OUT OF A BOOK
I know that I have in my make-up layers of synthetic experience, that the most powerful
of my memories are only half true.
Reduced to the minimum, to the what did happen, my life would be unrecognizable by
me. Those layers of fictitious memory densify as they go deeper down. And this surely must be
the case with everyone else who reads deeply, ravenously, unthinkingly, sensuously, as a child.
The overlapping and haunting of like by fiction began, of course, before there was anything to be
got from the printed page; it began from the day one was old enough to be told a story or shown
a picture book. It went on up to the age when a bookish attitude towards books began to be
inculcated by education. The young person is then thrown out of Eden; for evermore his brain is
to stand posted between his self and the story. Appreciation of literature is the end of magic; in
place of the virgin susceptibility to what is written he is given taste, something to be refined and
trained.
Happily, the Eden, like a natal climate, can be unconsciously remembered, and the magic
stored up in those years goes on secreting under to-day's chosen sensations and calculated
thoughts. What entered the system during childhood remains; and remains indistinguishable
from the life of those years because it was the greater part of the life. Probably children, if they
said what they thought, would be much franker about the insufficiency of so-called real life to
the requirements of those who demand to be really alive. Nothing but the story can meet the
untried nature's need and capacity for the whole. Of course one cannot narrow down children to
the reading child; but I could not as a child, and I cannot now, conceive what the non-reading
child must be like inside. Outdoor children were incomprehensible to me when I was their age,
and I still find them dull; I could not, and cannot, find out what makes them do what they do, or
why they like what they like; and of such children now they are grown up I can only say that I
cannot conceive what they remember, if they do remember--for how can even the senses carry
imprints when there was no story? The non-reading active children were not stupid; they had
their senses. Nor was it the clever childern who read most, or who were at at any rate the ones
who inhaled fiction--quite apart there were always the horrible little students, future grown-ups,
who pursued knowledge. The light-headed reading child and the outdoor child had more in
common (in fact, the life of sensation) than either had with the student. Readers of my kind were
the heady ones, the sationalists--recognizing one another at sight we were banded together inside
a climate of our own. Landscapes or insiders of houses or streets or gardens, outings or even
fatigue duties all took the cast of the book we were circulating at the time; and the reading made
of us an electric ring. Books were story or story-poetry books: we were unaware that there
could be any others.

