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THI: volume ia made up from a course of leetures
delivered under the anzpices of the Lowell Institote in
ithe antomn of 1885, These have been revised and to
sotne extent vewrillen, and (he division nloe chaplers
made; but there hay been no essential change.
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TALKS ON THE STUDY OF
LITERATURE

I
WHAT LITERATUCRE IS

As all life proceeds {rom the egg, so all dis
eussion must proceed from a definition.  Inded,
it i= penerally necessary to follow definition by
definition, fixing the meaning of the lerins used in
the original explanation, and again explaining the
words employed iu this exposition,

T onee heard o learned but somewlat pedantic
man begin to answer the yuestion of u child by
saying that a lynx iz 4 wild quadruped.  He wus
allowed to get po further, but was at onee asked
what a quadmped is. e responded that it is n
mammal with four feet. This of conrse provoked
the inguiry what o mammal i#; aml se on from
one question to another, until the eriginal subject
was entirely lost sighi of, and the lynx disap-
peared in a maze of verbal distinetions as com-
pletely as it might have vanished in the tangles of
the forest primeval. 1 feel that I am not wholly
safe from danger of repeating the experience of
this well-meaning pedant if I attempt to give a
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definition of literature, The temptation is strong
to eontent myself with saying: © Of course we all
know what literature is.” The diffienlty which I
have hail in the endeavor fo frame a satisfactory
explanation of the term has convineed me, how-
aver, that it is necessary to assume that fow of us
do kmow, and has impressed npon me the need of
trying to make elear what the word means to me.
If wmy statement seem insufficient for general ap-
plication, it will at least show the sense which I
ghall give to * literature 7 in these talks,

In its most extended signifieation literature of
course mizht be taken to include whatever is writ-
ten or privted ; but onr coneern is with that por-
tion only which iz indicated by the name * polite
Diterature,” vr by the nuported terw * befles lottres,”
— both antigqualed thowgl respectable phrases. In
other words, 1 wish o confine wy exawination to
those wriblen works which can propecly be brought
within the scope of literature as one of the fine
arts,

Undonbtedly we all have a general iden of the
limitations which are implied by these various
terms, and we are not withont 2 more or less
vagie notion of what is mdieated by the word
literature in its most restricted and highest zense.
The huportant point is whether onr idea is elear
and well realized.  We have no diffienlty in saving
that one hook belongs to art and that another
does not: but we often find ourselves perplexed
when it comes to telling why, We should all
agree that * The Searlet Letter ™ 1s literature and
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that the latest semsational nowvel is net, — but are
we sure what makes the difference? We know
that Shakespeare wrote poetry and Tupper dog-
gevel, but it by no means follows that we can al-
ways distinguish doggerel from poerry: and while
it is not perhaps of consequence whether we arve
able to inform others why we respect the work of
one or another, it 18 of much imporiance that we
be in & position to justify our tastes to ourselves.
It 13 not hard ko diseover whether we enjoy a
book, and it is generally possible to tell why wo
like 1t bnt this 1s not the whele of the matter.
It is necessary that we hLe able to astimate the
justice of our preferences. We must remember
that our liking or disliking is not only a test of
[the DLool, —but 15 & test of ws as well, There 1s
no more aceurate gpauge of the moral character of
a man than the natonre of the bhooks which le
really eaves for., Tle who wonld progress by the
(aid of literature must Lave reliable stundards by
{ which to judge his literary feelings and opintons;
he must he able to say: ¥ My antipathy to such a
work is justified by this or by that prineiple; my
pleasure in that other is fine becpuse for these
reasons the book 1tself is noble™

It iz hardly possible to arrive at any clear un.
derstanding of what is meant by literature as an
art, without some eonception of what constitutes
art in general. Breadly speaking, art exists in
eonsequence of the nniversal buman desire for
sympathy. Man is forever endeavoring to break
down the wall which separates him from his fel-
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lows., Whether we call it egotism or simply hao-
manity, we all know the wish to make others
appreciate our feelings; to show them how we
suffer, how we enjoy. We batter our fellow-men
with our opinions safficiently often, but this is
as nothing to the insistence with which we pour
ont to them our feelings, A friend is the most
valued of earthly possessions largely because he
is willing to receive without appearance of impa-
tience the nnending story of our mental sensa-
tionz. We arve all of us more or less conscious of
the constant impulse which wrges us on to ex-
pression ; of the inner neccssity which moves us
to eontinual endeavors to make others share onr
thonglts, onr cxperiences, but most of all our
emotions. It scems to me that 1 we trace this
instinetive desire bacle far enemgh, we rveach the
beginnings of art.

It may seemt that the splendidly immeasurable
achievements of poetry and painting, of architec-
ture, of music and seulptuee, are far enouzl from
this primal impuolse; buat I believe that in it is
to be found their germ, Art began with the first
embodiment of homan  feelings Ly permanent
means, Lot us suppose, by way of illustration,
some prehistoric man, thrilled with awe and ter-
ror at sight of a mastodon, and seratching upon a
bone rode lines in the shape of the aunimal, — not
only to give information, not only te show what
the benst was lile, but also to convey to his fel-
lows his feelings when confronted with the mon-
ster. It is as if he said: “See! I eannot put into
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