THE NATURE OF LITERATURE

Literature does not lend itself to a single tidy definition because the
making of it over the centuries has been as complex, unwieldy, and
natural as life itself. Is literature everything that has been written,
from ancient prayers to graffiti? Does it include songs and stories

that were not written down until many years after they were recited?
Does literature include the television scripts from The Simpsons as

well as Shakespeare’s King Lear? Is literature only writing that has
permanent value and continues to move people? Must literature be

true or beautiful or moral? Should it be socially useful?

Although these kinds of questions are not conclusively answered in
this book, they are implicitly raised by the stories, poems, and plays
included here. No definition of literature, particularly a brief one, is
likely to satisfy everyone because definitions tend to weaken and
require qualification when confronted by the uniqueness of

individual works. In this context it is worth recalling Herman

Melville’s humorous use of a definition of a whale in Moby-Dick
(1851). In the course of the novel Melville presents his imaginative
and symbolic whale as inscrutable, but he begins with a quotation

from Georges Cuvier, a French naturalist who defines a whale in his

nineteenth-century study The Animal Kingdom this way: “The whale
is a mammiferous animal without hind feet.” Cuvier’s description is

technically correct, of course, but there is little wisdom in it.



Melville understood that the reality of the whale (which he describes
as the “ungraspable phantom of life”) cannot be caught by isolated
facts. If the full meaning of the whale is to be understood, it must be
sought on the open sea of experience, where the whale itself is,
rather than in exclusionary definitions. Facts and definitions are

helpful; however, they do not always reveal the whole truth.

Despite Melville’s reminder that a definition can be too limiting and
even comical, it is useful for our purposes to describe literature as a
fiction consisting of carefully arranged words designed to stir the
imagination. Stories, poems, and plays are fictional. They are made
up — imagined — even when based on actual historic events. Such
imaginative writing differs from other kinds of writing because its
purpose is not primarily to transmit facts or ideas. Imaginative
literature is a source more of pleasure than of information, and we
read it for basically the same reasons we listen to music or view a
dance: enjoyment, delight, and satisfaction. Like other art forms,
imaginative literature offers pleasure and usually attempts to convey
a perspective, mood, feeling, or experience. Writers transform the
facts the world provides — people, places, and objects — into

experiences that suggest meanings.

Consider, for example, the difference between the following factual
description of a snake and a poem on the same subject. Here is

Merriam-Webster’s Eleventh New Collegiate Dictionary’s definition:



any of numerous limbless scaled reptiles (suborder Serpentes
syn. Ophidia) with a long tapering body and with salivary
glands often modified to produce venom which is injected

through grooved or tubular fangs.

Contrast this matter-of-fact definition with Emily Dickinson’s poetic

evocation of a snake in “A narrow Fellow in the Grass™:

A narrow Fellow in the Grass Occasionally rides — You may have
met Him — did you not His notice sudden is — The Grass divides
as with a Comb — A spotted shaft is seen — And then it closes at
your feet And opens further on — He likes a Boggy Acre A floor
too cool for Corn — Yet when a Boy, and Barefoot — I more than

once at Noon

Have passed, I thought, a Whip lash Unbraiding in the Sun

When stooping to secure it It wrinkled, and was gone — Several of
Nature’s People I know, and they know me — I feel for them a
transport Of cordiality — But never met this Fellow Attended, or
alone

Without a tighter breathing And Zero at the Bone —

The dictionary provides a succinct, anatomical description of what a

snake is, while Dickinson’s poem suggests what a snake can mean,

or how it might be perceived by someone with a keen creative

sensibility. The definition offers facts; the poem offers an

experience. The dictionary would probably allow someone who had

never seen a snake to sketch one with reasonable accuracy. The

poem also provides some vivid subjective descriptions — for



example, the snake dividing the grass “as with a Comb” — yet it
offers more than a picture of serpentine movements. The poem
conveys the ambivalence many people have about snakes — the kind
of feeling, for example, so evident on the faces of visitors viewing
the snakes at a zoo. In the poem there is both a fascination with and
a horror of what might be called snakehood; this combination of

feelings has been coiled in most of us since Adam and Eve.

That “narrow Fellow” so cordially introduced by way of a riddle (the

word snake is never used in the poem) is, by the final stanza,
revealed as a snake in the grass. In between, Dickinson uses

language expressively to convey her meaning. For instance, in the

line “His notice sudden is,” listen to the s sound in each word and

note how the verb is unexpectedly appears at the end, making the
snake’s hissing presence all the more “sudden.” And anyone who has
ever been surprised by a snake knows the “tighter breathing / And
Zero at the Bone” that Dickinson evokes so successfully by the
rhythm of her word choices and line breaks. Perhaps even more
significant, Dickinson’s poem allows those who have never

encountered a snake to imagine such an experience.

A good deal more could be said about the numbing fear that
undercuts the affection for nature at the beginning of this poem, but
the point here 1s that imaginative literature gives us not so much the

full, factual proportions of the world as some of its experiences and



meanings. Instead of defining the world, literature encourages us to

try it out in our imaginations.



