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Preface to the Third Edition

THE AMAZING THING ABOUT BOOKS is how they have lives of their own. Writers think they know their business when they sit down to compose a new work, and I suppose they do, right up to the moment when the last piece of punctuation gets planted on the final sentence. More often than not, that punctuation is a period. It should be a question mark, though, because what occurs from then on is anybody’s guess.

The classic example is the writer whose best book goes thud upon release. Think Herman Melville or F. Scott Fitzgerald. Melville must have thought, after finding large readerships for earlier novels, that the crazed search for the white whale would be a smash. It wasn’t. Nor was Fitzgerald’s tale of a romantic dreamer trying to rewrite his past. The Great Gatsby is so much subtler, so much more insightful about human nature and its historical moment than his earlier books that it is almost inconceivable that his huge audience turned away. On the other hand, maybe that is why it turned away. Successfully predicting the coming calamity looks a lot like an excess of gloominess—until the disaster arrives. Humankind, observed Fitzgerald’s contemporary T. S. Eliot, cannot bear too much reality. In any case, Fitzgerald lived only long enough to see his books largely out of print, his royalties nonexistent. It would take another generation for the world to discover how great Gatsby truly is, three or four times that for Moby-Dick to be recognized as a masterpiece.

There are also tales, of course, of unexpected bestsellers that go on and on, as well as flashes in the pan that flare up but then die out without a trace. But it’s the Moby-Gatsby kind of story that compels our attention. If you want to know what the world thinks about writers and their work, check back with us in, oh, two hundred years or so.

Not all stories of publication switchbacks are so stark. We all hope to find an audience—any audience—and we believe we have some idea who that will be. Sometimes we’re right, sometimes we’re all wet. What follows is a confession of sorts.

The customary acknowledgments and thanks are typically placed at the back of the book. I wish, however, to recognize one special debt of gratitude to a group whose assistance has been monumental. Indeed, without them, this revision would not have been possible. A number of years ago when I was drafting the original, I was pretty clear on the audience for my book. She was a thirty-seven-year-old returning student, probably divorced, probably a nurse forced back to coursework by changes in the licensure rules of the profession. Faced with the prospect of obtaining a bachelor’s degree, she chose to follow her heart this time around and pursue a degree in English. She had always been a serious reader, but she had felt that she was missing something in her experience of literature, some deep secret her teachers had known but not imparted to her.

You think I’m kidding, right? I’m not. Teaching at a branch campus of a famous university, I would meet students who chose to retool their careers or were forced to by layoffs at General Motors, again and again. And again. One of the great things about teaching at the University of Michigan–Flint, as opposed to the University of Michigan, is ceaseless contact with adult learners, many of whom hunger for more learning. I also had plenty of the typical-college-student type, but the nontraditional students have taught me a few things. First, never assume anything about background experience. I’ve had students who have read all of Joyce or Faulkner or Hemingway, and one who had read more Czech novels than I could ever hope to get through, as well as students who had read pretty much only Stephen King or Danielle Steel. There have been Hitchcock fanatics and devotees of Bergman and Fellini, and others who thought the nighttime soap opera Dallas was high art. And you can never tell which will be which.

Second, explain yourself. They expect, and are sometimes more vocal about it than their younger classmates, to see how the trick is done. Whether they think I am the high priest or the high charlatan, they want to know how the magic works, how I arrive at my sometimes-idiosyncratic readings.

And third, teach precepts, then stand aside. Once I show these older students how I work with texts, I get out of the way. This is not because of the wonders of my approach or my teaching; chiefly, what happens is that I validate something about their own way of reading that gives them permission to run free, and run they do. Younger students do, too, but they are often more inhibited, having spent their whole lives inside classrooms. There’s nothing like being out on your own to make you intellectually self-reliant.

Are these older students all geniuses? No, although a few might be. Nor are they all closet intellectuals, although more than a few are—you know, the sort who get nicknamed “Professor” because they’re seen reading books on their lunch break. But however smart they may be, they push me and school me even as I do the same to them. So, I figured, there must be others out there like them. And it was for that group that I wrote this book.

Boy, was I wrong. I was right, too. I have heard from quite a lot of mature readers, some of whom fit the above descriptions, others who had been English majors in college but who had been left with the feeling that something was missing, that some key element of literary study had passed them by. I would receive the occasional email from such readers. Then, about two years in, the nature of those missives changed. I started hearing from English teachers. Not often, but every once in a while. And about six months after that, I started hearing from high school students. The teachers were uniformly glowing in their praise, the students mostly so—with just enough hate mail to make it clear that this wasn’t a put-up job. One student said, in one of the more printable messages, “I don’t know what the big deal is. Everything in your book I learned in ninth grade.” I told her I would like to shake her ninth-grade teacher’s hand. And no refunds. It was also at about this time that I heard indirectly that the book was being discussed on a site for Advanced Placement English teachers.

In the years since, I have been blessed to have contact with teachers and students from around the country. There have been all sorts of inquiries, from “What did you mean by X?” to “Can I apply this notion to that book that you didn’t discuss?” to “Can you look over my thesis sentence (or my whole paper)?” The first two are great, the latter less so, since it puts me in an awkward ethical position. Even so, it is flattering that students trust a complete stranger enough to ask such questions.

I have also had plenty of direct interaction. I go into several classrooms a year to talk with classes about the book and how they’re using it. These visits are a lot of fun and almost always involve a great question or two. Needless to say, the in-person visits are largely limited to places I can drive in a few hours, although I did once go as far afield as Fort Thomas, Kentucky. I have also, thanks to the wonders of the digital age, been able to engage with students electronically. Diane Burrowes, the queen of academic marketing at HarperCollins, stays up nights thinking of new and strange ways to get me, or at least a digital version thereof, into classrooms from New Jersey and Virginia to Flagstaff, Arizona. And of course, the development of platforms like Zoom has made such visits almost commonplace.

What has struck me most in the ensuing years is the endless inventiveness of secondary English teachers in general and AP teachers in particular. They have figured out ways to use this book that would never have occurred to me if I taught for a thousand years. In one class, each student is assigned as the keeper of a chapter; if Sam is in charge of rain and snow, he makes a poster explaining the significant elements of the chapter, and whenever the reading involves precipitation, Sam is prepared to discuss its implications. I suspect Sam got a raw deal and has to work harder than almost anyone else, but maybe he likes being busy. In another class, students work in groups to make short movies, and every movie must incorporate at least one concept from the book. At the end of the year, they have a mock-Oscar ceremony, complete with tuxedos and statuettes (used sports trophies, I’m told). Now that’s just brilliant. What I like best about many of the schemes is the degree of student autonomy built into them. I suspect that one of the appealing elements of the book is that it lacks the apparatus of a textbook, which allows teachers to make of it what they will—and they make many different things of it. In turn, many of them pass that open-endedness along to their students, permitting them to be creative with the text and their own insights.

Is that the key to the book’s popularity among teachers? I don’t know. I was amazed when I first heard that it was being adopted for courses, my thoughts revolving around the utter absence of academic trappings (things like notes, glosses, and questions at the end of chapters, which, by the way, I’ve always hated) and the scattershot organization. I grouped the discussions in a way that felt right to me, but that’s not the same as making sense for classroom use. Indeed, I am not sure what would make sense in a classroom setting, since I have never, and would never, use the book in a course. How’s that for a confession? It is not an excess of modesty, a thing of which I have never been accused, that prevents my using it. The reason is more practical. This book contains most of my literary insights and all my jokes. If I assigned it, I would have nothing left to do. The goal of education, as I see it, is to bring students to the point where they no longer need you—in essence, to put yourself out of a job . . . but that retirement would be a little more sudden than I’d prefer.

So when I heard that teachers were assigning the book as summer reading, I was more than a little astonished. That it has found a home in high schools is testament to the creativity and intelligence of secondary teachers of English. They’re working at a time when, we’re told, no one reads anymore, yet they somehow manage to inspire a love of reading among their students. They work incredibly hard, grading work by as many as 150 students at a time, a load that just thinking about would make most university professors woozy. They get far too little respect and not nearly enough pay for doing a remarkable job. One of my more waggish colleagues, noting my frequent visits to secondary classes, says that I could have my pick of any high school teaching job in America. He’s wrong, of course. I couldn’t keep up with the people already there.

To the English teachers who have made How to Read Literature Like a Professor a success, I can offer only my profound gratitude. That this book is even in print, much less in the process of being revised, is all your fault. I can’t thank each of you individually, but I would like to thank some representative members of the noble guild: Joyce Haner (now retired) of Okemos High School (Michigan), for many late-night discussions at, of all places, softball team parties, as well as for being my first welcomer among Michigan teachers; Amy Conger and Bill Spruytte of Lapeer East High School (Michigan); Stacey Turczyn of Powers Catholic High School in Flint; Stephen Lucia of Carlmont High School in California; and Gini Wozny of Academy of the Redwoods in Eureka, California, all of whom sent their—and their students’—recommendations and suggestions for the new edition. Literally dozens of others have offered suggestions in person or via email over the years, and to each of you, many, many thanks. What you do is far more important than any book.

The changes to this edition are a bit larger than in the previous revision of a decade ago. Do you have any idea what such a span can mean in the academic world? I know, I know—most folks see education as more or less timeless if not hidebound, and no part of the academy more than departments of English, where professors all wear tweed jackets with elbow patches. I confess to having once owned (and worn out) such a garment, but I was a lot younger then. Or older then and younger now, in the words of a certain Nobel laureate. As in every other walk of life, however, the field is a lot more varied than the stereotype. As ever, there have been numerous cultural shifts, and those matter. When I was beginning the earlier revision, The Avengers was huge in theaters. Since then, the Marvel Cinematic Universe has grown very large and then been rather depopulated, so that it has seemed at times that every new movie has involved spandex. Some cultural heroes have arrived on the scene and others have fallen from grace; new writers have shown signs of greatness and many greats have left the stage. A novel about a dystopian future where fertile women are enslaved as repopulating machines became a smash television series. Another dystopian story, essentially one long truck chase, was hailed (correctly, I believe) as a major artistic achievement and brought in nearly half a billion dollars at the box office. Let me know if you had those items on your 2010 prediction list.

Oh, and dystopian everything.

Among those who teach literature, the changes came both fast and furious (to cite another car chase franchise with somewhat lower artistic horizons). Teachers began questioning the “canon,” the body of works generally approved or accepted for secondary instruction. Without getting too deep in the weeds of the curricular wars, let’s merely state that various elements within the profession have pushed with various force for greater diversity in the texts taught in secondary and university English courses and for more critical scrutiny of the established works that have long been included. This diversity has featured greater racial and gender inclusion, among other identities, but also more acceptance of work aimed at younger audiences, which is to say Young Adult fiction and poetry. The stated purposes, when articulated, appear in differing levels of stridency, but the bottom line is that, first, for too long literary instruction has been an overwhelmingly white, male enterprise, and that it is about time for correction. Every reasonable person understands that no race or nationality or gender has a monopoly on artistic excellence or on having something to say. And second, we owe it to the works we study to understand their historical contexts, including biases that are baked in simply by being part of a dominant society. For good and ill, Charles Dickens cannot escape being a man of the English Victorian age. How, then, do those assumptions and biases play out in his work? Just because he could critique his society doesn’t mean that he doesn’t share many of its blind spots. This new movement, then, seeks to interrogate the works it studies in order to unearth those buried suppositions and beliefs.

Little surprise, then, that this movement, especially its most vocal elements, has excited backlash of various sorts from traditionalists, which ranges from dismay at sidelining cherished favorites to thinly veiled racism and misogyny, including some truth-stretching from major media outlets. Nevertheless, when a movement’s time has come, nothing short of laws passed in bad faith—and probably not even those—can stop it. Teaching a wider range of not only American but world voices is here to stay.

When I wrote the original version of this book, I imagined, as I keep telling people, an adult audience of the sort who populated classes at our university. I imagined further a set of authors that reasonably intelligent grown-ups on the verge of middle age might have encountered in their schooling or out in the world of books and ideas. The result was a reading list that was hugely white and male, a flaw made worse by some oversights of writers I had intended to include. I was shocked when the book came out to find that the index included zero mentions of a Native American writer whom I had adored from her first book some twenty years earlier and whom I thought about including in more chapters than not. Zero. I was so taken with planning where to place her that the placement never actually happened. That oversight (not the only one) I corrected in the revised edition, and there are a couple more mentions of her in this one. That edition began to address the basic flaw in my thinking, that this book would not be of use in high school classes, which have turned out to be the main audience. I have carried the changes further in this revision, in which I try to be more in line with current trends in the Language Arts curriculum. That effort has taken the form of more examples rather than replacements of existing examples. My plan is not driven by politics or ideals but by a simple question I always ask myself: How can I best serve my readers as I believe them to be? There are no doubt flaws in that thinking, but I believe the result is more in line with current English Language Arts curriculum trends than the previous model.

The other major change for this book is the addition of one chapter and the two-to-one conflation of some others. Every six months or so, an idea occurs to me for a chapter that might fit well in the book. Usually, I deal with it the same way I deal with headaches: if I sit quietly for a while in a darkened room, they go away. What I think really happens is that the urgency to include them dims with time and they vanish with a tiny sound like a soap bubble popping. This new one, however, persisted. It, although last in a long line of idea chapters in the book, is a complement of sorts to the discussion of quests that opens our investigation. After all, what is a quest without a road? The conflations, involving related topics, no longer seemed to require separate beds, so I bunked them together. 

A more modest sort of change occurs because of my readership. From time to time, I hear from someone who has spotted an error—a wrong name or title or, as in the case of one very recent email, a reference to an earlier chapter that has been incorrect in both the original and revised versions. Only by one chapter, but still. These messages come through cyberspace infrequently but more than never, so I don’t have to feel like a capital “D” dunce, only a lowercase one. I am profoundly grateful to that correspondent and all my aftermarket editors for being astute enough to spot my blunders, even the very small ones, and for taking me seriously enough to let me know.

As an apologia for what I do, I offer a tale of two writers, one young, one much less so. A little while after the previous edition came out, I—being behind the curve as usual on such things—came across a novel that had impressed a lot of people, so much that it was the statewide Michigan Read: Station Eleven (2014) by Emily St. John Mandel. It had everything—a plague, a postapocalyptic dystopia (there it is again), a quest, and Shakespeare. What more could a broken-down literature professor hope for? It was, moreover, disconcertingly good: bold, wise, funny, heartbreaking, lyrical, tough, all the good qualities. Here, I thought, is a young writer who is really going places, which proves not that I have a remarkable eye for talent but that if something is blindingly obvious, I might figure it out.

The second writer has spent nearly half his life with a death sentence hanging over him. His second novel, Midnight’s Children (1981) was widely acclaimed as a masterpiece and not only won Britain’s highest literary honor, the Booker Prize, but was twice declared, on the twenty-fifth and fortieth anniversaries of the prize’s founding, the “Booker of Bookers.” Two novels later, The Satanic Verses (1988) would catch the attention of religious fanatics who either through ignorant or willful misreading would convince the Ayatollah Khomeini, nearly blind, close to death, and in any case never really capable of reading such a novel in English, that it was blasphemous and that he must issue a fatwa calling for Muslims to kill its author, Salman Rushdie. Attempts were made, other acts of violence were committed, and finally, in 2022, an extremist stabbed Rushdie repeatedly, nearly killing him and leaving him with grievous injuries including the loss of sight in one eye and the use of one hand. Despite the danger that forced him to live a secret existence with round-the-clock police protection for almost a decade, Rushdie has published eleven more novels, nine for adults and two for children, a body of work notable for its exuberance, invention, and brilliance. Just a few months after the vicious attack on him, he published Victory City (2023), a master class in world-building that may prove to be among his, or anyone’s, best works. I have read him all these years not because of the fatwa or even The Satanic Verses but because of Midnight’s Children, which is all the evidence anyone needs that its writer is someone to whom attention must be paid.

Rushdie’s story reminds us that writing has always been a dangerous profession, that literary artists in many societies and through many centuries have incurred the wrath of officialdom, whether of the ayatollah, totalitarian dictator, populist rabble-rouser, or ancient emperor variety. To press on as Rushdie has done requires courage, but so does the career of Emily St. John Mandel. One must be brave to put that first piece of writing out in the world and to continue despite little or no encouragement from that world (one is reminded that Rushdie’s first novel was met with almost universal indifference, even among those few who noticed). Quite apart from the creativity and imaginations, the persistence of writers of whatever genre are a testament to a belief that humanity is worth the massive effort, loneliness, proximity of failure, and, yes, perils of the writing life. Such affirmation fills me with profound gratitude. If I were to write a hundred books—and relax, there is no danger—they would never repay the debt I owe.

While we’re on the subject of thanksgiving, I would like to express my gratitude to a critically important population. Every time I meet with students, I am inspired. In the course of my work, naturally I dealt with college students, both undergraduate and graduate, on a frequent basis, and those interactions were rich, full, frustrating, uplifting, disappointing, and sometimes downright miraculous. English majors form a large portion of that group, but thanks to the wonders of general education requirements, I have had a great deal of contact with majors in other fields (biologists are a special favorite), and they inevitably bring different skill sets, different attitudes, and different questions to the table. They made me pay attention.

I have also, for the last now twenty years or so, had ongoing contact with high school students, an experience I wish everyone could have—not merely high-school-age young people, but teenagers in their capacity as students. A great deal has been written and said about this group, most of it negative—they don’t read, can’t write, don’t care about the world around them, don’t know anything about history or science or politics or, well, you name it. In other words, the same things that have been said about teenagers since I was one. And for a long time before that. I’m pretty sure that one day we will unearth a clay tablet or a papyrus scroll with those exact sentiments expressed. I’m sure some of it is true, that some of it has always been true. But here’s what I know, from my dealings in person and via e-mail, about high school students. They are thoughtful, interested and interesting, curious, rebellious, forward-looking, ambitious, and hardworking. When faced with the choice, many opt for the heavier workload and higher demands of AP classes, even though they could slide through something easier. They are readers. Many read—and some read a huge amount—beyond the syllabus. They write. More than a few aspire to write professionally. When told that it is nearly impossible to make a living as a writer and likely to get even harder, they still aspire to be writers. I know this from all the questions I field and the conversations we have together. And as long as there are young people who are interested in language, in story, in poetry, in writing, there will be literature. It may move into digital realms, it may return to handmade manuscripts, it may take form in graphic novels or on screens, but it will continue to be created. And read.

A few years ago, I gave a talk and reading in Grand Rapids. Students from a local district came to the event to get me to sign books. Not the book that had just been published, but the one they had been assigned the previous year in tenth grade. This book. Now, lest you misunderstand, this event was after the school year, so there was no extra credit on offer. They were there because they loved their English class, which really means they loved the teacher who made the class great, and because the book was written by someone who was (a) in Michigan, (b) coming to their town, and (c) not dead. That last part made me a rarity in their school reading. The books were used. Hard used, lots of underlinings and broken spines and dog-eared covers. A couple seemed to have met a bulldozer. Several of the kids said a variation of the following statement, which I get with some frequency, “My heart sank when I saw that a book on reading was assigned, but it turned out to be pretty cool/not so bad/all right.” And they thanked me. They thanked me. I nearly wept.

Faced with all that, how could I be anything but grateful?





Introduction

How’d He Do That?

MR. LINDNER? THAT MILQUETOAST?

Right. Mr. Lindner the milquetoast. So what did you think the devil would look like? If he were red with a tail, horns, and cloven hooves, any fool could say no.

The class and I are discussing Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun (1959), one of the great plays of the American theater. The incredulous questions have come, as they often do, in response to my innocent suggestion that Mr. Lindner is the devil. The Youngers, a Black family in Chicago, have made a down payment on a house in an all-white neighborhood. Mr. Lindner, a meekly apologetic little man, has been dispatched from the neighborhood association, check in hand, to buy out the family’s claim on the house. At first, Walter Lee Younger, the protagonist, confidently turns down the offer, believing that the family’s money (in the form of a life insurance payment after his father’s recent death) is secure. Shortly afterward, however, he discovers that two-thirds of that money has been stolen. All of a sudden the previously insulting offer comes to look like his financial salvation.

Bargains with the devil go back a long way in Western culture. In all the versions of the Faust legend, which is the dominant form of this type of story, the hero is offered something he desperately wants—power or knowledge or a fastball that will beat the Yankees—and all he has to give up is his soul. This pattern holds from the Elizabethan Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus through the nineteenth-century Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Faust to the twentieth century’s Stephen Vincent Benét’s “The Devil and Daniel Webster” and Damn Yankees. In Hansberry’s version, when Mr. Lindner makes his offer, he doesn’t demand Walter Lee’s soul; in fact, he doesn’t even know that he’s demanding it. He is, though. Walter Lee can be rescued from the monetary crisis he has brought upon the family; all he has to do is admit that he’s not the equal of the white residents who don’t want him moving in, that his pride and self-respect, his identity, can be bought. If that’s not selling your soul, then what is it?

The chief difference between Hansberry’s version of the Faustian bargain and some others is that Walter Lee ultimately resists the satanic temptation. Previous versions have been either tragic or comic depending on whether the devil successfully collects the soul at the end of the work. Here, the protagonist psychologically makes the deal but then looks at himself and at the true cost and recovers in time to reject the devil’s—Mr. Lindner’s—offer. The resulting play, for all its tears and anguish, is structurally comic—the tragic downfall threatened but avoided—and Walter Lee grows to heroic stature in wrestling with his own demons as well as the external one, Lindner, and coming through without falling.

A moment occurs in this exchange between professor and student when each of us adopts a look. My look says, “What, you don’t get it?” Theirs says, “We don’t get it. And we think you’re making it up.” We’re having a communication problem. Basically, we’ve all read the same story, but we haven’t used the same analytical apparatus. If you’ve ever spent time in a literature classroom as a student or a professor, you know this moment. It may seem at times as if the professor is either inventing interpretations out of thin air or else performing parlor tricks, a sort of analytical sleight of hand.

Actually, neither of these is the case; rather, the professor, as the slightly more experienced reader, has acquired over the years the use of a certain “language of reading,” something to which the students are only beginning to be introduced. What I’m talking about is a grammar of literature, a set of conventions and patterns, codes and rules, that we learn to employ in dealing with a piece of writing. Every language has a grammar, a set of habits and conventions that shape usage and meaning, and literary language is no different. It’s all more or less arbitrary, of course, just like language itself. Take the word “arbitrary” as an example: it doesn’t mean anything inherently; rather, at some point in our past we agreed that it would mean what it does, and it does so only in English (those sounds would be so much gibberish in Japanese or Finnish). So too with art: we decided to agree that perspective—the set of tricks artists use to provide the illusion of depth—was a good thing and vital to painting. This occurred during the Renaissance in Europe, but when Western and Oriental art encountered each other in the 1700s, Japanese artists and their audiences were serenely untroubled by the lack of perspective in their painting. No one felt it particularly essential to the experience of pictorial art.

Literature has its grammar, too. You knew that, of course. Even if you didn’t know that, you knew from the structure of the preceding paragraph that it was coming. How? The grammar of the essay. You can read, and part of reading is knowing the conventions, recognizing them, and anticipating the results. When someone introduces a topic (the grammar of literature), then digresses to show other topics (language, art, music, dog training—it doesn’t matter what examples; as soon as you see a couple of them, you recognize the pattern), you know he’s coming back with an application of those examples to the main topic (voilà!). And he did. So now we’re all happy, because the convention has been used, observed, noted, anticipated, and fulfilled. What more can you want from a paragraph?

Well, as I was saying before I so rudely digressed, so too in literature. Stories and novels have a very large set of conventions: types of characters, plot rhythms, chapter structures, point-of-view limitations. Poems have a great many of their own, involving form, structure, rhythm, rhyme. Plays, too. And then there are conventions that cross genre lines. Spring is largely universal. So is snow. So is darkness. And sleep. When spring is mentioned in a story, a poem, or a play, a veritable constellation of associations rises in our imaginative sky: youth, promise, new life, young lambs, children skipping . . . on and on. And if we associate even further, that constellation may lead us to more abstract concepts such as rebirth, fertility, renewal.

Okay, let’s say you’re right and there is a set of conventions, a key to reading literature. How do I get so I can recognize these?

Same way you get to Carnegie Hall. Practice.

When lay readers encounter a fictive text, they focus, as they should, on the story and the characters: who are these people, what are they doing, and what wonderful or terrible things are happening to them? Such readers respond first of all, and sometimes only, to their reading on an emotional level; the work affects them, producing joy or revulsion, laughter or tears, anxiety or elation. In other words, they are emotionally and instinctively involved in the work. This is the response level that virtually every writer who has ever set pen to paper or fingertip to keyboard has hoped for when sending the novel, along with a prayer, to the publisher. When an English professor reads, on the other hand, he will accept the affective response level of the story (we don’t mind a good cry when Little Nell dies), but a lot of his attention will be engaged by other elements of the novel. Where did that effect come from? Whom does this character resemble? Where have I seen this situation before? Didn’t Dante (or Chaucer, or Merle Haggard) say that? If you learn to ask these questions, to see literary texts through these glasses, you will read and understand literature in a new light, and it’ll become more rewarding and fun.

Memory. Symbol. Pattern. These are the three items that, more than any other, separate the professorial reader from the rest of the crowd. English professors, as a class, are cursed with memory. Whenever I read a new work, I sift through my mental literary catalog looking for correspondences and corollaries—where have I seen his face, don’t I know that theme? I can’t not do it, although there are plenty of times when that ability is not something I want to exercise. Thirty minutes into Clint Eastwood’s Pale Rider (1985), for instance, I thought, Okay, this is Shane (1953), and from there I didn’t watch another frame of the movie without seeing Alan Ladd’s face. This does not necessarily improve the experience of popular entertainment.

Professors also read, and think, symbolically. Everything is a symbol of something, it seems, until proven otherwise. We ask, Is this a metaphor? Is that an analogy? What does the thing over there signify? The kind of mind that works its way through undergraduate and then graduate classes in literature and criticism has a predisposition to see things as existing in themselves while simultaneously also representing something else. Grendel, the monster in the medieval epic Beowulf (eighth century C.E.), is an actual monster, but he can also symbolize (a) the hostility of the universe to human existence (a hostility that medieval Anglo-Saxons would have felt acutely) and (b) a darkness in human nature that only some higher aspect of ourselves (as symbolized by the title hero) can conquer. This predisposition to understand the world in symbolic terms is reinforced, of course, by years of training that encourages and rewards the symbolic imagination.

A related phenomenon in professorial reading is pattern recognition. Most professional students of literature learn to take in the foreground detail while seeing the patterns that the detail reveals. Like the symbolic imagination, this is a function of being able to distance oneself from the story, to look beyond the purely affective level of plot, drama, characters. Experience has proved to them that life and books fall into similar patterns. Nor is this skill exclusive to English professors. Good mechanics, the kind who used to fix cars before computerized diagnostics, use pattern recognition to diagnose engine troubles: if this and this are happening, then check that. Literature is full of patterns, and your reading experience will be much more rewarding when you can step back from the work, even while you’re reading it, and look for those patterns. When small children, very small children, begin to tell you a story, they put in every detail and every word they recall, with no sense that some features are more important than others. As they grow, they begin to display a greater sense of the plots of their stories—what elements actually add to the significance and which do not. So too with readers. Beginning students are often swamped with the mass of detail; the chief experience of reading Doctor Zhivago (1957) may be that they can’t keep all the names straight. Wily veterans, on the other hand, will absorb those details, or possibly overlook them, to find the patterns, the routines, the archetypes at work in the background.

Let’s look at an example of how the symbolic mind, the pattern observer, the powerful memory combine to offer a reading of a nonliterary situation. Let’s say that a male subject you are studying exhibits behavior and makes statements that show him to be hostile toward his father but much warmer and more loving toward, even dependent on, his mother. Okay, that’s just one guy, so no big deal. But you see it again in another person. And again. And again. You might start to think this is a pattern of behavior, in which case you would say to yourself, “Now where have I seen this before?” Your memory may dredge up something from experience, not your clinical work but a play you read long ago in your youth about a man who murders his father and marries his mother. Even though the current examples have nothing to do with drama, your symbolic imagination will allow you to connect the earlier instance of this pattern with the real-life examples in front of you at the moment. And your talent for nifty naming will come up with something to call this pattern: the Oedipus complex. As I said, not only English professors use these abilities. Sigmund Freud “reads” his patients the way a literary scholar reads texts, bringing the same sort of imaginative interpretation to understanding his cases that we try to bring to interpreting novels and poems and plays. His identification of the Oedipus complex is one of the great moments in the history of human thought, with as much literary as psychoanalytical significance.

I know what you’re thinking: that’s swell for professors. They’ve got all that experience and besides, they’re in charge. But what about me? I’m just a student/lay reader/Tolkien enthusiast. Not so much in the memory vault and a lot less pattern practice.

We’ll get to those last deficiencies, if that’s what they are, but in the meantime, be brave and declare your idea. There is a sentence that students are wont to utter in the midst of literary discussions that begins, “It may be only my imagination, but . . .” What follows is, like a Jeopardy! response, in the form of a question: “It may be only my imagination, but is the ghost the governess ‘sees’ just a projection of her own capacity for evil?” Here’s the part that slays me: The hemming and hawing is so often followed by a statement that makes me crazy with envy. The larger locution just makes me crazy, period. You may have spoken such a sentence at some point in your time in English classes. A great many of us have done and will do. I certainly have used that construction or something very like it not only in classrooms but later, during my teaching career, in offices and carpools, although by that point the interrogative form had mostly dropped away. It is a way of announcing an insight without quite claiming ownership. Or maybe a way of working out an idea without risking too much: It’s scary moving out on a limb that may not hold our weight. So we look for a formulation that doesn’t expose us to too much danger.

Below the rhetorical level, which seeks to minimize personal involvement, lies a most important question: Did I just see what I think I saw? Maybe more to the point, what in this passage, poem, or speech suggested that idea to me?

Here’s the good news: it’s not just your imagination, at least not in the way you’re thinking of it. If you saw a random word and went off on a tangent, that would be fantasy, which the mind can construct out of virtually nothing. Fantasy is what happens when someone sees a word out of context and builds an entire, and entirely fanciful, scenario around it. Imagination, on the other hand, is a creative capacity we bring to bear on reality. In writers, it functions to take the raw elements of experience and mold them into a poem or story or play or essay. In readers, it leads from the literal text into the shadowy realm of subtext, the meanings that reside behind the stated meaning, that expand and augment and sometimes subvert the word-by-word narrative or presentation. Assuming you have read all the words that are present and not any that are not, what seems to you a possible meaning has a pretty good chance of existing. Let’s put it this way: If you think you saw something in the text, you probably did. The governess may well be projecting her own neuroses onto the external situation, adding two-plus-two and arriving at seventy-three, as fictional governesses sometimes do. Besides, in a writer as subtle as, say Henry James (whose The Turn of the Screw [1898] has prompted more than one version of this question), several things can be happening at once, and even if none is stated conclusively, it may also be true that none is conclusively ruled out. So go ahead, claim your insights. They are yours, and you’ve earned them.

What I hope to do, in the coming pages, is what I do in class: give readers a view of what goes on when professional students of literature do their thing, a broad introduction to the codes and patterns that inform our readings. I want my students not only to agree with me that, indeed, Mr. Lindner is an instance of the demonic tempter offering Walter Lee Younger a Faustian bargain; I want them to be able to reach that conclusion without me. I know they can, with practice, patience, and a bit of instruction. And so can you.
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Every Trip Is a Quest (Except When It’s Not)

OKAY, SO HERE’S THE DEAL: let’s say, purely hypothetically, you’re reading a book about an average sixteen-year-old kid in the summer of 1968. The kid—let’s call him Kip—who hopes his acne clears up before he gets drafted, is on his way to the A&P. His bike is a one-speed with a coaster brake, and therefore deeply humiliating, and riding it to run an errand for his mother makes it even worse. Along the way he has a couple of disturbing experiences, including a minorly unpleasant encounter with a German shepherd, topped off in the supermarket parking lot where he sees the girl of his dreams, Karen, laughing and horsing around in Tony Vauxhall’s brand-new Barracuda. Now, Kip hates Tony already because he has a name like Vauxhall and not like Smith, which Kip thinks is pretty feeble as a name to follow Kip, and because the ’Cuda is bright green and goes approximately the speed of light, and also because Tony has never had to work a day in his life. So, Karen, who is laughing and having a great time, turns and sees Kip, who has recently asked her out, and she keeps laughing. (She could stop laughing and it wouldn’t matter to us, since we’re considering this structurally. In the story we’re inventing here, though, she keeps laughing.) Kip goes into the store to buy the loaf of Wonder Bread that his mother told him to pick up, and as he reaches for the bread, he decides right then and there to lie about his age to the Marine recruiter even though it means going to Vietnam, because nothing will ever happen for him in this one-horse burg where the only thing that matters is how much money your old man has. Either that or Kip has a vision of St. Abillard (any saint will do, but our imaginary author picked a comparatively obscure one), whose face appears on one of the red, yellow, or blue balloons. For our purposes, the nature of the decision doesn’t matter any more than whether Karen keeps laughing or which color balloon manifests the saint.

What just happened here?

If you were an English professor, and not even a particularly weird English professor, you’d know that you’d just watched a knight have a not very suitable encounter with his nemesis.

In other words, a quest just happened.

But it just looked like a trip to the store for some white bread.

True. But consider the quest. Of what does it consist? A knight, a dangerous road, a Holy Grail (whatever one of those may be), at least one dragon, one evil knight, one princess. Sound about right? That’s a list I can live with: a knight (named Kip), a dangerous road (nasty German shepherds), a Holy Grail (one form of which is a loaf of Wonder Bread), at least one dragon (trust me, a ’68 ’Cuda could definitely breathe fire), one evil knight (Tony), one princess (who can either keep laughing or stop).

Seems like a bit of a stretch.

On the surface, sure. But let’s think structurally. The quest consists of five things: (a) a quester, (b) a place to go, (c) a stated reason to go there, (d) challenges and trials en route, and (e) a real reason to go there. Item (a) is easy; a quester is just a person who goes on a quest, whether or not he knows it’s a quest. In fact, usually he doesn’t know. Items (b) and (c) should be considered together: someone tells our protagonist, our hero, who need not look very heroic, to go somewhere and do something. Go in search of the Holy Grail. Go to the store for bread. Go to Vegas and whack a guy. Tasks of varying nobility, to be sure, but structurally all the same. Go there, do that. Note that I said the stated reason for the quest. That’s because of item (e).

The real reason for a quest never involves the stated reason. In fact, more often than not, the quester fails at the stated task. So why do they go and why do we care? They go because of the stated task, mistakenly believing that it is their real mission. We know, however, that their quest is educational. They don’t know enough about the only subject that really matters: themselves. The real reason for a quest is always self-knowledge. That’s why questers are so often young, inexperienced, immature, sheltered. Forty-five-year-old men either have self-knowledge or they’re never going to get it, while your average sixteen-to-seventeen-year-old kid is likely to have a long way to go in the self-knowledge department.

Let’s look at a real example. When I teach the late-twentieth-century novel, I always begin with the greatest quest novel of the last century: Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49 (1966). Beginning readers can find the novel mystifying, irritating, and highly peculiar. True enough, there is a good bit of cartoonish strangeness in the novel, which can mask the basic quest structure. On the other hand, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (late fourteenth century) and Sir Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1596), two of the great quest narratives from early English literature, also have what modern readers must consider cartoonish elements. It’s really only a matter of whether we’re talking Classics Illustrated or Zap Comics. So here’s the setup in The Crying of Lot 49:


	Our quester: a young woman, not very happy in her marriage or her life, not too old to learn, not too assertive where men are concerned.

	A place to go: in order to carry out her duties, she must drive to Southern California from her home near San Francisco. Eventually she will travel back and forth between the two, and between her past (a husband with a disintegrating personality and a fondness for LSD, an insane ex-Nazi psychotherapist) and her future (highly unclear).

	A stated reason to go there: she has been made executor of the will of her former lover, a fabulously wealthy and eccentric businessman and stamp collector.

	Challenges and trials: our heroine meets lots of really strange, scary, and occasionally truly dangerous people. She goes on a nightlong excursion through the world of the outcasts and the dispossessed of San Francisco; enters her therapist’s office to talk him out of his psychotic shooting rampage (the dangerous enclosure known in the study of traditional quest romances as Chapel Perilous); involves herself in what may be a centuries-old postal conspiracy.

	The real reason to go: did I mention that her name is Oedipa? Oedipa Maas, actually. She’s named for the great tragic character from Sophocles’s drama Oedipus Rex (ca. 429 B.C.E.), whose real calamity is that he doesn’t know who he is. In Pynchon’s novel the heroine’s resources, really her crutches—and they all happen to be men—are stripped away one by one, shown to be false or unreliable, until she reaches the point where she either must break down, reduced to a little fetal ball, or stand straight and rely on herself. And to do that, she first must find the self on whom she can rely. Which she does, after considerable struggle. Gives up on men, Tupperware parties, easy answers. Plunges ahead into the great mystery of the ending. Acquires, dare we say, self-knowledge? Of course we dare.


Still . . .

You don’t believe me. Then why does the stated goal fade away? We hear less and less about the will and the estate as the story goes on, and even the surrogate goal, the mystery of the postal conspiracy, remains unresolved. At the end of the novel, she’s about to witness an auction of some rare, forged stamps, and the answer to the mystery may or may not appear during the auction. We doubt it, though, given what’s gone before. Mostly, we don’t even care. Now we know, as she does, that she can carry on, that discovering that men can’t be counted on doesn’t mean the world ends, that she’s a whole person.

So there, in fifty words or more, is why professors of literature typically think The Crying of Lot 49 is a terrific little book. It does look a bit weird at first glance, experimental and superhip (for 1966), but once you get the hang of it, you see that it follows the conventions of a quest tale. So does The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. The Lord of the Rings. North by Northwest. Star Wars. And most other stories of someone going somewhere and doing something, especially if the going and the doing wasn’t their idea in the first place.

In Colson Whitehead’s The Underground Railroad (2016), Cora is an enslaved woman driven by the ongoing terror of life on the plantation to make a run—sometimes a ride, given the conceit of the novel that the eponymous railway is literal—for freedom. At every stage, she is threatened with capture, mutilation, and death. She is delayed by both kindly and ill intentions, and is driven forward by a relentless stalker, the slave-catcher Ridgeway, who resembles no character in literature quite as much as the fanatical Inspector Javert in Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables (1862). On reflection, that would not have been a bad title for Whitehead’s novel, given that Cora is forever miserable and terrified, and nearly everyone she allies with or receives assistance from meets a grisly end. Ultimately, she learns that she can rely on no one but herself and takes direct action that frees her not only from her pursuer but also from the endless and seemingly futile quest, as if arrival at her goal will prove to be the answer to all her needs. Instead, having arrived at somewhere called “North,” she turns west to join others looking to leave the deadly dichotomy of north and south for good. Remember that Chapel Perilous I mentioned earlier? It seems Cora’s flight is peppered with them: the “attic annex” (as if a mere attic isn’t enough) in which she stays hidden in North Carolina and from which she views, each Friday, the most awful abominations humans can devise for one another; the secret railroad station under Sam’s house where she is trapped when a mob burns down his house and captures her friend Caesar; the abandoned station where she feels trapped before her North Carolina ordeal begins in earnest; and finally, the tunnel down which she makes her permanent escape from Ridgeway. In each of these situations, she is forced to rely upon her own inner resources, her own intelligence and instincts, her own courage, the strength of which she never realizes until the culmination of her adventures. Now, that is a quest.

A beautifully wrought quest, although it might not seem one at first reading, is Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street (1984). The main character and narrator, Esperanza Cordero, whose given name means “hope,” tells the story of her adolescent development in a series of vignettes that reveal moments of experience or observations that she makes. This apparent fragmentation obscures the reality that this is a coherent, fully rendered tale of the psychological path Esperanza is on, one that even she does not recognize until quite late. That path is laden with pitfalls and waylays enough to make old John Bunyan proud: false friends, hostile adults, lecherous men, violence and threats of same, self-doubt. All of that culminates in the sexual assault she undergoes at the carnival after being abandoned by Sally, one of those false friends. This trauma drives her toward a significant decision about her life.

On the other hand, she also finds helping characters, none more important than las comadres, or godmothers, the “Three Sisters” who lift her up and advise her at her lowest point. They act as the Three Fates of Greek mythology, those other sisters who determined the length of a person’s life. The sisters are in attendance at the wake for Esperanza’s friends’ baby brother, and they seem to know things beyond what they can know directly, nowhere more so than when the eldest sister with “marble hands” and “blue veins” advises Esperanza that, “When you leave [Mango Street] you must always remember to come back . . . for the others.” Neither our heroine nor we quite understand how she knows the future, but she does. After this prophetic encounter, there are only three more vignettes, two of them charting Esperanza’s plans for the future, including coming back “for the ones I left behind.” When the universal and eternal touches you, it is best to listen. The combination of harsh events and generous assistance helps her understand who she is and what she will become. All questers should be so lucky.

But what else would we expect of a girl named Hope?

Do all quests end happily or successfully? Definitely not. Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day (1989) offers readers a highly cloistered individual who embarks on a trip into the great wide open for the first time in his life. Stevens, an aging, “perfect” English butler, receives a letter from the former housekeeper (the distaff equivalent of a butler, in charge of the female workers) at Darlington Hall, Miss Kenton, in which he believes he sees unhappiness in her marriage. He has given his best years in service to the late Lord Darlington, who was manifestly unworthy of his loyalty, and now sees a very reduced future in the postwar world. His quest, then, is to see if the damsel in apparent distress, Miss Kenton (he can never bring himself to think of her as “Mrs. Benn,” although she has been married for more than twenty years), is really in need of rescue. We may recognize his jaunt as a fool’s errand, but it is a quest to him. He and Miss Kenton had been on friendly terms and even had much-buried longings for each other, his much more buried than hers, but he was so locked into his identity as butler that he could not admit, much less act upon, his feelings. After a relatively short trip—but length is never the true measure of a quest—during which he has various encounters with ordinary people, a new experience for him, he discovers his error and must come to terms with reality, and with the life that awaits him, now stripped of his delusions. Ishiguro offers us a low-key tragedy, magnificent in its construction but terrifically sad in its outcome, with one grain of hope: Stevens returns to life with his new employer, an American, determined to meet his changed life with a changed outlook. Many commentators have made much of Ishiguro, Japanese by birth but British by upbringing, having created a character so perfectly English as Stevens, but that view misses the point. The novel is really about misplaced loyalties and lost opportunities, and those transcend time, place, and nationality. In accurate depiction of the local, as many before me have noted, we discover the universal.

A word of warning: if I sometimes speak here and in the chapters to come as if a certain statement is always true, a certain condition always obtains, I apologize. “Always” and “never” are not words that have much meaning in literary study. For one thing, as soon as something seems to always be true, some wise guy will come along and write something to prove that it’s not. If literature seems to be too comfortably patriarchal, a novelist like Angela Carter or a poet like Eavan Boland will come along and upend things just to remind readers and writers of the falseness of our established assumptions. If readers start to pigeonhole African American writing, as was beginning to happen in the 1960s and 1970s, a trickster like Ishmael Reed will come along and refuse to fit in any pigeonhole we could create. Let’s consider journeys. Sometimes the quest fails or is not taken up by the protagonist. Moreover, is every trip really a quest? It depends. Some days I just drive to work—no adventures, no growth. I’m sure that the same is true in writing. Sometimes plot requires that a writer get a character from home to work and back again. That said, when a character hits the road, we should start to pay attention, just to see if, you know, something’s going on there.

Once you figure out quests, the rest is easy.
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Nice to Eat with You: Acts of Communion

PERHAPS YOU’VE HEARD THE ANECDOTE about Sigmund Freud. One day one of his students, or assistants, or some attendant to the great man, was teasing him about his fondness for cigars, referring to their obvious phallic nature. The great man responded simply that “sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.” I don’t really care if the story is true. Actually, I think I prefer that it be apocryphal, since made-up anecdotes have their own kind of truth. Still, it is equally true that just as cigars may be just cigars, so sometimes they are not.

Same with meals in life and, of course, in literature. Sometimes a meal is just a meal, and eating with others is simply eating with others. More often than not, though, it’s not. Once or twice a semester at least, I would stop discussion of the story or play under consideration to intone (and I invariably intone in bold): Whenever people eat or drink together, it’s communion. For some reason, this is often met with a slightly scandalized look, communion having for many readers one and only one meaning. While that meaning is very important, it is not the only one. Nor, for that matter, does Christianity have a lock on the practice. Nearly every religion has some liturgical or social ritual involving the coming together of the faithful to share sustenance. And just as intercourse has meanings other than sexual, or at least did at one time, not all communions are holy. In fact, literary versions of communion can interpret the word in quite a variety of ways.

Here’s the thing to remember about communions of all kinds: In the real world, breaking bread together is an act of sharing and peace, because if you’re breaking bread you’re not breaking heads. One generally invites one’s friends to dinner, unless one is trying to get on the good side of enemies or employers. We’re quite particular about those with whom we break bread. We may not, for instance, accept a dinner invitation from someone we don’t care for. The act of taking food into our bodies is so personal that we really only want to do it with people we’re very comfortable with. As with any convention, this one can be violated. A tribal leader or crime boss, say, may invite his enemies to lunch and then have them killed. In most areas, however, such behavior is considered very bad form. Generally, eating with another is a way of saying, “I’m with you, I like you, we form a community together.” And that is a form of communion.

So too in literature. And in literature, there is another reason: writing a meal scene is so difficult, and so inherently uninteresting, that there really needs to be some compelling reason to include one in the story. And that reason has to do with how characters are getting along. Or not getting along. Come on
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