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Understanding Literature

By Donald Gerz

"Some books are to be tasted, others to be swallowed, and some few to be chewed and digested: that is, some books are to be read only in parts, others to be read, but not curiously, and some few to be read wholly, and with diligence and attention."  - Sir Francis Bacon (1561 - 1626)
"I find television very educating.  Every time somebody turns on the set, I go into the other room and read a book."  - Groucho Marx (1890 - 1977)
· Problem 1: We give up on literature because we believe it is too difficult, takes too much time, and does not yield tangible benefits for the time and energy we put into it.
We are unsure (and rather disinterested) in what genuine literature is.  In our electronic age, where the printed page is not as fashionable as it was in times that were more literate than our own, how are we to deal effectively with genuine literature?  We are unpracticed in analytical reading in large part because we spend so much more time these days in the quick and haphazard "processing" of electronic texts, data, games, graphics, movies, and music than we do in carefully reading, thinking, and writing about genuine literature.  In other words, we are not inclined to spend the amount of time serious literature requires of us to gain its unlimited intellectual, emotional, and even spiritual benefits.

· Solution to Problem 1: Because it is well worth it, we must spend the necessary time to read literature carefully.

First, it is important to realize that not all that is written is "literature."  (In fact, most of what is written is not.)  Merriam-Webster defines literature as "writings in prose or verse...especially those writings having excellence of form or expression and expressing ideas of permanent or universal interest."  The key words here are excellence, permanent, and universal...especially universal.  All three literary virtues are determined over considerable amounts of time.  Writings that may seem "excellent" now have to be judged over time to attain the status of excellent and permanent.  If they achieve excellence and permanence, they automatically achieve universality because they speak to us over time as we are (or could be).  All writing that achieves these three virtues deserve our close attention because they are proven vessels of those characteristics that best explain who we are as human beings of any culture and in any given time and place.  Therefore, in order to learn how to read, think, and write about authentically excellent literature, it is to our best advantage to respect true literature's three-fold soul of excellence, permanence, and universality.  We must make time for the excellence, permanence, and universality that is hidden in all genuine literature.  Doing so will pay enormous benefits to our growth as fully formed humans.

· Problem 2: We think that literature is merely writing and that reading it is just like reading any other kind of writing.  Therefore, we see no need for a distinctive system that will help us decipher literature.

We are unaware of what genuine literature actually is and how it works its magic on the human intellect, imagination, and soul.  After all, we may read the individual words, phrases, and sentences of fine literature literally yet be at a total loss in deciphering its many layers of meanings and nuances.  We tend to read fine literature simplistically in much the same way as we read directions on a Tylenol bottle or the text of a webpage.  Most seriously, we do not wholly realize how important it is to have a unifying method or approach to literature.
· Solution to Problem 2: We must become aware that we have no reliable system for making sense of literature.

We must become more conscious of our lack of knowledge about the unique nature and function of literature.  In so doing, we will be motivated to read, think, and write about authentically excellent literature and learn how it operates, how we should read it, and how we should go about thinking and writing about it.  We must admit that we may never have been given a basic system that both motivates and enables us to define, organize, and integrate all the many skills we must use to absorb and make sense of the tremendous gifts that genuine literature offers us.  We must realize that we may never have been given a "game plan" to decipher the many layers of meanings and nuances of any given piece of fine literature.

(Continued)

· Problem 3: We think it unnecessary to have a method or system to decipher literature.  Even if we think that a system is necessary, we do not know of a good one.

Because we tend to think that reading literature and reading a menu, newspaper, or comic book are virtually the same, we believe it unnecessary (even a waste of time) to use a method to comprehend it.  Perhaps we have been given a literary system but have ignored it because we did not appreciate how important it is to have a method that will enable us to read, think, and write about literature.  In any event, we may not recognize fine literature as a specialized field with unique aspects and aspects.  Therefore, we may decline to learn about and employ literary methods that will help us to decipher literature.

· Solution to Problem 3: Find a reliable method for deciphering excellent literature.  There are many, and here is a good one!

Since every intelligent and practiced reader of fine literature has a comprehensive method to deal with the unique demands perceptive reading makes upon his or her imagination and intellect, we must have such a technique if we are to make sense of literature.  Critical theorists since Aristotle have given us many such literary systems to decipher excellent literature of all types.  Moreover, teachers provide some of these techniques to help their students make sense out of literary texts.  A particularly appropriate system of literature (one especially helpful to high school students who are preparing for general college studies) is the visual approach.  In essence, the reader applies the visual technique by employing the "eyes" and "visions" of the writer, as well as a number of other aspects of the literary text.  To do this, the intelligent reader will peer through literary "lenses" at the historical, philosophical, theological, and religious movements of the time.  The astute reader will put on "glasses" to see the cultural and social realities of the time.  The smart reader will use a literary "microscope" to better "observe" the setting and time in which the work is written and the time in which the action of the work takes place (if it is a work of fiction).  Even though the work may be judged by critics as excellent, permanent, and universal, it may prove difficult to see those attributes if we look through our limited eyes yet forget to look through the eyes of other people and forces that we have never experienced.  Once we have seen through the eyes of the literary masters, whose works we attempt to decipher, we are empowered to appreciate and enjoy a work's excellence, understand why it is permanent, and translate its universal themes into our own lives.  When we have done these things, we have deciphered fine literature.  When we have deciphered fine literature, we have gained its unlimited intellectual, emotional, and even spiritual benefits.  In short, we have become truly literate.

