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            ‘A treasure chest of pioneering, valuable, mind-expanding writing.’

            — Deborah Levy, author of My Year in Paris with Gertrude Stein

            ‘This is the perfect Stein book for those who have been formed by Lectures in America since their first encounter, and for those who’d like to get acquainted with an inimitable and on the hoof presentation of the writer who changed twentieth century literature and beyond, plus a few other Stein gems. It’s all here in this exquisite little volume and I’m glad I don’t have to keep looking for any of it. Such a mind, what a feat, this is beautiful writing, thinking, being.’

            — Eileen Myles, author of a “Working Life”

            ‘It’s high time Gertrude Stein’s wonderful essays and talks on composition and craft were widely read and appreciated. These works challenge us to slow down, pay attention, follow the iterations of Stein’s language – you never know where it’s going to go and that is one of its many joys. Gertrude has much to tell us! We should all be listening to Gertrude!’

            — Lauren Elkin, author of Scaffolding

            ‘There has rarely been a writer as pleasurable or charming as Stein.’

            — Adam Thirlwell, London Review of Books

            ‘[E]very writer who lingers over Stein’s sentences is apt to feel a little stab of shame over the heedless predictability of his own.’

            — Janet Malcolm, New Yorker6
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            INTRODUCTION

            BY FRANCESCA WADE

         

         ‘One of the most talked-about authors in the world returns to America this week,’ announced one headline. ‘Some people call her the “most intelligent American woman alive today”; others say she is crazy.’ When Gertrude Stein disembarked the SS Champlain in New York City on 24 October 1934, she was greeted by a gaggle of reporters eager for a comment from the woman they called the ‘Mama of Dada’. Why did she write such strange, surreal sentences? Was her writing automatic, a hoax, or the harbinger of some hidden code which she was finally ready to reveal? And what would she say to the readers who pronounced themselves flummoxed by the verbal pyrotechnics of Tender Buttons, the soporific repetitions of The Making of Americans, or the enigmatic koans of Four Saints in Three Acts? Stein, wearing her customary dapper waistcoat, breezily declared that the lectures she was about to deliver would show that her writing was for everyone. ‘If you enjoy a thing,’ she insisted, ‘you understand it. It’s perfectly easy, if you listen to what I say.’

         Stein’s confidence at the docks – and in numerous further print, radio and television interviews she gave over the course of the next seven months – belied an anxiety about this trip which had gnawed at her all summer. At 60, Stein was visiting her homeland for the first time since leaving it for Europe thirty years earlier. She had departed, in 1903, as an anxious, diffident young woman, a medical-school dropout trying hard to forget a failed lesbian love affair and forge an independent future. She returned a celebrity, an internationally 14renowned tastemaker known for her unparalleled collection of modern art, for her Saturday night salons thronging with artists and writers, and for her increasingly notorious literary experiments. These had long been an object of fascination for the American press – though most of the journalists who gleefully parodied, mocked or denigrated Stein’s avant-garde style freely admitted they hadn’t actually read her work. ‘I do not know whether it is possible to do so,’ claimed the critic Edmund Wilson in a review of The Making of Americans, a thousand-page redefinition of the novel which took Stein a decade to write.

         Now, Stein returned to America on a mission. The publication, in 1933, of her bestselling Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas – in tandem with the Broadway sensation of her opera Four Saints in Three Acts the following spring – had (temporarily) transformed much of the popular scepticism and suspicion surrounding her writing into an outpouring of good-humoured affection. Yet Stein was dismayed when publishers and readers demanded more work in the Autobiography’s charming, witty, accessible style: she had hoped that the sly memoir (written, delightfully, in the voice of her partner, the better to call attention to Gertrude Stein’s genius) would pique interest in the radical word-compositions that had occupied her for decades, many of which languished unpublished in her filing cabinets. ‘It always did bother me,’ Stein complained, ‘that the American public were more interested in me than in my work.’ The considerable press attention around the Autobiography played up Stein’s image as an eccentric, matronly Mother Goose character: a collector of other talents, not a serious literary figure. When friends urged her to come to America and defend her life’s work in person, Stein saw an 15opportunity to redefine her public perception: not only to answer readers’ pleas for a way into her writing, but also to stake her own claim to be a pre-eminent modern thinker, whose work was deliberate, significant and destined to last.

         The lectures Stein drafted over the summer of 1934 serve as her intellectual autobiography, an exposition of original literary theory and avant-garde manifesto. Across six talks (and five more she wrote on the road complementing and extending their themes), she offered a ranging account of her career to date, leading listeners through the various distinct phases of her writing and making manifest the methods and ideas – both aesthetic and philosophical – behind her techniques. She lingered on her scientific background: her undergraduate training under William James at the Harvard Psychological Laboratory, where she first acquired her habit of close listening to the way people reveal themselves through the subtle, ‘infinite variations’ in their speech, and at Johns Hopkins medical school, where she ruminated on the ways in which the brain perceives and processes language. She described her youthful exposure to painting via formative exhibitions in San Francisco and extended travels in Europe, and how her familiarity with art history prepared her for the revolutions of Picasso and Matisse, whom she encountered in her first years in Paris; likewise, she recounts how her teenage years spent reading through eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English literature in the San Francisco library instilled in her the curiosity to seek fresh ways of using old words. The lectures’ themes – how to convey the passage of time, or the intangible essence of personality, in words; the artifice of narrative; the distinctive features of the ‘contemporary composition’ – represent 16idiosyncratic insights gleaned from Stein’s decades-long exploration of language’s possibilities. One presiding concern through the lectures is the relation of a writer to their country, of literature to its language, its historical moment and its geographical context. As Stein contemplated her American reception, she was thinking deeply about her origins as a writer, and her longstanding efforts to answer one question: ‘What does literature do and how does it do it’.

         
             

         

         Stein had long resisted calls to explain her work. She was deeply frustrated by the critics who wilfully refused to take her seriously (yet often praised her male modernist peers) – but to Stein, words existed on their own terms, not as keys to some hidden meaning. She feared that offering an interpretation would suggest a coherence that her writing set out to deny, and would close off generative ambiguity in favour of an authorial authority she deemed false – that her texts would ‘go dead’ if she attempted an account of the alchemical, intuitive process by which she composed. But the idea of a lecture – a pre-written text, designed to be read aloud, by the author, in the presence of an audience – intrigued her. After the runaway success of the Autobiography, one editor at a commercial publishing house had made a distinction between what he called her ‘open’ or ‘audience’ style (books he was willing to publish) and the texts which Stein, indignant, considered her ‘real’ work. Her lectures are poised somewhere between the two modes: their tone is familiar and their language (deceptively) simple, but their ideas are dense and complex, and their examples unapologetically drawn from Stein’s most ‘difficult’ pieces.

         
             

         

         17In ‘Portraits and Repetition’, Stein proposed that ‘the essence of genius’ is the ability to talk and listen at the same time. With these lectures, Stein intended not only to demonstrate her flair for talking and her desire to be heard on her own terms, but also to show how her literary practice had, from the very beginning, arisen from a deep need to listen to others. After swapping the science laboratory for the writing studio, Stein’s subject remained people. Two of the lectures focus on her early work – The Making of Americans, written between around 1902 and 1912, and her shorter ‘portraits’ – which tested the capacity of language to capture the experience of looking at another person. Stein’s simple words and phrases, repeated with slight variations, work almost to slow down time: to attune readers’ ears to those incremental shifts in her phrasing and rhythms, to hold the reader with her in the moment and capture an elusive ‘sense of immediacy’. ‘The business of Art’, Stein suggested, ‘is to live in the actual present, that is the complete actual present, and to completely express that complete actual present.’ Her desire to convey ‘life the way it is lived’ spurred her distrust of narrative, a position Stein develops most stridently in ‘Plays’ (a brilliant lecture, deeply influential on many avant-garde theatre practitioners). Across the lectures, Stein makes the case that seeing a person or object simply ‘being something existing’ is far more exciting than reading about events, however sensational. Her own plays set out to ‘tell what could be told if one did not tell anything’: rather than simply presenting an audience with characters and a story, Stein aimed to create something more akin to a ‘landscape’, in which the language, not the action, would make the drama.

         What was real to Stein was words. Drawing on her 18fundamental recognition that a painting is not simply a depiction of something external but a ‘thing in itself’ which ‘must have its own life’, Stein became, over the years, increasingly fascinated by the properties of words: the ‘internal balancing’ of sentences, the emotions of a paragraph. Her goal, as she explained in ‘Poetry and Grammar’ (which she described in an interview as ‘the most exciting thing I have ever done’), was to free words from the constraints of grammar and the burden of carrying expected meaning, and afford them agency, ‘vitality’, the chance to be ‘lively’, to ‘move differently’. ‘I like the feeling of words doing as they want to do,’ she wrote. From her early portraits and A Long Gay Book (1909–12), through Tender Buttons (1914) and into the meditations on grammar which occupied her in the 1920s, Stein embarked on a crusade to destroy the associations words have accumulated over centuries of use, so that they might mean something unique and specific to the new context she was giving them. In the course of these lectures, Stein comes to define that urge as quintessentially modern, and distinctly American. ‘The business of the artist’, Stein wrote, ‘is to be exciting.’ Her bold defence of avant-garde aesthetics becomes a rallying cry for freshness of expression, and a powerful call for a literature in motion, as ambitious, as expansive, as messy and surprising as life itself.

         
             

         

         Stein and Toklas spent seven months travelling America, with Stein delivering her lectures to packed houses (she capped attendance at 500 people) in galleries, members’ clubs, libraries and colleges across thirty-seven cities in twenty-three states. Her memoir Everybody’s Autobiography (1937) recalls, in vivid detail, the adventures of the tour: an invitation to tea at the 19White House with Eleanor Roosevelt, seeing her name lit up in Times Square, a dawn visit to a Chicago ‘dance marathon’ (‘the most unearthly and most beautiful movement I have ever seen’), dinner in Hollywood with Charlie Chaplin and Dashiell Hammett (and a ride in a police car, organized by a friend with knowledge of Stein’s penchant for crime fiction), a reunion in Baltimore with old friends F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald, and the disconcerting – but not unpleasant – sensation of being recognized and celebrated wherever she went. Stein returned to Paris in May 1935, but the experience – of fame, of travelling America, of speaking before crowds and of interrogating her literary principles – shaped everything she wrote afterwards. The relationship between a writer and their audience, and the disjunct between the private act of creation and the availability required of a public figure, became the subject of several important, introspective late works, including the genre-defying The Geographical History of America and her novel Ida.

         In 1926, eight years before setting sail for America, Stein had given a lecture – her first – at Oxford and Cambridge universities. ‘Composition as Explanation’ – its title implying her lingering belief that her work should be allowed to speak for itself – marked the first time Stein looked back over her career to date and addressed her precarious critical status. There, she argued that audiences tend to see unfamiliar things as ugly at first, but that different generations have different ways of seeing, and art – or writing – which appears shocking in one century will be seen as beautiful in the next. The artist doing something truly, radically new, she declared with a touch of irony, is destined to be ‘an outlaw until he is a classic’. In ‘How Writing is Written’, 20Stein returned to this idea with renewed conviction, now explicitly looking to her own literary posterity. ‘The followers are always accepted before the person who made the revolution,’ she insisted. ‘Thirty years from now I shall be accepted… The followers die out; and the man who made the struggle and the quality of beauty remains in the intensity of the fight.’ Stein’s work – in its struggle, its intensity, and its beauty – has endured thanks to generations of readers drawn to Stein’s outlaw spirit. Now, as a century ago, these lectures call on new readers and old – Stein enthusiasts and Stein sceptics alike – to sit with Stein and answer her wise, amused, fervent, sometimes impatient, always beguiling invitation: ‘Listen to me.’

         
             

         

         Francesca Wade, London, December 2025
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            Composition as Explanation

         

         There is singularly nothing that makes a difference a difference in beginning and in the middle and in ending except that each generation has something different at which they are all looking. By this I mean so simply that anybody knows it that composition is the difference which makes each and all of them then different from other generations and this is what makes everything different otherwise they are all alike and everybody knows it because everybody says it.

         It is very likely that nearly every one has been very nearly certain that something that is interesting is interesting them. Can they and do they. It is very interesting that nothing inside in them, that is when you consider the very long history of how every one ever acted or has felt, it is very interesting that nothing inside in them in all of them makes it connectedly different. By this I mean this. The only thing that is different from one time to another is what is seen and what is seen depends upon how everybody is doing everything. This makes the thing we are looking at very different and this makes what those who describe it make of it, it makes a composition, it confuses, it shows, it is, it looks, it likes it as it is, and this makes what is seen as it is seen. Nothing changes from generation to generation except the thing seen and that makes a composition. Lord Grey remarked that when the generals before the war talked about the war they talked about it as a nineteenth-century war although to be fought with twentieth-century weapons. That is because war is a thing that decides how it is to be when it is to be done. It is prepared and to that degree it is like all academies it is not a thing made by being made it is a thing prepared. 26Writing and painting and all that, is like that, for those who occupy themselves with it and don’t make it as it is made. Now the few who make it as it is made, and it is to be remarked that the most decided of them usually are prepared just as the world around them is preparing, do it in this way and so I if you do not mind I will tell you how it happens. Naturally one does not know how it happened until it is well over beginning happening.

         To come back to the part that the only thing that is different is what is seen when it seems to be being seen, in other words, composition and time-sense.

         No one is ahead of his time, it is only that the particular variety of creating his time is the one that his contemporaries who also are creating their own time refuse to accept. And they refuse to accept it for a very simple reason and that is that they do not have to accept it for any reason. They themselves that is everybody in their entering the modern composition and they do enter it, if they do not enter it they are not so to speak in it they are out of it and so they do enter it. But in as you may say the non-competitive efforts where if you are not in it nothing is lost except nothing at all except what is not had, there are naturally all the refusals, and the things refused are only important if unexpectedly somebody happens to need them. In the case of the arts it is very definite. Those who are creating the modern composition authentically are naturally only of importance when they are dead because by that time the modern composition having become past is classified and the description of it is classical. That is the reason why the creator of the new composition in the arts is an outlaw until he is a classic, there is hardly a moment in between and it is really too bad very much too bad naturally for the creator but also very much too bad for the enjoyer, they all really would enjoy the created so much better just after 27it has been made than when it is already a classic, but it is perfectly simple that there is no reason why the contemporaries should see, because it would not make any difference as they lead their lives in the new composition anyway, and as every one is naturally indolent why naturally they don’t see. For this reason as in quoting Lord Grey it is quite certain that nations not actively threatened are at least several generations behind themselves militarily so aesthetically they are more than several generations behind themselves and it is very much too bad, it is so very much more exciting and satisfactory for everybody if one can have contemporaries, if all one’s contemporaries could be one’s contemporaries.

         There is almost not an interval.

         For a very long time everybody refuses and then almost without a pause almost everybody accepts. In the history of the refused in the arts and literature the rapidity of the change is always startling. Now the only difficulty with the volte-face concerning the arts is this. When the acceptance comes, by that acceptance the thing created becomes a classic. It is a natural phenomena a rather extraordinary natural phenomena that a thing accepted becomes a classic. And what is the characteristic quality of a classic. The characteristic quality of a classic is that it is beautiful. Now of course it is perfectly true that a more or less first rate work of art is beautiful but the trouble is that when that first rate work of art becomes a classic because it is accepted the only thing that is important from then on to the majority of the acceptors the enormous majority, the most intelligent majority of the acceptors is that it is so wonderfully beautiful. Of course it is wonderfully beautiful, only when it is still a thing irritating annoying stimulating then all quality of beauty is denied to it.

         Of course it is beautiful but first all beauty in it is denied 28and then all the beauty of it is accepted. If every one were not so indolent they would realize that beauty is beauty even when it is irritating and stimulating not only when it is accepted and classic. Of course it is extremely difficult nothing more so than to remember back to its not being beautiful once it has become beautiful. This makes it so much more difficult to realize its beauty when the work is being refused and prevents every one from realizing that they were convinced that beauty was denied, once the work is accepted. Automatically with the acceptance of the time-sense comes the recognition of the beauty and once the beauty is accepted the beauty never fails any one.

         Beginning again and again is a natural thing even when there is a series.

         Beginning again and again and again explaining composition and time is a natural thing.

         It is understood by this time that everything is the same except composition and time, composition and the time of the composition and the time in the composition.

         Everything is the same except composition and as the composition is different and always going to be different everything is not the same. Everything is not the same as the time when of the composition and the time in the composition is different. The composition is different, that is certain.

         The composition is the thing seen by every one living in the living they are doing, they are the composing of the composition that at the time they are living in the composition of the time in which they are living. It is that that makes living a thing they are doing. Nothing else is different, of that almost any one can be certain. The time when and the time of and the time in that composition is the natural phenomena of that composition and of that perhaps every one can be certain.

         29No one thinks these things when they are making when they are creating what is the composition, naturally no one thinks, that is no one formulates until what is to be formulated has been made.

         Composition is not there, it is going to be there and we are here. This is some time ago for us naturally.

         The only thing that is different from one time to another is what is seen and what is seen depends upon how everybody is doing everything. This makes the thing we are looking at very different and this makes what those who describe it make of it, it makes a composition, it confuses, it shows, it is, it looks, it likes it as it is, and this makes what is seen as it is seen. Nothing changes from generation to generation except the thing seen and that makes a composition.

         Now the few who make writing as it is made and it is to be remarked that the most decided of them are those that are prepared by preparing, are prepared just as the world around them is prepared and is preparing to do it in this way and so if you do not mind I will again tell you how it happens. Naturally one does not know how it happened until it is well over beginning happening.

         Each period of living differs from any other period of living not in the way life is but in the way life is conducted and that authentically speaking is composition. After life has been conducted in a certain way everybody knows it but nobody knows it, little by little, nobody knows it as long as nobody knows it. Any one creating the composition in the arts does not know it either, they are conducting life and that makes their composition what it is, it makes their work compose as it does.

         Their influence and their influences are the same as that of all of their contemporaries only it must always be remembered that the analogy is not obvious until as I say 30the composition of a time has become so pronounced that it is past and the artistic composition of it is a classic.

         And now to begin as if to begin. Composition is not there, it is going to be there and we are here. This is some time ago for us naturally. There is something to be added afterwards.

         Just how much my work is known to you I do not know. I feel that perhaps it would be just as well to tell the whole of it.

         In beginning writing I wrote a book called Three Lives this was written in 1905. I wrote a negro story called ‘Melanctha’. In that there was a constant recurring and beginning there was a marked direction in the direction of being in the present although naturally I had been accustomed to past present and future, and why, because the composition forming around me was a prolonged present. A composition of a prolonged present is a natural composition in the world as it has been these thirty years it was more and more a prolonged present. I created then a prolonged present naturally I knew nothing of a continuous present but it came naturally to me to make one, it was simple it was clear to me and nobody knew why it was done like that, I did not myself although naturally to me it was natural.

         After that I did a book called The Making of Americans it is a long book about a thousand pages.

         Here again it was all so natural to me and more and more complicatedly a continuous present. A continuous present is a continuous present. I made almost a thousand pages of a continuous present.

         Continuous present is one thing and beginning again and again is another thing. These are both things. And then there is using everything.

         This brings us again to composition this the using 31everything. The using everything brings us to composition and to this composition. A continuous present and using everything and beginning again. In these two books there was elaboration of the complexities of using everything and of a continuous present and of beginning again and again and again.

         In the first book there was a groping for a continuous present and for using everything by beginning again and again.

         There was a groping for using everything and there was a groping for a continuous present and there was an inevitable beginning of beginning again and again and again.

         Having naturally done this I naturally was a little troubled with it when I read it. I became then like the others who read it. One does, you know, excepting that when I reread it myself I lost myself in it again. Then I said to myself this time it will be different and I began. I did not begin again I just began.

         In this beginning naturally since I at once went on and on very soon there were pages and pages and pages more and more elaborated creating a more and more continuous present including more and more using of everything and continuing more and more beginning and beginning and beginning.

         I went on and on to a thousand pages of it.

         In the meantime to naturally begin I commenced making portraits of anybody and anything. In making these portraits I naturally made a continuous present an including everything and a beginning again and again within a very small thing. That started me into composing anything into one thing. So then naturally it was natural that one thing an enormously long thing was not everything an enormously short thing was also not everything nor was it all of it a continuous present thing nor was it always and 32always beginning again. Naturally I would then begin again. I would begin again I would naturally begin. I did naturally begin. This brings me to a great deal that has been begun.

         And after that what changes what changes after that, after that what changes and what changes after that and after that and what changes and after that and what changes after that.

         The problem from this time on became more definite.

         It was all so nearly alike it must be different and it is different, it is natural that if everything is used and there is a continuous present and a beginning again and again if it is all so alike it must be simply different and everything simply different was the natural way of creating it then.

         In this natural way of creating it then that it was simply different everything being alike it was simply different, this kept on leading one to lists. Lists naturally for awhile and by lists I mean a series. More and more in going back over what was done at this time I find that I naturally kept simply different as an intention. Whether there was or whether there was not a continuous present did not then any longer trouble me there was or there was not, and using everything no longer troubled me if everything is alike using everything could no longer trouble me and beginning again and again could no longer trouble me because if lists were inevitable if series were inevitable and the whole of it was inevitable beginning again and again could not trouble me so then with nothing to trouble me I very completely began naturally since everything is alike making it as simply different naturally as simply different as possible. I began doing natural phenomena what I call natural phenomena and natural phenomena naturally everything being alike natural phenomena are making things be naturally simply different. 33This found its culmination later, in the beginning it began in a center confused with lists with series with geography with returning portraits and with particularly often four and three and often with five and four. It is easy to see that in the beginning such a conception as everything being naturally different would be very inarticulate and very slowly it began to emerge and take the form of anything, and then naturally if anything that is simply different is simply different what follows will follow.

         So far then the progress of my conceptions was the natural progress entirely in accordance with my epoch as I am sure is to be quite easily realized if you think over the scene that was before us all from year to year.

         As I said in the beginning, there is the long history of how every one ever acted or has felt and that nothing inside in them in all of them makes it connectedly different. By this I mean all this.

         The only thing that is different from one time to another is what is seen and what is seen depends upon how everybody is doing everything.

         It is understood by this time that everything is the same except composition and time, composition and the time of the composition and the time in the composition.

         Everything is the same except composition and as the composition is different and always going to be different everything is not the same. So then I as a contemporary creating the composition in the beginning was groping toward a continuous present, a using everything a beginning again and again and then everything being alike then everything very simply everything was naturally simply different and so I as a contemporary was creating everything being alike was creating everything naturally being naturally simply different, everything being alike. This then was the period that brings me to the period of 34the beginning of 1914. Everything being alike everything naturally would be simply different and war came and everything being alike and everything being simply different brings everything being simply different brings it to romanticism.

         Romanticism is then when everything being alike everything is naturally simply different, and romanticism.

         Then for four years this was more and more different even though this was, was everything alike. Everything alike naturally everything was simply different and this is and was romanticism and this is and was war. Everything being alike everything naturally everything is different simply different naturally simply different.

         And so there was the natural phenomena that was war, which had been, before war came, several generations behind the contemporary composition, because it became war and so completely needed to be contemporary became completely contemporary and so created the completed recognition of the contemporary composition. Every one but one may say every one became consciously became aware of the existence of the authenticity of the modern composition. This then the contemporary recognition, because of the academic thing known as war having been forced to become contemporary made every one not only contemporary in act not only contemporary in thought but contemporary in self-consciousness made every one contemporary with the modern composition. And so the art creation of the contemporary composition which would have been outlawed normally outlawed several generations more behind even than war, war having been brought so to speak up to date art so to speak was allowed not completely to be up to date, but nearly up to date, in other words we who created the expression of the modern composition were to be recognized before we 35were dead some of us even quite a long time before we were dead. And so war may be said to have advanced a general recognition of the expression of the contemporary composition by almost thirty years.

         And now after that there is no more of that in other words there is peace and something comes then and it follows coming then.

         And so now one finds oneself interesting oneself in an equilibration, that of course means words as well as things and distribution as well as between themselves between the words and themselves and the things and themselves, a distribution as distribution. This makes what follows what follows and now there is every reason why there should be an arrangement made. Distribution is interesting and equilibration is interesting when a continuous present and a beginning again and again and using everything and everything alike and everything naturally simply different has been done.

         After all this, there is that, there has been that that there is a composition and that nothing changes except composition the composition and the time of and the time in the composition.

         The time of the composition is a natural thing and the time in the composition is a natural thing it is a natural thing and it is a contemporary thing.

         The time of the composition is the time of the composition. It has been at times a present thing it has been at times a past thing it has been at times a future thing it has been at times an endeavor at parts or all of these things. In my beginning it was a continuous present a beginning again and again and again and again, it was a series it was a list it was a similarity and everything different it was a distribution and an equilibration. That is all of the time some of the time of the composition.

         36Now there is still something else the time-sense in the composition. This is what is always a fear a doubt and a judgment and a conviction. The quality in the creation of expression the quality in a composition that makes it go dead just after it has been made is very troublesome.

         The time in the composition is a thing that is very troublesome. If the time in the composition is very troublesome it is because there must even if there is no time at all in the composition there must be time in the composition which is in its quality of distribution and equilibration. In the beginning there was the time in the composition that naturally was in the composition but time in the composition comes now and this is what is now troubling every one the time in the composition is now a part of distribution and equilibration. In the beginning there was confusion there was a continuous present and later there was romanticism which was not a confusion but an extrication and now there is either succeeding or failing there must be distribution and equilibration there must be time that is distributed and equilibrated. This is the thing that is at present the most troubling and if there is the time that is at present the most troublesome the time-sense that is at present the most troubling is the thing that makes the present the most troubling. There is at present there is distribution, by this I mean expression and time, and in this way at present composition is time that is the reason that at present the time-sense is troubling that is the reason why at present the time-sense in the composition is the composition that is making what there is in composition.

         And afterwards.

         Now that is all.

         1926
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            I.

            WHAT IS ENGLISH LITERATURE

         

         One cannot come back too often to the question what is knowledge and to the answer knowledge is what one knows.

         What is English literature that is to say what do I know about it, that is to say what is it. What is English literature, by English literature I mean American literature too.

         Knowledge is the thing you know and how can you know more than you do know. But I do know a great deal about literature about English literature about American literature.

         There is a great deal of literature but not so much but that one can know it. And that is the pleasant the delightful the fascinating the peaceful thing about literature that there is a great deal of it but that one can all one’s life know all of it.

         One can know all of it and one can know it all one’s life and at any moment in one’s life one can know all of it. There it is right in you right inside you right behind you. Perhaps in front of you but this you do not know. To be sure it has been more or less truly said about English literature that until about fifty years ago a first-class English writer appeared almost every ten years, since that time it has been necessary to very much help if not to replace it by American literature. And so I say one can have at any one moment in one’s life all of English literature inside you and behind you and what you do not yet know is if it is in front of you, you do not know if there is going to be any more of it. However very likely there is, there is at any rate going to be more American literature. Very likely.

         40At any rate it is a pleasure to know that there is so much English literature and that any moment in one’s life it is all inside you. At any rate it is all inside me. At any rate that is what I know. And now what is it that I do know about the English literature that is inside me, that is in me completely in me any moment of my living.

         English literature has been with us a long time, quite a few hundreds of years, and during all that time it has had a great deal to do and also it has a great deal to not do.

         This as a whole thing could be told in a couple of sentences but it is necessary to make it a great deal longer. Anybody, even I, can understand that necessity.

         What has it had to do and what has it had not to do and how does one know one from the other, know what it has had to do from what it has had not to do.

         In English literature there is a great deal of poetry and there is a great deal of prose and sometimes the poetry and the prose has had something to do one with the other and very often not. Besides this there has been again and again in English literature the question can one serve god and mammon, and the further question if one can should one. But the important question can remain and does remain what is god and mammon insofar as it concerns English literature. Has this question to do with prose and with poetry as both or as either one. I wish to very largely go into this because in it is the whole description of the whole of English literature and with it and after it although not entirely out of it comes American literature.

         But to begin at any beginning at least as a beginning is.

         There are two ways of thinking about literature as the history of English literature, the literature as it is a history of it and the literature as it is a history of you. Any one of us and anyway those of us that have always had the habit of reading have our own history of English literature 41inside us, the history as by reading we have come to know it. Then there is the history as the English people came to do it. Every one’s own history of English literature is their own until they tell it to somebody else as I am now telling mine. The history of English literature as it was written is English Literature’s History and that too most of any of us who have to read do know.

         There is then also the English people’s history of their English literature but then after all that is their affair as far as I am concerned, as I am deeply concerned, it is none of my business.

         It is awfully important to know what is and what is not your business. I know that one of the most profoundly exciting moments of my life was when at about sixteen I suddenly concluded that I would not make all knowledge my province.

         And so my business is how English literature was made inside me and how English literature was made inside itself.

         What does literature do and how does it do it. And what does English literature do and how does it do it. And what ways does it use to do what it does do.

         If it describes what it sees how does it do it. If it describes what it knows how does it do it and what is the difference between what it sees and what it knows. And then too there is what it feels and then also there is what it hopes and wishes and then too there is what it would see if it could see and then there is what it explains. To do any or all of these things different things have to be done. Most of them are being done all the time by literature. And how has English literature done it.

         As you come slowly to become acquainted with English literature there are two things that at first do not interest you, explanations, that is one thing, and what it 42is that is felt, that is another thing. Most people all their later lives like these things the best in literature those of them who concern themselves with English literature by reading it.

         They like explanations and they like to know how they felt, how they felt by the others feeling but anyway and principally how they felt.

         The thing that has made the glory of English literature is description simple concentrated description not of what happened nor what is thought or what is dreamed but what exists and so makes the life the island life the daily island life. It is natural that an island life should be that. What could interest an island as much as the daily the completely daily island life. And in the descriptions the daily, the hourly descriptions of this island life as it exists and it does exist it does really exist English literature has gone on and on from Chaucer until now. It does not go on so well now for several reasons, in the first place they are not so interested in their island life because they are in short they are not so interested. And in the next place it is not as much an island life.

         But in the beginning and then for an endless long going on there was there is the steady description of the daily life the daily island life. That makes a large one third of the glory of English literature.

         Then there is the poetry that too comes out of a daily island life, because granted that a daily island life is what it is and the English daily island life has always been completely what it is, it is necessary that poetry is not what they lose or what they feel but is the things with which they are shut up, that is shut in, in the daily the simply daily island life. And so the poetry of England is so much what it is, it is the poetry of the things with which any of them are shut in in their daily, completely daily island 43life. It makes very beautiful poetry because anything shut in with you can sing. There are the same things in other countries but they are not mentioned not mentioned in that simple intense certain way that makes English poetry what it is.

         It is easy to know all that.

         So that is something that has made several sides of English literature what it is.

         And so to begin again to go on.

         When anybody at any time comes to read English literature it is not at all necessary that they need to know that England is an island, what they need to know and that in reading any real piece of English literature they do know is that the thing written is completely contained within itself.

         That is one of the reasons why in English literature there has been less question as to whether one should serve God and Mammon. There may inevitably be a question as to whether there is any god and mammon in respect to the inner existence of English literature. Because of there being really no vital question as to the God and Mammon and which is which in serving literature in English literature English literature has existed each piece of it inside itself in a perfectly extraordinary degree compared with other literatures that is other modern literatures and this gives it at once its complete solidity, its complete imagination, its complete existence.

         When I was a child I was always completely fascinated by the sentence, he who runs may read. In England running and reading is one because any one can read, and since any one can read does it make any difference how or why they run. Not on an island. In fact insofar as they run they are there there where they read just as much as not.

         44I am trying not to give to myself but to you a feeling of the way English literature feels inside me.

         I have been thinking a great deal as to the question of serving God or mammon, and that in the case of most peoples, certainly peoples who live on continents it is not possible to do both not in making literature, but in English literature generally in English literature the question does not arise, because since the life of the island the daily life of the island goes on so completely and daily and entirely, there is no possibility, granting that it is all included and it always is, there is no possibility that in satisfying anybody there is not the satisfying everybody and so there is no question as between serving God and Mammon. There is enormously such a question for anybody living on a continent and the reason why I will go into largely as English literature connects with American literature. Not that it really does connect and yet not that it really does not. But this again is another matter.

         To begin again then not begin again but just to state how English literature has come to be, came to be in me. In short what English literature is.

         As I say description of the complete the entirely complete daily island life has been England’s glory. Think of Chaucer, think of Jane Austen, think of Anthony Trollope, and the life of the things shut up with that daily life is the poetry, think of all the lyrical poets, think what they say and what they have. They have shut in with them in their daily island life but completely shut in with them all the things that just in enumeration make poetry, and they can and do enumerate and they can and do make poetry, this enumeration. That is all one side of English literature and indeed anybody knows, where it grows, the daily life the complete daily life and the things shut in with that complete daily life.

         45The things being shut in are free and that makes more poetry so very much more poetry. It is very easy to understand that there has been so much poetry written in England.

         On a continent even in small countries on a continent, the daily life is of course a daily life but it is not held in within as it is on an island and that makes an enormous difference, and I am quite certain that even if you do not see it as the same anybody does see that this if it is the truth is the truth. If it is the truth about English literature it is the truth about English literature.

         It is a comparatively early thing to know English literature as English literature to those of us who read as naturally as we read that is as we run.

         It begins if it begins it begins with Lamb’s tales of Shakespeare. And how are they the island daily life the English island daily life. But they are. And they are because of their poetry, and the poetry is because of the reality of all the life that is shut in, so completely sweetly, so delicately really shut in with their daily life.

         I remember well I cannot say I do remember but I do feel and I did feel as if I did feel and did remember and do remember this.

         And in the poetry of that time in their poetry is there any question of the difference in literature between its serving god and mammon.

         Yes perhaps a little somewhat of that time. They knew their style knew that there were two styles. There was a style that those who run may read and there was a style too a style that those who read do not run. They need not run because there is nothing to run with or from.

         That is the difference between serving god and serving mammon, and the period after the Chaucer time to the 46Pope Gibbon Johnson time was such a time. And how does one, how does one not run.

         As I talk of serving god and mammon I do not of course mean religion in any sense excepting the need to complete that which is trying to fill itself up inside any one. And this may be part of the same inside in one or it may not. If it is then it is a complete daily life, if it is not then it is not.

         As I say in that period from Chaucer to Pope Gibbon and Johnson and Swift, a great many things filled up everybody that had to be filled, of course it is only those
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