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“Art is a lie that brings us nearer to the truth.” - Pablo Picasso

 The purpose of literature is to attempt to communicate the ineffable. If art was not 

attempting to communicate what is true and, in turn, what is difficult to understand, then we 

would have no great fabricated works of literature, only brief statements of verisimilitude devoid 

of any creativity or flourish. This is the reason why writers use fiction to convey their 

interpretations of society and topics that are meaningful to their purpose - because the truth is 

more difficult to state than we at first believe. Ultimately, the written arts mirror real life, in that 

the components of literature, such as characters, settings and themes, are often based on reality or 

reflect plausible real life situations. However, in a way, literature is a lie that reveals the truth, 

because a novel or written work can contain applied themes but false characters and plots. This 

means that although the story itself may be fictional, the theme or motif of the story can expose 

the true nature of its subject in the context of reality. For example, Gustave Flaubert’s Madame 

Bovary depicts the truth about middle class discontent in France during the time of its 

publication, and George Orwell’s Animal Farm addresses the corruption of Communistic politics 

during the 1930s and 40s, though with a slew of improbable characters. Often this draws 

considerable criticism from the public because the connotations of fictional literature can be 

misinterpreted, or the truths revealed can be knowledge that is controversial or a social 

impropriety relative to the time period or location in which the work was composed. Many great 

works of literature have been subject to criticism, even to the extent that they were banned for a 

period of time, due to the fact that they reveal the truth, and, in turn, refute what is popular or 



socially acceptable. Books such as Lolita by Nabokov, The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger, 

and Lord of the Flies by William Golding, have upended the principles of society in their 

revelation of truth. 

 Truth in terms of philosophy is a pithy term, in that it can be interpreted in a multitude of 

ways and is often the subject of heated debate. Truth in literature isn’t necessarily something that 

is palpable, rather it requires a certain degree of comprehension and contextual inferences in 

terms of the particular work. Lolita has been subjected to a number of misinterpretations from 

readers and critics who believed that Nabokov’s purpose in writing of an older man’s relationship 

with his prepubescent stepdaughter was to encourage this type of behavior and to disguise what 

they believed was purely pornographic material. The truth in this literary masterpiece is that in 

reality, these relationships exist, and perhaps are more complex than simply fiendish physical 

attraction, however it was Nabokov that publicly pioneered the rejection of traditional American 

values with such controversial subject matter, and thus he and his novel were targeted. Notable 

writers such as Ayn Rand and George Orwell are known for exposing artistic “truths” in their 

criticisms of society and the quest for “utopia.” Thus truth in literature is not necessarily a 

universal truth, but rather a truth that is more personal and individual to the writer. Literature is 

an expression of the writer’s truths, which finds either approval or rejection based on the 

interpretation of each individual reader and how the truth resounds with them. This is far from an 

advocation for relativism, however I do believe that truth is relative to the writer, and the 

interpretation of that truth is relative to the reader. 

 The implications of criticism on a controversial work of literary art can either be 

supplemental or adverse, working to enhance the popularity of the piece by calling attention to it, 



or causing so much controversy that it develops a negative connotation and thus is diminished by 

it’s negative reputation. Lord of the Flies was subject to a great deal of criticism because it 

betrayed the traditional idea of European propriety and civility by depicting man’s uncontrollable 

reversion to savagery when placed in an unfamiliar environment. The criticism on the book’s 

violent and illicit subject matter only worked to draw interest to its subject matter, despite the 

fact that it was banned for a short period of time. Conversely, criticism over Lolita developed a 

negative image of the book as purely pornographic and thus diminished its popularity. Because 

art is largely dependent on the interpretation of the viewer, criticism plays a big role in 

determining its popularity and longevity. It can even be argued that the response of the audience 

makes art what it is and decides its value, therefore the individual interpretations of a work of 

literature essentially recreate the piece each time it is read. The truths revealed in a piece are 

entirely shaped by the reader; essentially literature brings to life an alternate reality in which the 

restrictions of actuality do not apply, thus the reader is able to immerse themselves in an 

exploration of the unconscious of the self and of society. Literature, like any of the other arts, 

does not require propriety and does not have to obey any sort of formula, therefore there is 

greater opportunity for exposition of raw truth. 

 There is also a great deal of debate over whether or not the author of a piece of literature 

has any obligation to preserve truth or restrict themselves with any sort of artistic boundaries. 

The role of art is in opposition to science; while science calls for formulaic precision and 

standardization, art require less strict construction and is more concerned with aesthetic or 

personal beauty or with conveying a message. While there is a science to creating art, there is 

still distinction between the two areas of knowledge in that art requires a significant amount 



creativity and personal style, and is subject to individual interpretation. On one hand, claiming 

that there are absolute standards for “good” art opens the door for major dispute over what such 

standards entail and the idea of freedom of expression, however claiming that “good” art 

depends on individual taste is such a vague and relativistic claim that it is hard to defend. There 

is also the issue of whether or not the artist carries any moral or ethical responsibility. Ultimately 

it should be the job of the audience or reader to act upon their discretion. Just as someone who 

appreciates science fiction will enjoy that genre and purchase those books but perhaps avoid 

romance novels, the reader who takes offense in controversial material should simply refrain 

from reading it. The author should be allowed to approach and discuss any topic. Take for 

instance William S. Burroughs’ Naked Lunch, which is essentially a surrealistic journey through 

the mind of a heroin addict. Burroughs’ extensive use of expletives and his exploration of highly 

sexual and illicit content has found its niche with the followers of Beat generation literature. Due 

to its subject matter, it requires a certain type of reader, and while it may be offensive to some, 

they need only to abstain from reading it in order to avoid conflict. Therefore the author should 

have no formal constraint as far as content or style goes. The ultimate job of the writer is to 

preserve some sort of truth, which is immortalized through the written arts. 

 While the written arts may be a lie in that it is merely a mirror of reality, it is, 

paradoxically, the truth because it exposes the actual nature of the topics addressed in a way that 

many other areas of knowledge may not be able to. From a personal standpoint, literature has 

always had a strong connection with emotion and passion, and the ability to incite emotion stems 

primarily from the ability of the writer to face controversy without fear of censorship and to 

address topics that most would not. Truth is hard enough to communicate and accept verbally; if 



hard truths could not be expressed through literature and imaginative works of art then the world 

would be devoid of what is an extremely effective means of communication. Literature is 

personal and innovative, it surpasses the limitations of reality and society. Literature brings us 

closer to the truth we so deeply desire; the only reason we call it a lie is because we cannot 

accept the truth as it is. 

 

 

 


