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What is Literature?

quality of the personality expressed
in them.
Thus literature is not the product
of intellect, of imagination, or of
feeling; but it is the expression of
that personality in which they are
all actively combined. The works
of Milton have forever incarnated
his own purity of soul, his lofty imagination, his grand devotion to
truth. The sweet pensiveness of
Spenser, the heavenly beauty that
he loved, are preserved to us in the
stanzas of his Faery Queene. In
his Childe Harold, Byron yet lives
a remorseful witness that even genius must bear as it may the pangs of
a violated conscience. Thus, to ascertain an author's rank in literature, we must be able to compass
his personality. The more complete
the man, the more excellent the
work in which he perpetuates himse
^Taste, is the arbiter in literature;
but not that pedantic and arrogant
taste which is careful merely of
form, melody, and sensuous beauty;
but that catholic taste which appreciates not only these, but whatever
is excellent in man, whether it be
the love of beauty, the love of truth,
or the love of God.
Literature, as we have defined it,
is indeed a power—the power of a
living personality. Its form is artistic, but only because it expresses
that sense of the beautiful which is
but a part of every complete perBonality. Thus, also, we can see

why literature " appeals to man as
man;" because it is man that thus
appeals to man. One touch of nature makes the whole world kin.
One writer says: " What have we
in all this but ourselves, sketched in
larger outlines and dyed in deeper
tints ? "
The difference between literature
and other written productions is not,
then, a difference of mere form, but
of substance. No change of form
could convert the treatise on pure
mathematics into literature.
The
facts with which literature deals are
those of man's spiritual life. They
pertain to his higher nature, and
come within the region of intuition,
not of demonstration.
What has
been remarked of" Bacon's Essays "
is true of all the nobler products of
literature: they attempt no formal
proof, but present the truth itself
with such clearness and beauty that
we recognize it, just as ^Eneas did
his goddess mother, by its own distinctive marks,
It is evident, from what has been
said, that the touch-stone of literature must be sought within ourselves. Does any author appeal to
us, not through the forms of logic,
but through our sympathies, our imagination, our intuitive sense of the
fitness of things? Then we have before us an example of literature. Accordingly, much of history and many
popular scientific works are largely
literary.
Of the latter we have
striking examples in the writings of
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Hugh Miller. Tyndall, Huxley, and
Spencer have not disdained the literary method. The most vital part
of history is also literature of the
purest type. Within a century a
great change has been made in the
method of writing history. Much
has been done toward constructing
a Philosophy of History. But no
philosophy that ignores the spiritual
nature of man, and its relation at
once to the finite and the infinite,
can ever reduce to a system the
complex phenomena of human existence. When the influences of race,
climate, and surroundings have each
been carefully eliminated, there still
remains, to prevent the perfect solution of the problem, the unexplored
human soul in mysterious alliance
with the spiritual forces of the universe. The final analysis will not
explain to me Leonidas or Socrates,
Yet it is this soul mystery, perpetually evading the understanding, that
constitutes the chief charm of history, and at the same time brings it
within the pale of literature.
What, then, is the function of literature as part of an educational
system? Let us concede at the outset that in an educational system
whose sole object is to train men to
get on in the world the study of
literature has no place. Notwithstanding our worship of money, our
craving of physical comfort, I believe we have got past such a system. Can we not say with John
Stuart Mill that the object of edu-

3

cation, " besides calling forth the
greatest possible quantity of intellectual power, is to inspire the intensest love of truth?"
From a
system of education based on this
comprehensive principle, literature
will not long be excluded. For
what, let me ask, is the specific edueating influence of literature? It is
that of personal contact with the
purest, noblest, most beautiful souls
that have blessed earth with their
presence.
Of contact with them
when their own faculties were at
the best, their own love of truth
the most intense, their sympathy
with humanity the most genial, their
inspiration the most divine. Essay,
biography, history, romance, poetry,
—what are these but the fervid
utterance of man's varied experience? In them have lived and lived
again mirth, fancy, wit, pathos, cour-age, patience, gentleness, faith ; and
that not isolated, but setting forth
in deathless colors the lights and
shadows of our multiform human
life.
In the words of Milton,
" Books preserve, as in a phial, the
purest efficacy and extraction of that
living intellect that bred them."
Thus, the study of literature is
not the study of mere words, but
in the most literal sense the study
of nature in the highest form known
to us, the human soul. Nor does
it, as some claim, render the mind
averse to the study of the lower
forms of existence. For, has not
much of the inspiration of all great
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