honorable part in real life when we come to be thrown back 
upon it. 

The history of literature is a record of race experience, but in a rather different 
way from that in which political and social history is a record of race experience. For 
here we have simply a record of what man has accomplished, while in literature we 
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have also a record of what he has aspired to. Perhaps it is because humanity thus far 
has been more impressive in its aspirations than in its actual achievements that some 
of us find literature so much more interesting than history.  
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