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Part 1 / Reading, Thinking, and Writing Critically About Literature
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1apter 1/ Reading Literature

When vou heard vour first fairy tales, maybe "Cinderella,” "Hansel and
Gretel,” or "Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs,” you were introduced to short
stories—another form of literature—and somewhere along the line you were
further introduced to short stories when you heard about the Parable of the
Prodigal Son, or the Good Samaritan, or when vou heard someone tell an Aesop
fable, or even when you heard a joke. And then perhaps you graduated to

telling an occasional joke, thereby becoming an interpreter or performer of

one kind of popular literature

Such was (probably) your introduction to two kinds of literature, poetry and
fiction. You were introduced to a third kind, dramatic literature (stories pre-
sented by actors), when vou first looked at television, or first went to the movies
or saw a live theatrical production. Perhaps you have even performed in high
school, mavbe in Thornton Wilder's play, Our Town.

Analyzing Literature

If our book does not in fact introduce vou to literature. what does it do? We hope
that it will do at least two things:

+ introduce you to a wider range of literature than you are already familiar
with, and
« introduce you to the process of analyzing literature

You may perhaps regard this as Good News and Bad News—Good that you will
encounter new literature, not so good (maybe even Bad) that we will be encour-
aging you to read analytically, critically, thoughtfully, and to write essays in the
same spirit

Why not leave well-enough alone, and just let people read in their own
way, for fun? Why this business about analysis? Because some works of litera-
ture are deep, and they deserve to be read attentively, seriously, analytically
When you think about it for a moment, vou will recall that thinking can
heighten your daily experience, can increase your enjoyment. Take, for in-
stance, attendance at spectator sports. The person who knows something
about baseball surely enjoys the game more than the person who knows
almost nothing and who attends the game chiefly to be in the fresh air and to
eat a couple of hot dogs. Experienced viewers, for instance, find themselves
thinking,“He'll probably bunt,” or *Now is the time for the hit and run." Knowing
the records of the players and thinking about the plavers in a specific context
heightens—perhaps we can even say “deepens”—one’s interest and one’s enjoy-
ment in the game

Somewhat similarly, experienced readers of. say. novels by Toni Morrison,
get more out of a new book by Morrison than readers who have read very few
novels and who now pick up their first Morrison. Yes, of course inexperienced
readers can enjoy the book, but, again, experienced readers will see more, hear
more, enjoy more, because they know what to look for, know (so to speak) how
to read.

A good way to learn to read .ilu!)liu.}lly is to annotate a text—our next
topic
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6 Chapter 1/ Reading Literature

A First Assignment: Annotating
Robert Frost’s “Come In”

But here is yet another way to begin thinking about a work of literature, espe-
cially a short poem.To get our students started, we gave them as their first home
work assignment a poem by Robert Frost.”Come In."accompanied by the follow-
ing prose quotation drawn from a preface that Frost wrote for his short play. 4
Way Out:

Everything written is as good as it is dramatic. . . . [A poem is] heard
as sung or spoken by a person in a scene—in character, in a setting
By whom, where and when is the question. By the dreamer of a bet-
ter world out in a storm in Autumn; by a lover under a window at
night

Frost says that writing is “dramatic.” Presumably “dramatic” implies

e a situation that is suspenseful, perhaps especially because we sense

« a conflict (the conflict may be between two people, or between one per-
son and his or her surroundings, or even within a single person—ior in-
stance, concerning a decision)

So we told our students that in annotating “Come In” they might want to begin
by thinking about the “dramatic” situation in the poem:

« Who is speaking?

« Where?

« What conflict, if any. is implied?

« If there is a conflict, how is it resolved?

But beyond responses to these questions, the students were to jot down what-
ever puzzled them or interested them Here is Frost's poem, followed by the re-
sponses of one student. Read the poem, preferably aloud, and then look at the
student’s annotations.

Come In [1942]

As I came to the edge of the woods,

Thrush music—hark!

Now if it was dusk outside,

Inside it was dark i

Too dark in the woods for a bird

By sleight of wing

To better its perch for the night,

Though it still could sing 8

The last of the light of the sun
That had died in the west

Still lived for one song more
In a thrush's breast.

Ple

Ve
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8 (,lmplll 1 / Reading Literature

Thinking Critically About Responses to Literature:
Arguing with Yourself

Ordinarily you will begin with a noticeable response to your reading—per-
haps interest, boredom, bafflement. annoyance, shock, or pleasure. But if you
are going to think critically about what you have read, you will go on to
examine your response by checking it against the work. Revisiting the read-
ing in the context of your response to it can help vou deepen or change your
response.

How can you change an instinctive emotional response? Critical thinking
involves seeing an issue from all sides, to as great a degree as possible. As you
know, in ordinary language “to criticize” usually means to find fault, but in liter-
ary studies the term does not have a negative connotation. Rather, it means “to
examine carefully” (The word “criticism” comes from a Greek verb meaning “to
distinguish,”“to decide.”“to judge) In one respect, however, the term “critical
thinking” does approach the usual meaning of “criticism.” since critical thinking
requires you to take a skeptical view of your own response. You will, so to
speak, argue with yourself or seck to find fault with your initial view. That is,
in an effort to improve your position you try to raise questions that a skeptical
reader might raise

Critical thinking, in short, involves examining or exploring one’s own re-
sponses by questioning and testing them. Critical thinking is not so much a skill
(though it does require the ability to understand a text) as it is a habit of mind.
or, rather, several habits, including

+ open-mindedness,
+» intellectual curiosity, and
« a willingness to work.

A Very Short Story: Fyodor Dostoevsky’
“The Onion”

“The Onion” is a story within a story, almost a fable or a fairy tale told by a char-
acter within a nineteenth-century novel. (What do the words “fable™ and “tale”

suggest toy ou?)

FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY

A novelist of Russia’s Golden Age, Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-1881)—
pronounced approximately like DAHS-tub-yef-skee—wrote five mdajor works:
Notes from Underground (7864), Crime and Punishment (/866). The Idiot
(1869), The Possessed (187 1), and The Brothers Karamazov (/880).

Within The Brothers Karamazov (in Book 7, Chapter 3), one of the charac-
ters, Grushenka, says, rather puzzlingly, ‘Although I'm bad, I did give away an
onion.” She goes on to explain what she means: She says that when she was d
child she beard a story from ber cook, and she then tells the story. We give the
story as she retells it

The
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10 Chapter 1/ Reading Literature

YOUR TURN

1. Suppose the last sentence ol the story, about the angel weeping and
departing, were omitted. Would the story be better? Better in w hat
wav? More interesting? Truer? (Does it make any sense to talk about the
“truth” of a story that is obviously fictional rather than historical?)

2. Suppose the onion did not break, and the story ended thus:

Even though she spoke these unkind words, the onion did not
break. and she was rescued from the lake of fire.

Do vou think the revision is a better—more interesting, more effective—
story than the original? Please explain.

3. Do vyou think that a nonbeliever can find this story of much interest?
Please explain.

Prompts that Stimulate Responses t0 Stories,
Poems, and Plays: Three Checklists

We think you may find the following checklists (reprinted in expanded form
later in the book) helpful as ways of getting ideas about the literature that you
read, and especially helpful if you arc writing about literature

[0 DT =3 : : | = s il

PLOT [0 Does the plot grow out of the characters, or does it
depend on chance or coincidence?

[ Does surprise play an important role, or does fore-
shadowing?

[0 What conflicts does the story include?

[ Are certain episodes narrated out of
chronological order?

CHARACTER Which character chiefly engages your interest?
What purposes do minor characters serve?
| How does the author reveal character?

[ Is the behavior plausible—that is, are the characters
well motivated?

[ If a character changes, why and how does he or she
change?

Are the characters round or flat?

|
] How has the author caused you to sympathize with
certain characters?

U
m O
22
£
(@]
n

SETTING

SYMBOLIS

STYLE

THEME
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12 Chapter 1 / Reading Literature Prompts th

FIRST What was your response to the poem on first PLOT AND
RESPONSE R CONFLICT

SPEAKER AND Who is the speaker?

.

TONE ; i o
© Do you think the speaker is fully aware of what he or
she is saying, or does the speaker unconsciously re-
veal his or her personality and values?
(1 Is the speaker narrating on an earlier experience or
attitude?
AUDIENCE [ To whom is the speaker speaking?
STRUCTURE [0 Does the poem proceed in a straightforward way, or at
AND FORM some point or points does the speaker reverse course,
altering his or her tone or perception?
O Is the poem organized into sections?
[0 What is the effect on you of the form—say quatrains
(stanzas of four lines) or blank verse (unrhymed lines of
ten syllables of iambic pentameter)?
CENTER OF 0 What is the poem about?
INTERESTAND ) ) et ldiredHil of
THEME ] Is the theme stated explicitly (directly) or
implicitly?
DICTION 0 How would you characterize the language? CHARACTER
[0 Do certain words have rich and relevant associations
that relate to other words and help to define the
speaker or the theme or both?
[0 What is the role of figurative language, if any?
[0 What do you think is to be taken figuratively or sym-
bolically, and what literally?
SOUND [0 What is the role of sound effects, including repeti-
EFFECTS

tions of sound (for instance, alliteration) and of en-
tire words, and shifts in versification?

[0 If there are off-rhymes (for instance, dizzy and easy,
or home and come), what effect do they have on
you?

[1 If there are unexpected stresses or pauses,
what do they communicate about the speaker’s
experience?
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14 Chapter 1 / Reading Literature

CHARACTER 0

(continueq)

O

Do characters change as the play goes on,
or do we simply know them better at
the end?

What do you make of the minor characters? Are they
merely necessary to the plot, or are they foils to
other characters? Or do they serve some other func-
tions?

If a character is tragic, does the tragedy seem

to you to proceed from a moral flaw, from an
intellectual error, from the malice of others, from
sheer chance, or from some combination of these?

What are the character’s goals? To what
degree do you sympathize with them? If a
character is comic, do you laugh with or at the
character?

Do you think the characters are adequately
motivated?

Is a given character so meditative that you feel

he or she is engaged less in a dialogue with

others than in a dialogue with the self? If so, do you
feel that this character is in large degree a
spokesperson for the author, commenting not only
on the world of the play but also on the

outside world?

O

NONVERBAL
LANGUAGE

If the playwright does not provide full stage
directions, try to imagine for at least one scene what
gestures and tones might accompany each speech.
(The first scene is usually a good one to try your
hand at.)

What do you make of the setting? Does it help
to reveal character? Do changes of scene strike you
as symbolic? If so, symbolic of what?

Converting Responses into Readable Writing

When you write about your responses, you are not just knocking off an assign-

ment. You are writing an essay, engaging in a process that, first, will teach you,
and second, will ultimately engage the interest of your readers,

After you have written your first draft, consult the following checklist. (And
consult the list again, after each later draft.)

O Is my titl

L] Does my
approac!

[J Does my
L1 Do | supy
detail, fo
reader cl
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O Is the paf
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/ Reading Literature

to certain somber clouds that were rolling with sinister inten-
tion from the west, accompanied by a sullen, threatening roar.
I'hey were at Friedheimer's store and decided to remain there
till the storm had passed. They sat within the door on two
empty kegs. Bibi was four years old and looked very wise

“Mama’'ll be 'fraid, ves,” he suggested with blinking eyes.

“She’ll shut the house. Maybe she got Sylvie helpin’ her
this evenin'” Bobindt responded reassuringly

‘No: she ent got Sylvie. Svlvie was helpin’ her vistiday.
piped Bibi.

Bobinot arose and going across to the counter pur-
chased a can of shrimps, of which Calixta was very fond
Then he returned to his perch on the keg and sat stolidly
holding the can of shrimps while the storm burst. It shook
the wooden store and seemed to be ripping great furrows in
the distant field. Bibi laid his little hand on his father’s knee
and was not afraid.

11

Calixta. at home, felt no uneasiness for their safety. She sat at a
side window sewing furiously on a sewing machine. She was
greatly occupied and did not notice the approaching storm.
But she felt very warm and often stopped to mop her face on
which the perspiration gathered in beads. She unfastened her
white sacque at the throat. It began to grow dark, and suddenly
realizing the situation she got up hurriedly and went about
closing windows and doors

Out on the small front gallery' she had hung Bobinot's Sun-
day clothes to air and she hastened out to g sather them before the
rain fell. As she stepped outside Alcee Laballiére rode in at the
gate. She had not seen him very often since her marriage, and
never alone. She stood there with Bobinot's coat in her hands,
and the big rain drops began to fall. Alcee rode his horse under
the shelter of a side projection where the chickens had huddled
and there were plows and a harrow piled up in the corner.

“May I come and wait in your gallery till the storm is over
Calixta?" he asked.

Come ‘long in, M'sieur Alcee”

His voice and her own startled her as if from a trance, and
she seized Bobinot's vest. Alcée, mounting to the porch
grabbed the trousers and snatched Bibi's braided jacket that
was about to be carried away by a sudden gust of wind. He ex-

]ﬂ&s\ul an intention to remain outside, but it was soon appar-
ent that he might as well have been out in the open: the water
beat in upon the boards in driving sheets, and he went inside,
closing the door after him. It was even necessary (o put some-

thing beneath the door to keep the water out

Igallery porch or passageway along a wall, open to the air but protected
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18 Chapter 1
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Her white neck and a glimpse of her full, firm bosom disturbed
him powerfully.As she glanced up at him the fear in her liquid
blue eves had given place to a drowsy gleam that uncon-
sciously betrayed a sensuous desire. He looked down into her
eves and there was nothing for him to do but gather her lips in
a kiss. It reminded him of Assumption.”

“Do you remember—in Assumption, Calixta?” he asked in
a low voice broken with passion. Oh! she remembered; for in
Assumption he had kissed her and kissed and kissed her; until
his senses would well nigh fail. and to save her he would resort
to a desperate flight. If she was not an immaculate dove in
those days, she was still inviolate: a passionate creature whose
very defenselessness had made her defense, against which his
honor forbade him to prevail. Now—well, now—her lips
seemed in a manner free to be tasted, as well as her round,
white throat and her whiter breasts

They did not heed the crashing torrents, and the roar of the
elements made her laugh as she lay in his arms. She was a revela-
tion in that dim, mysterious chamber; as white as the couch she
lay upon. Her firm, elastic flesh that was knowing for the first time
its birthright, was like a creamy lily that the sun invites to con-
tribute its breath and perfume to the undying life of the world.

The generous abundance of her passion, without guile or
trickery, was like a white flame which penetrated and found
response in depths of his own sensuous nature that had never
vet been reached

When he touched her breasts they gave themselves up in
quivering ecstasy, inviting his lips. Her mouth was a fountain of
delight. And when he possessed her, they seemed to swoon to-
gether at the very borderland of life’s mystery

He stayed cushioned upon her, breathless, dazed, ener-
vated, with his heart beating like a hammer upon her. With
one hand she clasped his head, her lips lightly touching his
forehead. The other hand stroked with a soothing rhythm his
muscular shoulders

The growl of the thunder was distant and passing away
The rain beat softly upon the shingles, inviting them to drowsi-
ness and sleep. But they dared not yield

[he rain was over; and the sun was turning the glistening
green world into a palace of gems. Calixta, on the gallery, watched
Alcée ride away. He turned and smiled at her with a beaming face;
she lifted her pretty chin in the air and laughed aloud.

i

Bobinot and Bibi, trudging home, stopped without at the cis-
tern to make themselves presentable.

“My! Bibi, wat will yo' mama say! You ought to be
ashame’. You oughtn’ put on those good pants. Look at’em! An’

‘Assumption a parish (i.e., county) west of New Orleans
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20 Chapter 1/ Reading Literature

YOUR TURN

1. How would you characterize the narrator?

2. How would you characterize Calixta?

3. In Part lll, do you think Calixta is insincere in her expressions of solici-
tation for Bobindt? Why or why not?

4. Do you take Part IV to imply that Alcée and Calixta will continue their
affair for another month? Support your answer.

5. Why does Chopin baother, in Part V, to tell us about Clarisse? And
exactly what do you make of the last line of the story?

6. Is it fair to say that the story is cynical? Explain.
Do vou think the story is immoral and, if so, ought not to be assigned

in a course in literature? Explain

Last Words

You are in college, so you must know something, and you must have already de-
veloped methods of getting your work done, and getting it done well. Keep at i,
keep thinking, keep responding—perhaps in new ways—to new experiences.
Do not rely simply on the knowledge and the methods that you already have.
New experiences require new responses. Remember the words of A. E. Housman,

the twentieth-century poet and professor of classics:

Knowledge is good, method is good, but one thing beyond all others is
necessary; and that is to have a head, not a pumpkin on your shoulders,
and brains, not pudding, in your head.
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