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PREFACE

This collection began life as an effort to honour the work of Stephen Booth. Emeritus Professor of English at the University of California at Berkeley, editor of the indispensable Yale edition of Shakespeare’s Sonnets, famous teacher, brilliant critic, occasional theatre director, legendary playgoer, shyly sly performer at the lectern, unfailing friend – Stephen Booth is also, in the opinions of the editors and of many others, perhaps the greatest living close reader, certainly one of the closest of all close readers of any time, a critical descendant of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, William Empson, and Cleanth Brooks, and an inspiration to all whose minds are excited by textual details. We concur with Michael Schoenfeldt, who calls him ‘the critic laureate of close reading’. This book differs from a formal festschrift in that, while still a tribute to the accomplishments of an extraordinary teacher and critic, its connection is less personal. Some of the writers contained herein have little or no professional connection with Stephen Booth, while others have worked with him for half a century. Some refer to him glancingly in their analyses; some do not. The focus throughout is on Booth’s greatest gift, in the sense of that given to him and given by him to others: the act of reading.

The editors wish to thank the contributors for their eager participation in this project, for producing such excellent work, and for doing so at an unusually accelerated pace. Robert Watson, moreover, saved us from ourselves with crucially timed comments on the Introduction. We are particularly grateful to Margaret Bartley, our publisher at Arden Shakespeare. She was invariably enthusiastic about this project from the start, and has been extremely helpful, and patient, with every stage of its progress. Finally, each editor would like to thank the other two.
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INTRODUCTION

Few would disagree that students of literature need to develop their skill at close reading – ‘students’ at all levels, from undergraduate to retired scholar, and ‘literature’ in any language, any genre. But what is close reading? The editors of this volume would ideally begin by defining the practice in a succinct, persuasive phrase or sentence, but since we know of no single statement by which any critic in any period has satisfactorily articulated the aims, the range, the benefits, and the process of close reading, we propose to introduce the collection without such an impossible formulation. Those who have tried to put the practice into words usually find the result either so general and bland as to be useless or so hedged with conditions and limitations as to be effectively disabled.

Given the inherent challenges, it is tempting to settle for an account that reduces the practice to something like ‘pay attention’. Stephen Booth appears to take such a stance when he refers to himself and other literary critics as ‘professional noticers’. However liberating it might be to suggest that all a reader needs to do is simply pay attention to how the text directs an otherwise unexamined process of reading, the simplicity of ‘pay attention’ may seem condescending to colleagues and scolding to students. Less rebarbative and perhaps more useful is an approach that asks readers to see (and hear and think) in as many uncoordinated ways as possible and to sustain those multiple perceptions until coordination becomes momentarily necessary or momentously rewarding, perhaps in a classroom lecture or an essay. A richer reading results when interpretive options are not prematurely discarded. Close reading can thus engage a variety of theoretical and critical approaches by starting with the literal text, itself recalled to the original meaning of ‘literal’: littera, letters and the sounds they make, and the words and patterns created from them.

In lieu of definition, this book offers illustration: forty talented people, mostly critics and scholars but also directors and actors, have agreed to read a literary text closely, to watch themselves as they do it, and to describe what they are doing. Devoting themselves to excerpts in verse or prose or in some cases to entire poems by Shakespeare and his contemporaries, they represent a wide range of approaches to the act of close reading: some attend to sounds, others to rhetorical figures, to etymology, stage directions, prosody, imagery, subtext, and a host of other textual particulars. Some of these readers are explicit about the theoretical implications of their exercise, while some mainly perform the analysis and let the performance speak for itself.

If the present collection has a polemical agenda, it is simply to assert that close reading should come out of the shadows. It is neither journeyman work, a fit task for undergraduates but not for trained scholars, nor a sanctuary into which to escape from other modes of literary scholarship. Most of us undertake the serious study of literature because we wish to read more deliberately and with greater self-awareness, to ascertain how and why texts affect us as they do. Those readers who have reflected self-consciously about what literary study entails will probably have recognised in themselves the impulse to return to a passage, to scrutinise its diction or images or sounds, to notice the presence of similar features elsewhere in the work, and to linger over the verbal hold that this bit of text exerts upon the mind. It is vital that we grasp those particulars and understand the way they function, that we come to understand how we read, in order to communicate the skills and pleasures of that experience to others.

The methods we develop for addressing various textual constructs will, of course, always need overhauling and refining, sometimes in mid-task. Language has the potential to generate new contexts even when it does not mean to: words, whether written or spoken, always exceed the instrumental need to satisfy the demands of communication. Moreover, close reading can heighten our sensitivity to extra-communicative contexts, whatever those contexts might be. Language does not lose its vitality once it has found a communicative form, and the closer we get to the words themselves – their components, origins, sounds, nuances – the clearer this fact becomes. The process helps us access the textual potentialities that our minds, prone to plucking synopses or information from what they read, habitually glide over. In this way, attention to literary particulars can extend to any use of language, which makes it a powerful tool in the classroom and beyond.

Definitional questions also appear in the long history of close reading – its rise and fall and rise in the long twentieth century. Consider the case of an earnest autodidact who has read up on reading and wishes to improve his skill at literary analysis. The student asks a professor, ‘What is meant by “Close Reading”?’ Typical frustration follows:

It might be interpreted variously. My own use and construction of the terms is in referring to diction, figures of speech, translation of allusion, etc. For instance, when one is directing the attentive soul of the pupil to the informing thought of a bit of real literature it is not the time to ask him the meaning of a particular word, especially where the meaning may be gathered from the context. This does not argue that exact, even etymological knowledge of the words is immaterial; but there is a time for all things, and this is not the time for the question, ‘What does dilapidated mean?’ for instance. At another perhaps earlier, perhaps later, lesson, interest may be at a white heat over the word ‘dilapidated’. The little beginner in Latin who sees in the stem a stone, stones, and in the prefix without, from, and builds in imagination stones separated, thrown down or what not – feels the fitness or unfitness of the use of dilapidated wherever he sees it appear, and will himself ever after, use it advisedly. This is one phase of ‘close reading’ and ‘there are others’. Do not, however, make reading the study of an ‘alms-basket of words’. When you go to a feast of expression do more than steal the scraps.

Certainly the question, and some of the answer, could be heard in colleges and universities today. In fact, they were published in the October 1897 issue of Popular Educator. Over a century later there is still much of value here, and much to shrink from. The professor’s inclusiveness is accompanied by a subtle prioritising founded on values that would not find much sympathy today. References to the ‘attentive soul’, ‘informing thought’, and ‘real literature’ now ask to be critiqued. Patronising the ‘little beginner in Latin’ no longer succeeds in an age when close reading has virtually no place in secondary schools and knowledge of Latin among university graduates is almost nil. The professor’s lofty confidence in his command of the legible text and in his system for treating it now seems quaint. His response is characteristic of the period, with its primary attention to poetics and its figuration of text as a ‘feast of expression’.1 A century’s worth of theoretical refiguring of the relationship between form and content has convinced many that the textual feast is made entirely of scraps and laid on an imaginary, ever-shifting table.

Skip forward nearly a century to consider a detailed description of how the activity of close reading affects another practitioner. We find diction more congenial to us, but observe the same concentration on the rewards of detail:

I do it because I like the way I feel when I’m doing it. I like being brought up short by an effect I have experienced but do not yet understand analytically … I like savoring the physical ‘taste’ of language at the same time that I work to lay bare its physics. I like uncovering the incredibly dense pyrotechnics of a master artificer, not least because in praising artifice I can claim a share in it. And when those pleasures have been (temporarily) exhausted, I like linking one moment in a poem to others.2

Stanley Fish’s 1993 Clarendon Lecture registers the exhilaration and sense of possibility that can attend the activity of reading closely. His description does not go so far as to consider the experience of textual analysis an end in itself, acknowledging as it does a movement towards an analytical conclusion, but it certainly captures the dynamic mental state that most modern students of literature have felt upon inspecting the minute particulars of a passage and seeking to comprehend their operation – the ‘physics’ of the piece.

Close reading has a venerable history. It should probably be seen as extending at least as far back as Quintilian and Cicero, specifically in their illustration of rhetorical tactics in the art of oratory. It flourished as an identifiable critical activity among the biblical exegetes of the middle ages. One of its greatest successes occurred in the Renaissance, when the Donation of Constantine, a revered political document conferring political authority on the papacy, was exposed as fraudulent by the Italian humanist scholar Lorenzo Valla using techniques of textual analysis – close reading as political praxis. The point is that close reading is hardly a modern (or modernist) phenomenon. When the Popular Educator answered the inquiring student, I. A. Richards, frequently cited as the inventor of close reading, was three years old. New Criticism, which would make attentive reading a proprietary virtue and therefore a target for subsequent attack, had not yet emerged. Before the revaluation of John Donne by H. J. C. Grierson and T. S. Eliot, before John Crowe Ransom and his ‘Kenyon Critics’, before Empson rose with quantum mechanics, before Leavis emerged alongside behaviourism, before Fish – before all this there was close reading. Whatever its origins, close reading’s history as a critical movement is one of repeated definition and redefinition, a constant struggle to undo restrictions that usually results in the imposition of new and different restrictions. It is as close to a shared methodology as literary study is ever likely to have, and it has never truly gone away, although many have cheered its return.

Some initial self-consciousness about the process of textual analysis made itself known at the University of California at Berkeley in the 1960s and 1970s, associated, at least in Renaissance studies, with the emerging school of reader-response criticism. Janet Adelman, writing in 1973, commended a new and necessary focus on ‘the reader’s immediate, minute-by-minute responses to the work of art rather than on abstract narrative or thematic patterns’.3 She thus gave explicit sanction to a critical style that had been percolating throughout the 1960s, citing Paul Alpers’ The Poetry of The Faerie Queene (1968) and Fish’s Surprised by Sin: The Reader in Paradise Lost (1967) as foundational works relying on this mode of reading – works still foundational in Milton and Spenser studies. To this trend can be added Donald M. Friedman’s ‘The Mind in the Poem: Wyatt’s “They Fle From Me”’ which examines the techniques by which Wyatt challenges his reader ‘to find the truth of the story’.4 Situating her own critical attention to Antony and Cleopatra, Adelman mentions Booth’s essay ‘On the Value of Hamlet’ as the moment such concerns entered Shakespeare studies. Booth viewed Hamlet as a ‘succession of actions upon the understanding of an audience’, famously ending one passage of analytical bravura with the phrase ‘Hamlet is the tragedy of an audience that cannot make up its mind’.5 At the same time Norman Rabkin extended such ideas more broadly to any work of art that consists of ‘a complex and highly determined shaping of an audience’s responses’.6 Many of these arguments may be traced to the pedagogical thinking of Reuben Brower, the influential Professor of English at Harvard who taught some of these critics and whose seminal ‘Reading in Slow Motion’ insists on the sovereignty of close textual study.

As context began to dominate the critical scene after about 1975, treatment of textual detail disappeared from much literary analysis, sometimes tacitly, sometimes vilified by its detractors as a useless remnant of New Criticism and as a diversion from more urgent concerns. Here is Geoffrey Hartman, an early expositor of the limitations of one kind of close reading: ‘The dominion of Exegesis is great: she is our Whore of Babylon, sitting robed in academic black on the great dragon of Criticism, and dispensing a repetitive and soporific balm from her pedantic cup’.7 Following Hartman, a number of theorists, some committed to deconstruction and some with a political orientation, sought to displace the practice, persuaded that the ‘close’ in close reading implied a dangerous intimacy with the comforts of the surface. Never mind that such criticism ignores as already political a mode of analysis upheld by its promoters as well suited to the teaching situation that prevailed when Second World War veterans returned to the classroom. Often descriptions of the process of reading noticed the spatial positioning of the critic relative to the object to be read: close to? how close? far from? inside? beneath? Steven Best and Sharon Marcus associate such suspicion with Fredric Jameson’s The Political Unconscious (1981); they claim that ‘only weak, descriptive, empirical, ideologically complicit readers attend to the surface of the text’.8 Relying upon surface/depth models of writing drawn from critical articulations perceived as clinging to mere surface, ‘symptomatic reading’ became the new term for an approach by which Jameson urged readers to ‘seek a latent meaning behind a manifest one’.9

Whereas Jameson’s opposition to close reading focuses on the obscuring effects of foregrounded textual features, Franco Moretti has recently attempted to correct what he feels is nearsightedness in traditional close reading with what he calls ‘distant reading’. He advocates a process built not on the surface/depth model but on the closeness/distance model that close reading asserts in its very name. Moretti’s model is a spatial reconceptualisation of literary history and complex texts, one that often takes a small detail, as close reading might, but (enabled by recent database technologies) looks at its function visually across a large number of texts, a dizzyingly distant perspective that sees new kinds of large-scale forms. In an essay on Hamlet, however, Moretti is cheerfully aware of what he sacrifices: he claims to be ‘discussing Hamlet, and yet saying nothing about Shakespeare’s words’.10 Speaking very broadly, we might say that doubters or opponents of close reading urge a critical penetration past or under the legible surface, whereas proponents favour a practice that looks at the literary object as well as beneath or beyond it.

In addition to the spatial constructions, the temporal dimension of close reading has come to the fore in recent treatments. Brower’s hope that literary analysis might be called ‘slow reading’ has been recently revived by Marjorie Garber, who has trained our attention on time and the visual in her recent ‘Shakespeare in Slow Motion’. Her overriding objective is ‘to slow down the move to context, if not reverse it altogether, by redirecting attention to the language of the plays, scene by scene, act by act, moment by moment, word by word’.11 The sequential conditions of reading prompt Garber to retard the process: successive mental activities occur too rapidly to be registered at the typical pace of reading. In a related development, critical approaches influenced by cognitive science have given a new sophistication to our understanding of what we do when we read. G. Gabrielle Starr, seeing cognition as an ally in the understanding of close reading, refers to one of the strengths of cognitive science as its ‘focus on exploring the time sequence of mental activity’.12 Not only does this return us to the process of reading the text, but it again engages the ‘mental pleasures’ generated by the process of reading.13 Finally, along with space and time, the rhetoric of volume frequently asserts itself: close reading is concerned with minutiae, more ambitious analysis with ‘larger’ questions.

A concern for both the spatial and the temporal sometimes characterises the practice of close reading as ‘hermetic’: a prominent complaint is that it is inimical and opposed to historicism. It is true that the New Critics emphasised and sometimes fetishised the particulars of the verbal object, reacting as they were against a tired biographical-historical model of literary criticism; their occasional use of the critical mode as a redoubt from which to escape the vicissitudes of politics tainted the practice for many of their successors. However, concentration on the eventfulness of poetic language need not occlude the claims of history or any other pertinent context. A glance at the ‘Analytic Commentary’ in the Yale edition of the Sonnets discloses Booth’s command of contexts aplenty – the Elizabethan rank system, for example, or early modern sexuality, or sixteenth-century philosophy.

In fact no one, not even Brower at his most heuristically polemical, seeks finally to exclude context. Rita Felski, in a recent essay in New Literary History, makes the point concisely: ‘Context is not optional’.14 (Interestingly, that sentence helps to introduce Felski’s analysis of the perils of fetishising unexamined contexts, an essay entitled ‘“Context Stinks!”’) An approach to analysis that privileges the textual object may feel limited because this act of reading does not make assertions about anything beyond the way language is working. If this circling back to the empirically observable phenomena of language is born of scepticism about how much we can confidently say about early texts, its hermeticism is distinct from that which has been attributed to New Critics. The putative incompatibility of formal study and the claims of history depends on misconstructions of both, as Heather Dubrow reminds us in seeking constructively to reconcile text and context: ‘how can we negotiate connections and tensions among the types of close reading to which this volume is dedicated, and the historicism that, though often contrasted with close reading, in fact need not and should not be read against – in the sense of
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