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INTRODUCTION

How’d He Do That?

MR. LINDNER? THAT wimp?

Right. Mr. Lindner, the wimp. So what did you think the devil would look like? If he were red with a tail, horns, and cloven hooves, any fool would know to turn down his offer.

The class and I are discussing Lorraine Hansberry’s play A Raisin in the Sun (1959). The confused questions arise when I suggest that Mr. Lindner is the devil.

The Youngers, an African-American family in Chicago, have made a down payment on a house in an all-white neighborhood. Mr. Lindner, a meek little man, has come to visit with a check in hand. He (along with all the neighbors) wants the family to take the check and move right back out again.

At first Walter Lee Younger confidently turns down the offer. He believes that the family’s money (a life insurance payment they received after the death of Walter’s father) is secure. But shortly after sending Mr. Lindner away, he discovers that two-thirds of that money has been stolen. All of a sudden Mr. Lindner’s insulting offer comes to look like the family’s salvation.

Bargains with the devil go a long way back. Most take the form of the Faust legend. In this old story, the devil offers Faust a life of pleasure, riches, and power, in return for his soul. Faust accepts happily, enjoys his good times, and then repents too late as the devil drags his dying soul to hell. It’s a story that’s retold often. Each time, 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.

In Hansberry’s version, when Mr. Lindner makes his offer, he doesn’t mention Walter Lee’s soul. He doesn’t even know that he is demanding it. He is, though. Walter Lee can be rescued from his family’s crisis. All he has to do is to admit that he’s not equal to his new white neighbors, that his pride and self-respect, his identity, can be bought.

If that’s not selling your soul, what is?

But Walter Lee resists the devil’s temptation. He looks at himself and at the true cost of the bargain and recovers in time to reject the devil’s—Mr. Lindner’s—offer. Walter Lee grows into a hero as he wrestles with his own demons as well as with the one who comes to visit with a check, and he comes through without falling. His soul is still his own.

SOMETHING ALWAYS HAPPENS in this conversation between professor and students. Each of us gets a look on our faces. My look says, “What, you don’t get it?” Theirs says, “We don’t get it. And we think you’re making it up.” Basically, we’ve all read the same story, but we haven’t used the same tools to analyze it.

It might seem as if the teacher is inventing a way to interpret the story out of thin air. Actually, the teacher just has some more experience. And the teacher has gathered, over the years, a kind of “grammar of literature.” That’s a certain set of patterns, codes, and rules that we can learn to use when we’re reading a piece of writing.

Stories and novels have a very large set of conventions, or rules, or things that you can learn to expect: types of characters, plot rhythms, chapter structures, points of view. Poems have a great many conventions of their own. Plays, too. And there are certain conventions that show up in all three. Spring usually means the same thing, whether it’s mentioned in a poem or a play or a novel. So does snow. So does darkness. So does sleep.

Whenever spring is mentioned, we all start to think of the same ideas: youth, promise, young lambs, children skipping . . . on and on. And if we keep thinking, we might get to other concepts, like new birth, new life, renewal.

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

Same way you get to Carnegie Hall. Practice.

When readers first read a piece of fiction, they focus on the story and the characters: who are these people, what are they doing, and what wonderful or terrible things are happening to them? They will respond emotionally, with joy or horror, laughter or tears, anxiety or delight. This is what every author hopes for.

But when an English teacher reads, though he will respond emotionally as well, a lot of his attention will also be fixed on other things. It will be asking other questions. Where did that joy or grief or anxiety come from? Does this character seem like any others I’ve read about? Where have I seen this situation before? If you learn to ask these questions, you’ll read and understand literature in a new light. And it will become even more rewarding and fun.





CHAPTER ONE

Every Trip Is a Quest (Except When It’s Not)

OKAY, SO HERE’S the deal: let’s say you’re reading a book about an average sixteen-year-old kid in the summer of 1968. The kid—let’s call him Kip Smith, who hopes his acne clears up before he gets drafted—is on his way to the A&P to get a loaf of bread. His bike is a one-speed with a coaster brake and therefore very embarrassing to ride, and riding it to run an errand for his mother makes it worse. Along the way he has a couple of disturbing experiences, including an unpleasant encounter with a German shepherd. And it’s all topped off in the supermarket parking lot when he sees the girl of his dreams, Karen, laughing and fooling around in Tony Vauxhall’s brand-new car, a Barracuda.

Now, Kip hates Tony already because he’s got a name like Vauxhall and not Smith, and because the Barracuda is bright green and goes approximately the speed of light, and also because Tony has never had to work a day in his life. Karen, who is laughing and having a great time, turns and sees Kip, who asked her out not so long ago. And she keeps laughing.

Kip goes on into the store to buy the loaf of Wonder Bread that his mother told him to pick up. 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 to him if he stays in this one-horse town where the only thing that matters is how much money your father has.

What just happened here?

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

In other words, a quest just happened.

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

True. But think about it. What is a quest made of? A knight, a dangerous road, a Holy Grail, at least one dragon, one evil knight, one princess. Sounds about right? That’s a list I can live with. We’ve got a knight (named Kip), a dangerous road (nasty German shepherd), a Holy Grail (a loaf of Wonder Bread), at least one dragon (trust me, a ’68 Barracuda could definitely breathe fire), one evil knight (Tony), one princess (Karen).

Seems like a bit of a stretch.

At first, sure. But let’s think about what a quest is made of. It needs five things:


	1. a quester;

	2. a place to go;

	3. a stated reason to go there;

	4. challenges and trials along the way;

	5. a real reason to go there.



Item 1 is easy; a quester is just a person who goes on a quest, whether or not he knows it’s a quest. In fact, he usually doesn’t know. Items 2 and 3 go together: someone tells our main character, our hero, to go somewhere and do something. Go in search of the Holy Grail. Go to the store for some bread. Go to Mount Doom and throw in a ring. Go there, do that.

Now remember that I said the stated reason for the quest. That’s because of item 5.

The real reason for the quest is never the same as the stated reason. In fact, more often than not, the quester fails at the stated task. (Frodo makes it all the way to Mount Doom, but does he throw the ring in the fire? No, he does not. Really—go read it again if you don’t believe me.) So why do heroes go on these quests, and why do we care? They go because of the stated task, 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.

Frodo may have saved the world from Sauron, but that really just turned out to be a bit of luck. What his quest actually brings him is a new understanding of the value of mercy and who needs it: Gollum, Frodo himself, and probably everybody in Middle Earth.

Or here’s another example. You know the book, I’m sure: How the Grinch Stole Christmas (1957).

Wait a minute. The Grinch is on a quest?

Sure. Here’s the setup:


	1. Our quester: a grumpy, cave-dwelling creature who’s had it up to here with the noise, celebration, and general happiness of Christmas.

	2. A place to go: from his mountaintop cave to the village of Whoville, far below.

	3. A stated reason to go there: to steal every Christmas present, tree, and bit of decoration he can lay his hands on.

	4. Challenges and trials: a risky sleigh trip down the mountain, considerable effort packing up the Christmas presents and trimmings, an encounter with a two-year-old girl who puts all the Grinch’s efforts in peril simply by asking a question, and a painfully difficult trip back up the mountain with an overloaded sleigh.

	5. The real reason to go: to learn what Christmas actually means, to have his shriveled heart expand back to its proper size (or even bigger), and to find genuine happiness.



Once you get the hang of it, you can see how How the Grinch Stole Christmas follows the conventions of a quest tale. So does The Lord of the Rings. Huckleberry Finn. Star Wars. Holes. And most other stories of someone going somewhere and doing something, especially if the going and the doing weren’t the protagonist’s idea in the first place.

A word of warning: if I sometimes speak here and in the chapters to come as if a certain statement is always true, I apologize. “Always” and “never” are not words that have much meaning when it comes to literature. 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.

Let’s think about journeys. Sometimes the quest fails or is not taken up by the protagonist. And 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. But still, 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.





CHAPTER TWO

Nice to Eat with You: Acts of Communion

SOMETIMES A MEAL is just a meal. Characters in books can get hungry just like people outside of books. More often, though, it’s not. In books, whenever people eat or drink together, it’s communion.

Communion has for many readers one and only one meaning. While that meaning is very important, it is not the only one. Nor does Christianity have a lock on the practice. Nearly every religion has some kind of ritual where the faithful come together to share nourishment. But not all communions are holy. In books, there are quite a few kinds of communion.

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, since if you’re breaking bread, you’re generally not breaking heads. You usually invite your friends to dinner, not your enemies. In fact, we’re quite particular about who we eat with. Generally, eating with someone is a way of saying, “I’m with you, I like you, we form a community together.” And that is a kind of communion.

So it is in literature. And in literature, there is another reason. Writing a meal scene is so difficult, and basically so dull (what can you say about fried chicken that hasn’t already been said?), that there really needs to be some very important reason to include one in the story. And that reason has to do with how the characters are getting along. Or not getting along.

How about the main character (who doesn’t even have a name) of Dr. Seuss’s Green Eggs and Ham (1960)? He doesn’t want to eat green eggs and ham. Not even to try them. And he doesn’t want to listen to the little creature named Sam coaxing and begging and nagging him to take just one bite. In fact, he wants Sam to go away. “You let me be!” he orders Sam. But when he finally does give in and try, he likes green eggs and ham—and he even likes Sam. He eats, and he gains a friend. Communion at its simplest.

Sometimes just meaning or planning to share some food is all that the story needs—you don’t actually have to see the characters taking a single bite. Roald Dahl’s Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (1964) is all about eating, even though it starts out as one of the hungriest books out there. Charlie and his family live on bread, potatoes, and cabbage, and not enough of any of it. They are slowly starving.

There is love in this downtrodden family, though, and the person poor little Charlie loves the most is his grandpa Joe. Grandpa Joe gives Charlie all the money he has in the world: a dime. Charlie uses the dime to buy (what else?) a chocolate bar. And Charlie and Grandpa Joe share the experience of hesitantly, almost fearfully, peeling off the wrapper to see if, underneath, they will find the golden ticket that will let them into Willy Wonka’s fabulous chocolate factory.

They don’t find it. They find only a chocolate bar.

And they both burst out laughing.

They don’t have to take a bite of the candy for readers to see what these two characters share. They share the sense of fun, of excitement, and of possibility that is a part of childhood. They share laughter. They share hope. Their communion over the bar of Willy Wonka’s chocolate brings them closer than ever, and the old man and the little boy spend the rest of the book at each other’s side.

What about when characters don’t eat together? What if a meal turns ugly or doesn’t happen at all?

There’s a different outcome, but the same logic. If a tasty meal or snack or a delicious bar of chocolate suggests that good things will happen between the people who share it, then a meal that doesn’t work out is a bad sign. It happens all the time on television shows. Two people are at dinner and a third comes up, and one or both of the first two refuse to eat. They place their napkins on their plates, or say something about having lost their appetites, and walk away. Immediately we know what they think about the intruder.

Consider another book about chocolate: Robert Cormier’s The Chocolate War (1974). Well, the title says the book is about chocolate. Actually the book is about bullying. And corruption. And power. About what it takes—and what it costs—to stand up to people with power. Jerry Renault defies the students who control his school by refusing to sell chocolates for a fund-raiser, and he is destroyed for that choice. No one supports him. He’s on his own.

Nobody eats, either. In an entire book about chocolate, nobody tastes one mouthful. There is no eating, there is no communion, and there is no help for Jerry. If anybody had ever cracked open a box of those fund-raiser chocolates and taken a bite, the poor kid might have had a chance.
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