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How To Read Literature

· How many times have you read something and felt like you simply “didn’t get it”?

· How many times have you felt like perhaps your English teacher had some sort of “special vision” to see things in literature that no one else could ever possibly see?
  ~  Do Not Fear. Help is on the horizon!  ~

It is natural to focus on the story and the characters when you read a work of literature. Often our response to literature is an emotional one; we feel happy, sad, anxious, excited, repulsed, or overjoyed as we are affected by what we are reading. Responding emotionally to a work of literature is an important part of reading.

In order to elevate your understanding of literature to the next level, you should start to consider other elements in addition to the sheer emotion of the work. As you practice and become more familiar with reading for meaning, you will learn to use your memory to find symbols and patterns.

Have you ever seen any of the Scary Movie films? They are silly and fun to watch, but they mean a lot more if you have seen the movies that they parody. Once you have seen the original, the spoof is a lot more entertaining to watch. Literature works the same way!

On the following pages, you will find general elements, patterns and symbols that often reoccur in literature. Once you are able to recognize these elements in your reading, you will be better able to formulate your own ideas and conclusions about literature.

Now, keep your eyes open and HAVE FUN!

Things to look for when reading literature:

A Quest

Consists of the following:

· a quester

· a place to go

· a stated reason to go there

· challenges and trials en route

· a real reason to go there (not the stated reason) – almost always self-knowledge

Communion

· Whenever people eat or drink together, it’s communion

· Eating together is an act of sharing and peace

· When people eat together, it is a way of saying “I like you and we form a community together”. Community forming = communion (not necessarily religious)

· If dinner doesn’t go well, or if it’s planned and doesn’t happen, that is a bad sign.

· Tension at the dinner table reflects tension among the characters.

Ghosts and Vampires

· Don’t always appear in visible forms

· Sometimes are entirely human

· Vampires are generally older figures representing corrupt, outworn values

· Vampires usually prey on younger (preferably virginal) female

· Vampires strip away the youth, energy and/or virtue of their victim

· Vampires and ghosts are usually associated with winter, death, and coldness

· Victims of vampires and ghosts are usually associated with spring, life and renewal

· Vampire = exploitation (using people to get what they want, placing own desires above those of others).

Intertextuality

· Defined as an ongoing reaction between poems and/or stories

· Deepens and enriches the reading experiences

· Occurs when you are able to make connections between what you’ve already read and what you are currently reading.

References to Shakespeare

· Can exist in the plot of a story or poem

· May exist in an allusion to a specific Shakespeare play (i.e., a character named Hamlet, a town named Elsinore, etc.)

References to the Bible

· Can exist in the title of a novel or poem (i.e., East of Eden, Song of Solomon)

· Can exist in character names

· Mainly exist in situations

· Include things like gardens, serpents, plagues, floods, parting of waters, loaves and fishes, betrayals, pilgrimages and falls from grace

References to Fairy Tales (or simply well-known kids’ stories)

· Think along the lines of Alice in Wonderland, Snow White, Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, Rumpelstiltskin, Hansel and Gretel
· Can exist in parts, details, or patterns

· Connections/references function to:

· Add depth/texture

· Bring out a theme

· Lend irony to a statement

· Play with readers’ prior knowledge of fairy tales

References to Greek and Roman Mythology

· The Iliad and The Odyssey are the most commonly alluded to

· Many myths epitomize ideals of heroism and loyalty, sacrifice and loss

· Homer presents us with four great struggles of human beings:

· Struggles with nature

· Struggles with the divine

· Struggles with other humans

· Struggles with ourselves

Weather, Weather, Weather

· Weather functions as a plot device by affecting characters

· Weather helps to create atmosphere

· Rain is cleansing, restorative, often “washes away” falseness or what is not real, signifies fertility

· Fog signifies the inability to see clearly (ethically, morally, intellectually, emotionally)

· Rain plus sun equals rainbows, which signify hope, divine promise, peace

· Snow can be severe, cold, clean, refreshing, beautiful, playful

· Springtime is a season of renewal, rebirth, hope and new awakenings

· Summer is a season of romance, fulfillment and passion

· Autumn is a season of decline, harvest, change and middle age

· Winter is a season of death, old age and resentment

Violence

· Often symbolic or metaphorical in literature, depending on the context

· Fights often symbolize clashes between two different worlds or two different sets of beliefs

· Violence is also often indicative of tensions between characters (gender role conflicts, power struggles, race and class conflicts)

Christ Figures (Christian Imagery)

· Occurs primarily in Western literature

· Christ figures often contain several or more of the following characteristics:

· Crucified, wounds in the hands, feet, sides and head

· In agony

· Self-sacrificing personality

· Good with children

· Often associated with loaves, fishes, water and wine

· Approximately thirty three years of age

· Employed as a carpenter

· Uses humble modes of transportation (feet, donkey, public transportation)

· Able to walk on water

· Often portrayed with arms outstretched

· Known to have spent time alone in the wilderness

· Believed to have a confrontation with the devil, possibly tempted

· Creator of parables

· Buried, but arose on third day

· Had disciples, but not all equally devoted

· Very forgiving

· Came to redeem an unworthy world; brings hope and redemption

· Christ figures do not have to resemble Christ in every way; no literary character will actually BE Christ.

· Parallels to Christ might function to deepen our understanding of a character

· Christ figures in literature might help to create a story of redemption, hope, or a miracle

Flight

· Flying generally symbolizes freedom, escape, largeness of spirit, love, magic

· Flying most commonly symbolizes FREEDOM. (although if used ironically, flying could signify imprisonment)

· Flight in literature is not always literal; often it is represented by a character “leaving the nest” and going far away from home

· Flight can also occur on a spiritual level; souls (particularly those of the dead) often “fly away” from the body to portray a sense of lightness and/or salvation

Sexual Symbolism

· Sexual encounters between characters are almost always devoid of actual sex

· Objects and activities often stand in for sexual organs and acts

· Phallic symbols are often things like swords, missiles, keys, plows

· Symbols of female sexuality are often things like bowls, flowers, chalices, fertile fields, locks

· Sexual acts are often symbolized by fires, seashores, explosions, fireworks, etc.

Baptism

· Characters must be ready to “receive” baptism in literature

· Generally occurs when characters are submerged in water as opposed to simply getting wet (see “Weather, weather, weather” above)

· After undergoing a baptismal immersion, the character generally changes for the better by becoming a “new person”

· Baptism symbolizes death, rebirth, or the birth of a new identity, or a new start in life

Irony

· Irony trumps everything, which means that any of these commonly found patterns, archetypes, symbols and images can be subverted in literature so the outcome is the opposite of what we expect.

· Any example of irony might be a Christ-like figure who turns out to be purely evil. That would be ironic.

· Another example of irony might be a tragic death occurring in the springtime.

· Irony can be tragic, comic or simply perplexing.

* Handout based on the book, How to Read Literature Like a Professor by Thomas C. Foster.
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