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THE STUDY OF LITERATURE.

———

L1TERATURE, its development, progress, and present
condition is a study occupying no small pince in our
college curriculum. It is one of the most intoresting
and also ore of the wost important studies which we,
as studcnes, can enjoy.  To drop sowne hard mathema-
tieal problem, or to step out from the winding,
sinuous paths of some wmetaphysical question, und
tako up the study of a literary work, following the
author as he skilfully shows us the passions, the
desires, and the motives urging his characters oa to
to the accomplishment of their object; nosting the
beauties and deficiencies of his style; and tracing the
development of his plot; is ns completo a rest from
the harder and nore abstruse questions of metaphysics
and mavhematics, ns would be a complete cessation of
all study.

This study is of no small importance, since by its
means only can we hope to gain a knowledge of many
other branches of study and investigation. It is the
store-house in which has beon treasured the gems of
speculative and practical thought, in their settings of
philosophy, science und art, and the hard crystals of
experience, gained only after repeated trinls, and
made clear and bright only after mucl: suffering and
labour. It is the vepository for all o’"ier learning and
so is closely connscted with other studies. The relo-
tion between literature and history is especially
important. The literature of a country interprets,
and is itself interpreted by the history of the country.
Thero is o mutual interdependence between the two,
and only by the study of both cau a fair conelusion us
to the merits of cither be reached. So close is this
interdependence that to study the literature of a
country, to trace its gradual development and
advancement, to detect its peculiarities and to notice
the marked changes in its churacter, which from time
to time have been mamfested, is to study tho history
of that country ; to watch its political progress, and
its socia! improvement; and to learn of the wars,
struggles and conflicts endured, and the peace, pros-
perity and happiness enjoyed by the nation. And
vice versa histery is essential to the study of literature.

To fully understand and appreciate a literary work
we must have some acquaintanco with the circum-
stances under which it was written; we must know
somcthing of the hfe, character and personal habits of

the author  All literary works are moro or loss tinged
by the character of the auther's overy-day life, and a
knowledgo of its distinctive traits will often explain
passages whose force and beauty ,would otherwise
remain undiscovered. Much of the wild, weird beanty
of “The Raven” would be unappreciated had we no
knowledge of the life history of its gifted, but eccen-
tric composer. Tennyson’s most famous work, *“In
Memoriam,” would loso its high place in the literature
of the day, did we know nothing of English social life
in the 19th century; and were we ignorant of its
author’s friendship for Arthur Henry Hallam ; of his
quiet retiring disposition ; and of his abstraction from,
end repugrance to the common-placo expres ‘ons of
grief.

The scudy of language is universally admitted to be
one of the best means for training and developing the
mental faculties. And this is inclnded in the study
of literature, for a kuowledge of the peculiar charac-
teristics of a language must be possessed, and the rules
relating to the formation of sentences and the sequence
of ideas fully understood and mastered, in order to
appreciete and discriminate in regard to the litera,y
style of any work.

The literature »f an age gives a graphic picture of
the manners, customs and habits of the people living
in that age. The literature of ¥ igland, during the
supremacy of the commonwealth, was of a nature
corresponding to the stern, unrelenting, pitiless chax-
acter of the Puritan. We cannot imagine a light and
gay literature being produced by a people abnormally
grave, seriovs aud thoughtful, whose character was
austere, rigid and harsh. But, when, after the Restor-
ation, the pent up force of public opinion burst its
barriers and, unrestricted, roared madly and furiously
across the country, overwhelming all virtue and
raorality, then we see a change in the literature.
Instead of works of a serious and weighty but refined
character, there is tho opposite extreme —a literature
course and sensual in which there is not the slightest
regard for decency, and which indeed considers virtue
und worality as illusions —something tainting too
much of the puritanic spirii to bo pleasing to those
living under tho new regime. Tho literature of an
ago is indeed *the sum and product of the rational
encigy.” Tt is “the reflex of the country’s history,”
—tho mirror of public sentiment, and shows the
characteristice of the nation more clearly than they
can be discovered in any other way.




