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MY answer can only be a statement of opinion, which I

make with much deference to the prejudices of my brethren.
Whether it will be of interest to general readers I do not
know; but the question I propose is in itself more or less
vital as regards novel-writing. No one will deny that truism.
Before going to work it is important to know what one
means to do. I pretend, however, to no special gift for
solving problems in general or this one in particular. To give
“the result of one’s experience,” as the common phrase
puts it, is by no means so easy as it sounds. An intelligent
man mostly knows what he means by his own words, but it
does not follow that he can convey that meaning to others.
Almost all discussion and much misunderstanding may fairly
be said to be based upon the difference between the
definitions of common terms as understood by the two
parties. In the exact sciences there is no such thing as
discussion; there is the theorem and its demonstration,
there is the problem and its solution, from which solution
and demonstration there is no appeal. That is because, in
mathematics, every word is defined before it is used and is
almost meaningless until it has been defined.

It has been remarked by a very great authority
concerning the affairs of men that “of making many books
there is no end,” and to judge from appearances the
statement is even more true to-day than when it was first
made. Especially of making novels there is no end, in these
times of latter-day literature. No doubt many wise and good
persons and many excellent critics devoutly wish that there
might be; but they are not at present strong enough to
stand against us, the army of fiction-makers, because we


