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Reading (excerpt)

W. H. Auden

A book is a mirror: if an ass peers into it, you can’t expect an apostle to look out.
C. G. LICHTENBERG
One only reads well that which one reads with some quite personal purpose. It may be to acquire
some power. It can be out of hatred for the author.
PAUL VALERY

The interests of a writer and the interests of his readers are never the same and if, on occasion,
they happen to coincide, this is a lucky accident.

In relation to a writer, most readers believe in the Double Standard: they may be unfaithful to
him as often as they like but he must never, never be unfaithful to them.

To read is to translate, for no two persons’ experiences are the same. A bad reader is like a bad
translator: he interprets literally when he ought to paraphrase and paraphrases when he ought to
interpret literally. In learning to read well, scholarship, valuable as it is, is less important than
instinct; some great scholars have been poor translators.

We often derive much profit from reading a book in a different way from that which its author
intended but only (once childhood is over) if we know that we are doing so.

As readers, most of us, to some degree, are like those urchins who pencil mustaches on the faces
of girls in advertisements.

One sign that a book has literary value is that it can be read in a number of different ways. Vice
versa, the proof that pornography has no literary value is that, if one attempts to read it in any
other way than as a sexual stimulus, to read it, say, as a psychological case history of the author’s
sexual fantasies, one is bored to tears.

Though a work of literature can be read in a number of ways, this number is finite and can be
arranged in a hierarchical order; some readings are obviously “truer” than others, some doubtful,
some obviously false, and some, like reading a novel backwards, absurd. That is why, for a desert
island, one would choose a good dictionary rather than the greatest literary masterpiece
imaginable, for, in relation to its readers, a dictionary is absolutely passive and may legitimately
be read in an infinite number of ways.

We cannot read an author for the first time in the same way that we read the latest book by an
established author. In a new author, we tend to see either only his virtues or only his defects and
even if we do see both, we cannot see the relation between them. In the case of an established
author, if we can still read him at all, we know that we cannot enjoy the virtues we admire in him
without tolerating the defects we deplore. Moreover, our judgment of an established author is
never simply an aesthetic judgment. In addition to any literary merit it may have, a new book by
him has a historic interest for us as the act of a person in whom we have long be interested. He is
not only a poet or a novelist, he is also a character in our biography.

A poet cannot read another poet, nor a novelist another novelist, without comparing their work



to his own. His judgments as he reads are of this kind: My God! My Great-Grandfather! My Uncle!
My Enemy! My Brother! My imbecile Brother!

In literature, vulgarity is preferable to nullity, just as grocer’s port is preferable to distilled water.
Good taste is much more a matter of discrimination than of exclusion, and when good taste feels
compelled to exclude, it is with regret, not with pleasure.

Pleasure is by no means an infallible critical guide, but it is the least fallible.

A child’s reading is guided by pleasure, but his pleasure is undifferentiated: he cannot distinguish,
for example, between aesthetic pleasure and the pleasures of learning or daydreaming. In
adolescence we realize that there are different kinds of pleasure, some of which cannot be
enjoyed simultaneously, but we need help from others in defining them. Whether it be a matter
of taste in food or taste in literature, the adolescent looks for a mentor in whose authority he can
believe. He eats or reads what his mentor recommends and, inevitably, there are occasions when
he has to deceive himself a little; he has to pretend that he enjoys olives or War and Peace a little
more than he actually does. Between the ages of twenty and forty we are engaged in the process
of discovering who we are, which involves learning the difference between accidental limitations
which it is our duty to outgrow and the necessary limitations of our nature beyond which we
cannot trespass with impunity. Few of us can learn this without making mistakes, without trying
to become a little more of a universal man than we are permitted to be. It is during this period
that a writer can most easily be led astray by another writer or by some ideology. When someone
between twenty and forty says, apropos of a work of art, “I know what | like,” he is really saying “I
have no taste of my own but accept the taste of my cultural milieu,” because, between twenty
and forty, the surest sign that a man has a genuine taste of his own is that he is uncertain of it.
After forty, if we have not lost our authentic selves altogether, pleasure can again become what it
was when we were children, the proper guide to what we should read.

Though the pleasure which works of art give us must not be confused with other pleasures that
we enjoy, it is related to all of them simply by being our pleasure and not someone else’s. All the
judgments, aesthetic or moral, that we pass, however objective we try to make them, are in part
a rationalization and in part a corrective discipline of our subjective wishes. So long as a man
writes poetry or fiction, his dream of Eden is his own business, but the moment he starts writing
literary criticism, honesty demands that he describe it to his readers, so that they may be in the

position to judge his judgments.



