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during . . . reading.” The difference between pragmatic and literary reading, in
other words, resembles the difference between a journey that is only about reach-
ing a destination and one that is just as much about fully experiencing the ride.

In the pages of this book, you will find cartoons, an excerpt from a graphic novel,
song lyrics, folktales, and stories and plays that have spawned movies. Through
this inclusiveness, we do not intend to suggest that there are no distinctions among,
these various forms of expression or between a good story, poem, or play and a bad
one; rather, we want to get you thinking, talking, and writing both about what the
key differences and similarities among these forms are and what makes one work
a better example of its genre than another. Sharpening vour skills at these peculiarly
intensive and responsive sorts of reading and interpretation is a primary purpose
of this book and of most literature courses.

Another goal of inclusiveness is simply to remind you that literature doesn’t just
belong in a textbook or a classroom, even if textbooks and classrooms are essential
means for expanding your knowledge of the literary terrain and of the concepts
and techniques essential to thoroughly enjoying and understanding a broad range
of literary forms. You may or may not be the kind of person who always takes a novel
when you go to the beach or secretly writes a poem about your experience when
you get back home. You may or may not have taken a literature course {or courses)
before. Yet you already have a good deal of literary experience and even expertise,
as well as much more to discover about literature. A major aim of this book is to

make you more conscious of how and to what end you might use the tools you
already possess and to add many new ones to your tool belt.

WHAT DOES LITERATURE DO?

One quality that may well differentiate stories, poems, and plays from other kinds
of writing is that they help us move beyond and probe beneath abstractions by giv-
ing us concrete, vivid particulars, Rather than talking about things, they bring
them to life for us by representing experience, and so they become an experience
for us—one that engages our emotions, our imagination, and all of our senses, as
well as our intellects. As the British poet and critic Matthew Arnold put it more
than a century ago, “The interpretations of science do not give us this intimate
sense of objects as the interpretations of poetry give it; they appeal to a limited fac-
ulty, and not to the whole man. It is not Linnaeus . . . who gives us the true sense of
animals, or water, or plants, who seizes their secret for us, who makes us partici-
pate in their life; it is Shakespeare . . . Wordsworth . . , Keats.”

To test Arnold’s theory, compare the American Heritage Dictionary’s rather dry
definition of literature with the following poem, in which John Keats describes his
first encounter with a specific literary work—George Chapman'’s translation of the
Iliad and the Odyssey, two epics by the ancient Greek poet Homer.




