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EDITORIAL

The Health of Literature

It seems to many of us that the diagnosis that 
might be made about the health of Catalan 
literature is not very different from one 
that might be made for other literatures. In 
other words, we tend to say that its health is 
fragile. But is it really fragile? We shall only 
know if we examine the symptoms.

All too often we consider secondary matters 
such as sales, promotion outside the country 
or the presence of literature in the mass 
media as unequivocal signs of the literary 
health of a country. We talk of these factors 
because they are quantifiable but, like 
fever, they do not identify the illness but 
rather result from it. Antipyretics such as 
the Frankfurt Book Fair can be applied but 
the problem still remains. What, then, is 
essential? I would say there are two things, 
and these are more difficult to quantify: the 
quality of the work and reading habits.

With regard to the former, one must 
say that excellent work is presently being 
published in Catalan but the problem lies 
not in what is being written but in the social 
perception of excellence. (And excellence 
is only consolidated and consecrated with 

time, once the tribal battles are over and the author is lying in state.) This is not, therefore, 
a reliable symptom. As for reading habits, we tend to assert that they are losing ground to 
digital modes but I am not at all sure that this is the case. The problem resides, I believe, not 
in the quantity but the quality of the reading. There are many people who read in Catalan. 
It is also true that with the considerable expansion in the potential base of readers – made 
possible by the welfare state – it is even more painful that there are not more, many more, 
people who are moved by a sonnet by Shakespeare and who passionately prefer him to his 
successors. Yet, one should recall, perhaps, that the contemplation of art – the pleasure of 
recognising the power and complexity with which the artistic form expresses an experience 
– is a minority affair and will continue to be so. However, if we wish to alleviate this 
symptom, the remedy is not only to be found in promoting reading, but also in schools with 
the presence of literature as part of the basic education of citizens and, in particular, in a 
discourse about literature that brings the text into relation not so much with the context – 
author or society – but with common human experience. We should aim to admire the power 
and complexity with which literary texts express it. 
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