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WORLD LITERATURE

CHAPTER 1
THE GREAT LITERATURE OF THE WORLD |

The Study of World Literature. The student who opens this book for the first
time may ask why he should be introduced to the literature of a world dead and
gone a thousand years ago. Is there anything in it that is worth the attention of a
twentieth-century young man or woman? As we read the great pieces of litera-
ture that have been preserved through the centuries, we discover that the men and
women of five hundred or a thousand or three thousand years ago thought and
acted very much as we do today. We come to see that the people who lived in
other countries and other times were not crude or savage men, but were indeed
not very different from ourselves. Our respect for them increases. We turn to them
for wisdom and beauty just as we turn to the thinkers, writers, and artists of our
own time, our own country, and our own speech.

Most young people who go to college have a desire to become educated men
and women. Some few want only to acquire the tools and the skills that will en-
able them to make a living as a teacher, a physician, a mechanic, an architect, a
housekeeper, or a farmer. The great majority, however, want the skill that will
enable them to make a living, and they want something in addition. They want
to develop their personalities. They hope to become cultivated and educated men
and women. They hope to develop interests that will fill their leisure with things
worth while. They wish not only to be able to make a living but also to live a
full and a good life. :

To do this it is necessary in some measure to be interested in the fine things
of life—in the arts, in architecture, music, painting, sculpture, literature, and the
like. The intellectual and artistic interests often find their fullest expression in hours
in which one is free from toil. Think of a man who makes his living tending a
machine but has no interest in reading, music, sports, or arts. What will he do
with his spare hours? What can he use to occupy empty days or weeks of the
present or to fill the years of his coming old age?

If you are to associate with refined and educated people, you must know some
of the things that they are interested in, that they get pleasure from, that they talk
about. There is a fund of common knowledge that all educated people draw upon.
No one person knows it all, but every educated person knows some of it and
draws upon what he knows. You make contacts with people through common
interests. Suppose I have eight interests, and you have eleven, all different from
mine. We should be very little company for each other on a long journey. But
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suppose five of your interests were the same as five of mine. Suppose, for example,
that we were both interested in tennis, and short stories, and travel, and photogra-
phy, and cookery. We might get on together famously for a time.

Reading and books are an interest common to nearly all cultured people. And
there are a few books that most educated people either know or know about. The
number of these books that are very generally known is not so great as it may
seem on first thought. Ask some educated person to make you a list of the famous
books of all time. His list will be a short one, perhaps less than a hundred titles.
Another person might make another list of a hundred books. The two lists will
contain some of the same titles, but they will not agree throughout. Perhaps both
lists will agree upon fifty or sixty books. The others will be different. There will
be some agreement, no matter who makes up the lists of great books. The //iad,
Oedipus the King, Antigone, the Aeneid, the Divine Comedy, Paradise Lost, Faust,
Hamlet, and King Lear are books that all would agree upon. Not to know such
books marks one as uneducated.

Great Literature. During your high school years, no doubt you were required
to read many books and shorter works which have a place in English and Ameri-
can literature. Some few of them you may have liked. Unfortunately you prob-
ably disliked most of them. Some you disliked because they were outside the
range of your youthful interests; others you detested because you were required

to analyze them instead of reading them rapidly for their interest as stories, or for-

the beauty of expression, or for the dramatic situation they presented. Teachers
are such conscientious people that they often teach the life out of things artistic.
Instead of suggesting to you that Guy Mannering is a very interesting romance,
and then letting you find it and read it in two evenings for the story alone, they
want to bring it into the classroom and spend three weeks “studying” it. They
maul it and take it to pieces and put it back together again. When they get it to-
gether after analyzing it in that way, there is no more singing left in it than in a
child’s music box that has had the same kind of treatment. It looks just as it did
before it was analyzed, but itis dead for you. There are books, of course, that tell
stories and present problems that are within the reach of young people, but which
have technical and intellectual difficulties beyond their reach. The teacher can help
the young literary adventurer over these obstacles without delaying the reading too
much, and without deadening the interest in the adventure. That is helpful teaching.

Too much of the study of literature in schools has been of the deadly, analytic
kind. Too much of it has made young people question the judgment of teachers
and older readers about what great literature is. They wonder why literary critics
regard Macbeth as a great drama or the Odyssey as a great story, They ask why
Gammer Gurton's Needle and Michael Wigglesworth’s Day of Doom are always
included in the histoties of English and American literature. Are all these great
literature?

We teachers have not been clear and frank with you about such matters. Per-
haps we are not clear in our own minds about them. Make a picture for yourselves.
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THE GREAT LITERATURE OF THE WORLD 3

Suppose you have just finished reading Thomas Hardy’s Zess or George Mere-
dith’s Richard Feverel or Ibsen’s Master Builder or Robinson’s Tristram. You
want to know whether writers have always written novels, dramas, and poems
as these comparatively recent men have written them. You decide to explore
the stream of literature from its beginnings down to the present. First, you find
the source, the little springs and lakes back in the distant hills and the tiny trickle
that flows out of them. You set the names of these down in your notebook. They
are not great, but they are worth noting because they are the beginnings. As you
proceed, you come across other minor writers and minor pieces of writing. They
are not great, but they serve to mark the course of the stream. They direct you to
the Chaucers, Shakespeares, Dantes, Miltons, Tolstoys, and Ibsens farther along
the course of the stream. In telling the story of literature one mentions hundreds
of names that are only markers along the way, and only a few that are the expanses
and mountain peaks that you want to explore, height and breadth and depth.

The intention of this book is to trace the story from the beginnings, to note
the road signs as we go, but to require reading and study of only a limited number
of those productions that the years have preserved as “‘great literature.” It is not
easy to say what great literature is. Listen to Tschaikowsky’s Pathétique Symphony
played by a great orchestra and then to some popular, sentimental dance orchestra
number. The latter may be pleasing or exciting to many, but there is something
in the Pathétique Symphony that calls forth an emotional response from practically
everyone who hears it. Macbezh is the story of a man and woman whose lives were
dominated by ambition. To attain their aim they resorted to violence and murder,
but at last justly suffered death for their acts. When you see Macbeth played by
great actors, you leave the theater satisfied because justice has been done, but
grieved that two human beings who might have been good and great have ruined
and lost their lives because of an overwhelming ambition that made them forget
justice and mercy and friendship and love. A roaring melodrama could be built on
the plot of Macbeth. At the fall of the curtain on the last act of the melodrama, the
audience would break out in exultant applause. A villain would have been brought
to justice. Audiences who see Macbeth may applaud the acting, but they leave the
theater thoughtfully, quietly. They too have seen justice done, but in this case
justice was done at the cost of two lives that had large possibilities of good in them.
Fate had to destroy those who were blinded by ruthless ambition.

Great literature deals with great ideas, emotions common to all humanity, con-
flicts of men of great strength, the elements that lie at the base of human character
and human actions. Usually these ideas and emotions are the simple ones. They
are love, jealousy, ambition, loyalty, courage, hate, fear, devotion, friendship,
faith, and the like. Great literature deals with human beings, characters; and they
must be great characters, people well worth knowing. They may be rich or poor,
high or low, prince or peasant, saint or sinner, but they must be personalities who
are worthy of observation and analysis. It must be worth our while to look into
the depths of their souls.
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And again, a piece of great literature can be written only by a master artist. He
takes characters worth the study and one or more of the simple and universal ideas
or emotions; and then he makes a plot, or plan, that produces a conflict of ideas
or of men. The artist must have insight, understanding of human beings. And
finally he must be a master of his instrument. A man might dream a perfect picture,
or another imagine a perfect serenade; but neither could make his creation avail-
able for others without a mastery of the technique and instruments of the painter
or musician. The weaving of words is an art as complex as that of the maker of
a Persian carpet. One must have an adequate vocabulary, must be able to com-
bine words so as to get just the shade of meaning needed—to get vigor, delicacy,
exactness, clarity, swiftness, deliberation, serenity—any effect that the subject,
characters, emotions, and ideas may call for.

These four, then, ideas, emotions, insight into character, and the artist’s mastery
of materials and tools, are all implied when we speak of literature that is truly
great. Great literature is produced by genius.

Natural Selection of Books. Three hundred years ago Shakespeare wrote thirty-
seven plays. How many of them are commonly seen on the twentieth-century
stage? How many of them are still commonly read? Not more than ten or a dogen.
The Greek dramatists wrote many plays. Only a few of them remain to us. Even
the manuscripts have disappeared. And of the few that remain we read only a
third or a fourth part. Our Old Testament contains thirty-nine books. These are a
collection of the sacred writings of the Hebrews produced during a period of about
a thousand years. A few other Hebraic writings constitute the Apocrypha. We
happen to know that there were other books written within that time that have not
been preserved. We know the titles of some of them, but the books are gone. The
Roman dramatists wrote many plays for their theaters. A few by Plautus, Terence,
and Seneca are read today by students of Latin literature. The others are lost or
forgotten. A dozen questions arise. We want to know why we still read and play
As You Like It and The Tempest but no longer read The Two Gentlemen of Verona
or Pericles, Prince of Tyre. Nor do we see them on the stage. Certain books and
chapters of the Bible are well known and frequently quoted. Others are never read
by the ordinary reader. Why are these things so?

This is the answer. The best books are preserysd. The less valuable are fore
gotten and lost. Let us go back to the great period of literary activity among the
Grecks, Sophocles lived from 495 10 405 ».c. Menander lived from 342 t0 291 B.C.
Menandet was a writer of popular comedies. Sophocles was a weitet of tragedics,
Each was highly tegarded in his own century. No doubt there were many manu-
script books of the plays of cach of these dramatists. In a hundred years or g0
some of these copies would be worn out or lost. New copies would be made of
the plays that were ctill highly thought of and commonly read. Old copies would
be well raken care of and handed down from father to son and from son to grand-
son. Plays that no longer had any strong appeal would be thrown about and either
worn out or lost. No new copies would be made. Families would not be careful



