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Material and Method.

If the writer who ventures to say something more about
books and their uses is wise, he will not begin with an
apology; for he will know that, despite all that has been said
and written on this engrossing theme, the interest of books
is inexhaustible, and that there is always a new
constituency to read them. So rich is the vitality of the great
books of the world that men are never done with them; not
only does each new generation read them, but it is
compelled to form some judgment of them. In this way
Homer, Dante, Shakespeare, Goethe, and their fellow-
artists, are always coming into the open court of public
opinion, and the estimate in which they are held is valuable
chiefly as affording material for a judgment of the
generation which forms it. An age which understands and
honours creative artists must have a certain breadth of view
and energy of spirit; an age which fails to recognise their
significance fails to recognise the range and splendour of
life, and has, therefore, a certain inferiority.

We cannot get away from the great books of the world,
because they preserve and interpret the life of the world;
they are inexhaustible, because, being vitally conceived,
they need the commentary of that wide experience which
we call history to bring out the full meaning of the text; they
are our perpetual teachers, because they are the most
complete expressions, in that concrete form which we call
art, of the thoughts, acts, dispositions, and passions of



humanity. There is no getting to the bottom of Shakespeare,
for instance, or to the end of his possibilities of enriching
and interesting us, because he deals habitually with that
primary substance of human life which remains
substantially unchanged through all the mutations of racial,
national, and personal condition, and which is always, and
for all men, the object of supreme interest. Time, which is
the relentless enemy of all that is partial and provisional, is
the friend of Shakespeare, because it continually brings to
the student of his work illustration and confirmation of its
truth. There are many things in his plays which are more
intelligible and significant to us than they were to the men
who heard their musical cadence on the rude Elizabethan
stage, because the ripening of experience has given the
prophetic thought an historical demonstration; and there are
truths in these plays which will be read with clearer eyes by
the men of the next century than they are now read by us.

It is this prophetic quality in the books of power which
silently moves them forward with the inaudible advance of
the successive files in the ranks of the generations, and
which makes them contemporary with each generation. For
while the mediæval frame-work upon which Dante
constructed the "Divine Comedy" becomes obsolete, the
fundamental thought of the poet about human souls and the
identity of the deed and its result not only remains true to
experience but has received the most impressive
confirmation from subsequent history and from psychology.

It is as impossible, therefore, to get away from the books
of power as from the stars; every new generation must
make acquaintance with them, because they are as much a
part of that order of things which forms the background of
human life as nature itself. With every intelligent man or
woman the question is not, "Shall I take account of them?"



but "How shall I get the most and the best out of them for
my enrichment and guidance?"

It is with the hope of assisting some readers and students
of books, and especially those who are at the beginning of
the ardours, the delights, and the perplexities of the book-
lover, that these chapters are undertaken. They assume
nothing on the part of the reader but a desire to know the
best that has been written; they promise nothing on the part
of the writer but a frank and familiar use of experience in a
pursuit which makes it possible for the individual life to
learn the lessons which universal life has learned, and to
piece out its limited personal experience with the
experience of humanity. One who loves books, like one who
loves a particular bit of a country, is always eager to make
others see what he sees; that there have been other lovers
of books and views before him does not put him in an
apologetic mood. There cannot be too many lovers of the
best things in these pessimistic days, when to have the
power of loving anything is beginning to be a great and rare
gift.

The word love in this connection is significant of a very
definite attitude toward books—an attitude not uncritical,
since it is love of the best only, but an attitude which implies
more intimacy and receptivity than the purely critical
temper makes possible; an attitude, moreover, which
expects and invites something more than instruction or
entertainment—both valuable, wholesome, and necessary,
and yet neither descriptive of the richest function which the
book fulfils to the reader. To love a book is to invite an
intimacy with it which opens the way to its heart. One of the
wisest of modern readers has said that the most important
characteristic of the real critic—the man who penetrates the
secret of a work of art—is the ability to admire greatly; and
there is but a short step between admiration and love. And



as if to emphasise the value of a quality so rare among
critics, the same wise reader, who was also the greatest
writer of modern times, says also that "where keen
perception unites with good will and love, it gets at the
heart of man and the world; nay, it may hope to reach the
highest goal of all." To get at the heart of that knowledge,
life, and beauty which are stored in books is surely one way
of reaching the highest goal.

That goal, in Goethe's thought, was the complete
development of the individual life through thought, feeling,
and action—an aim often misunderstood, but which, seen on
all sides, is certainly the very highest disclosed to the
human spirit. And the method of attaining this result was
the process, also often and widely misunderstood, of
culture. This word carries with it the implication of natural,
vital growth, but it has been confused with an artificial,
mechanical process, supposed to be practised as a kind of
esoteric cult by a small group of people who hold
themselves apart from common human experiences and
fellowships. Mr. Symonds, concerning whose representative
character as a man of culture there is no difference of
opinion, said that he had read with some care the
newspaper accounts of his "culture," and that, so far as he
could gather, his newspaper critics held the opinion that
culture is a kind of knapsack which a man straps on his
back, and in which he places a vast amount of information,
gathered, more or less at random, in all parts of the world.
There was, of course, a touch of humour in Mr. Symonds's
description of the newspaper conception of culture; but it is
certainly true that culture has been regarded by a great
many people either as a kind of intellectual refinement, so
highly specialised as to verge on fastidiousness, or as a
large accumulation of miscellaneous information.



Now, the process of culture is an unfolding and
enrichment of the human spirit by conforming to the laws of
its own growth; and the result is a broad, rich, free human
life. Culture is never quantity, it is always quality of
knowledge; it is never an extension of ourselves by
additions from without, it is always enlargement of
ourselves by development from within; it is never something
acquired, it is always something possessed; it is never a
result of accumulation, it is always a result of growth. That
which characterises the man of culture is not the extent of
his information, but the quality of his mind; it is not the
mass of things he knows, but the sanity, the ripeness, the
soundness of his nature. A man may have great knowledge
and remain uncultivated; a man may have comparatively
limited knowledge and be genuinely cultivated. There have
been famous scholars who have remained crude, unripe,
inharmonious in their intellectual life, and there have been
men of small scholarship who have found all the fruits of
culture. The man of culture is he who has so absorbed what
he knows that it is part of himself. His knowledge has not
only enriched specific faculties, it has enriched him; his
entire nature has come to ripe and sound maturity.

This personal enrichment is the very highest and finest
result of intimacy with books; compared with it the
instruction, information, refreshment, and entertainment
which books afford are of secondary importance. The great
service they render us—the greatest service that can be
rendered us—is the enlargement, enrichment, and unfolding
of ourselves; they nourish and develop that mysterious
personality which lies behind all thought, feeling, and
action; that central force within us which feeds the specific
activities through which we give out ourselves to the world,
and, in giving, find and recover ourselves.
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Time and Place.

To get at the heart of Shakespeare's plays, and to secure
for ourselves the material and the development of culture
which are contained in them, is not the work of a day or of a
year; it is the work and the joy of a lifetime. There is no
royal road to the harmonious unfolding of the human spirit;
there is a choice of methods, but there are no "short cuts."
No man can seize the fruits of culture prematurely; they are
not to be had by pulling down the boughs of the tree of
knowledge, so that he who runs may pluck as he pleases.
Culture is not to be had by programme, by limited courses
of reading, by correspondence, or by following short
prescribed lines of home study. These are all good in their
degree of thoroughness of method and worth of standards,
but they are impotent to impart an enrichment which is
below and beyond mere acquirement. Because culture is not
knowledge but wisdom, not quantity of learning but quality,
not mass of information but ripeness and soundness of
temper, spirit, and nature, time is an essential element in
the process of securing it. A man may acquire information
with great rapidity, but no man can hasten his growth. If the
fruit is forced, the flavour is lost. To get into the secret of
Shakespeare, therefore, one must take time. One must grow
into that secret.

This does not mean, however, that the best things to be
gotten out of books are reserved for people of leisure; on
the contrary, they are oftenest possessed by those whose



labours are many and whose leisure is limited. One may
give his whole life to the pursuit of this kind of excellence,
but one does not need to give his whole time to it. Culture is
cumulative; it grows steadily in the man who takes the
fruitful attitude toward life and art; it is secured by the clear
purpose which so utilises all the spare minutes that they
practically constitute an unbroken duration of time. James
Smetham, the English artist, feeling keenly the
imperfections of his training, formulated a plan of study
combining art, literature, and the religious life, and devoted
twenty-five years to working it out. Goethe spent more than
sixty years in the process of developing himself
harmoniously on all sides; and few men have wasted less
time than he. And yet in the case of each of these rigorous
and faithful students there were other, and, for long periods,
more engrossing occupations. Any one who knows men
widely will recall those whose persistent utilisation of the
odds and ends of time, which many people regard as of too
little value to save by using, has given their minds and their
lives that peculiar distinction of taste, manner, and speech
which belong to genuine culture.

It is not wealth of time, but what Mr. Gladstone has aptly
called "thrift of time," which brings ripeness of mind within
reach of the great mass of men and women. The man who
has learned the value of five minutes has gone a long way
toward making himself a master of life and its arts. "The
thrift of time," says the English statesman, "will repay in
after life with a usury of profit beyond your most sanguine
dreams, and waste of it will make you dwindle alike in
intellectual and moral stature beyond your darkest
reckoning." And Matthew Arnold has put the same truth into
words which touch the subject in hand still more closely:
"The plea that this or that man has no time for culture will
vanish as soon as we desire culture so much that we begin
to examine seriously into our present use of time." It is no



exaggeration to say that the mass of men give to unplanned
and desultory reading of books and newspapers an amount
of time which, if intelligently and thoughtfully given to the
best books, would secure, in the long run, the best fruits of
culture.

There is no magic about this process of enriching one's
self by absorbing the best books; it is simply a matter of
sound habits patiently formed and persistently kept up.
Making the most of one's time is the first of these habits;
utilising the spare hours, the unemployed minutes, no less
than those longer periods which the more fortunate enjoy.
To "take time by the forelock" in this way, however, one
must have his book at hand when the precious minute
arrives. There must be no fumbling for the right volume; no
waste of time because one is uncertain what to take up
next. The waste of opportunity which leaves so many people
intellectually barren who ought to be intellectually rich, is
due to neglect to decide in advance what direction one's
reading shall take, and neglect to keep the book of the
moment close at hand. The biographer of Lucy Larcom tells
us that the aspiring girl pinned all manner of selections of
prose and verse which she wished to learn at the sides of
the window beside which her loom was placed; and in this
way, in the intervals of work, she familiarised herself with a
great deal of good literature. A certain man, now widely
known, spent his boyhood on a farm, and largely educated
himself. He learned the rudiments of Latin in the evening,
and carried on his study during working hours by pinning
ten lines from Virgil on his plough—a method of refreshment
much superior to that which Homer furnished the
ploughman in the well-known passage in the description of
the shield. These are extreme cases, but they are capital
illustrations of the immense power of enrichment which is
inherent in fragments of time pieced together by intelligent
purpose and persistent habit.


