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PART ONE

Studying English


1

Introduction

The aim of this book is to provide an overview of English Studies, covering basic aspects of the subject in Part 1, and in Part 2 moving on to discuss issues and concerns likely to arise in the later years of an undergraduate course. In addition, the last chapter looks at the transition to MA level, for the benefit of those who may be interested in continuing their studies and doing postgraduate work. An overview is a kind of map, and the notion of mapping brings to mind a poem about a map which I used for several years at the start of university courses in English. It is by the modern Czech poet Miroslav Holub (1923–98), whose work became popular in English translation through the medium of the Penguin Modern Poets series. Maps are strange things. None of us has ever seen an accurate map, for the only accurate map of a place is the place itself. Think, for instance, of a road map: if the map were a strictly accurate, true-scale representation of the country concerned, then the roads depicted on the map would be miles wide. On the other hand, if the roads were shown in accurate scale, you wouldn’t be able to see them on a map that you could hold comfortably in your hands: this couldn’t function as a ‘road map’ at all. The purpose of a map, then, is to be helpful, showing you what you need to see in order to achieve your purposes at a given moment. The same is true of the map of English Studies provided in this book: it offers a way of looking at the terrain, one which I hope will be helpful to you now. Later on, you will notice lots of complexities not included in this map, but found, perhaps, in others that strive to meet different needs. We don’t have to anticipate all those needs now, and a book like this could never be written if we did. If the map is to work at all, it will do so not because of my input, but because of yours, which is more or less what the poem – which is about a particular map, one that saves lives, and which is entitled ‘Brief Thoughts on Maps’ – says.

Albert Szent-Gyorgi, who knew a lot about maps,

according to which life is on its way somewhere or other,

told us this story from the war

due to which history is on its way somewhere or other:

The young lieutenant of a small Hungarian detachment in the Alps sent a reconnaissance unit out into the icy wasteland.

It began to snow

immediately, snowed for two days and the unit

did not return. The lieutenant suffered: he had despatched

his own people to death.

But on the third day the unit came back.

Where had they been? How had they made their way?

Yes, they said, we considered ourselves

lost and waited for the end. And then one of us

found a map in his pocket. That calmed us down.

We pitched camp, lasted out the snowstorm, and with the map we discovered our bearings.

And here we are.

The lieutenant borrowed this remarkable map,

and had a good look at it. It was not a map of the Alps

but of the Pyrenees.

Goodbye now.1

This book provides you with a map to keep with you as you set off into the Alps of English Studies. As the blizzards of set texts, literary theories and essay deadlines set in, it is easy to panic. But perhaps when all that starts happening, you will remember the map, calm down and pitch camp till the blizzard clears. Much later, when the crisis has passed and you take out the map again in a moment of idle curiosity, you may well find that it isn’t really a complete map of English Studies at all, just as the map which saved the soldiers in the Alps was actually a map of the Pyrenees. But the important thing is that, when it was needed, it gave you a feeling of security, a sense of direction and the confidence of knowing what you have to do not just to survive as an English student, but also to enjoy your studies and eventually move beyond them.

*

I should say something now about the name and scope of the discipline of English Studies. The word ‘English’ in ‘English Studies’ is often felt to be unsatisfactory and misleading. For one thing, on English degrees we don’t just study the literature of England, but usually a sample, at least, from that of Ireland (James Joyce, Eavan Boland, Seamus Heaney, for instance), of Scotland (Robert Louis Stevenson, Edwin Morgan, Kathleen Jamie) and of Wales (David Jones, R. S. Thomas, Gwyneth Lewis). So, even when we are thinking only of the British Isles, doing English involves the literature of the group of islands sometimes known as the ‘British Archipelago’. But, of course, on English degrees we also study world literature in English, that is, writing from the United States (Herman Melville, Edith Wharton, Toni Morrison), from the Caribbean (Derek Walcott, V. S. Naipaul, Jamaica Kincaid), from Canada (Margaret Atwood, Alice Munro, Fred Wah), from the Indian sub-continent (Rabindranath Tagore, R. K. Narayan, Anita Desai), from Australia (Patrick White, Peter Carey, Les Murray), from South Africa (Athol Fugard, Nadine Gordimer, Ezekiel Mphahlele), and so on.

But even these wide-ranging national divisions of literature in English are hardly satisfactory or sufficient. In the United States, for instance, the various ethnic communities all have their own bodies of literature, and many of these have grown dramatically in recent years both in scope and variety and in terms of national and international prestige. A selective listing would need to include African American writers (Ishamel Reed, Gloria Naylor, Toni Morrison), Asian American writers (Carlos Bulosan, Amy Tan, Maxine Hong Kingston), Native American writers (N. Scott Momoday, Louise Erdrich, Sherman Alexie) and Chicano/a writers (Rolando Hinojosa, Rudolfo Anaya, Sandra Cisneros).2 Furthermore, all four of these ‘trans-national’ groupings are themselves a yoking together of writers from many different regions, and to approach a true picture of the range of contemporary literary activity in English they would all need to be further sub-divided. For instance, the broad category of Asian American writing includes (but is not confined to) Chinese American, Japanese American, Korean American, Filipino American and South Asian American literatures, and in each of these fields there is a wide range of available literature, mainly prose fiction, often vividly representing the multicultural history and experience of each of these groups.3

But even if we were to extend our listing along these lines, so that a wide range of national and trans-national groupings of writers in English were represented, we would still be offering a very conservative map of ‘English Literature’ (in the sense of Literature in English), when viewed from a different angle. For instance, if our viewpoint were ‘generic’ (which is to say concerned with the various forms and genres of writing in English), then it would have to be admitted that most of the writers just listed are novelists. So while the list just given is progressive in one way, it is conservative in another, for it doesn’t even cover the privileged generic trio of fiction, drama and poetry, making no attempt to include those forms in which the boundary between literature and other kinds of writing is blurred (such as travel writing, biography and narrative history).

For instance, we might argue that accounts of extreme experiences, like prison or captivity narratives, constitute an important kind of writing which deserves close study. This might lead us to a collection like Women’s Indian Captivity Narratives (ed. Kathryn Derounian-Stodola, Penguin Classics, 1998), representing a form of narrative which is, the editor suggests, ‘arguably the first American literary form dominated by the experience of women’ (the ten examples in the collection cover the period 1682–1892 and show considerable diversity). Likewise, we might wish to study the narratives not just of a period of captivity, but of lives of captivity, as represented in a volume like The Classic American Slave Narratives (ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr, Signet Classic/New American Library, 2002). Equally, it might be the increasingly popular and significant genre of travel writing, as found, for instance, in Colonial American Travel Narratives (ed. Wendy Martin, Penguin Classics, 1994) about which we wish to learn, or, on the other hand, voyage accounts (a very different genre, since the main thing to be discovered on a long sea voyage is yourself). And we could go on to include conversion narratives (that is, life narratives which pivot around the moment of religious conversion or transformation) or, more recently, ‘coming-out’ stories (life accounts in which the focal moments are those of recognising, acting upon and making known one’s true sexual orientation).

But even a list supplemented with all these would remain a fairly conservative sketch of the generic coverage which studying English might, or should, involve – where is the cyberpunk prose, the steampunk novels, the graphic novels, the ‘sudden fiction’ (also known as ‘short-short-fiction’), the performance poetry and the improvised drama?, you might be asking. All these different kinds of writing have valid claims for inclusion on English courses, and one of the great transformations of the past twenty years has been that many of these claims have been met, so that the kind of material cited in the last few paragraphs is increasingly indicative of the exciting scope and scale of English degrees in the twenty-first century.

*

I have kept the structure of the book as simple as possible, so the two parts each contain seven chapters. Following this introduction, the next three chapters (2, 3 and 4) are about the ‘core’ activity of English, which is reading: we learn to read the lines, and then between the lines, and then beyond the lines. I illustrate the first with poetry, the second with prose fiction, and the third with poetry again. The preponderance of poetry examples is not meant to imply that poetry should take precedence over prose, or that it should form the culmination of our studies: it’s simply that I hate working with extracts and like to use whole-texts for illustrative purposes whenever possible. However, the example used in the second half of chapter four is Tennyson’s ‘The Lady of Shalott’, which is a substantial narrative piece rather than a short lyric, and it can be seen as an example of ‘poetic fiction’ (a form much liked by the Victorians) rather than just poetry. The brief Chapter 5 registers the rapid rise in the popularity of creative writing as an element in English degree courses, a trend which is having profound effects on the culture of English departments. Chapter 6 concerns the history and development of English Studies, a topic which can help us to be aware that the ‘scope of the possible’ in the discipline may extend beyond currently approved or prescribed modes. Chapter 7, ‘Online and Digital English’, is about the huge body of texts and study resources available on the internet. Chapter 8, the first chapter in Part 2, is about literary theory, and does two things: firstly, it gives an overview of the arrival and impact of literary theory in English Studies since the 1970s; secondly it gives two detailed examples of how theory can operate in actual reading practice. It does not give a detailed exposition of the various kinds of literary theory because I have done that in another book (to which I – naturally – refer you in the bibliography). Chapter 9 is the longest, because it looks at a cross-section of the different kinds of language study that can be included on English degrees. This too can be a contentious area, and the friction between literary study and language study has a long history. To some extent, the friction is inevitable – it’s like that always felt between adjacent cities, and I try to show that the closeness can be beneficial, provided that outside forces don’t try to make the two cities amalgamate into a new disciplinary megalopolis. Chapter 10, on English and History, is about the contentious issue of context in literary studies. Chapter 11 gives advice on essay writing, and Chapter 12 considers the ‘dissertation’ (that is, the extended essay on a topic of your own choice), which is the culmination of many English courses. Chapter 13 looks at how the literary text we study in class and write essays about comes into being as a printed artefact: in other words, it’s about the shadowy world of textual editors, those literary midwives who move in their mysterious ways to bring literary texts into the world, often labouring for decades over the (re-)birth of a single work. I have included the chapter because I believe that some basic awareness of ‘the text as text’ should be part of degree-level study, and it is a topic that will loom larger if you decide to continue your studies to a higher level. Chapter fourteen, finally, looks briefly at some of the characteristics of English Studies at master’s level.

The bibliography at the end of the book is conceived on very simple principles: it is annotated, and it lists five books relevant to the topic of each of the chapters.

Your starter for ten

At its most basic, English is about reading the text, but then, you could say, so is history or philosophy. What distinguishes English from other textual subjects is the intensity of the reading: English is super-charged reading, and it can produce its own characteristic mental atmosphere in which the words seem to have an aura of high verbal energy. Sometimes we scan them rapidly, perhaps driven by an accelerating current of dawning comprehension, and sometimes, when becalmed, we scrutinize them minutely, almost one by one, turning them this way and that, in the light of an idea which is still only half formed in the mind. Either way, it’s the words themselves with which we are engaged, and everything worthwhile that happens in English has to begin happening there. The interpretation and evaluation of literature can be learned by guided experience, and that is what an English course should provide. It is unusual to attempt to break down such gradually acquired expertise into a list of identifiable sub-skills, but it can be useful to make the attempt – here is mine, from one to ten.

(1) In reading a work of literature, look first for some overall structural pattern – that is, something which provides a structural frame or backbone for the whole.

These over-arching frames are particularly important in large-scale works like novels and plays, and we can call them ‘macro-patterns’ (to distinguish them from the smaller-scale patterning referred to later in point 8). For example, two characters or two couples in a novel may be paired and contrasted throughout, like the two sisters in Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility. Elinor (representing ‘sense’) is thoughtful and
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