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1 This essay is based on a paper read at a school 
(wo o l f’s  n ot e ). The speech was given at Hayes 
Court Common school in Kent on the 30th of  January, 
1926; it was then published in The Yale Review later 
that year, and adapted and republished in the Second 
Common Reader in 1932.
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i n t h e f i r s t p l a c e,  i  w a n t t o 
emphasise the note of interrogation 
at the end of my title. Even if I could 

answer the question for myself, the answer 
would apply only to me, and not to you. The 
only advice, indeed, that one person can give 
another about reading is to take no advice, 
to follow your own instincts, to use your own 
reason, to come to your own conclusions. If 
this is agreed between us, then I feel at liberty 
to put forward a few ideas and suggestions, 
because you will not allow them to fetter that 
independence which is the most important 
quality that a reader can possess. After all, 
what laws can be laid down about books? The 
Battle of Waterloo was certainly fought on a 
certain day; but is Hamlet a better play than 
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Lear? Nobody can say. Each must decide that 
question for himself. To admit authorities, 
however heavily furred and gowned, into 
our libraries and let them tell us how to read, 
what to read, what value to place upon what 
we read, is to destroy the spirit of freedom 
which is the breath of those sanctuaries. 
Everywhere else we may be bound by laws 
and conventions – there we have none. 

But to enjoy freedom, if the platitude is 
pardonable, we have, of course, to control 
ourselves. We must not squander our powers, 
helplessly and ignorantly, squirting half the 
house in order to water a single rose bush; we 
must train them, exactly and powerfully, here 
on the very spot. This, it may be, is one of the 
first difficulties that faces us in a library. What 
is ‘the very spot’? There may well seem to be 
nothing but a conglomeration and huddle of 
confusion. Poems and novels, histories and 
memoirs, dictionaries and blue books;* books 
written in all languages by men and women 
of all tempers, races and ages jostle each 
other on the shelf. And outside the donkey 
brays, the women gossip at the pump, the 
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colts gallop across the fields. Where are we 
to begin? How are we to bring order into this 
multitudinous chaos and so get the deepest 
and widest pleasure from what we read?

It is simple enough to say that since books 
have classes – fiction, biography, poetry – we 
should separate them and take from each 
what it is right that each should give us. Yet 
few people ask from books what books can 
give us. Most commonly we come to books 
with blurred and divided minds, asking of 
fiction that it shall be true, of poetry that it 
shall be false, of biography that it shall be 
flattering, of history that it shall enforce our 
own prejudices. If we could banish all such 
preconceptions when we read, that would 
be an admirable beginning. Do not dictate 
to your author; try to become him. Be his 
fellow worker and accomplice. If you hang 
back, and reserve and criticise at first, you are 
preventing yourself from getting the fullest 
possible value from what you read. But if 
you open your mind as widely as possible, 
then signs and hints of almost imperceptible 
fineness, from the twist and turn of the first 
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sentences, will bring you into the presence of a 
human being unlike any other. Steep yourself 
in this, acquaint yourself with this, and soon 
you will find that your author is giving you, 
or attempting to give you, something far more 
definite. The thirty-two chapters of a novel – 
if we consider how to read a novel first – are 
an attempt to make something as formed and 
controlled as a building: but words are more 
impalpable than bricks; reading is a longer 
and more complicated process than seeing. 
Perhaps the quickest way to understand the 
elements of what a novelist is doing is not 
to read, but to write – to make your own 
experiment with the dangers and difficulties of 
words. Recall, then, some event that has left a 
distinct impression on you – how at the corner 
of the street, perhaps, you passed two people 
talking. A tree shook; an electric light danced; 
the tone of the talk was comic, but also tragic; 
a whole vision, an entire conception, seemed 
contained in that moment.

But when you attempt to reconstruct it 
in words, you will find that it breaks into a 
thousand conflicting impressions. Some must 
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be subdued; others emphasised; in the process 
you will lose, probably, all grasp upon the 
emotion itself. Then turn from your blurred 
and littered pages to the opening pages of 
some great novelist – Defoe, Jane Austen, 
Hardy. Now you will be better able to 
appreciate their mastery. It is not merely that 
we are in the presence of a different person – 
Defoe, Jane Austen, or Thomas Hardy – but 
that we are living in a different world. Here, 
in Robinson Crusoe, we are trudging a plain 
high road; one thing happens after another; 
the fact and the order of the fact is enough. 
But if the open air and adventure mean 
everything to Defoe, they mean nothing to 
Jane Austen. Hers is the drawing room, and 
people talking, and by the many mirrors of 
their talk revealing their characters. And if, 
when we have accustomed ourselves to the 
drawing room and its reflections, we turn to 
Hardy, we are once more spun round. The 
moors are round us and the stars are above 
our heads. The other side of the mind is now 
exposed – the dark side that comes uppermost 
in solitude, not the light side that shows in 
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company. Our relations are not towards 
people, but towards nature and destiny. Yet 
different as these worlds are, each is consist-
ent with itself. The maker of each is careful 
to observe the laws of his own perspective, 
and however great a strain they may put 
upon us they will never confuse us, as lesser 
writers so frequently do, by introducing two 
different kinds of reality into the same book. 
Thus to go from one great novelist to another 
– from Jane Austen to Hardy, from Peacock 
to Trollope, from Scott to Meredith – is to 
be wrenched and uprooted; to be thrown this 
way and then that. To read a novel is a difficult 
and complex art. You must be capable not 
only of great fineness of perception, but of 
great boldness of imagination if you are going 
to make use of all that the novelist – the great 
artist – gives you.

But a glance at the heterogeneous company 
on the shelf will show you that writers are 
very seldom ‘great artists’; far more often a 
book makes no claim to be a work of art at 
all. These biographies and autobiograph-
ies, for example, lives of great men, of men 
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long dead and forgotten, that stand cheek 
by jowl with the novels and poems: are we 
to refuse to read them because they are not 
‘art’? Or shall we read them, but read them 
in a different way, with a different aim? Shall 
we read them in the first place to satisfy that 
curiosity which possesses us sometimes when 
in the evening we linger in front of a house 
where the lights are lit and the blinds not yet 
drawn, and each floor of the house shows us 
a different section of human life in being? 
Then we are consumed with curiosity about 
the lives of these people – the servants gos-
siping, the gentlemen dining, the girl dressing 
for a party, the old woman at the window 
with her knitting. Who are they? What are 
they? What are their names, their occupa-
tions, their thoughts and adventures?

Biographies and memoirs answer such 
questions, light up innumerable such houses; 
they show us people going about their daily 
affairs, toiling, failing, succeeding, eating, hat-
ing, loving, until they die. And sometimes, as 
we watch, the house fades and the iron railings 
vanish and we are out at sea; we are hunting, 
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