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What is a Great Book

A nonymous

There is no end to the making of books. Nor does there seem to be any end to the
making of lists of “great books”. There have always been more books than anyone could
read. And as they have multiplied through the centuries, more and more blue—ribbon lists
have had to be made.

No matter how long your life is, at best, you will be able to read only a few books of
all that have been written, and the few you do read should include the best. You can
rejoice in the fact that the number of such is relatively small.

What are the signs by which we may recognize a great book? The six mentioned below
may not be all there are, but they are the ones which are found most useful in explaining
the choices over the years.

Great books are probably the most widely read. They are not best sellers for a year or
two. They are enduring best sellers. Gone with the wind has had relatively few readers
compared to the plays of Shakespeare or Don Quixote. It would be reasonable to estimate
that Homer’s Iliad has been read by at least 25 000 000 people in the last 3 000 years.

A great book need not even be a best seller in its own day. It may take time for it to
accumulate its ultimate audience. The astronomer Kepler, whose work on the planetary
motions is now a classic, is reported to have said of his book that“it may wait a century for

a reader, as God has waited 6 000 years for an observer”.
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Great books are the most readable. They will not let you down if you try to read them
well. They have more ideas per page than most books have in their entirety. That is why
you can read a great book over and over again and never exhaust its contents.

They can be read at many different levels of understanding, as well as with a great
diversity of interpretations. Obvious examples are Robinson Crusoe and Odyssey. Children
can read them with enjoyment, but fail to find therein all the beauty and significance,
which delight an adult’s mind.

Great books are instructive. This follows from the fact that they are original communications;
they contain what cannot be found in other books. Whether you ultimately agree or disagree
with what they say, they are the primary teachers of mankind; they have made the basic
contributions to human thought.

It is almost unnecessary to add that the great books are the most influential books. In the
tradition of learning, they have been most discussed by readers who have also been writers.

Great books deal with the persistently unsolved problems of human life. There are
genuine mysteries in the world that mark the limits of human knowing and thinking. Inquiry
not only begins with wonder, but usually ends with it also. Great minds acknowledge
mysteries honestly. Wisdom is fortified not destroyed, by understanding its limitations.

It is our privilege, as readers, to belong to the larger brotherhood of man which
recognizes no national boundaries. I do know how we become friends of the human spirit in

all its manifestations, regardless of time and place. It is by reading the great books.
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