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			The summary and analysis in this ebook are meant to complement your reading experience and bring you closer to a great work of nonfiction. This ebook is not intended as a substitute for the work that it summarizes and analyzes, and it is not authorized, approved, licensed or endorsed by the work’s author or publisher. Worth Books makes no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this ebook.

		

	
		
			Context

			First published in 2003 and rereleased in 2014, Thomas
				C. Foster’s How to Read Literature Like a Professor is
				the culmination of a literature professor’s life and work in the art of storytelling
				that has sold more than one million copies. Over the course of decades of experience
				with his students at the University of Michigan–Flint, Foster devised a method of
				explicating great literature in approachable ways that can also be useful to casual
				or avid readers. How to Read Literature Like a
					Professor became the first of a series that includes How to Read Novels Like a Professor (2008) and How to Read Literature Like a Professor: For Kids
				(2013).

			In a world overflowing with information, tweets, blog posts, and countless online articles, the joy—or even the point—of slowly reading a good book is often lost. In Foster’s original work—published the year before Facebook was launched, but many years after the dawn of the cell phone—readers gain insight into the same tools and methods that great thinkers, writers, and readers have always found essential when it comes to understanding works of fiction. A single book can open innumerable doors to vistas in history, art, psychology, religion, science, human nature, and so much more. 

			Books are the original hypertext, with links to other ideas and other books all over the world. In the same way a beginner in golf, or a medical student, needs guidance from professionals before becoming an expert, readers can benefit from assistance, too. Foster’s book was written to provide interested lay readers with a kind of portable education—an easy way for the average person to, over time, greatly improve his or her comprehension and enjoyment of the best books the language has to offer, as well as excellent ways to examine the latest summer blockbuster.

		

	
		
			Overview

			Are there things a reader absolutely needs to know before entering the world of a novel? According to Foster, the answer is both yes and no. No, because a great book is constructed as a stand-alone work of art, a discrete and self-contained piece of writing. Yet at the same time, novels don’t exist in a vacuum. Nor do their authors. Good books are created in the context of all of the literature that came before them. So, will knowing something of the history of literary thought and symbols help you to better understand David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest, Toni Morrison’s Beloved, or even the Twilight series? Will it enhance your experience of a historical romance or a page-turner of a thriller to be familiar with Homer, Shakespeare, and the Old Testament? For Foster, the answer is absolutely. The symbolic archetypes contained in all of these works have meaning in culture, and so they have meaning in literature. 

			What Foster wants to impress upon readers is that knowing more of these kinds of symbols and allusions—the kinds of constructs college professors examine and work with—will expand any average reader’s thinking about what a book means and produce new understandings with each rereading. 

			Foster breaks How to Read Literature Like a Professor into three sections. The first section presents the basics: the necessities for an improved, or “professorial,” understanding of great books. These include the essential symbolic languages of the following literary mainstays: Quest narrative, religious aspects (such as communion), Shakespeare, Bible stories, Homeric, and children’s folk tales. All of these symbolic languages are interrelated and feed off of one another.

			In the second section, Foster moves into broader concepts of symbolism and potential meaning, analyzing general themes more broadly. These include themes such as sex, violence, religious imagery, geography, politics, and weather. The relevance of such themes has to be seen in context of what the writer is doing, what story he or she is telling. Yet often, great writers include ideas and themes that would appear to have no connection to the plot or story at all. These may involve the themes mentioned above, but can easily expand into more specific references to Freud, politics, ancient history, psychology, and theoretical science, to name a few. That’s because authors, aside from inventing characters and plunging them ahead through a plot, do a lot of what Foster calls “lateral thinking.” Although not often central to the story, keeping an eye on tangential aspects of a novel or play (say, when a story takes place in the autumn as opposed to the spring, or when a character picks up and moves south instead of north) can inform your understanding of the work.

			In the concluding section of the book, Foster reveals his personal belief that in literature, there is only one story. What does that mean? Can Hamlet really be the same as Harry Potter? Well, no. And yes. It’s all part of what Foster calls the “ur-story,” that is, the story of humanity, what we’re doing here, and how we cope with being in the world. Themes, symbols, influences, characters, and plots all vary, but the central question of how to live in the world remains the same. 

			Foster discusses universal themes of the body and health and how physical decay and disability affect us all. These symbols and metaphors, like the others, may be included in a work of literature so that the reader can gain a richer understanding of what the story means for his or her own life. That, according to Thomas C. Foster, is what reading is really all about.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Chapter 1. Every Trip Is a Quest (Except When It’s Not)

			Through the broad outline of an imagined story involving a young man’s trip to a grocery store, the meaning and applicability of the quest narrative (including a knight, a dangerous road, a dragon, an evil knight, and a princess) is presented. Such a traditional narrative is present in works as varied as Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49, Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, and Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn. Although a quest narrative can be interpreted in any number of ways, the central meaning of such a story is always the same: The hero’s journey is undertaken to obtain self-knowledge.

			Chapter 2. Nice to Eat with You: Acts of Communion

			When characters in a drama or story eat together, such as in Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones or Raymond Carver’s story “Cathedral,” it’s not simply an arbitrary event like the same people attending a party or a baseball game. The act of sharing a meal is meant to demonstrate their basic connection with one another. In many texts, when characters eat a meal together, it is highly symbolic, representing religious “communion” among people, whether for good or bad.

			Chapter 3. Nice to Eat You: Acts of Vampires

			The vampire, such as the one in Bram Stoker’s Dracula, is historically an untrustworthy fellow who is dangerous, alluring, attractive, and out to get something from the main character. In most cases, the vampire seeks to nourish himself on the youth or innocence of another. However, this idea does not always take the form of an actual vampire. In Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Henry James’s “Daisy Miller,” and Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles, the specter of power and exploitation of the innocent can be seen in wholly human—albeit, vampire-like—characters.

			When a reader comes across actual vampires, ghosts, and various otherworldly figures in literature, he or she should take a moment to think about what human forces they might represent—evil, power, death, loss of virility, seduction, selfishness, abuse, or some other harsh aspect of natural life. 

			Chapter 4. Now, Where Have I Seen Her Before?

			All works of literature are based on the concepts and books that came before them. There is no such thing as a work of dramatic art that does not have its roots in the ideas, symbols, and stories of other writers. True “originality,” in this sense, does not exist in literature.

			In the novel Going After Cacciato, author Tim O’Brien tells a wonderfully original story about the journey of a squad of soldiers amidst the violence and alienation of wartime Vietnam in a way that would, at first glance, seem perfectly unlike any other story ever told. To the informed reader, however, the very reason O’Brien’s novel appears so unique is because of the variety of literary allusions and references contained therein. These range from Alice in Wonderland to Sacajawea, and from Hemingway to “Hansel and Gretel,” and a clear understanding of O’Brien’s novel depends upon the reader realizing this. Other books that demonstrate this “intertextuality”—the dialogue between various works—include T. C. Boyle’s story “The Overcoat II” (a reference to Nikolai Gogol’s “The Overcoat”) and William Trevor’s “Two More Gallants” (a reference to James Joyce’s “Two Gallants”).

			Chapter 5. When in Doubt, It’s from Shakespeare …

			Works based partially or completely on the plays of William Shakespeare are various and wide-ranging, including Moonlighting; Death Valley Days; Kiss Me, Kate; West Side Story; Woody Allen’s A Midsummer Night’s Sex Comedy; Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury; Huxley’s Brave New World; and countless other novels, plays, poems, and films. In a great deal of English fiction written between the eighteenth and twenty-first centuries, Shakespeare’s stories and characters, particularly those of Hamlet and Macbeth, are retold or reimagined in new ways.

			Chapter 6. … Or the Bible

			Works that demonstrate direct or indirect allusions to the Bible include Toni Morrison’s Beloved, Clint Eastwood’s Pale Rider, the fiction of James Joyce, much of William Faulkner, Ernest Hemingway, John Milton, and James Baldwin, Steinbeck’s East of Eden, Beowulf, The Faerie Queene, and Shakespeare himself, among many, many others. 

			Familiarity with the stories of the Old and New Testaments is second nature to some readers in America, but a deeper intimacy with the Bible can only improve one’s comprehension and appreciation of literature. Religious influence does not stop at the Bible, however; the works of Salman Rushdie, for instance, are influenced by the stories in the Koran. 

			Chapter 7. Hanseldee and Greteldum

			Since popular grasp of massive works like the Bible and those by Shakespeare has weakened over time, children’s stories have increased as a source of inspiration for modern writers. Folk tales and children’s literature are reliable ways to communicate universal ideas and metaphors to readers. Familiarity with stories like those found in Grimm’s Fairy Tales and the children’s books of C. S. Lewis, and even Dr. Seuss, will help readers form a deeper understanding of literature.

			Angela Carter’s The Bloody Chamber uses fairy tales in an ironic way to skewer modern sexism. Other writers who make use of these stories include Robert Coover, John Barth, Tim O’Brien, Louise Erdrich, Toni Morrison, Thomas Pynchon, and leagues of other major writers.

			Chapter 8. It’s Greek to Me

			Classical mythology—be it Greek, Roman, Norse, Old English, Native American, or otherwise—is a body of narrative and thought that is essential to comprehending modern or contemporary English language literature. The word “myth” in the study of literature has little to do with truth or falsity (as in “That’s not real, it’s only a myth”), but simply refers to these tales that have been passed down through the ages, such as the stories of Odysseus, Icarus, Helen, Achilles, Aeneas, and Oedipus, among others. Allusions to such myths can be seen in works by James Joyce and Toni Morrison, but also in the films of the Coen Brothers, such as O Brother, Where Art Thou?, which is a retelling of Homer’s epic poem The Odyssey. 

			Chapter 9. It’s More Than Just Rain or Snow

			Precipitation of any kind, or the presence or use of water, can be employed in a variety of ways, almost none of which are as simple as they might seem. Whenever a reader sees that rain or a snowstorm is closing in on a village, or is harrying the main character, they must pay close attention because the writer is likely using it for a particular symbolic or metaphoric purpose.

			Water and shifts in weather provide symbolism, mood, atmosphere, plot devices, metaphors, and a whole range of other meanings. We can trace this use of rainy weather from the Bible, to Thomas Hardy and Charles Dickens, and through to contemporary works of film, television, literature, or poetry.

			Chapter 10. Never Stand Next to the Hero

			Just about all of literature, with the possible exception of lyric poetry, is character based. Because of this focus, the main character will almost always experience a major trial, after which he or she is changed in some significant way. Plot is shaped by character, and character is shaped by plot, and both components are necessary to keep the story moving. Therefore, the people who do the physical suffering or dying in stories—those who are extinguished or snuffed out as a result of the hero’s journey—are usually those closest to the main character: the best friend, the wife or husband, the child, teacher, or neighbor.

			Interlude: Does He Mean That?

			Writers as varied as T. S. Eliot, James Joyce, and Ezra Pound make use of the symbols and ideas explained in the previous ten chapters, and they do so with great deliberation and intention. To know every last bit of Greek or Roman mythology, or every Bible story, is not necessary so much as is getting into the habit of thinking outside of the story directly in front of you so that you can make connections to works and ideas outside of the text itself. This kind of intellection is called “lateral thinking.”

			Lateral thinking is necessary on the part of both the writer and the reader in order to form a richer understanding of literature and storytelling. It involves the use of tangential material (such as myth, legend, Bible stories, and folk tales) often unrelated to the plot, but very relevant to the ideas and themes of the story. A lateral thinker (reader or writer) will make use, at one time or another, of all of the stories and symbols discussed in the previous ten chapters.

			Chapter 11. … More Than It’s Gonna Hurt You: Concerning Violence

			Every writer—from Shakespeare to Faulkner to Robert Frost to Toni Morrison—makes use of violence in his or her work. In general, there are two categories of violence: violence that characters subject themselves or others to, and which may mean anything; and “authorial violence” used by writers deliberately to advance plot and thematic development.

			Though it is impossible to generalize about the meaning of violence in literature, readers would do right to assume that it means something and is never used wantonly or arbitrarily. 

			Chapter 12. Is That a Symbol?

			Symbols of all kinds exist in just about every work of literature, and they can be anywhere and mean any number of things, depending on the individual reader and their experience and knowledge. Symbols can be objects, actions, events, and images and require a reader’s interpretation and creative intelligence. The mysterious symbol of the Malabar caves in E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India, for instance, demonstrates both the significance and range of meaning that a single symbol can hold. Experts have studied the issue of Forster’s caves for a long time, and no single interpretation has won out over others. The river is invoked in works ranging from Mark Twain’s novel Huckleberry Finn, Hart Crane’s poem sequence The Bridge, and T. S. Eliot’s poem The Waste Land. In each work, the river signifies something different, and requires the reader to use her creative intelligence to interpret the meaning. Foster recommends using past literary experience, digging into the context of the work, brainstorming ideas, asking questions of the text, and listening to one’s instincts.

			When a symbol hardens into a single, undeniable meaning, however, the story becomes an allegory, wherein characters and things directly represent ideas and do not require readerly interpretation. An example of this is George Orwell’s Animal Farm. The point of the novel is to convey a very specific point—that revolutions fail because those who come to power are quickly corrupted by it. 

			Chapter 13. It’s All Political

			As in life, politics are an important part of the literary experience. Though not as strong an element in literature as are themes taken from myth, religion, and epic poetry, politics can exert a powerful influence over the meaning of a work. To understand a book better, it is often fruitful to look into the political climate in which the author was writing. It may tell you something. But be prepared for it not to….

			Writers ranging from Virginia Woolf to Charles Dickens to Sophocles may or may not have been writing out of a desire to make a definite political statement when they composed their major works. Dickens’ A Christmas Carol can be seen as a refutation of Malthusian economics, for example, but at the same time, the very heart of that story has more to offer than the outlines of some obscure or common political debate. 

			Chapter 14. Yes, She’s a Christ Figure, Too

			Since the religious culture of the West has largely—though not exclusively—been defined by Christianity, it is very common to see Christ figures pop up in literature. Louise Erdrich, Flannery O’Connor, and Ernest Hemingway have included such figures in their work. It is not necessary for such characters to demonstrate extreme similarity to Jesus—sometimes only a few Christ-like characteristics are present. So if a character—whether man or woman—demonstrates traits in common with Jesus (born of a virgin, working as a carpenter, showing great generosity and kindness in the face of adversity, etc.), that character may be interpreted to be a Christ figure.

			Chapter 15. Flights of Fancy

			Authors such as Toni Morrison, Gabriel García Márquez, and Fay Weldon have made use of flight, birds, wings, feathers, and a whole range of flight-related symbols in their work. The main appeal of this being, despite the airline and skydiving industries, natural flight is an impossibility for mankind and its use in literature can highlight a character’s need for freedom. Or, with the use of irony, the impossibility of their finding liberation. 

			Chapter 16. It’s All About Sex …

			Though sex has been considered culturally taboo and often challenging to represent straightforwardly in literature, its presence is nonetheless obvious in works as old as the Old English Grail legends. Non-erotic symbolic objects, especially in pre-Victorian literature, are often employed, out of necessity, to represent sexual instincts.

			These days, sexual activity, infidelity, deviance, and romance are a mainstay of modern literature in the works of authors such as Ann Beattie, D. H. Lawrence, and Henry Miller. Following the influence of Freud, however, themes of sexual frustration, virginity, or defilement can often be displaced onto other symbolic objects.

			Chapter 17. … Except Sex

			In literature, sex scenes may be difficult to write without sounding overwrought, clinical, or awkward. Many authors do it regardless, including Lawrence Durrell, John Fowles, Vladimir Nabokov, Djuna Barnes, Mina Loy, Doris Lessing, and Anthony Burgess. Though western culture has progressed in terms of the willingness to allow sex to be described openly, it is nonetheless not easy to do and often is employed to represent ideas other than “love” or “romance.” Therefore, it is important for readers to know that the appearance of sex or sexuality often represents something else in a work of literature. Frequently it has to do with the stage of development of the characters involved and where they are headed in the story. 

			Chapter 18. If She Comes Up, It’s Baptism

			The use of water and the occurrence of dunking characters into lakes, oceans, and rivers is a very old and helpful symbol in literature. Plunging a character into water almost always represents baptism, that is, a major transformation or purification for the character.

			In Judith Guest’s Ordinary People, for instance, when two brothers go out to sea to fish, a storm hits with the result that the younger, weaker brother survives. This is the crux of the story, since the younger brother, Conrad, now has to deal with the guilt of having lived, even though his stronger and more accomplished elder brother was perceived as having been his superior.

			Chapter 19. Geography Matters …

			Geography can be an important aspect of symbolism and atmosphere in a story. The shape of a character’s surroundings is as important as the shape of the character himself. Rivers, mountains, meadows, cities, oceans—these all have a profound effect on the meaning of the main character’s journey. Mainly, it has to do with who’s “up” (or north) and who’s “down” (or south). We can’t imagine Huckleberry Finn taking place in the Arctic, or The Old Man and the Sea happening in Death Valley. In general, the north represents rightness, peace, or success, whereas when characters travel south it is so they can get into trouble and do wrong.

			Chapter 20. … So Does Season

			In just the way that geography matters, so does the time of year. Seasons may indicate either the age or the level of happiness of a character. We can’t imagine Shakespeare’s comedy being called A Midwinter Night’s Dream, nor would we want to since we know the play is about joy, growth, love, and humor, all symbols of summer and warmth. In Henry James’ story “Daisy Miller,” the names of the characters stand in for the seasons and their meanings. “Daisy” represents youth and life, whereas her antagonist Frederic Winterbourne represents old age and decline.

			Interlude: One Story

			Foster believes that there was and is only one single story in all of literature and drama, the “ur-story.” In all its forms, this story seeks to explain the human experience and what it means to be alive.

			Despite the great variety of tales and adventures, the meaning of literature boils down to one main idea: We are all part of one gigantic story. In the same way that it is impossible for our existence not to influence and be influenced by the lives of others, so it is in literature that the themes and characters are subsumed into one another. Great diversity is found within this unity of literature, but the similarities offer a deep understanding of all that is shared by humanity as well.

			Chapter 21. Marked for Greatness

			Throughout the history of literature, physical deformity has been used not only to differentiate one character from other characters in the story, but also to signify some moral or psychological flaw at the base of his struggle. A disability may represent the inner life of a deeply troubled, struggling, impotent, mean, or evil character. The deformity marks the character for adventure—either a great triumph or a massive failure—and is a historically potent representation of meaning for that character. 

			Chapter 22. He’s Blind for a Reason, You Know

			To increase the drama and draw out their characters, writers are often obliged to afflict their protagonists with significant mental, emotional, or physical flaws. This is often introduced in the story very early, setting the stage for that character.

			The idea of blindness, or physical affliction generally, begins with Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex. The theme appears throughout literature, in James Joyce’s short stories, Samuel Beckett’s plays, and other major and minor works. Even in stories where blindness makes no explicit showing, themes of blindness and sight can and do often appear. If a character is physically blind, consider if they are “insightful” or able to “see” in other ways.

			Chapter 23. It’s Never Just Heart Disease … And Rarely Just Illness

			The heart is a powerful literary symbol because it represents the center of human health, love, romance, pain, and goodness. Disease and the threat of death have a long tradition in contemporary and historic literature because the struggle with ailments of the heart work well as symbols for a character’s struggle with himself and others in the world.

			Disease generally can be used to explore characters wrestling with other themes mentioned, but when diseases are used, they should follow these guidelines: 

			
					Some diseases are worse and therefore more meaningful than others.

					The disease used should be “picturesque” or dramatic in some way (e.g., sufferers of tuberculosis are often strangely beautiful with their pale skin and dark eyes; those suffering from gout may not evoke the same feelings in readers).

					The cause or onset of the disease should be sudden or mysterious.

					It should work well as a metaphor.

			

			Chapter 24. Don’t Read with Your Eyes

			In books by James Baldwin and James Joyce, as in many others, there are a range of cultural and traditional assumptions that would seem inscrutable, strange, or even in poor taste to a modern reader. It is important to ignore such judgments, however, and attempt to discover what such events or phenomena (e.g., the ladies’ deep anxieties that they can pull off the dinner party in James Joyce’s “The Dead,” for instance) mean to the characters in the story.

			Readers should do their best not to read with their own “eyes,” or their own sensibilities, but to attempt to read with the knowledge of how the author intended the work to be understood.

			Chapter 25. It’s My Symbol and I’ll Cry If I Want To

			When reading highly stylized or complex works (such as Joyce’s Ulysses), it is best and most useful to use your own knowledge and intuition when exploring mysterious symbols, references to strange or archaic tools, or odd terms like “gyre.” Such metaphors are part of the “secondary” meaning of the drama (the primary meaning is the plot and story itself) and some authors make understanding them difficult on purpose.

			When reading, instead of doing extensive research, use what you know because you know more than you think. Great works of literature will teach you how to read them correctly as you go along.

			Chapter 26. Is He Serious? And Other Ironies

			In Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, the two characters Didi and Gogo sit at the side of a road. They wait there and never go anywhere. Although the road is often a symbol of the quest narrative, where characters will do something of note to engage in a journey (physical or personal), that is not necessarily true in all cases. In the works of Beckett, Eugene Ionesco, Edward Albee, and others whose plays were considered to be part of the Theater of the Absurd movement, such irony is employed to confuse and challenge the reader.

			Foster begins this section with the phrase “Irony trumps everything.” Nothing you learn in this or any book will teach you how to deal with an artist’s creative turns and challenges when it comes to symbols, characters, and story used in an ironic way.

			Chapter 27. A Test Case

			Thomas C. Foster provides the full text of Katherine Mansfield’s story “The Garden Party,” and invites readers to use what they’ve learned from the book so far to analyze and interpret it. A reading guide with questions is provided, as well as a range of possible answers, including Foster’s own.

			Mansfield’s story can be interpreted in any number of ways, but the themes of class, family, flight and birds, initiation into adulthood, sex, death, childhood, and family dynamics are most commonly focused on. 

			Postlude: Who’s in Charge Here?

			Many students and readers are curious as to whether their interpretation of a story is accurate, or better than someone else’s, or if the author even meant at all what they saw. Read carefully, read with wonder and attention and without anxiety, and always reread books that make an impression on you. 

			The only person who can ultimately give meaning to books is you, the reader: There is no other authority on the interpretation of a text. Don’t pay attention to whether you got it “right,” or how the author might respond to your interpretation. Take charge of the books you read and make them mean something to you personally.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“Characters are the products of writers’ imaginations—and readers’ imaginations.”

			The minds and imaginations of both reader and writer are necessary to provide the imagery and ideas that tell the story. Both participants are essential to the experience of literature and this is something that Foster reminds us of again and again. It is, after all, the reason why Foster wrote the book: so that a more informed reader can engage more fruitfully with great works of literature.

			“So some symbols do have a relatively limited range of meanings, but in general a symbol can’t be reduced to standing for only one thing. If they can, it’s not symbolism, it’s allegory.”

			The reader can understand symbols in a variety of ways, and one interpretation is no less valid than the others. Allegory is a different kind of symbolism, one that reflects a very specific meaning. For example, John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, a classic quest story in which the protagonist, Christian, seeks the Celestial City. In order to get there, he passes through places and meets people with symbolic names, such as “Vanity Fair” and the “Valley of the Shadow of Death,” and “Faithful” and “Evangelist,” leaving little question of interpretation. George Orwell’s Animal Farm is another example of an allegory.

			“We must remember this: irony trumps everything. In other words, every chapter in this book goes out the window when irony comes in the door.”

			This idea of irony in literature, which Foster discusses at length toward the end of the book, suggests that meaning is ultimately what readers and writers are pursuing. Character, plot, style, complexity, intertextuality—all of it can be flipped on its head by an intelligent writer employing irony to complicate ideas. The road a character walks may not lead anywhere. The antagonist may not, in the end, be so evil or may even be admirable in some way. A character, or hero, of a story may die in the middle of the book or simply become someone else through magic or travesty. When that irony takes place, it’s up to the reader to feel their own way through the book and come to his or her own understanding.

			“The basic premise of intertextuality is really pretty simple: everything’s connected. In other words, anything you write is connected to other written things.”

			All authors draw on the work of other thinkers and writers—consciously or subconsciously; nothing in literature exists in a vacuum. Ulysses is based on Homer’s Odyssey, John Fowles was inspired by Thomas Hardy and Henry James, and Toni Morrison uses African and African-American myth to inject her novels with additional layers of meaning. It is the same thing with everyday people: The things we say and the concepts we draw on when we communicate are learned through our experience of the world. Literature is no different.

			“Since proof is nearly impossible, discussions of the writer’s intentions are not especially profitable.”

			This is an idea broadly embraced by now, but is still nonetheless debated in certain circles. Most recently, in 2016, a journalist revealed the true identity of Elena Ferrante, the pen name of the anonymous Italian author of the famous Neapolitan tetrology of novels. Many people felt that this knowledge adds to readers’ understanding of her intentions in writing her books, but most felt it to be irrelevant. Generally speaking, the text is the only way of knowing a work, and Foster suggests that biographical information about the author does nothing to extend the meaning of the writing.

			“The contemporary formulation is this bit of circular thinking: plot is character in action; character is revealed and shaped by plot. We must recognize that character is essential to fictional and dramatic literature.”

			Aristotle’s original notion about characters in drama was the much simpler: “Plot is character revealed by action.” Foster is simply restating that classic idea. Not only does plot emerge from characters doing things—living, dying, making choices, messing up, pursuing truth, turning bad—but that a character’s identity emerges from the plot itself. One cannot exist without the other, just as when you take away either end of a bridge, the whole structure falls into the river.

			“I suppose what the one story, the ur-story, is about is ourselves, about what it means to be human. I mean, what else is there?”

			Foster concludes the book with the idea that there is only one story. Not only is all of literature interconnected, but it composes one singular mass—the great narrative of human life on earth. It’s a profound concept, and it helps get readers to involve themselves, and their own stories, in the literature they read. For if all of literature is “one story,” and if literature stems from real life, then that must mean that we all have a part to play in it, and a real stake in how this story turns out.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Author Paul Bowles was not only the bestselling author of The Sheltering Sky, but also an accomplished musical composer.

					Homer, the alleged writer of The Odyssey and The Iliad, was blind. So were James Joyce and John Milton toward the end of their lives.

					Toni Morrison states that the themes of flight and flying in her book Song of Solomon do not stem from the Greek myth of Icarus, as most scholars assumed, but from the myth of the “Flying Africans,” a story known in many African-American communities.

					Although it’s often assumed otherwise, Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac were not itinerant working-class poets, but upper middle-class students who attended Columbia University together. Kerouac was admitted with an athletic scholarship and played for the football team.

					Scholars do not agree on when the first novel was written. Many say that it was The Tale of Genji, a novel-length manuscript written by a Japanese noblewoman, Murasaki Shikibu, in the eleventh century AD.

					Mark Twain’s real name was Samuel Langhorne Clemens. Although it’s not certain, many scholars believe he picked up his pen name on the Mississippi riverboats, where “mark twain” would have been common nomenclature for “mark two” or “measure two feet of line.”

					Although it is sometimes assumed that poets and writers, and indeed all artists, are leftist idealists and dreamy liberals, in fact several great writers were staunch conservatives of one kind or another. William Butler Yeats, the brilliant Irish poet, was a founding member of the Blueshirts, an Irish pro-fascist league. Ezra Pound, another genius poet, did radio propaganda for Mussolini during WWII.

					Not only did Leo Tolstoy have a huge impact on literature, but also in the world of freedom fighters and activists. He was a great influence on Mahatma Gandhi, who founded a commune in South Africa he called “Tolstoy Farm.”

					Although Shakespeare is widely considered to be the greatest poet and writer in the history of the English language, many prominent writers thoroughly disagreed with this idea. Voltaire called Shakespeare’s work a “dunghill,” George Bernard Shaw hated not only Shakespeare but also Walter Scott and Homer, and Leo Tolstoy felt the Bard’s plays were “immoral” and “vulgar.”

					Herman Melville’s most celebrated novel, Moby-Dick, went essentially unnoticed until long after he died. European readers championed the book and in the twentieth century it came to be called a classic.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Allegory: A story that has a symbolic but very definitive hidden meaning, usually moral or political in nature. Allegories are not open to interpretation but are instructive and didactic. The story of “Everyman,” for instance—the experience of the average person in the world—is an allegory that contains direct, unmistakable symbols.

			Archetype: A symbol or motif, usually a character, that is recurrent in a work of literature. Jesus the carpenter, for instance, is an archetype.

			Intertextuality: The “dialogue” that goes on between different books of different eras, appearing to some degree in their interconnected symbols, allusions, characters, and storylines.

			Irony: A state or condition in literature that appears deliberately contrary to what would appear in real life. Irony can also be defined as a state of affairs in which the literal meaning is the opposite of the actual meaning.

			Lateral thinking: The tangential material (science, myth, psychology, history, scripture, etc.) unrelated to plot that an author brings into his or her work.

			Modernism: A literary movement that promotes estrangement or separation from past values and literary methods, invoking the new idea of the personal, internal experience of life as the primary source of experience in the world. Joyce, Woolf, and Hemingway were well-known modernists.

			Postmodernism: An artistic theory that began around the 1970s that rejected the dogma of Modernism, refocusing literature on complexity, allusion, history, and decoration. Thomas Pynchon is a famous American postmodernist. 

			Symbolism: The use of people or objects in a story to represent a greater idea. Fire can be a symbol of death or destruction, but also of renewal. 
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