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FACE

Literature: An Introduction to Critical Reading reflects the ways in which lit-
erature is taught in classrooms around the world today. It assumes a wide
range of possible critical approaches and avoids forcing literature into a lim-
ited or limiting perspective. You will find here opportunities to develop New
Critical formalist strategies of reading, as well as feminist, psychoanalytic, his-
toricist, economic, political, cultural, ethnic, response criticism, and other
modes as well. The selections engage the interest of the modern student while
offering a remarkable range of nationalities, historical periods, and authors:
canonical, marginalized, and contemporary. The collection includes 48 short
stories, 372 poems, and 19 plays.

CLOSE READING

The primary strategy used in this book is traditional close reading. However,
itis used not as an end in itself. Close reading is preliminary to any discussion
of a text. The primary goal of reading in this book is interpretation. Therefore,
close reading begins the process and enlightened criticism completes it. In
this sense, the book encourages us to consider what is truly important in any
given work of literature, regardless of its genre. Instead of demanding that a
given work be examined only for its treatment of character, its development
of imagery, its attention to setting, or its elaboration of theme, I have cho-
sen works that excite ideas first, then yield to an examination of its elements
as appropriate. I emphasize elements rather than a given element because,
while each genre has an individual chapter discussing the elements most ap-
propriate to it, my concern is how the elements intersect, complement one
another, and ultimately serve a higher literary purpose: to make a lasting state-
ment. Interpretation cannot be limited to accounting for the separable ele-
ments of literature, but must move on to dealing with the purposes they serve.

CRITICAL READING

The first section of the book begins with a chapter titled Interpreting
Literature. It gives a step-by-step approach to the practice of interpretation,
using a short work of literature and employing a wide variety of strategies,

XXvii



xxviii Preface

such as feminist, reader response, historicist, political, and formalist, demon-
strating that many works of literature can be fruitfully examined from more
than one critical standpoint. The chapter emphasizes critical reading by em-
ploying a technique of observation and questioning that helps open the work
to interpretation. Each strategy of reading produces more and more insight
into the work. Interpretation always implies a search for meaning, and the ap-
proach used in this book emphasizes the fact that meaning is negotiated by
analysis and reflection.

WRITING ABOUT LITERATURE

The second chapter, Writing About Literature, provides a process approach
to close reading resulting in a written essay. Pre-writing techniques such as list-
ing, brainstorming, clustering, and freewriting prove useful for the purposes
of interpreting literature. Discussions of outlining, drafting, and revising re-
sult in the production of two sample essays written from different critical per-
spectives on a single work, Percy Bysshe Shelley’s “Ozymandias.” For those
courses in which writing instruction is not paramount, this chapter will help
students develop material for class discussion and for critical reading of texts.

Later chapters, Interpreting Short Fiction, Interpreting Poetry, and
Interpreting Drama each examine a specimen text: William Faulkner’s “A Rose
for Emily,” Robert Frost’s “Birches,” and Susan Glaspell’s Suppressed Desives.
In cach case the chapters provide a model of close reading and a range of in-
terpretations involving formalist, feminist, psychoanalytic, reader response, and
other methods. And each chapter attends to the special concerns and demands
of the genre and its elements. In each chapter interpretation results in a short
written essay, usually combining two or more critical strategies.

These chapters follow the pattern of Chapter 2, Writing About Literature
and end with a sample essay. Again, if your empbhasis is not on writing, these
chapters will serve as models of interpretation and discussion. The step-by-
step illustration of critical method will be of value regardless of the use to
which you put the chapter.

ENJOYING LITERATURE

The ultimate goal of readers of literature is to enjoy what they read. Like most
instructors, I believe it is important to understand what is read in order to en-
joy it. Some works of literature are enjoyable because they provide a special
delight. Chapter 3, Enjoying Short Fiction, Chapter 6, Enjoying Poetry, and
Chapter 9, Enjoying Drama, all focus on literary works that provide delight
to most readers for a large number of reasons, from humor to wordplay and
pleasant sounds. Enjoyment is an important goal for all of us in regard to lit-
crature, and each genre has its special pleasures. The samples in these chap-
ters are chosen for their immediacy and appeal.
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THE ELEMENTS OF LITERATURE

Historically, introduction to literature courses have emphasized the elements:
setting, character, plot, point of view, irony, tone, attitude, figurative lan-
guage, form, and theme, among others. In this book a single chapter intro-
duces these elements for each genre in a way that is both thorough and effi-
cient. Students will find appropriate opportunity to discuss and observe these
elements in action as well as to consider how they intersect and cooperate.
These chapters: 4. Elements of Short Fiction, 7. Elements of Poetry, and 10.
Elements of Drama provide a large number of sample texts which use specific
elements effectively, but the book is not designed around the elements. The
clements must be understood in order to establish a useful discourse about
literature, but they serve a larger function in grounding the student in prepa-
ration for interpreting literary works in each of the major genres.

EXPANDING THE CANON

Debates regarding the canon of literary works have encouraged modern read-
ers to look beyond the immediate horizons of “authorized” writers and to
consider works that may be unfamiliar, innovative, challenging, and respon-
sive to the needs of a wide variety of audiences. Some fresh faces are appar-
ent in the section on short fiction: Bharati Mukherjee, Becky Birtha, Scott
Bradfield, Sandra Cisneros, Raymond Carver, Richard Ford, Louise Erdrich,
Alice Munro, and Tim O’Brien. They appear alongside more traditional writ-
ers such as Anton Chekhov, James Joyce, Ralph Ellison, Doris Lessing,
Virginia Woolf, Margaret Atwood, Katherine Mansfield, and Eudora Welty.

Among the poets who may be new discoveries to many readers are Carol
Rumens, Andrew Hudgins, Walter McDonald, Judith Rodriguez, Peter
Meinke, Gerald Costanzo, William Carpenter, Patricia Goedicke, Philip
Dacey, Marilyn Waniek, Margaret Gibson, Agha Shalid Ali, Lynda Hull,
Henri Coulette, Judith Rodriguez, Juanita Casey, Marilyn Chin, Mazisi
Kunene, Lorna Goodison, Mekeel McBride, Alurista, Fily-Dabo Sissoko, and
many more. In the poetry album you will find a sampling of Chicano and
Chicana poets, Native American poets, poets of the Harlem Renaissance, and
African poets in translation. In addition you will find a generous sampling
of Imagist poets and of individual poets such as Emily Dickinson, Robert
Frost, Langston Hughes, and William Butler Yeats. In the section on drama,
you will find classic plays such as Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, Shakespeare’s
Hamlet, Moliere’s The Misanthrope, Strindberg’s Miss Julie, Ibsen’s A Doll
Howuseand Hedda Gabler, Arthur Miller’s Death of n Salesman, and Tennessee
Williams* The Glass Menagerie. But you will also find contemporary play-
wrights” work, such as Woody Allen’s Death Knocks, Tina Howe’s Teeth,
Athol Fugard’s MASTER HAROLD . .. and the boys, John Guare’s Six
Degrees of Separation, Manuel Puig’s Kiss of the Spider Woman, August
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Wilson’s Fences, and Paula Vogel’s moving AIDS play on the death of her
brother, The Baltimore Waltz.

CRITICAL WINDOWS

Throughout each of the albums of stories, poems, and plays, critical windows
establish specific concerns that should interest a reader in each of the genres.
Their purpose is to clarify important critical issues, point the way to authors
concerned with the issues, and focus the discussion of the issues. Fiction and
the Canon introduces the issues surrounding canon formation and the debate
that currently involves the attention of readers. Fiction and the Reader discusses
response criticism and its role in reading intelligently. Fiction and Politics raises
issues regarding works that have a political valence, while Frend and Fiction,
Feminist Fiction, Fiction and Culture, and History and Fiction all cite specific
works that profit from consideration of their contexts. Each of these windows
precedes a story that it will specially illuminate. And each window contains a
brief bibliography to help and encourage students to do further reading.

Special critical windows in the poetry section range from Chicano Poetry,
Poems in Translation: African Poets, and Poetry and Feminism to Romantic
Poetry, Modernism and Its Practitioners, The Long Poem, Poetic School: The
Imagists, and Background: Yeats and Byzantium. In the section on drama you
will find such windows as Types, Stereotypes, and Archetypes; Politics, Ethnicity,
and Drama; Feminist Drama; and Frend, Oedipus, and Dyama. Each of these
windows offers opportunities for exploration of critical issues that concern to-
day’s readers.

The albums are presented alphabetically by author. A good many of the
poets are represented generously, either by offering a number of their poems,
or, in many cases, by offering a poem that is somewhat longer than usual for
anthologies of this kind. Longer poems give students useful experience in part
because they can see an idea develop and flower, and the pleasure of reading
the poem grows in the imagination. Poems such as Robert Hayden’s “Middle
Passage,” Ann Sexton’s, “Red Riding Hood,” and “Snow White and the Seven
Dwarfs,” and Dolores Kendrick’s “Leah: In Freedom” are extraordinary per-
formances.

Authors in Depth

In the case of each genre, one author is developed in depth, offering a range
of that author’s work for examination along with a commentary that can be
used to develop a detailed understanding of that author. Eudora Welty has
three stories and several commentaries by Welty herself and critics who have
thought carefully about her work. The same is true for Sylvia Plath, who has
twelve poems and three passages from journals and letters, that shed light on
her as a writer. Henrik Ibsen’s work is also presented in depth, with A Doll
Howuse and Hedda Gabler. The plays are followed by commentaries by Ibsen,
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Bernard Shaw, and Janet Achurch, who played the role of Nora. In the case
of each of these writers, the materials presented are sufficient to sustain an
original interpretation of their work. They also help students understand the
dimensions of a writer’s life, which is not possible when reading only one or
two examples from a life’s work.

INSTRUCTOR’S MANUAL

An extensive instructor’s manual of more than 500 pages distills my own phi-
losophy of teaching literature. It offers a range of important resources, such
as sample syllabi, video and audio recordings of writers in the collection, and
detailed treatments of all the works in the text. Each story, poem, and play
has questions for close reading appropriate for in-class discussion, or which
can be given to students to use on their own. A second set of questions for
critical interpretation helps engage the student in interpretive consideration
of the work. These questions can be used for directing class discussion or for
assignments in writing. They are open-ended questions designed to stimulate
discussion, not close it down.

Every work in each album has a commentary on the author and the value
for the classroom of the story, poem, or play. In addition, every piece in the
albums has a sample of interpretations from the most appropriate critical ap-
proaches, such as formalist, psychoanalytic, feminist, cultural, and others. I
was assisted in the preparation of the manual by four experienced Teaching
Assistants working toward their doctorates at the University of Connecticut.
They all have extensive experience teaching Introduction to Literature. My
charge to them was to produce commentary and material that would be es-
pecially useful to Teaching Assistants, especially to those who might be teach-
ing for the first time. With their early experiences close at hand, Catherine
Nevil Parker, Julie Pfeiffer, Marianne Sadowski, and Mary Ann Reimann pro-
duced an unusually valuable guide to the use of this book. My own contri-
butions to the manual supplement theirs in every section. They are based on
my more than thirty years experience in the classroom teaching Introduction
to Literature and related courses. I have aimed to anticipate problems in teach-
ing specific works as well as to provide interesting and controversial readings
of important works throughout the book. Further, I added to and developed
their original commentaries in order to provide extensive material for the ex-
perienced teacher.

AN INTRODUCTION TO THEORY IN THE CLASSROOM

In addition to the Instructor’s Manual, a separate volume of essays, Teaching
Literature: A Collection of Essays on Theory and Practice, on the subject of
teaching Introduction to Literature is available to teachers using of this book.
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This volume includes up-to-date essays written by a wide range of contem-
porary teachers recording their views on the role theory has in today’s class-
room. Among the essays are: Stephen Booth, The Function of Criticism at the
Present Time and All Others, Jo Keroes, Half Someone Else’s: Theovies, Stories,
and the Conversation of Literature; Steven Mailloux, The Institutional Rbetoric
of Literary Criticism; Steven Lynn, A Passage Into Critical Theory, Robert
Scholes, Is There a Fish in this Text?; Richard Marius, Reflections on the
Freshman English Course; William R. Schroeder, A Teachable Theory of
Interpretation; Edward Hirsch, from Validityin Interpretation; Nan Johnson,
Reader Response and the Pathos Principle; Jane Tompkins, The Reader in
History: The Changing Shape of Literary Response; Deanne Bogdan, From the
Inside Out: On First Teaching Women’s Literature and Feminist Criticism.

These teachers discuss teaching from a practical point of view and aim
to help all of us who hope to make the study of literature a significant expe-
rience for our students. The essays explore current practice, demonstrating
the ways in which literature is being taught across the country now that so
many interpretive avenues are available.
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