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Before we begin our discussions on any specific topics about English literature, let us first

deal with some basic issues concerning literature at large so as to prepare our minds for
specific studies of English literature.

The original source of literature arises from human interest in telling a story about
some aspects of human experiences by arranging words in artistic forms. Initially, the
literary impulse exists only in one’s mind. It is the writer who turns this impulse of
experience into literature, by means of language, and in such forms as fiction, poetry,
drama, or essay. To a certain extent, literature may be briefly defined as fictional texts in
the form of language artistically employed to achieve identifiable literary qualities and
convey meaningful messages.

The word “literature” came into English from the 14th century in the sense of polite
learning through reading. Thus a man of literature, or a man of letters, referred to what we
would now describe as a man of wide reading, somewhat like the modern meaning of the
word “literacy”. From the mid-18th century, literature referred to the practice and
profession of writing. And since the 19th century, literature has been the high skills of
writing with exuberant imagination.

1 What Is Literature?
1.1 Types of literature

Literature may be classified into four categories or genres: prose fiction, poetry, drama,
and nonfiction prose.

Prose fiction, or narrative fiction, includes myths, parables, romances, novels and
short stories. The essence of prose fiction is narration, the relating of a sequence of events
or actions. Fictional works usually focus on one or a few major characters who change
and grow as a result of how they deal with other characters and how they attempt to solve
their problems.

If prose is expansive in the use of language, poetry strives towards brevity. It offers
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the reader high points of emotion, reflection, thought, and feeling with highly compacted
syntax. Very often, poetry expresses the most powerful and deeply felt experiences of
human beings. Many exquisite poems become our lifelong friends, and we visit them over
and over again for insight, understanding, and peaceful reflection about our life.

Drama is literature designed for stage or film presentation by actors for the benefit
and delight of the audience. The essence of drama is the development of character and
situation through speech and action. Although most modern plays use prose dialogue, on
the principle that the language of drama should resemble the language of everyday speech,
many plays from the past are in poetic form.

Usually, the first three are regarded as imaginative literature, while nonfiction prose
consists of essays, news reports, feature articles, historical and biographical works, and
the like. The main purpose of nonfiction prose is to present truths and make logical
conclusions about the factual world of history, science, and current events.

Roughly speaking, the essential qualities of literature are characterized by the

following four features.

1.2 Literature is language

As we all know, authors of literature use language in special ways. Most importantly,
literary language emphasizes connotative rather than denotative meanings of words.
Unlike scientific language which mainly emphasizes the denotative value of language,
writers of literature use language in a more subtle manner—to bring into full play all the
emotional associations that words may carry. A good case in point is the word mother,
whose denotation is simply the female parent, but the connotation may include such
meanings as protection, warmth, care, love, devotion, home, and a happy memory of
one’s childhood. Thus, literature is inseparably associated with language in terms of

linguistic application.
1.3 Literature is fictional

A work of literature is fictional in two ways. On the one hand, authors make up or
imagine some or all the materials. This is perhaps why literature is often thought of as
imaginative literature. Even historical fiction, which chiefly relies on factual events, is
also fictional, as it includes characters, dialogues, events, and settings that never existed
in history.

On the other hand, the fictional quality of literature also lies in the artistic control
that writers exercise over the work. This artistic control produces the effect of stylizing
the materials of the work, thus setting it apart from the real. This occurs simply because
there always exists an obvious disparity between literary phenomena and real life.
Compare how a newspaperman and a poet describe the same event respectively, and we

2/Part1 An Overall Guide to Appreciating Literature
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will see the distinction. The scientist would try to present his account as exactly as
possible about the event; the poet, in contrast, would most probably manages to make his
poem the object of experiencing profound emotion. In other words, the poet would adopt
such literary techniques as metaphor, irony, or imagery to make his work more of an
artifact.

1.4 Literature is true

Despite that literature is mostly “fictional”, it has the innate nature of being true. Thus,
there exists a paradox in literature—its imaginative properties against its representation of
actual human conditions. In other words, we can find in literature a paradox between
fictionality and truth. There are mainly three ways for literature to be true.

First of all, literature is true to the facts of real life. It directly states the depictions of
real people, actual places, and existing events; more importantly, literature is true in the
sense of its power of communicating truthful ideas of human life.

Then, literature is true because of the indirectly stated ideas that the authors present
in literary works. Though all the details of a literary work make up an imaginary world,
such a world is based on the author’s ideas about the real world.

Finally, what we readers usually encounter in literary works are the typical
characters and probable actions. By imposing order on the chaos of real life, authors
present characters who typify real people, and they recount actions that would probably
happen in real life. Because of this, we are often be able to find characters who represent
recognizable types of people in real life.

1.5 Literature is aesthetic

The aesthetic property of literature lies in its artistic beauty. Like any other art forms—
music, painting, photography, and dance, literature is an end in itself. The pleasure we get
from literature can be found in the way authors use literary techniques, such as metaphor,
plot, character, symbolism, irony, suspense, theme, and rhythmic language. All such
literary elements combine together to form an organic coherence of artistic beauty.
Moreover, while experiencing beauty of literature, we can trace the profound
meanings in literature. Great authors are undoubtedly very competent to make the
aesthetic qualities of literature inextricably bound up with the ideas conveyed by their
works. They use pleasurable conventions to enhance and communicate their themes.

2 Why Do We Read Literature?

Literature serves quite a few purposes. Sometimes we read for pleasure only, just as
sometimes we listen to music for relaxation or 80 to a movie for entertainment. Good and
great literature, however, makes us work a little harder. It demands more because in the
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end it has more to give. It compels us to read actively and alertly, and insists that while
reading we have to question and think hard in order to gain any profit. In short, good
literature asks us to read critically so as to procure what we wish to get. There are at least

the following five advantages in reading literature.

2.1 To acquire knowledge and wisdom

Literature is a cultural heritage and a key to acquire social knowledge and human wisdom.
By learning literature, we learn fresh ideas and new concepts. Literature brings readers
insight about the nature of reality. Through literature, we know more about traditions,
customs, beliefs, attitudes, folklore, and the values of the era in which it is written.
Whether in the form of fiction, poetry, drama, or essay, literature always furnishes us
readers with some new information that broadens our knowledge of the world.

2.2 To consolidate language competence

To master the English language, to improve our understanding of its culture, or to
consolidate our language competence, it is unarguably indispensable to study at least
some of the great works written by outstanding authors of the language. As is widely
known, as English majors, for instance, literature can serve the English learners as a
useful tool for increasing vocabulary, mastering idiomatic expressions, enhancing cultural
awareness, and raising communicating ability. Therefore, literature, when properly used
in language classes, will undoubtedly achieve these purposes in the process of language

acquisition.
2.3 To read for pleasure

Apart from its role of education, literature can bring pleasure by entertaining those who
voluntarily attend to it. Generally speaking, literature offers readers narratives with an
exciting world of experiences that is different from their own. One may argue that there
are a variety of other ways of giving pleasure or entertainment to people, yet we discover
that literature enables people to find the greatest pleasure and satisfaction when we are
ultimately brought back to some sober-minded realities of human problems, feelings, and
relationships. The reason lies in the fact that literature is not simply a copy of what is
obviously seen by our bare eyes; we are, in fact, furnished with an imaginative and
interpretative reflection upon special views of human existence and social reality.

2.4 To improve understanding about life

Literature is appealing to us also because of its intimate relationship and relevant
association with human existence. It sheds light on the complexity of human experiences
and thus broadens the awareness of our own understanding about life. While observing
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