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Abstract
Readings of Reading: Purpose and Process in Teaching Literature
Gregory Grene

What do we hope to teach in teaching literature, and how can we best serve that purpose?
These are questions that are no less urgent than they are fundamental, and should, in fact, be
constantly in our minds as we engage in our practice. This discussion will entail a conversation
between the theories behind, and the process of, teaching literature to adolescents, with a series
of observations and thoughts rooted in specific texts and classes. I will start by querying how we
define our mission, and then situate this debate in its historical context. I will look at how current
influences are affecting this mission, before examining in a more granular sense how we attempt
to trace progress and process. I will root this discussion in both theory and practice, utilizing my
own teaching and extant student artifacts. I will argue that the elliptical nature of the process
means that our assessment must be multifaceted, and that a mirror elliptical approach on our end
can yield richer understandings, for both teacher and students.
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Preface
Framework and Structure for
“Readings of Reading: Purpose and Process in Teaching Literature”
There is a wonderful passage in what is arguably the first true novel in the English
language, Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones (1749). In addition to the remarkably vivid, humanlynuanced story itself, Fielding includes an introductory meta-narrative chapter to each Book,
foregrounding and playing with the conscious authorial presence that otherwise is hidden behind
the narrative. In the introductory chapter to Book V, entitled “Of the ‘serious’ in writing,”
Fielding, with typical wit, queries the rationale behind his own meta-narrative preface, creating a
kind of meta-meta-narrative:
Peradventure there may be no parts in this prodigious work which will give the reader
less pleasure in the perusing, than those which have given the author the greatest pains in
composing. Among these probably may be reckoned those initial essays which we have
prefixed to the historical matter contained in every book; and which we have determined
to be essentially necessary to this kind of writing, of which we have set ourselves at the
head. (Fielding 135)
With self-deprecatory irony, he determines the ultimate reason is that the digressive chapters are
so dull that the rest of the book is bound to be entertaining by comparison; as he says, “Judicious
writers have always practised this art of contrast with great success.” But en route to this
determination, he mentions that in including the introductory chapters, he appears to be adhering
to a recipe that has been cooked up by the critics:
Now, in reality, the world have paid too great a compliment to critics, and have imagined
them men of much greater profundity than they really are. From this complaisance, the
1

critics have been emboldened to assume a dictatorial power, and have so far succeeded,
that they are now become the masters, and have the assurance to give laws to those
authors from whose predecessors they originally received them.
The critic, rightly considered, is no more than the clerk, whose office it is to transcribe
the rules and laws laid down by those great judges whose vast strength of genius hath
placed them in the light of legislators, in the several sciences over which they presided.
This office was all which the critics of old aspired to; nor did they ever dare to advance a
sentence, without supporting it by the authority of the judge from whence it was
borrowed.
But in process of time, and in ages of ignorance, the clerk began to invade the power and
assume the dignity of his master. The laws of writing were no longer founded on the
practice of the author, but on the dictates of the critic. The clerk became the legislator,
and those very peremptorily gave laws whose business it was, at first, only to transcribe
them. (Fielding 135-136)
The subversive, skeptical spirit here is one that seems to me usefully applicable not only to
literature, but to the perils of the kind of theorizing about teaching literature on which I am about
to embark. So I want to be clear: I do not lay claim to giving “laws” to the “authors” (myself
included) whose “business” I am attempting to “transcribe.” The following is not an attempt at a
transferrable diktat; for reasons that I hope will become clear in the discussion, I believe that any
recipe approach is intrinsically not only false, but toxic, by its very nature. The second we start
talking about a “typical student,” we are stepping into a reductive quagmire. To quote I.A.
Richards (1929), “only the actual effort to teach such a subject can reveal how it may best be
taught.” (p. 317)
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But there is, I hope, a place for a reflection on our purposes in teaching literature. What is
the purpose behind teaching literature? Is it training minds? Is it enriching our frame of
reference? How does that latter concept respond to a changing cultural milieu? These are
questions that should, in fact, be constantly in our minds as we engage in our practice, quite apart
from the urgency given them by the currently prevailing political-educational winds. This
discussion will entail a conversation between the theories behind, and the process of, teaching
literature to adolescents, with a series of observations and thoughts rooted in specific texts and
classes.
I will begin by looking at our present-day conundrum, where the preeminence of
literature in education feels tenuous, under siege from both within and without. This is of course
a dilemma that has played out historically, but feels especially problematic right now. In our
contemporary world, true enjoyment, or an authentic experience, of literature—on those
occasions it may occur—typically springs from a voluntary engagement, rather than anything
that can be calibrated and assessed in a way that readily lends itself to school metrics; one is
reminded of the lines in O’Casey’s (1924) Juno and the Paycock:
Mary: But, father, Jerry says the same; afther all, you can only appreciate music when
your ear is properly thrained.
Boyle: That’s another fella ud give you a pain in your face. Properly thrained! I suppose
you couldn’t appreciate football unless your fut was properly thrained. (102)
So how do we navigate between appreciation and “appreciation”? What are we seeking? What is
our purpose, and how do we assess whether we are achieving that purpose? The broad structure
of this dissertation will be a conversation, as it were, between case studies of sorts, looking at
individual experiences in the context of prevailing trends, and applying the lens of theory to
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them. In one sense, the applicability of any conclusion is necessarily limited, as truth is
measurable only in the specific instance rather than the general theory, but in a broader sense, as
Patrick Kavanagh pointed out obliquely in “Epic,” (1960) it is in the parochial that we find the
universal:
I inclined
To lose my faith in Ballyrush and Gortin
Till Homer’s ghost came whispering to my mind.
He said: I made the Iliad from such
A local row. Gods make their own importance. (Selected Poems, 101)
And indeed, as Thoreau pointed out in Walden (1854), “We commonly do not remember that it
is, after all, always the first person that is speaking. I should not talk so much about myself if
there were any body else whom I knew as well. Unfortunately, I am confined to this theme by
the narrowness of my experience.” (858)
A necessary starting point will be tracing how we got here, a look at how our teaching of
literature has evolved in both purposes and structure, beginning with the discipline’s roots in
classics-based humanistic education, and the underlying assumptions of that approach. I will
look at the early challenges to the legitimacy of the teaching of literature, and how those
challenges have ended up playing a direct role in what this field has become; for example, one
criterion in considering the validity of the humanities as a field of study has been calibrated
according to that field’s accessibility, but with the striking caveat that at one point its
accessibility may be at one time considered an asset, and at another the opposite. I will look at
the original rationales and intentions behind the forms that literary study has taken, from
legitimization through the philological aspect, and on through the rise of the related concept of
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canonicity; insofar as the philological approach began for the first time to specifically favor and
systematically investigate previously non-privileged voices, that approach invited consideration
of material that had been similarly excluded from the societal sanction. A further layer of
complexity comes into the question of what governing body determines the value or importance
of a work, and I will look at the tensions between college requirements and the autonomy of the
high school curriculum. This dual imperative raises a related question, which is the extent to
which a literature curriculum should be catering to its readers, meeting them where they are, as it
were, or inviting them into territories that may be unfamiliar and less immediately accessible,
and I will look at this both through the micro-lenses of Rosenblatt and Eco, and also in the larger
scope of prevailing political trends.
This will lead us directly to questions of representation in an age of identity politics; how
do we handle the tensions between the concept of foundational works of literature, which at least
theoretically transcend immediate context, and the changing demographics of our students? In its
essence, this is the divide that Gerald Graff (1992) references (in a character voice) as the
collision between the “universal concerns of art with the gripes of a special-interest group.” I will
initiate this discussion through the lens of a recent (2017) study of identity politics by Mark
Lilla, a Columbia historian and political scientist, and how those politics have impacted both the
larger world of social discourse, and symbiotically and particularly the world of academia. This
will lead us directly to the effect of these trends on teaching literature, both in content and in
approach. I will take as intertext prominent voices in the academic debates, from varying
positions, including Pierre Bourdieu (1970), John Guillory (1993), Stephen Macedo (2000), Lisa
Delpit (1995, 2006, 2012) and bell hooks (1994). Between them, they raise interesting and urgent
implicit questions of chronocentrism as well as more overtly stated issues of race, gender, and
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privilege. These voices are not aligned, and I will be investigating the conversation between
them to find where my own positionality lies. I will relate this to my teaching at my own school,
and the ways in which identity politics can play out in the classroom, most particularly in the
teaching of literature, where there are such specific challenges in terms of both the content and
the approach to that content.
Ultimately, of course, in all this work, the proof of the pudding lies in the eating, and I
will look at questions of intents and purposes in the teaching of literature, through hands-on work
with my own students. I will look at more traditional formal literary analysis, which has become
an historically-sanctioned metric for the rigor of the teaching of literature. I will focus in
particular on how student understanding and aesthetic reading are evinced and advanced in class,
and then will look at how students’ verbal analyses compare with their written analyses. I will go
from that to the more elliptical but at times more profound insight embodied in students’
interaction with the text through creative response. This latter will include prose, poetry, and
ekphrasis, responses falling in a sense into the domain of Uberto Eco’s “ghost chapter,” where
students find gaps in the text, while identifying their distinguishing elements. I am interested in
seeing how we as teachers perceive value or attempt to delineate student achievement, as well as
how our students perceive their own experience and process. This will involve student response
and reflection as well as mine. All student work studied has been collected in the normal course
of studies; to do otherwise would be to skew exactly the results I hope to investigate. The only
thing that will be different is my own analysis of the work afterwards.
However, as above, I am not laying a claim to deliver edicts for others to follow, and this
is a point that I will stress repeatedly. To again adapt from Thoreau (1854), my hope is rather to
investigate what “it means to teach deliberately, to front only the essential facts of teaching, and
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see if I could not learn what it had to teach me, and not, when I came to retire, discover that I
had not taught. These pages are more particularly addressed to my own teaching consciousness.
As for the rest of my readers, they will accept such portions as apply to them. I trust that none
will stretch the seams in putting on the coat, for perhaps it may do good service to those whom it
fits.” (p. 920)
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Chapter 1: Purpose and Process in Teaching Literature
Since, as Thoreau suggests, the only lens through which we can look is our own, I will
start by tracing my own understanding of what reading means to me, and by extension, what
experience or transaction I am hoping to create in the classroom.
I realize, looking back, how tactile, how sensual my induction into the love of reading
was. Early memories of lolling on my bunk, arms tingling from handling prickly bales of hay,
perusing the British comics that arrived a week late at our village newsagent in Ireland, mix
inextricably with the remembered taste of Richie’s Milky Mints and the time-capsule language
of the cartoon public school boy (“I say! You rotter!”) I can feel the cushioned paper wrapping
The Complete Memoirs of George Sherston, which has landed on the stone floor of the
farmhouse with a soft thump, a magical brown parcel tied with twine and sent from far-off
Dublin; and the physical smell of the pages today still evokes starkly disparate images of cricket
whites and trench dugouts. The opening words of Treasure Island, “I remember him as if it were
yesterday,” still resonate with the timbre of my father’s reading them aloud, illuminated by the
flickering light of the hearth; the lines are redolent with turf smoke, the sweet taste of Roses
chocolates and the warmth of mugs of tea in our hands, as cold rain drizzles impotently against
the dark window panes outside. And the past and present interactions with the text itself are as
visceral and tangible as my experience of those ancillary elements, so that still today I find
myself wonderfully haunted by “the horrible, soft-spoken, eyeless creature,” Pew, groping
blindly and striking out with his stick for both sight and vengeance.
This kind of immediate, vivid, participatory experience of, and engagement with, text has
stayed with me as being the essence of what readers and books are meant to “do” together,
whether that reader is a student or I. Amidst the onslaught of texts assigned to or by us, it is an
8

approach that is very often difficult to sustain for the English teachers who most need access to
the truth of this kind of interaction; it is the reason I always read a book “on the side,” even if
just a few pages a day, a book which has nothing to do with what I am teaching. It is an
invitation into enchantment, a world of possibilities, escape, sensations, the active and critically
important “what if,” the immersion of one’s whole being in a text. It is intuitive, more than
intellectual; in Yeats’ (1935) words, “God guard me from those thoughts men think/In the mind
alone,” even though the route to that felt intuition must be processed through consciousness. And
all reading after those early immersions can seem pale by comparison. But in its very intensity,
its supra-rational dynamic, our initial experience becomes an ideal for any truthful interaction
that is to follow, including those interactions in an academic setting, as pointed out by C. Bruns:
For the reader’s experience of the text’s world to be available as an object in transitional
space…the reader must immerse himself in that world. For literary education this means
that an immersive stance toward texts must not only be made visible in instruction but
must take priority, not to the exclusion of the reflective, distancing mode of reading, but
as the context or frame in which the latter gains its significance. This shift in priority is
called for when students both initially and finally engage with literary texts, if, as Ricoeur
suggests, interpretation begins with a naïve, immersive mode, proceeds into critical or
distancing reflection, and then returns to an immersive stage. (Bruns, 2011, p. 117)
The question is how to invite the learning reader into this world, this “naïve, immersive
mode.” I use the word invite advisedly, as this is not something that can be taught per se, as I
will discuss below. And it is necessary to acknowledge an integral and germane limitation to this
invitation: we cannot as teachers be all things to all students. Any meaningful teaching is situated
within a certain context, and my teaching has been within very specific milieus, primarily college
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preparatory students in a school that embraces an ethos of intellectual discourse and a leftleaning social mission. I will discuss this at greater length, but all of this leads to an environment
that is amenable to the kind of verbally-intensive and student-empowered educational model I
am investigating here.

1.1 The Protean Goal
What do we seek to teach, when we teach students literature? What does it mean to teach
literature? How can we teach a student something that can only be experienced by the reader,
him- or herself, in that moment? In a different context, but one that I think is analogous, Emerson
(1841) says “the highest truth…remains unsaid; probably cannot be said; for all that we say is the
far-off remembering of the intuition.” (p. 605) It is not, perhaps, a wild extrapolation to say that
the kind of mystical epiphany, the transcendental interaction, that Emerson suggests bears a
peculiar relation to the kind of ephemeral moment of transmigration from writer, to page, to
reader. We find ourselves moved to tears or laughter by a thought, an unfamiliar and foreign
vision, that has been magically transmuted, via an inert code—the text—into our own
collaborative consciousness. It is a process that is distinguished by its protean nature, changing
shape even as it evolves, and the process of encouraging it or tracking it must somehow also
mirror its chameleon quality.
Having acknowledged the gossamer nature of this transaction, how do we capture it,
explain it, or most impossible of all, create some kind of recipe to help our students to experience
this same epiphany, given that is necessarily ours, and not theirs? Bruns teases out the potential
issues:
If students are to be able to immerse themselves in literary worlds, then they themselves
must read, or, more accurately, experience the text. The textual world in which a reader
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temporarily loses or releases her clearly bounded sense of herself must be the world
which she recreates in interaction with the text. If she depends primarily on the readings
of her instructor, published critics, or anyone else, she will lack her own experience of the
text which is the location of any potential formative work. (Bruns, 2011, p. 118)
Ultimately it will not be the same epiphany as ours, but it – we hope – will rather be their
epiphany; the most we can hope for is to create a space for them to experience it, and to help to
scaffold or facilitate their discovery, but that most is an exciting prospect.
Lest this approach appear reductionist, or as though I am advocating “playing tennis with
the net down” (Frost, 1956), “think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets.”
(Matthew 5:17, KJV) I want to clarify: there is a difference between a philosophical
acknowledgement of a solipsistic truth, and abandoning process and framework. I think that all
the conscious craft that comes with literary study, the critical awareness of technique and
structure, plays an integral and important role in facilitating that literary experience. I am not
seeking to negate value of the craft; to the contrary, I believe it is a central part of a literary
education.
But in another way, the self-consciousness of this transaction fights with exactly what it
is that made us read in the first place, the imaginative leap that makes narrative and story-telling
a universal and fundamental building block in how we make sense of the world. All our learning
and understanding originates in story and the imagination. The children who burn their hands on
a hot stove compose a mini-narrative, that begins with curiosity, and ends with burnt fingers, and
it becomes a moral tale from which they learn not to do it again; the narrative paradigm extends
from this basic level to the experimental lab process of the nuclear scientist or the neurosurgeon.
But as we cannot always play with impunity with either stoves or brains, the next step in this
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pedagogy through narrative is being able to extract the lesson from a third party, without
personally going to the stove oneself; and the imagination needs to be captured to arrest the
listener/reader, and to make the lesson stick. So narrative technique is part and parcel of our
understanding, but the learning becomes merely theoretical if the student cannot actually
experience the effect of the craft, rather than simply recognize the mechanics involved.

1.2 Apologizing for Shakespeare
I recently attended a workshop on teaching Shakespeare, led by London’s Royal
Shakespeare Company. I had heard great things of it, and was curious to see how it played out.
These workshops are acting-based: the concept is to get the work on its feet, and away from the
purportedly inert world of words on a page. Some of the exercises, indeed, through repetition of
the same passages by different speakers, or with different emphases, seemed to offer potential for
opening the text to a reluctant reader. Other exercises, where the words were divorced from their
context, and were offered for random associations, appeared less promising. But overall, the
tonality of the workshop felt at times as though it hovered on the brink of being a sort of apology
for the text, an implied subtext in its approach being, what do we do with this boring stuff to
make it exciting to a contemporary student? I was struck by an uneasy balance between our
efforts to bolster our legitimacy as a true academic discipline, at the same time as we strive for a
Sally Fields (1984) seal of approval—“you like me, right now, you like me!”
Indeed, this is a microcosm of a Scylla and Charybdis dilemma through which English
education, and specifically the teaching of literature, has been sailing throughout its relatively
brief existence. It fought originally for its legitimacy against classical education, which for
centuries had been the metric by which not only academic prowess, but broad capability, was
measured—a sort of precursor to the IQ test. (So tenacious and pervasive was the classics exam
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that it remained the primary test of competence and intelligence by which the British Civil
Service recruited their candidates through the early twentieth century.) When the discipline of
English finally took preeminence, the teaching of literature faced a new struggle for legitimacy
in American education against a STEM onslaught, first in the Sputnik era, and again today, and
the resultant uncertainty is also compounded internally by questions of whose voices and values
are being validated. Our battle for the legitimacy of teaching literature risks becoming in a sense
a casualty of its own Pyrrhic dilemma; no sooner has our field proved its rigor, than we fear
being not only uninviting and dull, but more problematically, undermining the social justice that
seems to have become part of our purview. In terms of the Shakespeare workshop, the elements
reflect exactly this tension: we choose Shakespeare as our text because of the rich challenges, but
as soon as we take it on, particularly in a progressive framework, we fear alienating or boring our
students, to say nothing of the potential offense caused by Shakespeare’s ostensible
nonadherence to twenty-first century sensibilities.
This tension invites a much broader question that we must all periodically ask ourselves:
why teach literature in high school? A brief clarifying note is due here: by “teaching literature,” I
am referencing the process that occurs in a typical English course in an American high school
scenario, as it might fall under the aegis of an “English Education” department in graduate
teacher training, with the distinguishing features being a particular focus on the reader
experience, and student response, both verbal and written. How do we validate our central place
in the United States’ high school curriculum? English is the only course that is almost
universally required for all four years of high school, displacing even math and science in its
primacy. Why does it merit this privileged place, and how do we make the most of this
opportunity? What purposes in the teaching of literature justify its preeminence?
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1.3 Envisioning a Mission and Defining Success
My fellow attendees at the Shakespeare workshop were all also high school teachers, and
also primarily from high-achieving academic settings, and I asked them what their own
rationales were for teaching literature. One repeated answer that struck me at the time was, “To
get students to enjoy reading.” As irreproachably worthy a goal as this might seem at first glance,
and quite in tune with the tonality of the workshop itself, my initial question would be, is
enjoyment per se something that is taught? I rather suspect not; if we teach “enjoyment” as an
object, we teach either nothing or pretension, as to a large extent, if students do not enjoy a text
(in which case we are teaching nothing), we are teaching them to fake it.
Further, enjoyment tout court comprises such a broad range of phenomena that it
becomes a little empty of meaning, as enjoying a graphic novel is in a sense quite different from
enjoying Shakespeare. I am not simply inferring a neoconservative judgment between the values
of the two experiences, but looking at the actual process of engagement; the whole point of a
graphic novel, as serious and accomplished as it may be (e.g., the brilliance of Maus), is its
accessibility and immediacy, where words and pictures work in tandem to create a multi-avenue
entrée. With Shakespeare, or Thoreau, or any number of formally difficult texts, the student has
to work through apparent barriers to hopefully discover that those obstacles can in fact be part of
the strength of the work. And this is where the value-difference applies, as this skill of
negotiating foreign territory, and making that very foreignness work for rather than against our
meaning-making, is ultimately, I think, a primary goal of teaching literature, and it comprises
and reinforces a deeply transferrable skill. It is the aspiration to have students relish rather than
fear daunting text, and by extension foreign experiences, and to have them own their strength in
doing so.
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So perhaps as opposed to enjoyment per se, we teach, rather, the skills that may make
reading a more enjoyable, or a richer experience. In a deep sense, those skills may fall perilously
close to the “I know it when I see it,” or even more, “I know it when I myself feel it” domain; I
will explore this at greater length. But in making this claim for the virtue of teaching challenging
or alien texts, I am to some extent pushing against one of the prevailing trends of thought, which
is the concept that we need to forefront works whose authorial voices reflect the students’
makeup, and that the meaning students get from a text is in part contingent on their being
presented with voices that in an external way reflect their own ethnic, gender, or other, identity. I
understand this concept, and certainly when students are first being introduced to literature, it has
value; and, indeed, awareness of representation remains a valid criterion throughout literature
courses. But prioritizing this aspect over all else becomes problematic. I will look at some of the
theorists that advocate this point of view, but I think there is a case to be made that it risks
becoming a chimera that can lead directly away from the transferrable skills to which we aspire
on behalf of our students.
Again, I will discuss this at greater length later, but the idea that students can recognize
only work that somehow mirrors their own external identities is not only limiting, but further, a
goal that can self-balkanize, in that identity itself is composed of so many disparate parts. More
fundamentally, it can militate against just the strength we seek to develop. It has the effect of
siloing, of restricting a student’s expectations of deep understanding to a narrow range, and it
delegitimizes voices that may in fact speak at a much more profound level. In training for a race,
it would make no sense to shorten the distance so that success is more readily attainable; it is the
stretching beyond the apparent capacity that builds ability. Our goal should, in fact, particularly
include students developing their ability to recognize themselves in ostensibly foreign voices,
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and to empathize with unfamiliar dilemmas, so that even if they ultimately do not find
themselves in sympathy, they are engaging in a meaningful dialogue rather than preemptive
rejection born of intimidation or non-comprehension.

1.4 The Purpose and Approach of this Study: Conversation and Reflection
This dissertation will ultimately explore ways in which we can assess growth in our
students’ interpretive skills, or in their experiences in reading, and by extension, the effects of
our teaching approaches. “Interpretive abilities,” again, denotes something that is complex and
evanescent in a way that may render that term insufficient, even while it serves as shorthand.
This is an area that I will go into at greater length, but the “interpretation” I am referencing is a
transaction, an experience rather than a simple decoding. I am interested in exploring the contrast
between the non-transferability of this literary experience, versus the potential transferability of
the framework in which that experience takes place, and the concept of the universality of the
text, and the reading experience. I hope by engaging in the dialectic between the various voices,
theoretical, analytical, and practical, that a truth may emerge, however evanescent and protean;
that truth may not indeed be an answer, so to speak, but a question, or a Russian nesting doll
succession of questions. This dissertation’s goal is a reflection rather than a recipe, and this is not
a matter of curtailed ambition or scope, but rather reflects my fundamental philosophical
conviction that broad “right answers” to the dilemma of teaching English are axiomatically
incorrect as soon as they are frozen in time and text.
All truthful and living teaching is as individual and transient as emotion, thought, and
conversation. Recalled, it is Emerson’s “far off remembering of the intuition,” or as his
interlocutor Thoreau fined it down, “The volatile truth of our words should continually betray the
inadequacy of the residual statement. Their truth is instantly translated; its literal monument
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alone remains.” (Thoreau, 1854, 991) In looking at the evidence of the student literary
experience, we are necessarily looking at fossils, the relics of a prior moment of life or truth, and
the following reflection or meditation on the problems and process of teaching literature is a
continuation of a conversation between multiple voices both written and live. To again
paraphrase Emerson, it is the product of the “great principle of Undulation”: “The mind now
thinks; now acts; and each fit reproduces the other.” (Emerson, 1837, 589) I hope to offer a
dialectic between the lived experience in the classroom, and how theory and concept enter and
play out there. Both my practice and my thinking are deeply informed and influenced by the
writing and teaching of Ruth Vinz and Sheridan Blau, and their own balance of theory rooted in
practice, so they will be foregrounded in this discussion. But I will also delve into theorists as
exponents of particular schools or approaches, and try to trace the learning that comes from
applying those approaches, or retroactively using them as a lens to reexamine what it is we do, as
practitioners of the complex and multifaceted experience of teaching literature.

1.5 A Miltonic Meditation on Teaching, Knowledge, and Learning
1.5.1 “You’re a serpent; and there’s no use denying it.” (Lewis Carroll, 1865)
I sit here, waiting.
Not sit. Lie.
Both words redolent with meaning that I cannot ascribe yet, if time were truly linear…but
for those of us who are conceived as beings beyond time, linear is merely a translation for you,
choiceless reader, for whom all communication is exactly that. Not even a translation…a tranche,
a transparently thin, evanescent tranche. Baby food.
I, however, remain forever ensconced in the amber of the literary present, condemned to
repeat in perpetuity the same act, again and again, like a serpent with its tail in its mouth.
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But I am jumping (slithering) ahead of myself.
So sit – yes, in the sense of siege. Siège, as those duplicitous French would have it.
I lie, more factually true. And as purveyor of the First Falsehood to Man. And of the First
Truth to Woman.
I lie here. Not just waiting, but in wait. (How strange – the subservience of “in waiting,”
the subversion of “in wait.”) I lie in wait.
I lie in wait, unblinking.
No eyelids. So not really a choice. But it conveys a tension that seems thematically
appropriate.
And the sun beats down.
(Which is a bitch when you don’t have eyelids. Fiat lux, and then the rest of us need to
look for shade. It’s not just to be sinister that I’m lurking, bending illegitimate in the dark.)
I think about destiny, and why I should be fashioned as I am.
I have no arms, no legs. I find myself lying, without arms, legs, or narrative, but a
descriptor, unearned as yet, a label, pre-judiced as ‘subtil.’
Subtlety…is that a bad thing? Do we not desire it? We do now…after the Fall into
Knowledge, which ever since we must climb mightily to attain.
But again, I digress…I digress forward, from your perspective, O reader.
So there I find myself, predestined-predisposed. The unelect. The reverse elect.
And yes, not happy. Seething perhaps a little. Seeing all the other beasts of the field being
named, frolicking around in innocent fornication, and then as a finishing touch, Adam fucking
his own rib.
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Adam has 24 ribs. I have 400 ribs, two penises, and you may note I remain alone.
Unique, in every way.
Is it any wonder I’m in a destructive mood?
I lie there, uniquely obsequiously seething, alone in my ability to talk, and surrounded by
dumb beasts. (Some of them dumber than others. A pair of sloths above me, backwards-growing
fur gone mouldy, taking a once-weekly trip to defecate below me. Christ! (chronologicallyinappropriate interjection, but not if you know your Milton) – how can you expect me to hang
(upside down or otherwise) with the likes of that? Can you imagine? Whom else would I talk to,
only a woman?)
So yes, there I lie, when the shapely figure of the First Woman approaches. And I have an
urge to make her mine.
Reader, I too struggle with temptation. I struggle with my fate. This is something
common to us all, unless we are content to go mindless into that good night.
My fate ineluctably bound up with temptation, and perversely, a challenge built deep into
it – speaking frankly, dear reader, does my form inspire trust? Is that mistrust borne of what
you’ve heard of me, or would you instinctively recoil, as it were, upon seeing me? Is my heavysilent-grace weighted with menace in its Otherness?
Can we be other than as we are created? Am I created to be an instrument of destruction?
I ask myself questions of free will and expensive will and will it happen if we will or no.
The struggle doesn’t last long.
I don’t want to destroy her, only impress her. (Reader, tell me you have not fallen
likewise!)
Howya, I say.
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The sun beats down. The pattern of the leafshade on that lovely body, the eyes widened
in surprise. No alarm – it’s the dodo and the Dutchman all over again, except for the first time.
She looks up. She’s not used to chatting with beasts of the field, but I’m a beast of a
different type altogether. No field involved here, mum. Much more sophisticated. Debonair.
Subtil.
Howya, she says.
*****
I like living here. I like the nice sun. I like the nice animals. Sometimes I like to fuck my
rib I mean my woman. Sometimes I just want to be on my own. I might hang out with my mates
but I don’t have any, do I. It’s just me, Eve, and God once in a while. It’s okay. Sun up sun
down. And a bit of this and that in between. Not much to it really.
I just been with Eve, and don’t feel like talking much after, just like laying there, and she
always feels like talking after, so I slope off. Nice sun and nice animals and a bit of silence with
the tweet tweet whirr whirr of this and that. Maybe a stickly grass poking up your arse when you
sit down, which can get annoying, but I haven’t figured what to do about it other than try another
place to sit.
Sun is nice. Fluffy white cloud. Nice smell of this and that. Clover and woman and stuff.
A bit peckish, have a banana, or smack a rabbit off a rock or whatever’s to hand. Not
much in the way of cooking, Prometheus is supplanted in this version, so the rabbit isn’t that
good, it’s just a bit of variety, isn’t it. Warm and salty, mind the fur doesn’t get stuck in your
teeth.
Nice day.
*****
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I don’t know what to call this existential loneliness. But I can’t help feeling there’s
something more to life than this. I know, gratitude is my big thing. I know it needs to be. I’m a
second-generation creation – I’m the first second-generation creation – so it’s kind of doublelayer indebtedness that I’m supposed to feel. And I do. I do. I just feel a need that I can’t put my
finger on. I understand the whole metaphorical thing, that I’m part of something larger, a
wandering rib blessed to crescent wholeness, but does belonging mean feeling fulfilled?
I sleep, I dream, I am disturbed by thoughts that surely can’t originate with me. A
longing, a desire, a thirst that makes me stir and murmur; Adam snores soundly through it all.
Asleep, sound asleep, while I feel myself ineluctably drawn to waking. But this inchoate longing
that has no name, I cannot explain to him in the morning, when with furrowed brow he asks what
is wrong. The furrows could betoken concern, or thoughtfulness, or a twitch at a momentary
sweat of his brow. It’s hard to tell with Adam. Phlegmatic, in an unruffled masculine way,
seeking kindly pragmatic solutions. A big believer in the therapeutic nature of light gardening.
Also of sex, in which he engages efficiently and silently, after I wrestle unsuccessfully to
find the words to express my dilemma. The sex is fine. I’m not averse. And it does put those
other nebulous, unknowable, inexpressible thought-questions aside for the time. Afterwards we
lie still.
Adam, I say, what is the meaning of it all? I love this. I love you, too, I think. I
love this food, this garden, this sunlight dappling through the shady branches and forming
patterns on our sweating skin.
There is no answer. The soft sphagnum rises softly where the contours of Adam’s body
lay, and I hear his soft plod-plod carrying him away. I know he loves me. He is not being mean.
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He is just…Adam. The First Man. I sit up and feel him in me, and feel the oddly reassuring glow
of non-communication, of silent solipsistic preservation.
A baby’s breath of wind puffs the leaves, and I see a brighter green woven around the
branches. A sort of shining rope, graceful yet heavy, weighing them down. There is no word for
this thing, no word that has been given us to use. It is not one of the beasts of the field. It is an
interloper, but from where? What is outside? And its very unfamiliarity status reminds me of
these unnamable questions, these unformed thoughts, foreign to me as this strange animate shape
is foreign.
Howya, it says.
It speaks. Unlike our beasts of the field. A surprising, resonant voice for such a narrow
frame. Delightful. Surprising, but delightful. I have heard nothing but moo or arf or baaah, and
now I hear howya from an emerald rope.
Howya, I say.
I wait for more. But there is nothing. The Shining Rope gazes at me, unblinking, with a
yellow gold rim around its brilliant black eyes. Silence.
I pick a blackberry (plump, perfect, unfailingly unbruised and juicy) and offer it to the
Rope, as Adam does with Dog. The Rope shifts slightly, then looks up at me. And I cannot
explain this, but I hear the voice again, and I realize it is not coming directly from the Rope, but
it is within me. It is actually my voice, but as though I were imitating that voice.
Not my cup of tea, the Voice Inside Me says.
I have no idea what this means. I have no idea how to respond, either. How to respond to
oneself. I don’t understand, I say, and my voice sounds crass, loud, clumsy, echoing hollowly as
though spoken in the stomach of a giant wooden horse.
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Silence.
The impossibility of language, the imperfection of communication…except within
oneself.
I try again, a thought-language that is without all the clumsy appurtenance of language,
the words, the forcing of mercurial thought into sausage-shaped phrase duffle-bags. This
language is voiceless, languageless, and I cannot render it in language, but its shadow I will try
to trace in words.
I don’t understand, I say, and I hear that thought tremble, reverberate with a sudden
resonance, a meaning that is evanescent, a flash of illumination.
I know, the Rope-within-me replies. I have this impression of a smile – of pity? of
amusement? – on the lips (lipless lips, lips as anthropomorphically-projected concept) of the
Rope. A look in its flat black pupils that though expressionless suggests excitement, a shiny
opacity, a look I have seen when Cat is playing with Fieldmouse. (It is a game that is all about
anticipation, since at the last minute Fieldmouse always vanishes and a bowl of milk appears in
his place.)
I know.
*****
I know, I say, and the vast gulf of the unknown, the unknowable, the unshareable lies
between me and Eve.
I am isolated by her innocence, as I am immured in my knowledge.
She cannot understand me.
And I feel a sense not of anger, but of desolation. I think Eve can see it in my eyes, as I
see here looking attentively at me, an unspoken question hovering.
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Do I invite her into my lost innocence? Do I leave her pristine, simple, happy, untainted?
But how can she appreciate the heights if not the depths? How can we construct any meaning
unless by contrast?
I cannot do it. I will protect her even if it means condemning myself to loneliness. I will
say, You don’t understand, but that is as it should be. Understanding is not always a step to
happiness. To be in the moment, to feel that truth, balancing on the nexus between two
transcendental infinities, that is only possible by suspending understanding, which is only a
frame of reference of past and future.
Eve smiles.
*****
Tweet tweet. Go away bird. Grass and sun. Getting a little sweaty, my forehead and
crotch a bit sticky. Swim time. The water is nice and cool. I like peeing in the water. Feels funny
and warm. Nice. Happy.
Go out to dry off in the nice sun. Who should turn up but God. Hi God, I say. Hi Adam,
he says. Nice day, I say. I know, he says, I did it. I know, I say. Thanks. Good man Adam, he
says. Right on, God, going to snooze a bit more. OK, he says, but check on Eve, see what she’s
up to. Dead on, will do. But he goes off, and of course I drift off in the nice warm sun.
*****
I hear the voice within, as before.
You don’t understand, and that is not as it should be. Understanding is a step to
happiness. To be in the moment, to feel that truth, balancing on the nexus between two
transcendental infinities, that is only possible with understanding, which is a frame of reference
of past and future.
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But the road to understanding, I ask, how do I find that path? Where is the key to unlock
that door?
The Rope looks at me, intent. I sense a tension, a pull, an energy between us, and the
Rope breaks the gaze to look aside at the Tree. The Tree that we have been warned not to eat.
No, I say, this is the one thing we must not do.
To the contrary…that is the one thing you must do. You know that is your fear talking.
You think it is God, but it is not. It is the unexamined self struggling to remain inviolate, it is
laziness, it is fear. It is the voice of evil, and you don’t even know what evil means.
*****
She doesn’t even know what sin is. How can I save her? How can you save someone
from falling when she doesn’t understand what a fall is? To catch her as she is running over a
cliff, through tall, imagined grain that invites and hides? I look at her intently. She must
understand. I look at the Tree.
That Tree, I say, that is the one thing you must stay away from. You know that is
foolishness talking. You think it is God, but it is not. It is the pristine self hurtling to destruction,
it is craziness, it is foolishness. It is the voice of evil, and you don’t even know what evil means.
She nods, slowly, and her face lights up. She turns, and goes through the rich, heavyhanging foliage, aimless grapes and pointless plums brushing her bare shoulders. I watch. Watch
as she, as though pulled by a magnetic force, strides directly towards The Tree. Is she going to
test her resolution? To test the power of free will over temptation? What will is free? Will is
either driving us, or we it. It is a permanent battle, a battle between whim and design, between
fancy and caution, between two sides of the same coin, that Man reimagines as he does time,
simplifying it into untruth.
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She stares at it.
As though watching disaster unfolding slowly but ineluctably in a dream, I watch her, as
she stretches forth her hand.
I shout No! I cry Don’t!. My words are a whisper of ash, blown on the wind, dissipating
before they touch even the ground. Dust thou art, and to dust thou dust return.
I try to go towards her, but Reader, we are built for stealth, not speed. I uncoil, recoil,
decoil, and I am a backdrop to what has become a main event that will haunt me. That will haunt
you, O Reader. For you are part of this story, as this story is a part of you, as all stories that you
hear become part of you, whether you will or no.
We are haunted always by our last times. This is the last time I will do this, we think.
This is the last time I will fill this coffee pot in this way, as I am moving out, it is over, and the
pot that we fill acquires a poignance in our muddy brains, a meaning that we feel goes far
beyond coffee. The smell will stay etched in our minds, the sound of the boiling water, the
feeling of the cool morning chill, the silence before.
But it is just…a pot of coffee.
I am haunted by this last inviolate vision, she reaching out, the Apple hanging rich and
delicately colored, not a poisonous berry red that might seem symbolic, but as things are in real
life, divergent from our attributions. It is a light green, with a blush of pink, and it is shining in
the morning sun, amidst dark green leaves shade-dappled and sighing in the breeze, trembling on
its slender stem.
What is the moment? Is it the reaching? The plucking? The biting? The chewing? The
swallowing? The digesting? The sharing? When does the apple become damnable? Is it the
thought? Pluck out thine eye if it tempt thee…but for God’s sake…don’t pluck the apple of your
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eye if it tempt thee…Adamilton may well claim that there is no penalty for the evil thought, but
he’s making that up as it goes along…speaking from experience…with my mouth filled with
dust….
*****
And there I am. Plip plop rain. Skin temperature, dries as soon as it hits. Keeps ground
fertile, and washes me. And wakes me. I’ll go see her, I say. And like that, it’s all sunny again,
with fluffy clouds, which I like.
I walk over nice springy ground. It feels nice. Spring sprong. The grass boings up after I
walk across it. Nice sun drying little drops on my back, feels a little sticky, but nice in the warm
sun. And there she is. Looking good. Funny expression though. “Evie?” I say. “What’s eating
you?” She smiles and hands me an apple sandwich, she asks me do I speak her language, and I’m
baffled. I take a bite.
Wham.
Whammo.
For the love of Jesus, what is this all about?
Nice body, btw, Eve! Wow.
Wow! Whew. Head rush. Good God.
Breathe.
Something not right, right? Or very alright, or something along those lines. The parallax
phenomenon. Different angle and all that. Wow.
Cannot believe Eve flaunting her yumminess like that, gets me all hot and bothered, and
feeling like I’m seeing that bush for the first time. That is, in point of fact, what I might call a
vagina! And she blushing back at me, and turned on too, I see that.
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“Well-well-well,” I say, and before you know it, we’re going at it like rutting bonobos,
and here’s the mad part, I have all these crazy-mad words spinning through my head, and it’s not
even a distraction, it’s a combined symphony. I want to sing them out in triumph, even while
we’re making the beast with two backs. “Isosceles!” I cry, for the sheer joy of it. “Perimeter!
Quadratic equation!” And they all make this seething sense in my head. I’m a bloody genius. I
see the grass, I see the chlorophyll, I see the green veins pumping their little oxygenated hearts
out.
“Eve!” I cry, “I love you, baby!” And this, too, takes me by surprise. What’s this love
thing all about? A bit unnecessary, I would have thought, or not-thought, up to now, but believe
me, it makes perfect sense at that moment.
Though maybe not so much the next one, when we’re grappling for a couple of leaves to
cover our shrinking members. That’s a bummer, I say to myself.
Just when everything was perfect.
*****
For those of us who are conceived as beings beyond time, linear is merely a translation
for you, happy reader, for whom all communication is exactly that. Not even a translation…a
tranche, a transparently thin, evanescent tranche.
Unlike you, who move on from your tragedy, up or down, I, however, remain forever
ensconced in the amber of the literary present, condemned to repeat in perpetuity the same act,
again and again, like a serpent with its tail in its mouth.
And to you who don’t believe in God – believe in the power of punishment, surely.
For here I lie.
Waiting.
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1.5.2 The Satanic Sestina
It was the beginning of my time. It was solely I, in happy dark, and God.
Fiat lux! said He, and stole both light and dark.
His feckless grandiosity left me then to know
Humiliation in my miserable form, crawling solitary, to seek
Such salvation as offered to those who pray
For desolation’s consolation to the gods of hate, the patron saints of sorrow.

For even in that Eden now crept sorrow,
Sorrow solitary, in the mire, far from the eye of God,
The beneficent light to whom the Others pray.
I prey, as I dream, in dark,
Dreams as dark, as closed, to those who sunlight seek,
As ignorance, recessed forever, is unknowable again to those who know.

Know this! I cried. Know this! That I can still cry, No!
I can still cry No surrender! and for all I bear my sorrow
On my back and crawling belly, as I seek
Salvation in my dust, I cry, There is no God
Who answers to my prayer! My God is one of Dark.
It is to him alone that I will pray.

And in desperation, as I lift my eyes to pray,
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I see that standing here is one who does not know
Of good and evil, yet knows of disobedience. Impending dark
Watchfully hovers over her, a hush before a storm of sorrow –
Sorrow for her, sorrow for her God, sorrow for the God
Of Man to come – and that is what I seek.

And why? you ask. Why seek
To rip from Eden’s balm and bosom those who pray
To a different God?
Know this: know the Cain within us all; know
The jealousy we share when our God is of sorrow,
Yours of laughter and of sunlight, ours of dark.

And if we seek to hide our faces in the dark,
As we seek to hide our souls from those who seek
To save them; we may sink beneath our sorrow,
But it is our sorrow. Let us pray
Our prayer; let us seek to know
Our own god.

And in this God of mine, I see this rising dark,
I see what I seek; I feel the hissing breath of sorrow
Touch lightly those who are my prey…because they seek to know.
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Chapter 2: Background: A Narrative of Teaching Literature
As teachers of literature are aware, stories are an artificial construct; we create stories by
tracing an imaginary line through a sequence of events that could potentially be viewed as
standalone, discreet from one another, and to complement and reinforce the arc, we offer
arbitrary starting and stopping points. It is highly unlikely that any once-upon-a-time story
actually ended happily ever after; much more likely is that the princess choked on a fishbone
surrounded by servitors who detested her as an interloper, while her prince had long before been
trampled to death by a passing giant. But as mentioned before, stories are our way of making
sense of the world, so in trying to determine what goals make sense in the teaching of literature,
constructing a narrative of how English education has arrived in its current shape is perhaps a
good starting point.
The following represents an attempt to trace a broad path through multiple coexisting
strands of thought and practice that have guided the field over its relatively brief couple of
centuries of existence. Just as Louise Rosenblatt (1965) pointed out the fruitlessness of
attempting to postulate a single student’s reactions (“there is no such thing as a generic reader”
(Rosenblatt, p. 24)), so there is no such thing as a generic teacher of English, nor a generic path
followed, and by that token, this history, like all histories, is necessarily a postulated or fictive
one. So I am terming this a narrative, an artificially linear construct of individual incidents, rather
than a history, per se; but it is a narrative that perhaps offers insight into the protean wrestling
match with the constantly mutating challenge of what it means to “teach literature.”

2.1 The Precursors
As with all stories, establishing the beginning of the arc is a subjective affair. Arthur
Applebee (1974) traces the roots of the teaching of English in schools to the widespread study of
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English grammar, beginning in 1810; he also cites studies in rhetoric before that, from the 1730’s
on, but this latter is more specific to third-level education. An additional, and particularly
significant, aspect is the emergence of the study of literature qua literature in English. Applebee
cites a first instance in Amherst’s offering a course in English and American Literature in 1827,
but an infinitely broader impact, and one that was directly geared towards school-age children,
was the evolution that took place in the McGuffey’s Readers.
Though these first appeared in 1836, the first four volumes were focused on basic reading
skills; the permutation that directly suggests an emerging literary canon, long before this was a
conscious educational concept, came in the second round of publication, five years after the
immediate success of the initial series. This was the appearance of a fifth volume in the series,
the Rhetorical Guide (1841), later marketed as the Fifth Reader (1844.) The authors who were
excerpted remained dominant in American curricula for many decades to come, from
Shakespeare, to Longfellow, to Scott (Vail 18); indeed, a revised edition of the Readers is still
used by some schools and home-schooling parents, and is available on Amazon even as I write.
One of the profound tensions that exist in English education is suggested by this
evolution: how to determine what designates a broadly suitable, or more controversially, a
canonic text—terms that are far from synonymous, as one implies accommodation, and the other
prescription. This remains a central, vital, and divisive question, as much, or more so, today as it
has ever been. Prior to the establishment of English as a broadly-sanctioned subject, this was less
urgent, so that in its initial extracurricular form, it was less an occasion of controversy—or
perhaps more accurately, it temporarily sidestepped that controversy. Applebee points out that
Ralph Waldo Emerson, while not welcomed through Williams’ official channels following his
free-thinking Harvard Divinity School Address in 1838, spoke three times to student groups at
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the Williams College; this was not a problem, as this was outside the official curriculum. But as
soon as there is a sanctioned course, the question of which texts and authors are to be part of that
becomes urgent. Consequently, as the discipline of English studies began to take shape, so too
did the attempt to define the content that merited inclusion.

2.1 The Concept of Canonicity
Applebee notes an early, ambitious, and influential example of this attempt in Thomas
Budge Shaw’s Outlines of English Literature. (1848) Applebee points out that Shaw “included
no selections from the authors at all,” (Applebee, 1974, p.10) and cites this as indicating an
approach where the corollary facts of the authors’ lives rather than the literature itself were the
central focus. But Outlines was in fact intended as the first volume of a two-volume set; the
second was to be “nearly similar in bulk, and divided into the same number of chapters,
containing a selection of choice passages from the writers treated of in these pages, and forming
a Chrestomathia to be read with the biographical and critical account of each author.” (Shaw,
1848, p. v) The intent is clearly analogous to that of a modern anthology, and the extant first
volume of Outlines (the second volume, the anthology, never materialized) is strikingly
ambitious and comprehensive, with topics ranging from “Traces of the Celtic Speech in Britain”
and “Disuse of Saxon Inflections” right through to “The Modern Novelists” and “The New
Poetry.” These sections indicate a willingness to include both othered voices and contemporary
writers that is startlingly far ahead of its time; it shares this quality with that other iconoclast,
Emerson. (“Each age, it is found, must write its own books; or rather, each generation for the
next succeeding. The books of an older period will not fit this.” Emerson, 1837, p. 585) But in
the narrative of English education, the tide is always followed by its ebb, as is clear in the
contrast between these voices to those encountered by William Lyon Phelps in Yale in 1895:
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One day in the Spring of 1895 I […] inaugurated what I believe was the first course in
any university in the world confined wholly to contemporary fiction. I called the course
Modern Novels. [….] the older professors gave me to understand that unless I dropped
the course at the end of its first year, I should myself be dropped from the faculty.
(Phelps, 1939, cited in Scholes, 1998, p. 16)
The defense of the realm in academe can be emphatic on occasion.
Implicit in Shaw’s Outlines (1848) however, along with the intent of tracing a lineage of
English literature, is the idea that there is a preparatory learning or knowledge that must critically
validate or inform the encounter with great works. While this concept may sound
straightforward, it forms the basis of another controversy that has played out on multiple planes
since then. Applebee (1974) cites Gayley and Bradley’s 1906 comment, that “Not only is it
impossible for a pupil, without the study of Latin, to obtain the discipline and culture pertaining
to an English education, but it is vain for a teacher, without a fair acquaintance with Latin or
Greek, and at least one modern foreign language, to attempt instruction in English.” (Gayley and
Bradley, 1906, p. 22) It is notable, incidentally, that their concept of valid material for the study
of English, as well as of scholarly preparation, includes modern and contemporary “texts,” pace
Lyon Phelps’ mentors: “The pupil should be trained to read to the class […] from the newspaper,
the magazine article, his own composition too.” (Gayley and Bradley, 1906, p. 23) This is
significant, as there can be a false opposition created where one necessarily invalidates or cannot
cohabit with the other, whereas historically this is not always the case.
A primary cause of the vitriol that has emerged in the debate on the canon as it has
evolved is the view that it privileges one group or subset over another. But what does this mean?
There is an historical reality that, at given times, some voices have been heard, or
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sanctioned/permitted, whereas others have not, but this critique risks conflating a justifiable
anger over the injustices of the past with an attempted refutation of the reality of that past. While
we can, and must, strive to be cognizant of the present and attentive to the future, the past
remains largely immutable, and such voices as survive are the only voices that are accessible to
us today. To resent this is to resent history; to diminish the voices that survive is to deprive our
students of awareness of the thoughts and ethos that inform their consciousness today, whether
or not they recognize those influences, simply by virtue of growing up in our society—and even
deprives them of the possibility of debating those voices. This argument is of course not
helpfully advanced by framing it in terms such as the title of Matthew Arnold’s Culture and
Anarchy (1867), but a closer reading of even this work suggests Arnold’s intent is not so much to
erect a bulwark against already-silenced/non-extant voices from the past, as to invite a
democratization of knowledge in the present: “Plenty of people will try to indoctrinate the
masses with the set of ideas and judgments constituting the creed of their own profession or
party. […] [C]ulture works differently. It seeks to do away with classes; to make the best that has
been thought and known in the world current everywhere; to make all men live in an atmosphere
of sweetness and light, where they may use ideas, as it uses them itself, freely, nourished and not
bound by them. This is the social idea; and the men of culture are the true apostles of equality.”
(Arnold, 1867, p. 48) Of course, who defines “best,” and how, is key. Applebee suggests that the
American schools’ embrace of Arnold was disingenuous, and that “educational opportunities
were extended because schooling with its attendant ‘culture’ was seen as a new agent of social
control” (Applebee, 1974, p. 23); indeed, Applebee sees a primary beneficiary of this
prescriptive notion of culture as being English studies. Nevertheless, this nuance does not
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necessarily invalidate the substance of Arnold’s concept of the democratization of knowledge, all
the more so in that so much societal disparity been directly based on withholding access.
A concomitant major trend in the mid– to late 1800’s was the rise of philology, much of
whose ethos revolved around recovering and revalidating the non-privileged voice. A
particularly prominent American example is Harvard’s Francis James Child, whose Ballads
(1857–58) are predicated on and celebrate his concept of a society in which the privileged and
non-privileged voices merged as one:
The condition of society in which a truly national or popular poetry appears […] is a
condition in which the people are not divided […] in to [sic] markedly distinct classes, in
which consequently there is such community of ideas and feelings that the whole people
form an individual. […]Though they do not "write themselves," as William Grimm has
said, though a man and not a people has composed them, still the author counts for
nothing.
(Child, 1874, p. 214)
A shared aspect, however, between the philological approach and the canonical texts is
the concept of requisite academic validation; the “people’s poetry” may well be class-free, but
the access to it, and the certification of its worth, as it were, benefited from the imprimatur of
Child’s Harvard professorship. Nonetheless, elevating the people’s voices to the Pantheon
clearly implies their right to be there, and that is revolutionary in itself.

2.2 The Rise of Teaching Literature and Its Tensions
With the scholarly accreditation of English studies came the framing of a curriculum, and
thereby arose another of the in-built tensions that has evolved in defining the canon—in this
case, between the colleges to which the students were to apply, and the secondary schools they
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currently attended. The canon as it emerged from the college application process was incidental,
as it were: the students found themselves studying the texts on which the colleges were likely to
evaluate them in their respective entrance exams, and in an effort to prevent the list of texts
proliferating endlessly, the colleges attempted to standardize those lists. It is notable that the first
call for a uniform list came, in fact, from the secondary schools, who wanted to offer their
students a reasonable limit to the number of texts with which they might be expected to be
familiar; the colleges put the list together in response, at the Conference of New England
Colleges in 1879. But two decades later the schools’ perception of the list had morphed from a
college concession to a tyrannical imposition; there was deep resentment of the Uniform Lists as
externally dictating the texts that the schools must teach.
The protest eventually took shape in the founding of the National Council of Teachers of
English (NCTE) in 1911, and an ultimate declaration of independence in the form of a 1917
report, Reorganization of English in Secondary Schools (NCTE/J.F. Hosic):
[…T]he folly of insisting that the high school course in English shall be a collegepreparatory course is evident. Nor will it answer to bring forward the shopworn plea that
what best prepares for college best prepares for life. There is too much skepticism as to
the value of much of present-day college work to warrant this. But more fundamental still
is the fact that college-preparatory work in English has never prepared for college.
College men freely confess that they make no attempt to base their courses upon what the
high schools are supposed to have done, and more significant still, boys and girls brought
up in high schools free from the domination of the college-entrance ideal very frequently
surpass their classmates who were carefully pointed at the college examination. The

37

entire doctrine of “preparation” for higher institutions is fallacious. The best preparation
for anything is real effort and experience in the present. (Hosic, 1917, p. 5)
This is damning the torpedoes with a vengeance, articulately and comprehensively. The
implications very specifically extend well beyond the canon, vigorously positing the secondary
school experience as sui generis, wholly distinct from a broader educational arc.
Following on this track, if one is indeed to disregard the aim of college-aptitude
assessment for a minute—though of course, it remains an intense part of the conversation to this
day; if one is to imagine instead that secondary school English is a world wholly unto itself, what
then are the ideal aims of teaching literature in high school? Looking back to the Committee of
Ten, the group offered a statement of purpose (published two years later) that reads as far from
naïve or even dated:
The main objects of the teaching of English in schools seem to be two: (1) to enable the
pupil to understand the expressed thoughts of others and to give expression to thoughts of
his own; and (2) to cultivate a taste for reading, to give the pupil some acquaintance with
good literature, and to furnish him with the means of extending that acquaintance.
(Report of the Committee, 1894, p. 86)
Needless to say, however, this quote contains a potential poison pill in the term “good literature.”
The choices of literature, at least theoretically, were now chosen by an autonomous entity rather
than one subject to external forces, and this, along with the growing confidence in the validity of
the new discipline of English and its positioning as central to the curriculum—“the study of
English should be pursued in the high-school for five hours a week during the entire course of
four years” (Report of the Committee, 1894, p. 90)—left it also a greater focus of debate. And
literature itself, rather than rhetoric, grammar, or an historic overview of literary development, is

38

specifically placed front and center: “The study of literature and training in the expression of
thought, taken together, are the fundamental elements in any proper high-school course in
English… By the study of literature the Conference means the study of the works of good
authors, not the study of a manual of literary history.” (Report of the Committee, 1894, p. 90)
This specifically suggests a self-declared sanctioned literary canon in the secondary educational
context.
Another aspect to the debate which reappears in multiple incarnations, although framed
in different terms, reared its head at the turn of the century: the sides may be broadly defined as
to whether it is the mission of the teacher and the student to strive to understand literature that
may be difficult or remote, or whether the onus is in fact in the other direction, that the literature
must be chosen to accommodate or invite the student in. This is a schism that frequently is
freighted in terms of moral duty in both directions. G. Stanley Hall (1886) represents an early
voice on the side of student accommodation:
What is chiefly needed here is true child editions, made not by literary men, nor even by
well-read and successful teachers and superintendents, but by special teachers of reading,
who would patiently test many children and classes with the work by piecemeal, and cut
and adapt the material till it really and closely fitted the minds and hearts of the children.
(Hall, 1886, p. 32)
A vigorously contrary voice, and a vehement one, is offered by Carpenter, Baker & Scott,
Teaching of English (1903): “to assume that intellectual effort brought to bear on a subject
makes it distasteful is to hold a brief for the stupid and lazy.” (Carpenter, Baker & Scott, 1903,
cited in Applebee, 1974 p. 55) An attempt to seek common ground appears in Percival Chubb’s
The Teaching of English in the Elementary and Secondary School (1913):
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[…T]here will be a clash—felt nowhere so much as in the English work—between the
old ideal which emphasizes formal discipline and thoroughness in a few things, and the
new which emphasizes culture content and many-sided development. The English course
must be fashioned with an eye to all the leading types of character and proclivity,—the
intellectual or scientific type, the humanitarian, the artistic, and the practical. It must
correct the exclusiveness and narrowness of any one of them, and yet minister to each in
its legitimate and peculiar needs. (Chubb, 1913, pp. 241–247)
It is worth noting, however, that Chubb was principal of Ethical Culture (the precursor to the
school where I teach), and before that Head of English at the Manual Training High School in
Brooklyn, suggesting a clear throughline of egalitarian philosophy, so that his approach might
not be viewed as typical of the average high school academic of the time. Nonetheless, a fuller
and a profoundly influential voicing of a similar viewpoint is offered by John Dewey in The
Child and the Curriculum (1902):
What, then, is the problem? It is just to get rid of the prejudicial notion that there is some
gap in kind (as distinct from degree) between the child's experience and the various forms
of subject-matter that make up the course of study. From the side of the child, it is a
question of seeing how his experience already contains within itself elements facts and
truths of just the same sort as those entering into the formulated study; and, what is of
more importance, of how it contains within itself the attitudes, the motives, and the
interests which have operated in developing and organizing the subject-matter to the
plane which it now occupies. From the side of the studies, it is a question of interpreting
them as outgrowths of forces operating in the child's life, and of discovering the steps that
intervene between the child's present experience and their richer maturity.
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Abandon the notion of subject-matter as something fixed and ready-made in itself,
outside the child's experience; cease thinking of the child's experience as also something
hard and fast; see it as something fluent, embryonic, vital; and we realize that the child
and the curriculum are simply two limits which define a single process. Just as two points
define a straight line, so the present standpoint of the child and the facts and truths of
studies define instruction. It is continuous reconstruction, moving from the child's present
experience out into that represented by the organized bodies of truth that we call studies.
(Dewey, 1902, p. 11)
This is startling; in its nuanced view, it is of the present day, and seems inarguable. Dewey is
periodically viewed a precursor to, and apologist for, the excesses of anything-goes
progressivism, but reading the above more closely, it is evident that is not the gist of what he is
saying. He is not suggesting throwing out or infantilizing the curriculum, but helping the student
to access it by having him or her recognize her- or himself in the material—something that is
surely at the root of all successful English teaching, and behind what Sheridan Blau calls
“performative literacy,” the students’ ability to “recognize, criticize, and even resist the values
and vision of the world advanced by or inscribed in literary and nonliterary texts.” (Blau, 2003,
p. 13)
This debate, effectively between those who advocate centering the text versus those who
advocate centering the reader, has become in one form or another a dominant debate to this day.
It has gone through multiple permutations. The voices on the right, so to speak, those who favor
the text, have included some within the NCTE fold who might perhaps have been expected to
feel otherwise; a vivid articulation of this viewpoint was offered as early as 1919, by Joseph M.
Thomas, seventh president of the NCTE, who deplored those English teachers who “have given
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up trying to interest the student in what they think he ought to be interested in, and are
experimenting in a vain effort to find what he will like. They have not foresworn English, but
have definitely abandoned literature.” (Thomas, 1919, p. 8) One might trace a direct lineage from
Thomas to the New Critics, and to Mortimer Adler, who in his 1940 seminal work, the pointedly
titled How to Read a Book,* offered a similar suspicion of the soft approach: “In their false
liberalism, the progressive educators confused discipline with regimentation, and forgot that true
freedom is impossible without minds made free by discipline.” (cited in Applebee p.184)

2.3 Close Reading, from Richards to Rosenblatt
The concept of close reading, of teasing out nuance and subtext, has surely been there
since time immemorial; in a sense, it is a direct descendent of Talmudic scholarly reading, and
similar traditions exist in virtually any written religion where an obscure or complex text is
consulted for guidance. But the academic practice of reading secular texts, and specifically
evaluating the response for the interpretive skills shown, was put under a startling academic
spotlight in I.A. Richards’ seminal text Practical Criticism. (1929) Utilizing a qualitative
approach, this consisted of a series of case studies in which Richards asked undergraduates in
Cambridge to read and respond to thirteen poems. Critically, however, he removed any
identifiers as to who had written the poems, and consequently—in theory—would get a more
honest reaction on the part of the student readers, uninflected by preconceptions or associations,
and this would in turn lead to a better sense of how students, of a high level of education, make
meaning, and of the reading process itself. The text consists of transcriptions of reader responses,
denoted “protocols” by Richards, with little filter by the author; as an approach, it could be
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Cf I. A. Richards: “Neither this book nor any other can say how a page should be read – if by that we mean that it
can give a recipe for discovering what the page really says.” (How to Read a Page, 1942, cited in Applebee (1974,
p. 138))
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viewed as a precursor to the grounded theory of Glaser and Strauss (1967), and their use of case
study. Richards’ book is in large part an exploration of failure, where the protocols offer readings
that Richards sees as showing the “deficiencies” of the readers:
The deficiencies so noticeable in the protocol writers (and, if we could be franker with
ourselves, in our own reading) are not native inalterable defects in the average human
mind. They are due in a large degree to mistakes that can be avoided, and to bad training.
(Richards, p. 291)
The book, indeed, is a plea for a new discipline specifically in the study of interpretation:
“Sooner or later interpretation will have to be recognized as a key-subject.” (p. 317) The risk
otherwise is a world rife with misinterpretations of the sort that Richards documents:
The wild interpretations of others must not be regarded as the antics of incompetents, but
as dangers that we ourselves only narrowly escape, if, indeed, we do. We must see in the
misreadings of others the actualisation of possibilities threatened in the early stages of
our own readings. The only proper attitude is to look upon a successful interpretation, a
correct understanding, as a triumph against odds. We must cease to regard a
misinterpretation as a mere unlucky accident. We must treat it as the normal and probable
event. (p. 315)
In terms of pragmatic steps, Richards suggests preliminarily that “an inquiry into language…be
recognized as a vital branch of research.” (p. 316) In this, he offers an early vision of semantics:
My suggestion is that it is not enough to learn a language (or several languages) as a man
may inherit a business, but that we must learn, too, how it works. And by “learning how
it works,” I do not mean studying its rules of syntax or of its grammar, or wandering
about in its lexicography…I mean by “learning how it works,” study of the kinds of
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meaning that language handles, their connection with one another, their interferences; in
brief, the psychology of the speech-situation. (pp. 317-318)
He also stresses the study of interpretation itself, but is non-prescriptive: “only the actual effort
to teach such a subject can reveal how it may best be taught.” [Italics are the author’s.] (p. 317)
Broadly, however, he suggests reading less, but reading more deeply: “challenging the value of
the time spent in extensive reading [, a] very slight improvement in the capacity to understanding
would so immensely increase the value of this time that part of it would be exchanged with
advantage.” (p. 317) There is a further degree of subtlety in his analysis, which runs counter to
those who would position Richards as a straight precursor to the New Critics:
This shifting, because living, basis for all literary responses does not force us, as some
intellectual defeatists, misled by the word subjective, may suppose, to an agnostic or
indifferentist position. Every response is “subjective” in the sense that it is a
psychological event determined by the needs and resources of a mind. But this does not
imply that one is not better than another.… It is the quality of the reading we give them
that matters, not the correctness with which we classify them.… Hence our educational
methods are glaringly at fault, creating a shibboleth situation that defeats its purpose. So
long as we feel that the judgment of poetry is a social ordeal, and that our real responses
to it may expose us to contempt, our efforts, even after passing the gate, will not take us
far. But most of our responses are not real, or not our own, and this is just the difficulty.
(pp. 326-7)
There is a balance here, between a belief in the “quality of the reading” and the importance of
“real” responses.
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Louise Rosenblatt’s Literature and Exploration (1938) continues this conversation,
offering a vision of a reading world where the divide between successful and unsuccessful
interpretations in some ways reflects a position analogous to Richards. The impact of this book
was sufficiently influential and long-lasting that it went through multiple editions, and I will look
at one of those later editions shortly; but in terms of tracing the development of the teaching of
literature, I want to first spend some time with the first edition, and looking at how it weighed
into the conversation.
Interestingly, in terms of viewing the development of teaching literature as a dialectic,
this book was envisaged at least in part specifically as a direct response to I.A. Richards, whose
study Rosenblatt cites and explores:
Each week, [Richards] asked his class to write comments on four unidentified poems….
In most cases, their training in literary history and their fund of critical dicta concerning
good poetry were of very little help in the handling of their unvarnished primary personal
responses…Evidently, in most cases this was an unprecedented demand that was being
made up on the students. Yet this is the demand that should have been made upon them
during the whole course of their literary training. They should have been given the
opportunity and the responsibility again and again to have faced their primary responses
and to have developed organically from them a personal approach to literature. (pp. 7778)
It is fascinating to see how Rosenblatt goes to the heart of Richards’ study, effectively agrees
with his identification of a critical weakness, and likewise sees it as a call to action. However,
Rosenblatt takes Richards’ analysis further in terms of situating the reading dynamic, and its
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validity, more wholly within the reader, starting with the very title of her own work, Literature
as Exploration:
The word exploration is designed to suggest primarily that the experience of literature,
far from being for the reader a passive process of absorption, is a form of intense personal
activity. The reader counts for at least as much as the book or poem itself… The
tendency, however, has been to center attention on the books themselves, and to be
content with analyzing the particular problems or social conditions treated in specific
books.… We need to find out what happens when specific human beings, with their
interests and anxieties, participate in the emotional and intellectual life that books make
possible.
(pp. vi-vii, preface)
The reader plays a co-equal, active role. This is developed further in the later edition which we
will look at, but we see already in the 1938 edition a nascent version of reader response theory:
Just as the author is creative, selective, so the reader also is creative. Out of the
interaction between what the author presents and the reader’s own personality, his own
fund of past experiences, may come that moment of balanced perception, a complete
esthetic experience. But it will not be the result of passivity on the reader’s part; we have
been careful to speak of the literary experience in terms of an interaction between the
reader and the work. Moreover, as in the case of the artist’s creative process, there will be
selective factors molding the reader’s response. It is a mistake to speak of the experience
of a book or a play or a poem, without reference to the context of the experience in the
mind of the reader. He comes to the book from life.
(pp. 42-43)
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This might well be viewed as a direct extension of Emerson’s pithy comment in “The American
Scholar” (1837): “One must be an inventor to read well.” (Emerson, 1837, p. 587) Indeed, in its
verbiage, it startlingly recalls Emerson’s paradigm of writing, as opposed to reading: “The theory
of books is noble. The scholar of the first age received into him the world around; brooded
thereon; gave it the new arrangement of his own mind, and uttered it again. It came into him—
life; it went out from him—immortal thoughts.” (Emerson, p. 585) In Rosenblatt’s vision, the
text qua text is not irrelevant; it is not a mere Rorschach blot, shaped as it is by a “creative,
selective” author; but its meaning is deeply co-dependent on the reader’s “interaction” (denoted
as “transaction” in the later edition) with it.
Given the reframing of Rosenblatt’s vision by the New Critics as a sort of anarchic freefor-all, in some ways similar to the earlier flattening of Dewey’s ideas, it is worth recognizing
that this interpretation is not accurate. Literature as Exploration offers a number of indicators
that Rosenblatt was not throwing the teaching-baby out with the text-centric bathwater: “Our aim
in the teaching of literature should be to give the student the form of emotional release which all
art offers, and at the same time, without strain or pressure, to help him gain increasingly more
complex satisfactions from literature.” (p. 86) There is a balance here, between the “emotional
release” (quite analogous to Richards’ “real response”) and the gradation suggested in
“increasingly more complex satisfactions from literature.” A longer passage shows the same
offset:
We have already been reminded of the fact that the reading of a particular work at a
particular moment by a particular reader will be a highly complex process. Anything in
the reader’s past experience, any of his present preoccupations, his needs and
frustrations—even his present physical state—may enter actively into the nature of his
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primary spontaneous response. In some cases, these things will conduce to a richer and
more balanced reaction to the work. In other cases, they will limit or distort the reader’s
image of it. (pp. 92-93)
Yet again, we see an acknowledgment of emotional truth (the “primary spontaneous response”),
but not an abandoning of analytical value (“In some cases, these things will conduce to a richer
and more balanced reaction to the work. In other cases, they will limit or distort the reader’s
image of it.”) In a sense, part of what Rosenblatt says is an observation or analysis of a
fundamental truth, rather than a prescription of process per se:
The reading of any work of literature is, of necessity, an individual and unique
occurrence involving the mind and emotions of some particular reader. We may
generalize about similarities among such interactions, but we cannot evade the realization
that there are actually only innumerable separate responses to individual works of art. (p.
32)
Interestingly, this seems quite analogous to Richards’ observation that “Every response is
‘subjective’ in the sense that it is a psychological event determined by the needs and resources of
a mind.” In Rosenblatt’s construct, it is the duality of the art-as-catalyst and the reader-asreactant that creates the reading-event: “The reader brings to the word personality traits,
memories of past events, present needs and preoccupations, a particular mood at the
moment, and a particular physical condition.… These, and many other elements, interacting
with the peculiar contribution of the work of art, produce a unique experience.” p. 37
As with so much of the narrative of the teaching of literature, diverging voices coexist
simultaneously; the New Critical approach took prominent shape in a seminal text published in
exactly the same year, Cleanth Brooks’ and Robert Penn Warren’s Understanding Poetry (1938).
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This volume propounds a different solution to the reading problems observed by Richards, which
they articulate in the principles they outline as guiding the book in the famous “Letter to the
Teacher” that prefaces the first edition:
1. Emphasis should be kept on the poem as a poem.
2. The treatment should be concrete and inductive.
3. A poem should always be treated as an organic series of relationships, and the poetic
quality should never be taken as inhering in one or more factors taken in isolation. (p.
ix, Letter to the Teacher, 1938)
The book as a whole organizes the poems into seven sections on a “scale of difficulty,” with
analyses supplied which “relieve the teacher of a certain amount of preliminary drudgery.” (p.
xii) They cite Louis Cazamian, “it is rightly felt that if the…student of literature is to be capable
of an intelligent appreciation, he must go beyond the passive enjoyment of what he reads; he
must be instructed, partly at least, in the mysteries of the art…” (p. xv) It is tempting to flatten
their approach into being drily scholastic, and wholly opposed to that of Rosenblatt, but that is no
more accurate than the vision of Rosenblatt—or Dewey—being touchy-feely anarchists; in the
fourth edition (1976) of the book, which may well have been moved by Rosenblatt’s influence to
seek more middle ground, they offer a vision closer to that of her aesthetic reading, while still
not abandoning their New Critical perspective:
The title of this book is Understanding Poetry. It might, however, with equal reason have
been called Experiencing Poetry, for what this book hopes to do is to enlarge the reader’s
capacity to experience poetry. What is at stake in the choice between the two titles is a
matter of emphasis. The title Experiencing Poetry would emphasize the end to be hoped
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for—a richer appreciation of poetry, a fuller enjoyment. Our chosen title emphasizes the
process by which such an end may be achieved. (p. 15)
Central to the New Critics’ paradigm was the philosophical question of whether literature
has its own intrinsic, fixed meaning, and certainly in some prototypical incarnations, the answer
was an emphatic affirmative. W. K. Wimsatt and M. Beardsley argued first against the
consideration of authorial intent in approaching literature (“The Intentional Fallacy,”1946), and
then specifically against the principles underlying reader response theory. (“The Affective
Fallacy,” 1949) In their paradigm, words had an absolute, unchanging meaning as they existed
on the page. They, too, root their response in conversation with I.A. Richards’ study, and
implicitly enlist it on their side: “Mr. Richards spoke of ‘aesthetic’ or ‘projectile’ words –
adjectives by which we project feelings and objects themselves or together innocent of
these feelings or of any qualities corresponding to them.” (p. 32) Perhaps counterintuitively,
they frame their critique in terms of the reader doubting the text’s effect, a form of skepticism to
a point that diminishes the textual role:
The Affective Fallacy is a confusion between the poem and its results (what it is and
what it does), a special case of epistemological skepticism, though usually advanced
as if it had far stronger claims than the overall forms of skepticism. It begins by
trying to derive the standard of criticism from the psychological effects of the poem
and ends in impressionism and relativism. (p. 31)
They view the affective approach as a form of solipsism, where the text becomes a literary
Rorschach blot for the reader:
…affective theory has often been less a scientific view of literature then a
prerogative—that of the soul adventuring among masterpieces, the contagious
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teacher, the poetic radiator—...a William Lyon Phelps. Criticism on this theory has
approximated the tone of… the revival meeting. “To be quite frank,” says Anatole
France, “the critic ought to say: ‘Gentlemen, I am going to speak about myself
apropos of Shakespeare, apropos of Racine…’” (p. 41)
In this construct, the text itself is obviated, and D.H. Lawrence’s words to Aldous Huxley are
cited as the words of the prophet: “I don’t care about evidence. Evidence doesn’t mean
anything to me. I don’t feel it here.“ (p. 43) For Wimsatt and Beardsley, this is a destructive
indulgence; they adhere rather to Thomas Mann’s comment, that “Art is a cold sphere.” (p.
44) Once the reader—or student—digresses from analysis to the emotional reaction, the
basis for discussion or argument dissolves:
The report of some readers, on the other hand, that a poem or story induces in them
vivid images, intense feelings, or heightened consciousness, is neither anything
which can be refuted nor anything which it is possible for the objective critic to take
into account. The purely affective report is either too physiological or it is too vague.
Feelings, as Hegel has conveniently put it, “remain purely subjective affections of
myself, in which the concrete matter vanishes, as though narrowed into a circle of
the utmost abstraction.” (p. 46)
And yet, to dismiss Wimsatt and Beardsley as solely, drily, analytical is to flatten their
theory. Rather, they suggest pushing for a more precise analysis of exactly which emotion is
aroused, and how:
The more specific the account of the emotion induced by a poem, the more nearly it
will be an account of the reasons for emotion, the poem itself, and the more reliable
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it will be as an account of what the poem is likely to induce in other—sufficiently
informed—readers. (p. 47)
Ultimately, however, there is a tension between the purportedly timeless qualities that
Wimsatt and Beardsley are arguing, and their being evidenced by the reaction of a transient
or changing reader; their answer is to posit an enduring truth de facto:
A structure of emotive objects so complex and so reliable as to have been taken for
great poetry by any past age will never, it seems safe to say, so wane with the
waning of human culture as not to be recoverable at least by a willing student. (p.
53)
The purported clarity of this approach offered a particular appeal in the historical context
immediately following, which may help explain the dramatic influence of New Criticism.
Sputnik was launched in 1957; in the wake of the launch, English education found itself again on
the defensive, being made a scapegoat for the United States having fallen behind the Russians in
STEM fields, and consequently needing urgently to justify its existence. Applebee points to the
National Defense Education Act of 1958, which challenged funding of English versus that of
math and science, and was inspired in part by Vice-Admiral H. G. Rickover’s Education and
Freedom. (1958)
But in a paradox typical of this narrative of English Education, this quest for certainty
arises at the same time as increased skepticism from the Vietnam generation leads to further
questioning of the canon. And Stanley Fish, in “Literature in the Reader,” (1970) pushes back
against what he deemed the “Affective Fallacy Fallacy,” in a sense offering a bridge between the
1938 edition of Literature as Exploration, and the later iterations of that text, and of Rosenblatt’s
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The Reader, the Text, the Poem: The Transactional Theory of the Literary Work (1978/1994). He
centers the idea of constructing meaning, as a collaboration between reader and text:
What I am suggesting is that there is no direct relationship between the meaning of
a sentence (paragraph, novel, poem) and what its words mean. Or, to put the matter
less provocatively, the information an utterance gives, its message, is a constituent
of, but certainly not to be identified with, its meaning. It is the experience of an
utterance—all of it and not anything that could be said about it, including anything I
could say—that is its meaning.
(p. 131)
Fish rebuts the New Critical counter-argument directly:
I have argued the case for a method of analysis which focuses on the reader rather
than on the artifact….The chief objection, of course, is that affective criticism leads
one away from the “thing itself“ in all its solidity to the inchoate impressions of a
variable and various reader.…The objectivity of the text is an illusion, and moreover,
a dangerous illusion, because it is so physically convincing. The illusion is one of
self-sufficiency and completeness. A line of print or a page or a book is so obviously
there… The great merit (from this point of view) of kinetic art is that it forces you to
be aware of “it” as a changing object—and therefore no “object“ at all – and also to
be aware of yourself as correspondingly changing. Somehow when we put a book
down, we forget that while we were reading, it was moving… and forget too that we
were moving with it. (pp.139-140)
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Fish’s focus, then, is specifically on the temporal aspect of the process of reading; he views
the complexity of the dynamic not just in the variety of readers, but in the kinetic nature of
the activity:
A criticism that regards “the poem itself”...transforms a temporal experience into a
spatial one.... Its question is what goes into the work rather than what does the work
go into. It is “objective” in exactly the wrong way, because it determinedly ignores
what is objectively true about the activity of reading. Analysis in terms of doings and
happenings is on the other hand truly objective because it recognizes the fluidity,
the “movingness,” of the meaning experience and because it directs us to where the
action is—the active and activating consciousness of the reader. (pp. 140-141)
Nonetheless, the particularity of the reader, too, is key, and Fish likewise positions his
argument as part of the conversation with I.A. Richards, whose study, he feels, skews its
results by utilizing non-optimal readers, Cambridge students though they were: such faults
as are held against affective reading, in his view, are particular to the test subjects Richards
chose:
It is ironic and unfortunate that the case against analysis in terms of reader
response is often made by referring to the example of a group of readers whose idea
of response was disastrously narrow…. If Practical Criticism makes any case, it is the
case for the desirability of my informed reader… 151
Rosenblatt returned to the dialogue first with The Reader, the Text, the Poem: the
Transactional Theory of the Literary Work (1978/1994) and then incorporated much of that work
in her later editions of Literature as Exploration (1976, 1995.) For the sake of concision, I will
look at these as a combined theoretical argument, and one that Gerald Graff sees as extending
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consistently between the 1938 edition, and the book’s final incarnation in 1995. As Graff (1995)
puts it, “Although she insisted, like all serious teachers, on close attention to texts, fully
respecting their unique powers, she shifted the emphasis dramatically toward a close reading of
the responses of close readers.” (p. ix) A key distinction in examining these responses is
articulated between “reading for some practical purpose” and “reading a literary work of art.”
(Rosenblatt, 1995, p. 32) These two discreet activities are denoted “efferent reading,” where the
reader is expected to “carry away” information (as from a textbook or similar,) and “aesthetic
reading,” where the actual experience of reading is itself the goal:
Someone else can read the newspaper or a scientific work for us and summarize it
acceptably. No one, however, can read a poem for us. If there is indeed to be a poem and
not simply a literal statement, the reader must have the experience, must “live through”
what is being created during the reading. The transaction with any text sirs up both
referential and affective aspects of consciousness, and the proportion of attention given to
these will determine where the reading will fall on a continuum from predominantly
efferent to predominantly aesthetic. […] From this mixture of sensations, feelings,
images, and ideas is structured the experience that constitutes the story or poem or play.
(Rosenblatt, 1995, p. 33)
Also key to this theory is what Rosenblatt terms the transactional nature of reading, in terms that
recall Fish’s argument: “In the past, reading has too often been thought of as an interaction, the
printed page impressing its meaning on the reader’s mind or the reader extracting the meaning
embedded in the text. Actually, reading is a constructive, selective process over time in a
particular context. The relation between reader and signs on the page proceeds in a to-and-fro
spiral. […] Meaning emerges as the reader carries on a give-and-take with the signs on the
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page.” (Rosenblatt, 1995, p. 26) It is not a free-for-all, and Rosenblatt does not negate the
importance of the text; it is a collaboration: “the reader must remain faithful to the author’s
text…but…he must seek to organize or interpret….His own assumptions will provide the
tentative framework for such an interpretation.” (11) This balances an external reality (“faithful
to the author’s text”) against a truth that is subjective, created by the reader.
If we position ourselves at this point in the debate, and consider that teaching literature is
essentially teaching aesthetic reading, how can we assess success in teaching literature in the
high school English classroom? The challenge here is to resist evaluating solely efferent
interaction with the text, or the original form of close reading; this is an easier metric to evaluate,
and to advance through statistical argument, but it does not necessarily correspond to what we
actually want to achieve. (The nomenclature of “English language arts” also notably moves the
debate away from the more troubled, and thicker, concept of “literature.”) A typical example of
the uneasy marriage of an efferent metric applied to aesthetic reading is the extended four-article
series in the Journal of Developmental Education, “Critical Thinking...and the Art of Close
Reading,” (2004); the authors posit that readers need to become adept at assessing the quality of
an author's reasoning, with a key step consisting of accurately stating in their own words an
author's meaning. However, this risks assessing an aesthetic experience in efferent terms. While
it corresponds to Rosenblatt’s criterion of “faithfulness to the author’s text” (1995), it flattens the
“experience of an utterance” (Fish, 1970) into just the utterance alone. Hunt and Vipond (1987)
zero in on a further challenge in assessing the progress in aesthetic reading: “when readers
perceive themselves to be in a testing situation (as they usually do from the time they sign up for
an experiment), they tend to read in ways appropriate to such a situation, producing the artifact
we've been calling 'laboratory reading.' […] Research strategies for aesthetic reading are
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problematic, we believe, partly because what readers say, both during reading and
retrospectively, tends to be contaminated by preconceptions about what they ought to say about
literature.” (p. 179-80) The criterion of success, in particular, was “the extent of the readers'
"literary engagement" (p. 181), which is a thicker form of data than lends itself readily to a
quantitative approach. They acknowledge the challenge, but also the importance of this research:
“We agree with Smith (1985) that to study reading as though it were a matter of shunting
information is to be constrained by a metaphor that is not just ineffective but 'wholly
inappropriate and misleading.’ Reading must be studied as though it were what it is—a
transaction.” (p. 180) The influence of Rosenblatt is clear.

2.4 Deeper into Rosenblatt’s Woods: Eco, Model Readers, and Teaching Literature
Umberto Eco, in Six Walks in the Fictional Woods, (1994) queries the traditional
relationship of reader and writer with an anecdote about Italo Calvino sending him his novel, If
on a winter’s night a traveler: “When Calvino sent me his book, he had certainly already
received mine, since his dedication reads, ‘A Umberto; superior stabat lector, longeque inferior
Italo Calvino.’” (2) Eco discusses the ramifications of this quote, adapted from The Phaedrus, as
potentially an allusion to the dynamic of reader and writer. It can be translated as “the reader
stands upstream, and the writer (Calvino) a long way downstream.” This seems to step up
Rosenblatt’s reader response theory, and Eco’s discussion draws on his prior work in The Role of
the Reader (1979), where he divides texts into “open” and “closed” texts. “Closed” texts are
those “that obsessively aim at arousing a precise response” (p. 8); he cites for examples detective
fiction, or comic strips: “They…aim at pulling the reader along a predetermined path, carefully
displaying their effects so as to arouse pity or fear, excitement or depression at the due place and
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at the right moment. Every step of the ‘story’ elicits just the expectation that its further course
will satisfy.” (p. 8)
However, “open” texts – Eco cites Joyce as a typical author – require what Eco terms a
“Model Reader”; “they work at their peak revolutions per minute only when each interpretation
is echoed by the others.” (p. 9) This produces a paradoxical result for an “open” text: “You
cannot use the text as you want, but only as the text wants you to use it.” (p. 9) The text itself
seeks to create the model reader, as is further explored in Eco’s Six Walks in the Fictional
Woods:
The model reader of the story is not the empirical reader. The empirical reader is you,
me, anyone, when we read a text. Empirical readers can read in many ways, and there is
no law that tells them how to read, because they often use the text as a container for their
own passions, which may come from outside the text or which the text may arouse by
chance. … [The model reader is] a sort of ideal type whom the text not only foresees as a
collaborator but also tries to create. (Eco, 1994, p.8)
This opens the door to an interesting dichotomy. Rosenblatt has stressed the degree to which
reading a text involves collaboration between two entities, the reader on the one hand and the
text on the other; Eco, however, goes one step further, in positing there is an optimal
collaboration, and a sub- or non-optimal collaboration, and utilizes a circular approach in honing
in on what this construes: the “model reader” is defined by a “model response.” The latter is
interesting in the context of teaching, as it allows for gradation, or progress. If there is, indeed, an
optimal collaboration, it gives the reader and teacher a goal towards which they can work. The
particular author on whom Eco focuses, Joyce, is in some ways so specific in his time and ethos,
indeed sui generis, that using his work as the prototype would seem to suggest limitation, if not
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actually invalidation, in terms of teaching at least this kind of literature as offering a transferable
skill. But Eco makes it clear that he is not talking solely about writers who are elusive per se, but
rather about the reader’s ability to pick up on the cues as to what “model reader” is being sought:
“If a text begins with “Once upon a time,” it sends out a signal that immediately enables it select
its own model reader, who must be a child, or at least somebody willing to accept something that
goes beyond the commonsensical and reasonable.” (Ecco, 1994, p. 9)
It must be pointed out, however, that Eco is viewing this as a feature of the text, rather
than a characteristic of an actual, or as he terms it, an “empirical” reader. In other words, any
given text, as a text, will posit the existence of a model reader, without necessarily anticipating
or demanding that solely such readers will in fact be the ones engaging with it. Depending on the
function of the text, the text becomes more or less accessible (or present as closed or open)
accordingly to a broader or narrower range of readers. But there is, nonetheless, a substantive
difference between this concept, and that, for instance, of the “implied reader” of Wolfgang Iser.
In the latter paradigm, the implied reader’s interaction is presented from the viewpoint of
observation of a phenomenon, rather than evaluation of its success per se. But it seems to me, as
soon as we utilize Eco’s term, model reader, we are dealing with an evaluative criterion. Implied
suggests an assumption; model suggests an aspiration. This coexists—perhaps a little uneasily—
with the New Critical approach, where as M. Myers (1996) points out, the very ambiguity of a
work becomes not just correlative to, but causative of, its value: “The message fallacy insisted
that good literature could not be a single, certain meaning. Finnegans Wake, for example, is
literature because it simply cannot be meant as a jigsaw puzzle in which all of the information is
apparent at the end, and because it challenges us to learn to live with ambiguity.” (Myers, 1996,
p. 91) Myers sees this as driven by a pragmatic impulse: “This approach to literature served
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professional needs to protect literature from science. The teacher needed to privilege the
certainty and objectivity of form and the uncertainty and ambiguity of meaning because…the
information of science was threatening to displace the authority of literature.” (Myers, 1996, p.
91) Nonetheless, even in identifying where the ambiguity lies, and the directions it might take,
one may posit the existence of a model reader.
However, Eco’s distinction between the empirical and the model author presents a
challenge in the context of teaching literature. We have a finite and specific text in front of us,
however infinite our interpretations may be, and that finite text comes from a specific author,
who wrote the text. Even if we do not know the author’s background, even if we are adherent to
the philosophy of the intentional fallacy, and we deliberately occlude knowledge of the author,
when we segregate what student readers want the “model author” to be from the empirical writer
of the text, we create a didactic problem. By in a sense invalidating the independent existence of
the author’s external voice, that is, the voice as it is on the page, by fracturing it into the
empirical versus model author, we risk creating a circle, and leading our students back to being
Eco’s “empirical readers,” who “often use the text as a container for their own passions,” and not
“as the text wants you to use it.” There is an elasticity to all of this, of course, as, in an analogous
sense, Fecho and Botzakis point out in their 2007 study of Bakhtinian principles in the
classroom:
Meaning is so dependent on context that it remains forever in process, at the intersection
of centripetal tensions – those forces that usually represent collective authority and seek
to stabilize and center – and centrifugal tensions – those forces that usually represent
individual interpretation and seek to diversify and pull outward. It's not an either/or
proposition. (p. 561)
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But let us advance this concept further, and explore how the empirical writer might
attempt to directly play with the model reader response, in a context referenced by Eco. As seen
in Calvino’s If on a winter’s night a traveler (1979), the writer’s focus on the reader’s existence
can be simultaneously engaging and alienating, and can paradoxically both expand and limit the
reader’s entry to into the work. The novel begins with an apostrophe to the reader:
You are about to begin reading Italo Calvino’s new novel, If on a winter’s night a
traveler. Relax. Concentrate. Dispel every other thought. Let the world around you fade.
Best to close the door; the TV is always on in the next room. (3)
Two effects are produced. The first may be—perhaps is intended to be, if we are willing to
tolerate the intentional fallacy for a moment— a wry smile at the reverse power play, whereby
the object (the author/book/voice) becomes the subject; the reader becomes the object, and is
being “read.” However, this is where a problem kicks in imaginatively; if, for example, there is
no television in the next room, we experience a disconnected dynamic akin to that of the
empirical reader of Eco’s construct. Rather than creating an imaginative continuum, the writing
invites a Brechtian alienation effect with a sequence of questions: is Calvino’s audience
primarily composed of television watchers? Or is television such an omnipresent feature of
contemporary households? And contemporary where – in Italy? Etc. This does not have the
effect of Joyce, where the parochial becomes universal. The self-consciousness results not in an
“ah-ha!” moment, the frisson of the familiar in the unfamiliar, but in a schism between the
author’s “model reader,” and the empirical reader who is actually seeking to engage with the
text. This authorial play constitutes the dominant dynamic of the book, right to the finale, where,
as the protagonist-reader at last slides into bed with the (Ludmilla)-reader, the primary focus
returns to the meta-narrative of the reader(s) reading the book:
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Now you are man and wife, Reader and Reader. A great double bed receives your parallel
readings.
Ludmilla closes her book, turns off her light, puts her had back against the pillow, and
says, “Turn off your light, too. Aren’t you tired of reading?”
And you say, “Just a moment, I’ve almost finished If on a winter’s night a traveler by
Italo Calvino.” (Calvino, 1979, p. 254)
Eco’s technique is a direct descendent of Laurence Sterne’s, whose Tristram Shandy
(1767) is the archetype of all such visible author-presences. Yet while Sterne’s writing originates
the device, its effect is in some ways less alienating in the Brechtian sense. “I know there are
readers in the world,” Sterne writes, “as well as many other good people in it, who are no readers
at all,— who find themselves ill at ease, unless they are let into the whole secret from first to last,
of everything which concerns you.” (Sterne, 1767, p. 5) While this text plays with a reader-writer
dynamic analogous to Calvino’s text, the focus is rather on the interaction between reader and
text, or the reader’s perception of the text, rather than defining the reader him- or herself. Indeed,
in this sense it is closer to the reader apostrophes of Fielding than to those of Calvino; Sterne,
like Fielding, is relatively open in his characterization of the readers themselves. The reader may
be an habitual reader, or not, and in either case can be equally “good people.” The sentence is
used rather to draw attention to the writer’s sleight of hand, than to create a circumscribed
reader-reaction. Sterne continues to play with this interaction as the text progresses:
In the beginning of the last chapter, I informed you exactly when I was born; but I did not
inform you how. No, that particular was reserved entirely for a chapter by itself; —
besides, Sir, as you and I are in the manner perfect strangers to each other, it would not
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have been proper to let you into too many circumstances relating to myself all at once. —
You must have a little patience. (8)
This tour-de-force expectation-bending continues to the end of the novel, crossing genres to the
drawing of the corporal’s stick trajectory in Book Nine, and finishing up with the shaggy dog
denouement of the “Cock and Bull” story, in certain ways parallel to the debunking finale of
Calvino’s novel.
A theoretically related conceit is used in a contemporary American context, in Jay
McInerny’s Bright Lights, Big City (1984):
You are not the kind of guy who would be a place like this at this time of the morning.
But here you are, and you cannot say that the terrain is entirely unfamiliar, although the
details are fuzzy. You are at the nightclub talking to a girl with the shaved head. The club
is either Heartbreak or the Lizard Lounge. All might come clear if you could just slip into
the bathroom and do a little more Bolivian marching powder. Then again, it might not.
(McInerny, 1984, p. 1)
However, second-person invocation notwithstanding, it turns out to be a very different use of the
device than either Sterne or Calvino. We are, in fact, brought into a world as specific (or
“particular”) as that of Joyce in Ulysses, and as with Joyce, in its specificity, it becomes
universal.1 The novel relies on evoking vividly a very particular context, one that is as specific as
the clubs that are named – not that of the empirical reader, nor that of a “model” reader, but that

1

“For myself, I always write about Dublin, because if I can get to the heart of Dublin I can get to the heart of all the
cities of the world. In the particular is contained the universal.” (J. Joyce, 1921, quoted in A. Power, 1940, From the
Old Waterford House, p. 64–65) Likewise, as Patrick Kavanagh commented, "Parochialism is universal; it deals
with the fundamentals." (Kavanagh, 1952, in Kavanagh’s Weekly.)
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in which the narrative itself resides. A fully-formed protagonist-narrator is created, in a quite
traditional sense, but with the disorienting difference that rather than utilizing a third- or firstperson presence, McInerny utilizes the second person. The initial disorientation springs of course
from the fact that the reader presence is suggested by the second person, but rather than an
alienating effect, the reader finds him- or herself invited into a kind of symbiotic meta-reality,
where the protagonist, at the same time as the reader, is trying to make out the narrative through
a haze of drugs and sleeplessness:
Outside, waiting for light, you are accosted by a man leaning up against a bank.
“My man, check it out here. Genuine Cartier watches. Forty dollars. Weart the watch
that’ll make ‘em watch you. The genuine article. Only forty bucks.”…
You haven’t owned a watch in years. Knowing the time at any given moment might be a
good first step toward organizing the slippery flux of your life. You’ve never been able to
see yourself as the digital kind of guy. But you could use a little Cartier in your act. It
looks real, even if it isn’t, and it tells time. What the hell…
You wind your new watch and admire it on your wrist. 1:25…Your new watch dies at
three–fifteen. You shake it, then wind it. The winding knob falls off in your hand.
(McInerny, 1984, p. 27–29)
The “slippery flux of your life” is exactly what we as readers are experiencing, and the Joycean
particular/universal paradox allows a further entrée. The particular here is a very specific era in
Manhattan at the time the novel was written, a city where the wheels are falling off the bus. And
within this very specific context, it evokes a profoundly human—and hence universal—reaction;
what reader has not attempted to pass him- or herself off as someone of a higher status than we
truly are, and received a comeuppance for it? It is Joyce’s Patrick Morkan all over again. This
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universal predicament is so fundamentally human that it creates the laughter of recognition, and
it stays in our head as a transferrable human truth.
I want to look at a couple of other variant approaches where the reader-text relationship is
foregrounded. Graham Greene, a contemporary of Calvino, in his early novel A Gun for Sale
(1936) offers an example of a traditional narrative reader relationship: “Murder didn’t mean
much to Raven. It was just a new job. You had to be careful. You had to use your brains. It was
not a question of hatred.” (p. 5) In terms of the reader dynamic, Greene is creating a shock effect,
immediately followed by concomitant normalization, a seamless transition to second person free
indirect discourse, to deliciously alert us as readers that we are about to be wafted away from our
humdrum life even as we are once again brought into the particular-universal construct. We are
shocked by the opening line, but it segues into the question which we have all wondered at times:
how do professional killers (or fill in the blank with any other egregiously odd profession)
handle what they do as a job? We are hooked imaginatively, and emotionally seized.
A more contemporary voice, Mohsin Hamid in The Reluctant Fundamentalist (2007)
offers a kinetic use of the reader apostrophe in its opening: “Excuse me, sir, but may I be of
assistance? Ah, I see that I have alarmed you. Do not be frightened by my beard: I am a lover of
America.” (p. 1) This joins the forefronted reader-address of Calvino with the frisson of Greene,
and it blends a McInerny sense of the particular (the monologue takes place in a café in the Old
Anarkali district of Lahore) with an assumed reaction terribly familiar to the majority of Hamid’s
post-9/11 American readers. Interestingly, Hamid as a Pakistani author finally chooses to
capitalize on, rather than defuse, this assumption, with the reader-auditor and the narrator ending
in an implied antagonistic—and catastrophic—relationship: “I know you have found some of my
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views offensive; I hope you will not resist my attempt to shake you by the hand. But why are you
reaching into your jacket, sir? I detect a glint of metal.” (p. 209)
Students regularly encounter their own versions of this “model author” spectrum in two
iconic texts in the American high school curriculum, Huckleberry Finn (1884), and The Catcher
in the Rye (1945). Both novels foreground the narrative voice, and I would posit that this is part
of the source of their power for the student-reader. In addition to the omnipresent, complex voice
of Huck, Twain prefaces the whole novel with the famous “Notice”: “Persons attempting to find
a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted; persons attempting to find a moral in it will be
banished; persons attempting to find a plot in it will be shot. By order of the author.” (109) This
offers a particularly rich response in teenage students; the aggressive prohibition invariably has
them hunting for a motive, a moral, and a plot, and sets up an optimal circumspection towards
Huck’s unreliable narrator.
Holden’s voice in Catcher is so prominent and idiosyncratic that I assign an exercise –
which I will look at in greater depth later – involving students narrating classic fairy tales in
Holden’s character, e.g., from the point of view of the wolf in “Little Red Riding Hood.” The
novel’s opening lines remain one of the most arresting explorations of the authorial voice: “If
you really want to hear about it, the first thing you’ll probably want to know is where I was born,
and what my lousy childhood was like, and how my parents were occupied and all before they
had me, and all that David Copperfield kind of crap, but I don’t feel like going into it, if you
want to know the truth.” (3) As students quickly realize, Holden’s “not feeling like” telling
something or “forgetting” to mention something, is an immediate flag – as indeed it can be with
the students themselves; when Holden begins the second chapter with the statement, “I’m the
most terrific liar you ever saw in your life,” it becomes apparent that we are engaged in a
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remarkable dynamic, where there is a converse relationship between what we are told, and what
we understand. The latter is reminiscent of the circular statement, “This sentence is false.” If it is
false, then it is true; if it is true, however, then it is false; etc. Holden’s overt admission of lying
to us paradoxically means that we trust him, just as Twain’s prohibition of meaning-seeking
results in our immediately seeking an underlying meaning. (It offers a fruitful contrast likewise
to that other staple of high school literature, The Great Gatsby, where Nick’s claim to be one of
the few honest people he has known invites immediate—and justified—readerly skepticism.)
The dynamism in this writing is, I think, part of what makes these works so effective and inviting
to the student reader, provided it is also paired (as in both novels above) with a vivid imaginative
life. While it may well be the responsibility of the teacher to render all reader-text relationships
more palatable, the entrée offered by the foregrounded narrative voice in works such as these can
illuminate for the student reader a more immediate and visceral sense of what a “model reader”
response might mean.
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Chapter 3: Teaching Literature’s Universal Truths in an Identity
Centrifuge
Older Male Professor: “That’s the trouble with you people; you seem to treat ‘Dover
Beach’ as if it were a piece of political propaganda rather than a work of art. To take
Arnold’s poem as if it were an instance of ‘phallocentric discourse,’ whatever that is,
misses the whole point of poetry, which is to rise above such transitory issues by
transmuting them into universal human experience. To read poems as if they were
statements about gender politics replaces the universal concerns of art with the gripes of a
special-interest group.”
—Gerald Graff, Beyond the Culture Wars: How Teaching the Conflicts Can Revitalize
American Education (1992), pp.38–39
Gerald Graff, in his witty illustration of the interconnected problems of
identity/teacher/student/reader, raises a question that I have already touched on in passing, but it
has become so central and so of our time right now, that I feel it deserves its own focus; this is
the question of how our teaching is affected in an age where questions of representation can
transmute into siloing, in text and in teacher. In part, this debate is a necessary part of all
conscious reading, and in any thoughtful academic setting: whose story is being told, why, by
whom, and to whom? And how am I, as a specific—or, to borrow Eco’s term, “empirical”—
reader engaging with it? But the question has evolved into more than this, and to see how
specifically, urgently and radically it is impacting education, one need look no further than the
school at which I teach, which was locked down this past year by protesting students, whose
demands—with possible, though unclaimed and anonymous, faculty participation—were
centered in large part around perceived representation in the curriculum. It was a significant
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enough event that it was covered in the national media, and the lock-in ceased only after the
school administration unconditionally capitulated to the student demands. I will look more at my
school at the end of this chapter; but the underlying impetus is that the identity of the voice, both
on paper and in the classroom, seems in some ways to risk taking over and subsuming the
content of what is being said. I want to look at some of the forces at work, and their evolution.

3.1 The Rise of Identity Politics
I want to start by referencing at some length a book that is not, in fact, solely about
education, but broadly about the underlying political strains that are driving this debate; viewing
the debate in a larger context can offer a deeper analysis. Mark Lilla, Professor of the Humanities
at Columbia, in The Once and Future Liberal: After Identity Politics (2017) unpacks and frames
the competing narratives at work in a way that sheds light on our field. Lilla is not an ideological
conservative, and his approach is neither perfunctory nor dismissive. He traces the beginnings of
identity consciousness to the 1970s: “Identity politics on the left was at first about large classes
of people—African-Americans, women—seeking to redress major historical wrongs by
mobilizing and then working through our political institutions to secure their rights.” (9) He
points out that “this has been a very good thing. It has encouraged academic disciplines to widen
the scope of their investigations to incorporate the experiences of large groups that had
been…invisible” (81). However, concomitant with this, “With the rise of identity consciousness,
engagement in issue-based movements began to diminish somewhat and the conviction got
rooted that the movements most meaningful to the self are, unsurprisingly, about the self.” (81)
The immediate impact that Lilla points out is on the body politic: “The forces at work in healthy
party politics are centripetal; they encourage factions and interests to come together to work out
common goals and strategies. They oblige everyone to think, or at least speak, about the common
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good. In movement politics, the forces are all centrifugal, encouraging splits into smaller and
smaller factions obsessed with single issues and practicing rituals of ideological oneupmanship.” (75) As Lilla points out, this has a dual effect: “There is a good reason that liberals
focus extra attention on minorities, since they are the most likely to be disenfranchised. But in a
democracy the only way to meaningfully defend them—and not just make empty gestures of
recognition and “celebration”—is to win elections and exercise power in the long run, at every
level of government. And the only way to accomplish that is to have a message that appeals to as
many people as possible and pulls them together. Identity liberalism does just the opposite.” (12)
Lilla sees this as manifesting itself in the world of academics where the initial idealism
“gave way to a pseudo-politics of self-regard and increasingly narrow and exclusionary selfdefinition that is now cultivated in our colleges and universities.” (9) He laments further: “The
aim of education is [now] not to progressively become a self through engagement with the wider
world. Rather, one engages with the world… for the limited aim of understanding and affirming
what one already is. …. [The student] discovers a surprising and heartening fact: that although
she may come from a comfortable, middle-class background, her identity confers on her the
status of one of history’s victims…. Those issues that don’t touch on her identity are not even
perceived. Nor are the people affected by them.” (83) This impacts and short-circuits the
exchange of ideas and thought that are central to academic thought and dialogue, at whatever
level: “It means that there is no impartial space for dialogue. White men have one
‘epistemology,’ black women have another. So what remains to be said? What replaces
argument, then, is taboo.… Only those with an approved identity status are, like shamans,
allowed to speak on certain matters.” (88–89) This foreshortening of the academic conservation
becomes systemic: “Over the past decade a new, and very revealing, locution has drifted from
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our universities into the media mainstream: Speaking as an X…. It sets up a wall against
questions, which by definition come from a non-X perspective. And it turns the encounter into a
power relation: the winner of the argument will be whoever has invoked the morally superior
identity and expressed the most outrage at being questioned.” (88)
Lilla views this in a larger historical perspective: “Americans are a strange breed. We
love to preach, and we hate being preached at… .Surges of fevered fanaticism come over us, all
sense of proportion is lost, and everything seems of an unbearable moral urgency. Repent,
America, repent now! The country is undergoing such an Awakening at this very moment
concerning race and gender, which is why the rhetoric being generated sounds evangelical rather
than political. That one now hears the word woke everywhere is a giveaway that spiritual
conversion, not agreement, is the demand.” (113) This has an acutely problematic effect
academically: the movement “has encouraged an obsessive fascination with the margins of
society, so much so that students have come away with a distorted picture of history and of their
country in the present—a significant handicap at a time when American liberals need to learn
more, not less, about the vast middle of the country.”(83) As Lilla points, with some acerbity,
this creates a problematic dynamic for the exchange of ideas: “The identity liberals’ approach to
fishing is to remain on shore, yelling at the fish about the historical wrongs visited on them by
the sea, and the need for aquatic life to renounce its privilege. All in the hope that the fish will
collectively confess their sins and swim to shore to be netted.” (115) Needless to say, this
strategy does not work according to plan: “As soon as you cast an issue exclusively in terms of
identity you invite your adversary to do the same. Those who play one race card should be
prepared to be trumped by another, as we saw subtly and not so subtly in the 2016 presidential
election. And it just gives that adversary an additional excuse to be indifferent to you.” (128)
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3.2 Setting the Stage for Identity Politics in Secondary Education
While reading at the level of broad movements helps to trace a general movement, it can
be revelatory to see how they play out a more granular, anecdotal level, and some of the aspects
underlying the above tensions may be illuminated by an excerpt from Jonathan Kozol’s Death at
an Early Age. (1967) In it, he describes his dismissal from an inner-city Boston public school for
reading a Langston Hughes poem to his class. Kozol cites the rationale offered by the school
official:
Although Langston Hughes “has written much beautiful poetry,” she said, “we cannot
give directives to the teachers to use literature written in native dialects. […] We are
trying to break the speech patterns of these children, trying to get them to speak properly.
This poem does not present correct grammatical expression and would just entrench the
speech patterns we want to break.” (Kozol, 1967, p. 316)
As Kozol (1967) recounts the story, it becomes clear that the catalyst for his firing was a
complaint lodged by the police officer-parent of a white student in his class, who was upset at his
son having to read a text so opposed (the parent felt) to his values. This was compounded by
Kozol’s also having discussed the UN Human Rights Commission, which in those fevered times
was interpreted to be supportive of “civil rights”—viewed unambiguously as a toxic, explosive
topic, a view upheld by Kozol’s school administration, and a sociocultural pendulum observed at
a very different point of its arc than Lilla’s portrait.
And indeed, the battleground for inclusivity has been waged on many fronts, and in the
years from Kozol’s account to Reagan’s election, not only was there a strong movement for
racial integration, but as Harvard professor Paul Peterson points out in Saving Schools: From
Horace Mann to Virtual Learning, (2011), some of the primary beneficiaries of that movement
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were outside the direct debate. Examples cited in Fraser’s 2010 collection of primary documents
include gender equality (Title IX, 1972); ESL students (Lau vs Nichols, 1974); the Education for
All Handicapped Children Act, (EHA, 1975) later known as the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA); and the re-empowering of local voices, such as the Rough Rock Navajolanguage school, which presented at Princeton in 1970. This came to a grinding halt with
Reagan’s 1980 counter-revolution, and his pledge to abolish the Department of Education. The
alarmist A Nation at Risk report (1983) advocates urgent reform along the lines of the Sputnik
response, with a focus on measurable, quantifiable learning. This presents a challenge to the
Rosenblatt vision of meaningful literary encounters, which are of course not measurable in this
way; it lends itself rather to the SAT-type assessment, or the IQ tests of the Sputnik era.
Concomitantly, there was a reversion to the call for cultural commonality, in a kind of
reincarnation of the earlier American interpretation of Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy (1867);
more contemporary voices on this side include Allan Bloom’s Closing of the American Mind
(1987) and Arthur M. Schlesinger’s The Disuniting of America. (1991) Schlesinger, as opposed
to Bloom’s more overt conservatism, was generally considered a Kennedy liberal voice, and in
that context, his comments are striking:
When Irving Howe, hardly a notorious conservative, dared write, “The Bible, Homer,
Plato, Sophocles, Shakespeare are central to our culture,” an outraged reader […] wrote,
“Where on Howe’s list is the Quran, the Gita, Confucius, and other central cultural
artifacts of the peoples of our nation?” No one can doubt the importance of these works,
nor the influence they have had on other societies. But on American society? It may be
too bad that dead white European males have played so large a role in shaping our
culture. But that’s the way it is. One cannot erase history. These humdrum historical
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facts, and not some dastardly imperialist conspiracy, explain the Eurocentric slant in
American schools. (Schlesinger, 1991, 360)
Schlesinger’s points may be emphatically made, but they are resistant to being dismissed as
purely a projection of cultural hegemony (as Bloom’s critiques have been portrayed, fairly or
not). He acknowledges the fierce problems in Western history, but points out that other cultures
that are viewed as suppressed have their own issues. And the fundamental call in his piece is not
dissimilar to the original intent of Arnold (1867), an invitation to a common cultural repository
and frame of reference, rather than a suppression of other voices.

3.3 Identity Politics and Canon
Framing the debate in this specifically academic context, I want to offer a dialectic of
sorts, and look at four other voices ranging across the spectrum: John Guillory (1993), Stephen
Macedo (2000), Lisa Delpit (1995, 2006, 2012) and bell hooks (1994).
The text of Guillory’s that I will be looking at is his Cultural Capital: The Problem of
Literary Canon Formation (1993); a primary point of contention in the ongoing debate is the
choice of text, who chooses it and why, and the voices that we are privileging. Guillory points
out the importance of context in our understanding of canon formation and the politics behind it:
By defining canonicity as determined by the social identity of the author, the current
critique of the canon both discovers, and misrepresents, the obvious fact that the older the
literature, the less likely it will be that texts by socially defined minorities exist in
sufficient numbers to produce a “representative” canon. Yet the historical reasons for this
fact are insufficiently acknowledged for their theoretical and practical implications. The
reason more women authors, for example, are not represented in older literatures is not
primarily that their works were routinely excluded by invidious or prejudicial standards
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of evaluation [….] The historical reason is that, with few exceptions before the eighteenth
century, women were routinely excluded from access to literacy… (15)
There is a very real problem here: on the one side, we are indeed confronting a problem of
suppressed voices—the vast majority, indeed, of the world’s population. But what is the remedy
for wrongs that are a legacy of history? This recalls A. Schlesinger’s observation, “It may be too
bad that dead white European males have played so large a role in shaping our culture. But that’s
the way it is. One cannot erase history.” (Schlesinger, 1991, 360) While we cannot erase history,
insofar as we want to move forward from it, one answer may well be to glean all we can from the
voices of the past, and to use that knowledge—and to share and democratize that knowledge—to
change the future. The alternative route, as much as it may spring from a valid sense of injustice,
may risk ignoring what we have in a search for what should be.
Furthermore, Guillory makes a point that is reflective of Schlesinger’s, that there is an
element of distortion in viewing ourselves as actively complicit in suppression, when we are in
fact wrestling with a preexisting phenomenon: “What is excluded from the syllabus is not
excluded in the same way that an individual is excluded or marginalized as the member of a
social minority, socially disenfranchised.” (33) The problem goes even beyond the writer’s
immediate “access to literacy.” We can take a random example of Sappho (630–570 BC), who
was indeed literate at a time when the written female voice appears not to have been the norm.
She clearly is a deeply significant voice; but for that very reason, she seems to have fallen foul of
later generations, under the hegemony of the Church, which appears to have deliberately
suppressed her work. So this is an instance when it seems much of her work was, in fact,
specifically subject to “invidious or prejudicial standards of evaluation.” The exclusion is not just
contemporary or near contemporary, but accreted layers thereafter. Should more of her work be
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rediscovered, it will urgently merit revisiting for its place in the canon, as has happened already
with the discovery of the Tithonus poem in 2004.
However, in the meantime, we have a substantial body of work from male voices that
have survived, from Sophocles to Aristotle. What do we do? Do we dismiss them, as unfairly
privileged dead, white (perhaps white, since this has been debated from Black Athena (1987)
onwards) males? Or do we balance them out with a modern equivalent of Sappho? Perhaps that
might be a solution, but how one might determine who that voice would be is so open to
speculation that it becomes more a creative than an academic question. Guillory, indeed,
suggests an element of skepticism: “…as soon as any of these works begin to be taught as
expressive of a homogenous and overarching culture extending from the fifth century B.C. to the
present, they begin to be misread.” (33) Guillory’s caution goes further, in querying the
underlying assumption that we have somehow arrived at a more perfect perspective:
“reconstituting the notion of value in literary works dissolves the aesthetic, in a gesture now
foundational in the critique of canon formation, by substituting for it a pseudo-historicism
disguising the fact that the values being “revalued” are very simply contemporary values….”
(24) Further, he adds, “There is indeed a real and irresolvable discrepancy in the relation
between the historical specificity of works and the factitious universality of the canonical form,
which aspires to transhistorical validity by masking the pedagogic function of disseminating this
year’s orthodoxy.” (59–61) In the context of our perception of privilege and injustice, this is a
sobering and thought-provoking comment; we are subject, especially today, to the academic
version of what Jib Fowles (1974) termed “chronocentrism.” We know who is right (we are!),
and we know who is wrong (everyone who came before!), and this phenomenon is linked to, is a
variant of, and exacerbates, our current identity politics.
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The problem remains that if we are to engage with literature with some understanding of
its evolution—and to do otherwise risks becoming anti-intellectual and anti-academic—we must
work with the voices that have remained to us, albeit crucially with an understanding of their
context. Furthermore, as Guillory points out, the privilege or injustice we may perceive may be
reflective of the focus du jour, to the exclusion of other equally important factors: “The name of
‘D. H. Lawrence,’ for example, may signify in the discourse of canonical critique a white author
or a European author, but it does not usually signify a writer whose origins are working-class.
Within the discourse of liberal pluralism, with its voluntarist politics of self-affirmation, the
category of class in the invocation of race/class/gender is likely to remain merely empty. But this
fact only confirms that the critique of the canon does indeed belong to a liberal pluralist
discourse, within which…the category of class has been systematically repressed.” (p. 14)
It must be pointed out that Guillory is not arguing against the evolution of curriculum:
“There is no question now, nor has there ever been, of the inevitability of curricular change: the
latter-day curriculum is the archaeological evidence of its own sedimented history.” (p. 51)
Guillory is, rather, pointing out the integral effect of transitory current events on our
understanding of “what should be taught,” and suggests that often even the introduction of
counter-hegemonic texts does not actually mean counter-hegemony, but rather the reproduction
of existing social evolution within the academic context: “the very success, for example, of
feminist revisions of the literary canon must be read not simply as the victory of oppositional
culture but as a systemic feature of the reproduction of the sexual division of labor,
the…entrance…of middle-class women into expanded professional and managerial fields.
Educational institutions facilitate the production of new relations…and thus facilitate the
reproduction of the system as a whole.” (p. 58) The interchange of context and canon is ongoing:
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“The forms of cultural capital are rather determined within the whole social order as arenas of
both certification and contestation, because the social totality is structured by the multiple and
relatively incommensurable distinctions of class, sex, race, national status…distinctions
produced and reproduced in a system that never closes upon its objective of homeostasis.” (p.
59)
He makes a distinction between his viewpoint and that of Pierre Bourdieu (1970, 1990)
and the latter’s “insistence that ‘by ignoring all demands other than that of its own reproduction,
the school most effectively contributes to the reproduction of the social order.’ Such a condition
certainly obtains in the short run…but Bourdieu’s analysis seems to beg the question of very
large systemic transformations.” (p.58) Bourdieu’s critique, in fact, is rather more sweeping and
problematic than that, broadening into an attack on the phenomenon of formal education as a
whole: “L’AP [action pédagogique] est objectivement une violence symbolique, en un premier
sens, en tant que les rapports de force entre les groupes ou les classes constitutifs d’une
formation sociale sont au fondement du pouvoir arbitraire qui est la condition de l’instauration
d’un rapport de communication pédagogique, i.e., de l’imposition et de l’inculcation d’un
arbitraire culturel selon un mode arbitraire d’imposition et d’inculcation (éducation).2” (p.20)
But Guillory queries and qualifies the essence of what a canon actually is: “The canon achieves
its imaginary totality, then, not by embodying itself in a really existing list, but by retroactively
constructing its individual texts as a tradition, to which works may be added or subtracted
without altering the impression of totality or cultural homogeneity. A tradition is ‘real,’ of
course, but only in the sense in which the imaginary is real.” (p.33) A point of clarification:

2

The act of education is objectively symbolic violence, in a fundamental sense, insofar as the relative strengths of
the respective groups or classes that constitute society form the basis for an arbitrary power that is the foundation for
how pedagogical communication works, i.e., the imposition and inculcation of an arbitrary culture through an
arbitrary process of imposition and inculcation (education).
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Guillory uses the term imaginary in the sense of “creating an image,” rather than fictive per se.
In this construct, the canon is constantly in transition, and is a concept rather than a category, and
is function-driven: “The literary canon has always functioned in the schools as a pedagogic
device for producing an effect of linguistic distinction, of ‘literacy.’” (p.62) It is not necessarily
about defining what is most salient or germane to our daily lives, but historically, to some extent
the opposite: “…since the children of gentlemen continue to be educated in the traditional
classical languages, their “useless” knowledge comes to stand by the later eighteenth century as a
pure sign of their noble status. […] The study of vernacular literature is thus at first a substitute
for the study of Greek and Latin, but with the same object of producing a linguistic sign of social
distinction, a distinctive language.” (p.97) This last point is profoundly interesting, and worth
underlining; rather than searching for a least common denominator, as it were, education in this
paradigm offers an opportunity to join a selective and self-defined group. Stepping further back,
however, Guillory sees this as a potentially toxic internecine squabble that is dangerously
ignoring a broader threat, the current incursions of the pragmatic, which may indeed imperil the
whole concept of literature-based education as we think of it: “It has proven to be much easier to
quarrel about the content of the curriculum than to confront the implications of a fully emergent
professional-managerial class which no longer requires the cultural capital of the old
bourgeoisie.” (p.45)

3.3 Dynamics of Teaching and Identity Politics
To revert to the color of the curricular lifeboats on a potential academic Titanic: Stephen
Macedo, in Diversity and Distrust: Civic Education in a Multicultural Society (2000),
emphasizes that any attempt to define what is important necessarily relies on the exclusion of
what is deemed of less worth, or even of counter-worth, and pursues that argument in an
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unexpected direction. Macedo argues for a strategic choice, and against a meaningless or
counter-productive relativism: “A politics that does not, as [Iris Marion] Young puts it, ‘devalue
or exclude any particular culture or way of life’ is neither plausible nor attractive. Young
champions certain constituencies (blacks, native people, women, gays, the disabled) and simply
leaves aside the complaints of Nazis, fundamentalists, or even the Amish, all of whom could
claim to be victims of oppression, at least as Young describes it.” (24–5) By this token, in a very
broad sense, “diversity is not always a value and it should not, any more than other ideals, be
accepted uncritically.” (3) A subjective selectivity is, in fact, key: “To preserve liberal toleration,
we must do more than practice tolerance: we must recognize and respond to intolerance and
other threats to liberal values.” (5) Macedo enlarges on his defense of selectivity: “I join Sandel,
Fish, and others in disparaging the notion that our core moral commitment should be to remain
neutral in the face of moral conflicts, to avoid taking sides. No one, in fact, lives this way, and
liberals, in particular, have every reason to take a stand when basic liberal values are at stake. We
cannot live ‘without authoritative selection.’” (125) Macedo quotes Horace Mann’s criterion as a
potential guideline to determine the validity of choice: “I must, therefore, not read anything that
diminishes my charity for my fellow-creatures, —for their character, their purposes, or their
opinions.” (Mann, 1843, cited in Macedo, 2000, p. 66)
Stepping into the specifically multicultural domain, Macedo cites Teddy Roosevelt’s
famous interdiction against “hyphenated Americans,” but adds that “his Americanism was
available to all: ‘Americanism is a question of spirit, conviction, and purpose, not of creed or
birthplace.’” (Roosevelt, 1916, cited in Macedo, 2000, p. 94) Balanced against this, Macedo cites
Horace Kallen’s (1915) objection: “Men may change their clothes, their politics, their wives,
their religions, their philosophies, to a greater or lesser extent: they cannot change their
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grandfathers.” (Kallen, 1915, cited in Macedo, 2000, p. 104) Macedo points out, however, that
Kallen embraces this multicultural milieu rather than seeing it as threatening: “The great
obstacles, Kallen argued, are the powers of reaction: those who anxiously insist that the
immigrants give up their language, their clothes, their folklore and music and assimilate to
Anglo-Saxon culture. […] The choice was between ‘Kultur Klux Klan or cultural Pluralism’: the
infantile defense of cultural uniformity versus radical and permanent cultural diversity.” (pp.
105–6) Macedo, however, feels there is an element of the utopian in Kallen’s embrace of
eclecticism: “His vision of cultural pluralism was of group-based diversity without prejudice,
ethnocentrism, or serious tensions among groups. It is as though he wanted people to live in the
ghetto but not harbor any of the prejudices and narrowness that so often are a feature of life in
homogenous enclaves.” (p. 106) So we are left with not a facile answer, but a complex balancing
act; Macedo cites Stephen Carter’s 1993 exploration of the tension between religious custom and
our aspiration to a secular education, but he tempers Carter’s exhortation to greater sensitivity
with a note of caution: “What [Stephen] Carter seems to want to protect is not the freedom to
disagree vigorously, but the psychological fragility and sensitivity of religious believers, a
sensitivity that is inconsistent with vigorous disagreement…Carter seems to regard religious
believers as a timid lot. They need not only liberty but approval, not simply the right to speak but
a welcome mat at the public space.” (223)
To what extent is this religious-secular debate applicable to the current broader identity
ferment, on which Lilla has written so vigorously? In one respect, this immediately brings up
Kallen’s point, “Men may change their clothes, their politics, their wives, their religions, their
philosophies, to a greater or lesser extent: they cannot change their grandfathers.” We can none
of us change our grandfathers, and it is absolutely critical that all grandchildren feel welcome
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and validated at the table, regardless of origin. But there is a distinction that may be argued here,
which is that it is not the identity of the speaker that we are querying here, but the agenda of
identity, which is a different thing, and whose Venn circle may overlap more with the religioussecular debate. I want to bring in at this point the voices of Lisa Delpit and bell hooks. I want to
start off by acknowledging that their positionality, as two women of color, is distinct from that of
Macedo and Guillory—and, for that matter, is distinct from my own—and that their writing can
offer different insights on that basis. However, I want to look at their thoughts in dialectic with
those of the other two writers without the discussion becoming forestalled by what Lilla
described as “a power relation” where “the winner of the argument will be whoever has invoked
the morally superior identity.”
Delpit foregrounds the problems of education in a multicultural context in her iconic
work, Other People’s Children: Cultural Conflict in the Classroom (1995, 2006). Perhaps
germane to our discussion of the question of the traditional canon in the multicultural classroom
is her observation while teaching in Alaska: “I was troubled that, in [my liberal colleagues’]
attempt to celebrate Native culture, many of them believed it unnecessary—even damaging—to
teach Native students the skills they would need to survive in the larger society.” (p. 6) Delpit
later offers a parallel to teaching in an urban setting when she describes the “negative outcry in
the black community…when well-intentioned white liberal educators introduced ‘dialect
readers.’ These were seen as a plot to prevent the schools from teaching the linguistic aspects of
the culture of power, thus dooming black children to a permanent outsider caste. As one parent
demanded, ‘My kids know how to be black—you all teach them how to be successful in the
white man’s world.’” (p. 29) (I am reminded here of an interchange with Keith Gilyard, when he
spoke in 2009 at Teachers College; a well-intentioned graduate student asked if she should be
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teaching Ebonics to her students. Gilyard replied that her students knew more Ebonics at five
years old than she would ever learn, and that the student teacher’s job was to teach the language
of power.)
As Delpit points out, “If you are not already a participant in the culture of power, being
told explicitly the rules of that culture makes acquiring power easier,” (24) and “success in
institutions – schools, workplaces, and so on – is predicated upon acquisition of the culture of
those who are in power.” (25) Viewed from this perspective, the inclusion of, for example,
Shakespeare as a central element in an academic curriculum becomes not an imposition, but a
potential point of access, in the sense that Shakespeare is perhaps a modern equivalent of the
“useless” Greek and Latin that Guillory cites as cultural capital. Delpit posits, “I suggest that
schools must provide [children outside the culture of power]… the content that other families
from a different cultural orientation provide at home.” (30)
Delpit pushes against what she characterizes as the agenda of “liberals (and here I am
using the term ‘liberal’ to refer to those whose beliefs include striving for a society based upon
maximum individual freedom and autonomy) who seem to act under the assumption that to make
any rules or expectations explicit is to act against liberal principles, to limit the freedom and
autonomy of those subjected to the explicitness.” (p. 26) This is a dramatic contrast to
Bourdieu’s “violence symbolique.” This is not to say that place should not be made for inclusion
of other, alternative “expert voices”; Delpit cites an example of a teacher teaching students
Shakespeare, while the students in turn explain the culture of rap to the teacher: “The teacher
cannot be the only expert in the classroom. To deny students their own expert knowledge is to
disempower them.… Both student and teacher are expert at what they know best.” (32–33) But
Delpit emphasizes that there is, in fact, a special urgency to maintaining consistent standards and
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criteria, and teaching inclusively those outside the culture of power; she references her
experience with a Native American student of hers whose writing had proven problematic: “…I
understood through my own experience in the black community, not only would she not be hired
as a teacher, but those who did not hire her would make the (false) assumption that the university
was putting out only incompetent Natives, and that they should stop looking seriously at any
Native applicants. A white applicant who exhibits problems is an individual with problems. A
person of color who exhibits problems immediately becomes a representative of her cultural
group.” (38) Put beautifully, and powerfully, this is by extension a strong argument for, as Delpit
puts it, teaching “the culture of those who are in power.”
A notable contrast to Delpit is provided in bell hooks’ Teaching to Transgress: Education
as the Practice of Freedom (1994). Informed as this book is by Paolo Freire and liberation
theology, and resonant of Bourdieu’s violence symbolique, hooks offers her own distinct and
specifically-situated take on the balance and tensions in academic culture in a multicultural
context. The degree to which hooks’ take is dramatically different becomes apparent from the
beginning, as she recounts her own educational autobiography: “Attending [segregated]
school…was sheer joy. I loved being a student. I loved learning. School was the place of
ecstasy…. School changed utterly with racial integration. Gone was the messianic zeal to
transform our minds and beings that had characterized teachers and their pedagogical practices in
our all-black schools.… Now, we were mainly taught by white teachers whose lessons reinforced
racist stereotypes.” (p. 3) This different view of the challenges of the multicultural classroom
informs hooks’ thesis as a whole. The question becomes whether we risk what Lilla terms the
centrifugal effect of identity preeminence; presumably, hooks cannot be advocating
reestablishing segregated schools, and all the more so in the context of our current urban
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diversity, which is exponentially more multifaceted than the African-American/Caucasian
duality that hooks is referencing.
An alternate solution is cited by hooks in in her own teaching: “Students had to be seen in
their particularity as individuals … and interacted with according to their needs…. Critical
reflection on my experience as a student enabled me not only to imagine that the classroom could
be exciting but that this excitement could co-exist with and even stimulate serious intellectual
and/or academic engagement.” (p. 7) hooks posits further that “any radical pedagogy must insist
that everyone’s presence is acknowledged. There must be an ongoing recognition that everyone
influences the classroom dynamic, that everyone contributes.” (p. 8)
hooks’ account suggests, however, that this collaborative view can have its own
challenges. Telling of a class where she felt she had not succeeded, she considers that “one of the
factors that prevented this class from becoming a learning community [was] for reasons I cannot
explain…students who did not want to learn new pedagogical processes, who did not want to be
in a classroom that differed in any way from the norm. To these students, transgressing
boundaries was frightening.” (p. 9) Interestingly, hooks sees this phenomenon in terms of an
opposed power dynamic, the fault lying with the problematic students: “though they were not the
majority, their spirit of rigid resistance seemed always to be more powerful than any will to
intellectual openness and pleasure in learning. More than any other class I had taught, this one
compelled me to abandon the sense that the professor could, by sheer strength of will and desire,
make the classroom an exciting, learning community.” (p. 9) If a key to success is viewing
students in “their particularity as individuals,” this then potentially leads to a tension between the
pragmatics of teaching, and philosophically viewing education in a Bourdieu/Freire framework
of oppression.
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The multicultural context comes to the fore in hooks’ discussion of diversity and
representation:
In classrooms that have been extremely diverse, where I have endeavored to teach
material about exploited groups who are not black, I have suggested that if I bring to the
class only analytical ways of knowing and someone else brings personal experience, I
welcome that knowledge because it will enhance our learning. Also, I share with the class
my conviction that if my knowledge is limited, and if someone else brings a combination
of facts and experience, then I humble myself and respectfully learn from those who
bring this great gift. I can do this without negating the position of authority professors
have, since fundamentally I believe that combining the analytical and experiential is a
richer way of knowing. (89)
This implies a blending of identity-bound and non-identity-bound educational philosophy, and a
degree of conflict emerges when juxtaposed with hooks’ earlier adjurations:
Often, if there is one lone person of color in the classroom she or he is objectified by
others and forced to assume the role of “native informant.” For example, a novel is read
by a Korean American author. White students turn to the one student from a Korean
background to explain what they do not understand. This places an unfair responsibility
onto that student. Professors can intervene in this process by making it clear from the
outset that experience does not make one an expert, and perhaps even by explaining what
it means to place someone in the role of “native informant.” It must be stated that
professors cannot intervene if they also see students as “native informants.” (p. 44)
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The foregrounding of identity seems to lead into something of a quagmire here. Is hooks not
suggesting in the first passage something analogous to the “native informant” she is warning
against in the second excerpt? It is not clear in this context how to reconcile the dichotomy.
Ruth Vinz addresses this issue too in “Uneasy Moments Revisited” (2000), where she
points out the problem when “someone in the group becomes a certified representative or
explicator of race, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or other identified differences.” (56)
However, Vinz suggests that the solution is for students to “map their own interrogative paths
through the text and to challenge their own constructs of groups of people,” “to take active and
resistant stances, not relying on someone else to explain, justify, or explicate for them.” (57) But
when, as in hooks’ construct, the (racial/gender/other) identity of the teacher and/or the student
becomes definitive in either validating or invalidating their teaching/reading, we can find
ourselves in a very problematic place.
Another version of this crops up in hooks’ account of a class she took in college:
Truthfully, if I had been given the opportunity to study African American critical thought
from a progressive black professor instead of the progressive white woman with whom I
studied as a first-year student, I would have chosen the black person. Although I learned
a great deal from this white woman professor, I sincerely believe that I would have
learned even more from a progressive black professor, because this individual would
have brought to the class that unique mixture of experiential and analytical ways of
knowing—that is, a privileged standpoint. (90)
But who is to say that her putative progressive black professor would have offered all the same
insights that the white professor she actually had did, apart from the additional depth of the
“privileged standpoint”? She might well have had other insights, but would they axiomatically
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have been more valuable in toto? This feels like we are running into Lilla’s identity centrifuge,
and we see a similar dynamic in hooks’ approach to feminism:
Until white women can confront their fear and hatred of black women (and vice versa),
until we can acknowledge the negative history which shapes and informs our
contemporary interaction, there can be no honest, meaningful dialogue between the two
groups. The contemporary feminist call for sisterhood, the radical white woman’s appeal
to black women and all women of color to join the feminist movement, is seen by many
black women as yet another expression of white female […] complicity in the
exploitation and oppression of black women and black people. (102)
Based on this passage, we seem to potentially risk ending up in a situation where we can talk
only to those who are coming from exactly the same place as ourselves, not only in terms of
agenda, but identity, and beyond that, in multiple aspects of that identity.
This phenomenon falls into what Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw terms intersectionality.
However, when Crenshaw first popularized the term in a 1989 paper that explores institutional
prejudice, it was an article in the University of Chicago Legal Forum, and featured a particular
case where General Motors turned out to be hiring both African-Americans and women, but
virtually no African-American women. It is not, in fact, an argument suggesting an accretion of
victimhood, as it were, but rather, observing a legal phenomenon that General Motors was
immune to a claim that they hired almost no African-American women, as long as they could
split the accusation into its respective components. It is a question of what Crenshaw terms
“compound discrimination”; Crenshaw points out white males potentially encounter exactly the
same problem when suing for reverse discrimination: “White males in a typical reverse
discrimination case are in no better position than the frustrated plaintiffs in DeGraffenreid [the
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General Motors case]: if they are required to made their claims separately, white males cannot
prove race discrimination because white women are not discriminated against, and they cannot
prove sex discrimination because Black males are not discriminated against.” (p. 142) This study
of intersectionality as an observed phenomenon is very different than its utilization as an
essential validating criterion, legitimizing a voice only if it passes the intersectional criterion,
with non-approved voices deemed oppositional, as with hooks’ depiction of white feminists
teaching non-white students:
We might ask ourselves, of what use is feminist theory that literally beats them down,
leaves them stumbling bleary-eyed from classroom settings feeling humiliated, feeling as
though they could easily be standing in a living room or a bedroom somewhere naked
with someone who has seduced them or is going to, who also subjects them to a process
of interaction that humiliates, that strips them of their sense of value? (p. 65)
I have quoted this at length, as the tonality is significant; it suggests that, as per Lilla, in this
construct, we risk a situation where “there is no impartial space for dialogue.” Before going on to
investigate my own teacher experience through this lens, I want to first look at two other voices
investigating the teacher experience, Janet Miller and Ruth Vinz.

3.4 In Conversation with bell hooks: Janet Miller, “English education in-themaking”
Janet Miller’s focus on teacher subjectivities continues this conversation, and her essay
“English education in-the-making” (2000) emphasizes the importance of being “aware of places
where our own pedagogical imaginations may have sabotaged and polluted our visions of what it
could mean to read and write, teach and learn across social and cultural difference.” (35) To this
point, she posits the idea of identity itself being socially-constructed: “identities are continually
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constructed within particular social and cultural contexts, are assumed, and, at the same time,
immediately called into question” (p. 37) In her own case, Miller comments, “the only constants
in my professional life are changing and shifting versions of myself as English teacher, educator,
researcher, woman, writer, learner.” (p. 36)
She extends the implications of this change-as-constant into the classroom, where she
sees true teaching as varying according to the students, a vision with which few progressive
teachers could take issue, and laments the way “in the press for standards and standardization of
curriculum and teaching, we easily may lose sight of ways in which reading and writing in the
English classroom in fact can challenge static and stereotypic constructions.” (35) This is
important in the broadest pedagogical sense: “Such constructions erase or objectify or polarize
the presence of difference, not only in literature but also in the classrooms where we teach and
learn.” (35) In sum, “English education in-the-making acknowledges the necessity of plural,
culturally situated responses (Corcoran, 1994) because of textual as well as contextual
contradictions, gaps, changes, and silences in students’ and teachers’ daily constructions of
meaning.” (36)
Miller connects these understandings with a retrospective analysis of her own teaching
experience, where students “were intent on responding to and interacting with our texts, with one
another, and with what was happening in our town and in the world around us, no matter what
the moral and pedagogical purposes of English teaching implied.” (41) Ultimately, however,
Miller leaves high school teaching, disillusioned with the tension she feels between “loving the
interactions with my students and hating the fragmentation of daily demands to juggle students’
desires and needs, my love of literature, and a still-mandated and separate subject approach to
the teaching of English.” (p.42) As she herself comments, her frustration is in part the result of
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her prior unfamiliarity with “‘the multiple and contradictory forces that shape real teaching
situations.’” (45)
The essay discusses the multiple personae we engage in response to our students, and the
multiple dynamics and expectations that we encounter in the classroom. She cites an anecdote of
observing a teacher, Ginny, engage a classroom with a more conventional approach than Miller
feels is suited to the students, and afterwards questions whether she should have suggested Ginny
change her teaching. She cites Ginny’s rejection of the reform curriculum:
“We want to make sure these kids get the basics, you know, grammar and sentence
construction and history in chronological order. And we think that a lot of kids will want
to choose our team because they really want to learn. Some of the other program teams
think we are ruining the intention of the reform effort. But we want to work with kids
who want to learn, and we think more direct teaching is the way to go.” (p. 47)
Miller feels Ginny’s “constructions of approaches to learning…permanently ‘othered’ all
Hispanic students in the classrooms.” (p. 48) This interpretation might to an extent be in accord
with hooks’ vision of the problem of teacher identity; however, Ginny’s approach in fact aligns
with and is supported by Delpit’s argument for “teaching the culture of those in power.” The
need to make sure the students “get the basics” would seem to rooted in the immediacy of
Ginny’s teaching agenda, and the same balance that Miller found problematic in her own
teaching experience, between the pragmatic and the ideal, is a fundamental part of “‘the multiple
and contradictory forces that shape real teaching situations.’”
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3.5 In Conversation with bell hooks: Ruth Vinz, Teaching and the
(Auto)biographical lens
In her narrative reflection, “You can’t tame a polecat by caging it” (1997), Ruth Vinz
considers her first year of teaching with respect both to the power dynamics for a novice woman
teacher in a rural, traditional ethos, and also in terms of memory and how we make sense of
events in the past. The essay is delicately balanced between the lenses of contemporaneous
perception and that of recollection, and in both instances, Vinz queries the concepts of whose
authority is at play, and whose vulnerability may be exploited.
In her narrative framework, Vinz troubles the concept of the sociocultural role of teacher.
She investigates this laterally, so to speak, in her relationship with her fellow teachers, with her
students, with the expectations of her mother. The dynamic is framed in different contexts: in the
classroom, at the swimming pool, or at the scene of an accident, and Vinz explores how the
environment impacts the societal construct. What forces are at play, both in her role as teacher,
with the authority that she feels is supposed to be conferred by that role, and in the male-female
dynamics in the traditional society around her?
The relationship between the young Vinz and the student Dane, who is a mere year
younger than she, and fresh from his military service, is a constantly volatile, self-reversing
dynamic. At one moment Vinz is seeking to establish teacher authority, and the next Dane usurps
it. Dane constantly questions and undermines Vinz’s role in the classroom, and when their paths
cross outside the school—in the intrinsically problematic setting of a swimming pool, with the
trappings of the classroom absent, and with both protagonists literally stripped to their
“humanness”—the same dynamic still reasserts itself. Even in an instance when his intent is
ostensibly good, Dane reverses the teacher role with an unexpected compliment, praising her
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teaching, but leaving Vinz struggling with her internal acceptance or rejection of validation by
the student.
This dynamic reaches a new complexity at the end of the essay, when Vinz is helping a
suddenly vulnerable Dane, who has been hit by a car, and she is gathering up his possessions:
I pick up his keys, a social security card, and reach for a small foil-wrapped square just as
his hand comes on mine. "I wouldn't go touchin' that if I was you:' he bows his head
under my chin to make eye contact, "unless you're serious, Ma'am, about me teaching
you something." (p. 138)
This is the latest in a sequence of disruptive interactions: Vinz goes on to quote her brother
saying, as per the title of the piece, “You can’t tame a polecat by catching it.”
But secondarily, and ultimately definitively, Vinz also looks at the story longitudinally: how
does her memory, both as teacher and as a young woman impact her recollection – and
reconstruction – of events. The fallibility of memory, and the necessity of literally re-creating the
past, is lodged at the center of Vinz’s piece. It becomes evident that if there is a power dynamic
centered in the teacher role being threatened with reversal through potential “teaching,” the
potential reversal applies equally to Vinz’s reconstruction of the memory of Dane and the events:
“This isn't the end of the story, however. That would be neat and tidy,” she writes, and then
points out that the “final” event of the “story” is in fact a chronological reinvention, as Vinz
attempts to “tame a story of Dane” (p. 141). In reconstructing that story, “What is absent has
been filled, the gaping hole of memory around which Dane’s words take form constructs other
stories, patterning different tellings in the same silent spaces” (p. 139):
Fragments settle together as I roam my mind, fleeting glimpses reassemble themselves
yet again. I will have to let go what's left unspoken or what my mind denies, and embrace
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what I'm lucky enough to remember. Yes, I'm trying to tell you yet again that meaning
formed in words often falls away like shattering glass or the echo of a cry. (p. 141)
A revolving sequence of incompatible claims on the “truth” can occur within the arc of events as
they are recalled, and the act of recalling itself becomes an active participant with its own claim
to decide what the reality will be.

3.5 Reflection: Identity in Practice
I want to shift, now, to my own experience in my own school setting, while bearing in
mind the caveat implicit in Vinz’s reflection.
In 2019, student protests shut down the school where I teach, locking down buildings and
locking out faculty. The lockdown was denominated by the protestors, with anonymous
participation by some sympathetic faculty, as an “Action against Bias, Bigotry and Racism on
Campus.”3 A week went by with the administration’s response veering between warning emails
and apologetic recantations, in an attempt to rein in a situation where each day brought a new
problematic chapter in the school’s public relations. The administration’s misgivings were wellfounded; the protests appeared first in the local papers, then the city papers, and finally made
national news. At the end of the week, with no end in sight, the administration unconditionally
agreed to a list of demands that the students, possibly with unofficial faculty mentors, had
compiled. Among the requests were more English classes focusing on marginalized identities,

To put this in context, far from being a bastion of the right wing, Riverdale Collegiate is an educational
pioneer of left-leaning social awareness, and has been for more than a century; indeed, I suspect the
centering of “ethical education” in the curriculum played a very significant role in creating the ethos that
made the protest get such immediate momentum and traction. It is an ethos that remains after graduation;
one of the leaders of the protest who graduated at the end of the year appeared on the national news again
this year, leading a similar protest that shut down the college where she went after Riverdale Collegiate.
And following year we had new accusations lobbed at the school in the press by disaffected constituents;
where the prior year the accusations were of racism, this year they were of antisemitism. We find
ourselves in the liberal centrifuge evoked by Lilla (2017).

3
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and the creation of compulsory “affinity groups.” While the former of these may lead to
interesting work, though I have concerns about the potential zero-sum impact on other
foundational texts in a necessarily time-limited syllabus, I find myself reacting to the latter
unequivocally as the essence of the identity centrifuge. I disagree both on a broad philosophical
level, and in its specific application; I find myself vehemently reactive, when I am told that based
on the most superficial identifiers—specifically, her skin color—my own daughter would be told
she belongs in a group separate from her father. Of course, I recognize that she is mixed race,
and I am not, just as I recognize that she is female and I am male. But to boil down humanity to
racist boxes offends me to my (half-Jewish!) core; there is no polite answer to this kind of
suggestion, even theoretical. It represents a direct step backwards to the days of the octoroon.
Having said all the above, however, I want to conclude this discussion with a teaching
self-reflection, and it is one that (to my own surprise) seems in some ways to reflect aspects of
bell hooks’ experience, despite my serious caveats with her approach.
At my school, a selective private school in New York City, one of the particular benefits
is that teachers are largely allowed to select the texts they teach and arrange their curricula in any
way they choose. It is not quite a free-for-all, in that the courses are arranged in such a way that
they form a scope and sequence, so that the freshman classes are “world classics,” the
sophomore year is devoted to American literature, and the final two years are electives. Within
those broad parameters, there are suggested/expected texts, landmark works, but they allow
plenty of scope for the teacher’s choice in addition.
I started teaching American literature when I arrived at the school, when slightly to my
trepidation the head of my department assigned me two classes of sophomores, which is the year
focused on American writing. I was looking forward to teaching second-year students—it is, I

95

believe, the only grade in high school when students are so fully present. (In their freshman year,
students are trying to figure out who they are, and how they can be as cool as the “legit” high
school students; in junior year, the second semester begins to be eaten up with college
considerations and standardized exams; and fourth year risks a more extreme version of junior
year, between college visits and senior slump.) But I had concerns about teaching American
literature, which was the designated sophomore curriculum. I grew up between Ireland and
America, but Ireland had been the defining part of my growing up. My early years were broadly
divided between a happy childhood in the Irish countryside, a rather miserable and misanthropic
four years of high school in Chicago, and escape to Trinity College Dublin, and I never felt at
home in the U.S. until I discovered the eclectic soup of New York City. So I did not feel
confident that I would be able to explicate the literature with an authentic American voice, as it
were, and I was concerned that I might not find myself in tune with the literature.
To my delighted surprise, I found that the degree to which it is foreign to me allows me (I
think) to see American literature’s innovations and idiosyncrasies with a particular vividness,
while the degree to which it is familiar allows me an entrée to not just the works, but (I hope) to
the students’ reactions to those works. It is the latter, above all, that makes this course so
particularly enjoyable for me: when we read the transcendentalists, the Bible, and the slave
narratives, I have the feeling of witnessing fish quite suddenly discovering consciously what
water is, after having swum in it since they were fingerlings. Every American is a Thoreauvian,
an Emersonian, a Puritan, and has grown up in the shadow of our fractured history, even if they
are in rebellion against aspects of those ethe; they are still surrounded by those thoughts, whether
in their eco-awareness, their communing with Nature, or their belief in the value of asceticism or
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civil rights, even if they do not consciously frame the concepts in those term. It is a perfect
instance of Schlovsky’s (1927) characterization of art helping to make the stone feel stony.
The obvious texts for this journey include, for the transcendentalist lens, Thoreau and
Emerson; for the Puritans, I cheat a little, and utilize The Crucible along with Anne Bradstreet
and Jonathan Edwards (also a cheat chronologically on my part!) For the extraordinary evolution
of African-American writing, I use Frederick Douglass’ Narrative of the Life as a foundational
text; it is as close to a miracle as writing gets, with the astounding self-creation of the narrator;
and I pair it with Harriet Jacobs, along with iconic voices from the Harlem Renaissance, from
Paul Laurence Dunbar, to Zora Neale Hurston, to Langston Hughes. But in the midst of the
curriculum was one of those suggested/expected landmark texts, Huckleberry Finn.
This is a book that I read as a child, and loved, and was looking forward to it. I taught it
for the first two years when I started teaching sophomores (I have now taught the same class in
seven successive years), and thought the students were not crazy about it, they did not hate it.
The main obstacle for them was the language, which they found much more challenging than I
had expected. But they were not troubled by the depiction of Jim, at which I found myself
wincing; Twain’s rendering of Jim’s dialect was no more nor less problematic for them than his
rendering of Huck’s, and they were not shocked or put off by what felt to me, on rereading it, to
be a painfully caricatured happy, affectionate slave. I think/hope I would have been struck
anyway by this when encountering it as an adult, but it stuck particularly horribly in my craw
when we had just finished reading Frederick Douglass. One might perhaps assume that many of
the students were oblivious because they were non-African-American, though the student body is
in fact very diverse, with roots from Morocco, to China, to Spain, to the Dominican Republic.
But the roughly fifteen percent of African-American students did not voice any concerns either.
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There could of course be more than one interpretation of this reaction—did they not voice
objections because they didn’t want to be seen as the “certified representatives or explicators of
race”? (Vinz, 2000)—but I also noted that the Jewish students, who comprise a very large
proportion of the school, did not raise any objections to the depiction of Wolfsheim in The Great
Gatsby, either. Maybe it was the feeling that if it were on an English course, a text could not
really be objectionable? That in some way those titles have been passed through a curricular
sanctioning process and have been cleared for student consumption as non-toxic, so that students
feel a level of safety or reassurance, even if in another context alarm bells would have been
ringing?
Whatever the reasons for the apparent student equanimity, after two years of teaching it, I
quietly dropped Huck Finn from my course, despite significant (though kindly) pushback from
colleagues whom I hugely respect. And I did not drop Gatsby.
As I reflect on this distinction, I can see more than one single factor. For one thing, the
character of Wolfsheim is a relatively minor character in Gatsby; not so Jim, who is to a very
significant extent the axis on which Huckleberry Finn’s evolution rests. Huck’s willingness to
risk damnation for his friend marks an apogee in his development, as Toni Morrison (1996)
points out—in this sense, Jim’s role vis-à-vis Huck might almost be perceived as a rough
equivalent to the function of Gatsby himself in relation to Nick. Another factor is that the
students adore Gatsby, while they were ambivalent about Huckleberry Finn. But ultimately,
there was one factor above all that determined my choice: I found myself really struggling with
the discomfort of being a white teacher in a largely white classroom, trying to explain to my
African-American students Twain’s use of a transparently racist stereotype. I worked myself into
a pretzel trying to repurpose the end chapters’ sadistic mental torture as an exposé of the
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protagonists’—and by extension the reader’s—racism, rather than merely a comic interlude,
whose comedy depended on shared racist laughter. It did not work. Conversely, as a white
teacher who is half-Jewish (and fully Jewish under the matrilineal definition of traditional
Judaism), I felt okay with pointing out Fitzgerald’s anti-Semitism and continuing merrily along
with Gatsby (with a quiet note, too, on the “young bucks” on the 59th Street Bridge). But I could
not bring myself to feel comfortable, in my identity, engaging in what felt horribly close to
centering and perpetuating the most baldly racist stereotype in Huckleberry Finn.
In this context, I found it fascinating to read Toni Morrison’s famous “Introduction”
(1996) to the novel, a beautifully articulate exploration and defense of the work. I read it initially
in the hopes it would help me get over the hurdles, allow me to re-bond with my wonderful
colleagues, and teach a book that I readily acknowledge to be a rich classic, with deeply
important things to say about narrative and how it works. However, right at the beginning of the
essay, Morrison vividly and powerfully depicts the challenge of encountering the text as an
African-American reader: “It provoked a feeling I can only describe now as muffled rage, as
though appreciation of the work required my complicity in and sanction of something shameful.”
(1) Indeed. For all that the rest of the essay explains eloquently why this is not her definitive
reaction, while I myself may not have felt muffled rage in the same personal sense, I certainly
could not help feeling my African-American students not only might, but should; in peddling the
work under the “racial awareness” tag, I could not help feeling that I too was complicit in and
urging a kind of deliberate obliviousness that made me cringe. I wanted to buy into Twain, and I
wanted Morrison’s lovely, tempered, nuanced analysis to help me there, but I finally could not
do it, and the reason I could not was ultimately my discomfort with teaching that text in my own
racial identity.
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John Keats (1817) famously extolled the “negative capability” of being able to entertain
multiple “uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.”
These uncertainties and doubts, conflicts and contradictions, riddle the narrative of English
education. And as teachers, we feel a necessity for some kind of resolution; we feel we need to
come to some answer, if only to ourselves; just as we are drawn to have some kind of lesson
plan, written or not, before we walk into a class, or a curriculum map for the term, we need to
have some idea of what philosophy underlies our teaching. But perhaps the realization must be
that the answer we have will be the answer in our present only; that, as Schlesinger comments,
“the American identity will never be fixed and final; it will always be in the making.”
(Schlesinger, 1991, 364.)
So for all that I find myself pushing philosophically against bell hooks’ foregrounding the
racial identity of the teacher, I find that in my own teaching autobiography, I have in fact
conformed, at least in this instance, to the phenomenon she notes. For that matter, in my
enjoyment of teaching American literature, as well as in teaching Irish literature, I recognize also
the role that my dual Irish/American identity plays. I see that there are complexities pointed out
by hooks which ring true to me, even if they appear in the context of an agenda with which I
disagree. Those challenges, like so much of what we do, remain suspended there, demanding
engagement and awareness, while continuously resisting any easy resolution; indeed, as close as
we may come to an answer may indeed be that unceasing and reflective engagement with the
literature, the students’ identities, and our own. Ruth Vinz, in Composing a Teaching Life,
(1996), states that she offers “a deliberately personalized portrait of what it means to teach—one
filled with memory, experience, and hope.” (Vinz, 1996, p. xii) Any truthful reflection on our
own teaching is ultimately inextricably bound up with self-reflection. Our teaching narratives
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remain personalized, individual, and constantly unfolding, and there will always be new twists
and turns; this can be our concession to our Protean truth, to the negative capability inherent in
teaching literature.

3.6 Interlude: A Mythical Meditation on (Toxic) Masculinity
Stories are layered with accretions, and this is no exception.
There sits on my bookshelf an Irish language reader from my two-room school in an Irish
country town. The book features the seminal hero in Irish myth, Cuchalainn, and this mythology
informing my boyhood school headspace is effectively a reverse translation back into Irish of
English-language versions created by Lady Gregory in 1903. Gregory was an Anglo-Irish
aristocrat who set out to recreate the consciousness of a nation in a country that was still firmly
part of the British Empire, translating and adapting through her Victorian sensibility a
manuscript from 1391 AD, Leabhar Buidhe Lecain, itself a monks’ reimagining of pre-Christian
myths. And this very tradition (of which the following story is a part) having been raised to
astonishing new prominence by Lady Gregory and Yeats, ended up being repurposed in the
Easter Rebellion of 1916 to undermine the very Anglo-Irish hegemony to which they belonged;
the guiding light for that event was Patrick Pearse, another poet-spokesman dedicated to raising
the national consciousness through the same mythology, with the declaration that “there are
many things more horrible than bloodshed, and slavery is one of them.” And he, of course, chose
the occasion of Easter for its proto-pagan, Christian resonance of resurrection.
The search for tradition and authenticity is indeed a dangerous one; it becomes a search
for an imagined soul, and a mythos that can be turned in radically different directions to justify
radically different agenda. And even stripping it back, and reconceiving it, I find my own search
for what is “authentic” framed by my childhood sensibility, as viewed back over the decades
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through a lens that both sentimentalizes and questions my own long-ago self, re-reading the
story of Cúchulainn’s son.
“Fadó, fadó” it begins – a long, long time ago, as the expression goes, putting a fluid
vagueness on time and its burdens – a boy walks down the road.
He is Conlaoch, a precocious seven-year-old, who has been behaving a little differently.
He has been singing to birds so that they came and landed on his boat, and he is given to pulling
his lower lip up to his eyeball. He is a strange stranger in a strange land; he is the son of the hero
Cúchulainn, and the product of a forced alliance with a beaten queen. Cúchulainn has (a)
requested he be sent to him; and (b) laid on him (before birth) three geasa, mythical edicts that
cannot be negotiated. They are:
1. He cannot turn back once he starts his journey to meet his father.
2. He may refuse no challenge.
3. He may explain himself to no one.
Down he walks, down the road, kicking the gravel, and silent. He is an outsider, and silenced by
order of the insider. What father lays these strictures on his unborn son? A he-man; the strictures
adhere, of course, to a concept of masculinity, passed down to us without comment.
Down the road he walks, silently. And as fate demands, he is accosted, for without that,
there is no story; but he is mute, as he must be, and he is challenged. He stands his ground, on
the gravel and green grass of a foreign land, and bold son of a bold father, he disarms and
humiliates the warrior who has dared to challenge the son of the hound of Culainn. (Cúchulainn
is so named because he killed the wolfhound of the king who was attacking him, by stuffing a
sliothar, a hurling ball, down the dog’s throat. And to make up for killing the dog, he offered to
become King Culainn’s cú, or hound.) Humiliation is no small thing in a culture where the

102

ultimate fear was that the bard would dishonor one with a satire, a bad tale to be known by. It is
no small ill that he has cast upon poor Conall, blood brother in arms to Cúchulainn.
And then Conlaoch comes, as he must, upon Cúchulainn himself.
There is a twist in the road, and there he stands, to all intents a mortal man like others.
In the tradition of the time, Cúchulainn asks the boy his name and his parentage. The
parentage, long streels of genealogy of no interest to a modern reader, is the critical identifier of
that time: not just, is this friend or foe, but a sign of worth that one knows one’s parents back to
pre-mythical times. Mute, the boy stands. Not a soul in Ulster but knows the terrible warrior he
faces. But Conlaoch has grown up far from Cúchulainn. He has no fear. The bravery of the
innocent. And had he fear, he could not express it. He stands there gagged, as we are gagged by
the edicts of our mothers and our fathers, geasa laid upon us from afar. He cannot speak, and as
we know, as he knows, Cúchulainn sees this is an affront, personally to him.
Speak! he cries, in a voice terrible to hear. But the boy stands unmoved. Perhaps his
tongue moves within his teeth. I am the son of a mighty father. I fear no one. Or perhaps, I would
to God I might speak, and avert this terrible danger I see. Or, I mean no evil.
But he stands mute.
Rage begins to build in Cúchulainn, a terrible inexorable rage, one that transforms the
man into the killer inside.
Muttering, grinding his teeth, he cries, Stand where you are! You will talk to me, or I will
see your blood spilled on the white gravel and the green grass.
Impossible.
The boy stands mute.
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And so they circle, two bantams, the old and mighty, the young and mute. And the rage
builds and builds in mighty Cúchulainn, and his jaws work. Simmering, a pressure cooker of a
man. It is a terrible rage that is seething within.
A clash of swords. A rise of shields. Perhaps a broken blade. It is a valiant youth, thinks
Cuchalainn to himself. I would such a one were my boy. And they circle each other. And the
rage builds again, and the vein is bulging.
And they back off to where the great battle spears lie behind them.
They tilt them back against the sun, the spears balanced, their points quivering. They lean
back to throw.
And, as they throw, the battle fury comes upon Cúchulainn, and the shape-changing
begins. His eyes bulge, his form rises, uncanny, wild, monstrous, a mad blowfish mutation, it is
not a human the boy is looking at now. (But that’s where the boy inherited the habit of pulling
his lower lip up to his eye.) The Marvelous Hulk is nothing compared to him, and that’s surely
where the idea came from, the green monster bursting in rage from a human form.
And in a flash it comes to Conlaoch: there is only one being who changes shape like this
with the battle fury. This is the legendary father of whom he has heard, for, bitter and all, there
was pride in his parentage, as tortured as it may be.
He is already hurling the spear, but in that second he turns the point aside. He cannot kill
this man, this figurehead in his mind, who makes him who he is.
“Father!” he cries.
The monster-man opposite him hears. He hears as the spear leaves his hand, but his spear
is the gae bolga, a supernatural spear that cannot miss, given him by a mighty warrior woman
from Skye, who trained him in the arts of battle.
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The boy has cast to the side, but the gae bolga cannot be so cast.
It plunges into the breast of his son.
The monster has overpowered the man, and the father emerges from the monster. What
have I done? What have I done? What have I done?
Father, murmurs the dying young man, his blood running red.
The tangled skein of all the words, the thoughts, the history, melded in one terrible
moment. The older man bends down to his son, but it is useless; the spear is always fatal; and
rather than leave his son suffering, he runs him through with his sword.
The father in the monster, the father in the rapist, cries in terrible fury, and with his
sword, he attacks all around him.
It is an Ajax, and like an Ajax must be diverted before he destroys all. And so, beguiled
by the magic of the druids, and in the vision of Yeats long after, he runs down to the sea. He has
been conjured to see in the innumerable waves his enemies, and he plunges at them, a Canute
battling, battling sorrow, battling anger, battling loss, battling to exhaustion the immutability of
fate, the finality of the written word, the inevitability of the word that remains…unspoken.

105

Chapter 4: Student Literary Interpretation: Perceiving Growth
How do we attempt to measure growth in student interpretation? This seems a vast and
nebulous proposition to undertake, but, while hoping to steer away from the pure surmise
element of Dewey’s How We Think, I feel that it is useful to attempt to somehow identify and
offer a defense for growth that preemptively avoids a default to a numeric score, like a
standardized examination. Before I get into specific examples of student work, I will frame this
discussion with the remarkable insights of James Moffett.

4.1 A Framing Intertext: Moffett’s Detecting Growth in Language
In seeking to trace growth through the teaching of literature, before engaging with my
own teaching, I feel that it may be useful to frame it with an external lens, referencing an earlier
and more theoretical approach to delineating our nebulous, multilayered path through elliptical
learning. As brief as is James Moffett’s Detecting Growth in Language (1992), it is rich in
thought; and even though, based on the title, his concentration might seem to be on language
rather than literature, it is actually the thought process behind the language that is his focus, and
how that plays into what he terms “abstracting” the meaning from text. It becomes clear that he
views language as do Thoreau and Emerson, an intriguingly inadequate medium with which the
student wrestles to express a more complex understanding. As such, it offers a rich intertext in its
philosophical implications on our teaching literature.
Moffett claims in his Preface a pragmatic intent: “this book is meant to help K-12
teachers assess verbal learning without external tests.” He offers a lucid and compelling
argument that the kind of metric offered now is one that is serving interests other than either
teachers or students: rather, they are for “administrators and the public.”
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…tests simple and cheap enough to permit comparison and to administer universally can
never do justice to the depth and complexity of what educators are calling “higher
literacy” and “critical and creative thinking” or “higher-order thinking.” Furthermore, the
more nearly such testing activities might succeed in assessing these desirable mental
activities, the more nearly they would approximate the actual real-life performances
themselves, in which case there’s no need for special testing circumstances, since these
performances can be observed where they authentically occur in and out of school.
Further, as Moffett sees it, the results of this testing are not positive (student advancement) but
negative: “National assessment exists to embarrass schools into improvement by comparing
scores. This assumes that dereliction is the problem and completion the answer. It’s a crude,
moralistic, negative approach.” (2) Additionally, Moffett points out that the testing is
unavoidably geared towards low rather than high standards so that schools can show success,
and, as he says, “incessantly testing students, finally, amounts to putting them on probation
throughout their youth,” resulting in school being a hateful experience.
However, the strength of the book is not primarily connected with pragmatic
implementation, and even in his own writing, Moffett appears to abandon that intent almost
completely; there is no real way of calibrating the kind of intellectual engagement that he is
tracing. Rather, he uses the concept of assessment to embark on a deeper investigation of what
learning means; the metrics Moffett offers to measure student growth become a springboard into
a philosophical conversation.
The crux of his discussion lies in his interpretation of abstraction, as “mentally mapping
reality.” He divides the process of abstraction, which he defines as being used “in its original

107

meaning—to draw off,” into two synchronous, opposite processes, tracing them to a biological
parallel:
A fertilized egg is a human being before elaboration. What it is to become is already
coded genetically within and will unfold through interaction with the environment. As the
French expression says, “The more it changes the more it is the same thing”….The
beauty of embryonic—and of mental—development lies in the great biological principal
of simultaneous differentiation and integration. (pp. 8-9)
He extends this parallel further, in essentially birthing one’s understanding as an entity separate
from that which is understood: his initial statement is that “distinguishing one’s organism from
one’s environment …is the archetype of all differentiating.” (9) The process that he identifies is
an integration of opposite yet symbiotic actions, forming a composite dynamic between them:
[Abstracting] comprises two opposite processes, analysis and synthesis, working together
simultaneously. By virtue of analysis, the mind is able to elaborate global wholes into
their particulars. By virtue of synthesis, the mind is able to generalize otherwise disparate
particulars into wholes. Elaboration emphasizes differences and leads into the world….
(11)
Moffett refines his terminology from the integration and differentiation cited above, to
generalization and elaboration. Generalization is the extension from the particular into the
general:
Generalization emphasizes similarity and leads into the mind. …. Neither can function
without the other, for just as generalizing presupposes some prior breakdown into
particulars from which generalities can be drawn, elaborating presupposes some prior
generalities that can be broken down into particulars. (11)
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Elaboration is its obverse cousin:
To elaborate means to work out. Nothing can be elaborated that is not already contained
as germ in the whole or generality to be elaborated. Elaboration is the flowering of an
idea; seed differentiates into stem, root, leaves, and blossoms—all of which come from
within. Elaboration is unfolding a given. […] Elaborating works by reversing
generalization. Generalizing achieves scope by extending the referent over time and
space…elaborating achieves discrimination by narrowing the compass of time and space
covered. (13)
It is the reciprocal dynamic of the two that creates meaning: “Abstraction is a tension between
the two processes. It binds mind to world.” (11) This corresponds in a broader sense to Bloom’s
taxonomy of learning; it potentially feeds into the implicit analytical understanding that
underpins the strongest student creative response. It is, in fact, a direct extension of Emerson’s
concept of Undulation which we referenced earlier: “The mind now thinks; now acts; and each
fit reproduces the other.” (Emerson, 1837, 589)
This dichotomous symbiosis forms the marrow of his exploration. In it, he traces not only
our own development of understanding, but also our efforts to convey that understanding to
others. Moffett cites the child’s truncated utterance as an instance of insufficient elaboration:
One of the indications of maturity is the ability of a speaker to predict what different
receivers will need to have made explicit for them and what they will understand without
elaboration. The small child would expect you to know who Charlie is when he refers to
him, whereas an older person will throw in an appositive, like “Charlie, my wife’s
brother…” An eighteen-month-old child may have to use the single word “juice” to say
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“give me some juice”… the context for the infants “juice” resides only in his mind, and
his utterance remains obscure. (21-22)
Hence, a vital part of education entails an emphasis on elaboration: “In composition, teachers
constantly urge students to be specific, to add concrete details to narrative and description or to
give examples to illustrate their ideas in an essay.” (11) But for education to be effective, there
must also be the complementary opposite aspect: “teachers push students to relate ideas to other
ideas and to details, to give emphasis and unity, to “tie things together.” (11) Moffett pursues the
concept of differentiation beyond identification within communication, to identifying
communication as separate from what is being communicated:
People don’t draw off traits of things as they do broth from beef, of course, because broth
contains actual molecules of beef, whereas an abstraction can only symbolize—code from
a physical to a mental medium—and hence partake of mental qualities…. All that can be
abstracted from something is form. The basic idea of informing is to put into form, and
that’s exactly what happens in matching experience with thought. Form is not a
something but a relation…(12)
This resonates with Bakhtin’s vision of the attenuation inherent in communicating substance via
symbol (to borrow Moffett’s terminology):
…no living word relates to its object in a singular way: between the word and its object,
between the word and the speaking subject, there exists an elastic environment of other,
alien words about the same object, the same theme, and this is an environment that it is
often difficult to penetrate. It is precisely in the process of living interaction with this
specific environment that the word may be individualized and given stylistic shape.
(Bakhtin, 1982, p. 276)
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Moffett goes on to suggest, however, that a central part of developing maturity in communication
is recognizing that the identifier is not the identified:
Maturity and naming relates of course to increasing size of vocabulary, but much more is
required… Beginners tend to fuse word with thing, and only gradually differentiate
symbol from symbolized… studying foreign languages certainly enhances this
attachment, precisely by forcing the mind to accept alternative names for the same
concept. Seeing clearly the independence of matter from mind is a prerequisite for
virtuosity in naming, and this is a factor of general egocentricity, because such
detachment is tantamount to separating self from world (I from it). (38)
And yet, in this as in all he writes, he uses his statement as a jumping-off point to his own
dialectic. After having established this differentiation as a positive development, Moffett
suggests that it is not, in fact, self-sufficient; that in fact, without its complementary “other”
being simultaneously nurtured, it reduces rather than enriches the student’s understanding of the
world. The term egocentricity reemerges as the basis for a much more profound connection with
life:
Although it is necessary to examine the problems egocentricity causes in discoursing, it
would be a great mistake to regard egocentricity as just a bad thing. Failure to separate
oneself from the object—not being objective—is at bottom the self’s oneness with the
world. … Jogging children out of the oneness of the world surely does them a mixed
service. It is true that for survival they simply must learn sooner or later to think and talk
in analytic and linear ways, it is also true that every culture has always upheld this global
feeling we call egocentricity as the basis of spirituality…. (69)
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To an extent, the divide that he is tracing falls a little along the borders suggested by Louise
Rosenblatt’s aesthetic/efferent schism:
Gardeners, like scientists, don’t intend for the referent to refer in turn to something else.
They mean nothing but a rose…. A word used literarily denotes one and only one
thing…. Used figuratively, a word connotes more than its common meaning or any one
of its meanings alone. It implies more than it says. (Moffett, p. 26)
Fair enough, and straightforward, it seems. The putative gardener is the writer whose role is
determined by the efferent reader; the figurative connotation (“my love is like a red, red rose”)
lies in the understanding given to the word by the aesthetic reader. But the word, “rose,” remains
the same.
However, in typical fashion, Moffett circles back again, to look at the way the
speakers/writers/communicators will themselves determine connotation: “You may point to your
car and call it a vehicle, a sedan, a chariot, a lemon, a liability, or a relic.… The idea that a rose
by any other name may not smell so sweet reminds us that naming guides response.” (38) So, as
distinct from Rosenblatt, Moffett recenters the active role in the hands of the writer. The book
punctuates its chapter with “growth sequences,” which appear to be intended as validation for the
text’s claim to be a how-to manual, but which in context read much more as philosophical
aphorisms; in this case he identifies the growth sequence as “increasing ability to verbalize
literally, when unintended and pointless ambiguity would otherwise result, and to verbalize
figuratively when multiple meaning is desirable.” (30)
The dilemma of communication is that it is fundamentally selective. Moffett’s thought on
this is subtle and layered enough that it is worth quoting at some length:
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No abstraction can render justice to all aspects of something, in its totality, because
selective reduction is the point of abstracting. People can’t deal with all aspects of all
things. They have to choose traits according to their values. This is why content is a
factor of intent. One trades a loss of reality for a gain in control, to get a mental handle on
reality toward certain ends. Abstracting is decision-making. …People may exclude from
their maps aspects of reality more vital to them than those their desires or their society’s
conventions direct them to single out. …
[Abstractions] may be useful or beautiful but never true except in a partial way. … it is in
the very nature and function of the abstracting process that it should fail to yield the
absolute truth some part of a human being seems to hunger for. Earlier eras made a
distinction between human truth and divine truth. Religious beliefs aside, this distinction
is necessary to remind us that no human being has a vantage point of universal scope or
impartiality…
We cannot experience all of reality, cannot render all we experience into thought, and
cannot render all we think into words. (15-16)
Again, Bakhtin comes to mind; and indeed, in the sense that this very writing is an abstraction, I
am engaging in just the selective process to which Moffett is alluding. The aspects that seem to
me to be the crux of what he is saying are the aspects that most resonate with me, in my separate
entity as reader, and which are then further transmuted in my active role as writer. In my effort to
convey what he is saying, I cannot render even all that he has said – which is static, and therefore
finite – without simply copying the book verbatim.
And even then, of course, my reader’s experience reading what I am presenting as
Moffett, might be quite different from my own (i.e., Moffet’s reader’s) experience of
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encountering Moffett firsthand. Moffett parlays this fundamental truth into another growth
sequence: “increasing awareness that people create what they know and that this knowledge is
partial.” (16) Moffet extrapolates further in a startling metaphor, “…composing and
comprehending differ in whether one is abstracting from raw reality or from another’s
abstraction of it. Listening or reading is digesting someone else’s digestion.” (17)
He merges from this into a concept that is a little more problematic: “People not only
make the reality they know, they make it by abstracting higher abstractions from lower ones.
Knowledge-making is hierarchical.” (17) The issue here is not the selective process that he is
identifying, but his use of the words “higher,” “lower” and “hierarchical.” The implication here
is not incidental, as becomes clear when he extends this gradation into respectively connoting
past, present and future as a progression from lower to higher order thinking. He says “the future
is […] an extrapolation of the past.” (45) – but is this, in fact, true? His point is, “establishing
parallels between what has happened and what will happen to matter of generalizing
experience,” and hence goes from there to the generalization that, as he says, “the sun always
rises.”(45) The underlying rationale for Moffett’s ranking is based on syllogisms, or as he terms
it, “chaining;” he develops this further with a chart moving from what happened, to what
happens, to what may happen, which are respectively denoted as reporting, generalizing, and
theorizing, but this is itself a kind of chaining that comes into direct conflict with his earlier
qualifications regarding received thoughts: “Thinking something couldn’t be any other way is the
very essence of egocentricity. […] Most of humanity’s breakthroughs in thinking are removals of
ideas—unthinking something that was not so or was partial.” (19-20)
The complexity of this dynamic is increased by the necessary insularity of
communication: “If the receiver knew everything the sender plans to tell him, the communication
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wouldn’t be needed in the first place. So some discrepancy must be assumed. Yet both have to
assume they already share a great deal, or else the author would have to fill in a whole culture’s
worth of background before she could begin to make her particular points.” (21) This can lead to
a situation where “writers are sure that what they write can be taken only one way, and readers
are sure they understand the text in the only way it can be understood.” (19) There is a paradox
here, and it revolves around the implicit versus the explicit. The explicit is on the page; but the
implicit is the necessary ingredient that is, in fact, implied, by Moffett’s statement above. And
yet it is not simply a necessary evil, but the root of the most sophisticated communication:
“implicitness is the main mode of the highest language expression—literature.” (22)
In an extension of this concept of shared cultural resonance and its implications, Moffett
looks at the literary arc as resonating at the historical level, the personal level, and the internal
developmental level:
Growth along the fictional dimension can be described by Northrop Frye’s five kinds of
heroes [Anatomy Of Criticism] – the supernatural or divine figure, the mortal but
miraculous man, the king or exceptional leader, the average man, and the ironic antihero.
This Progressive scaling down of the hero not only traces the history of literature, …but it
also corresponds to the withdrawal of projection. … As children we project ourselves
first into animals, fantastic creatures, folk heroes, and legendary figures. Slowly, the bell
tolls us back to our sole self. Gradually we withdraw projection as we become willing to
recognize the personal meaning symbolized in our myths, and able to objectify inner
experience to the point of treating it explicitly. (64-5)
And here, at the close of the book, Moffett again embraces the dialectic, and resolves the
paradox:
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Abstracting is “converting” matter to mind, a kind of alchemy. The more people at the
same time make unconsciousness conscious, the more they identify with the world they
are incorporating. … in a sense because egocentricity is not all reduced; the secret has
been to expand it over the community and then over the cosmos—to overdo it
extravagantly so that ego feels identified with all it encompasses by mind. (69)
In Moffett’s construct, embracing the internal (the ego) means embracing the external (the
world). To extend the ego universally means to invite the universe into the ego. For Moffett, this
is the true alchemy that “growth in language” can allow, and it offers a segue into my quest to
delineate growth in my own students.

4.2 Teaching in Practice: Applying Moffett to the Lived Experience
I want to take a close and pragmatic look at specific student work, both in class
discussion and in written essays, and see how interpretation looks in practice. I am going to
particularly focus on verbal, rather than written, analysis, and on creative response, as I feel that
those two processes are most revelatory of the kind of learning to which we aspire. While written
analysis will be examined, and is of interest, it lends itself more to a traditional assessment. And
I am especially interested in the kind of learning implicit in Joyce’s particular-universal
paradigm, as in a deep sense, that, I think, is a high aspiration in the teaching of literature; the
student’s seeing the universal in the particular essentially means seeing the self in the text.
It is perhaps worth pointing out, in terms of process and as a point of this teaching
philosophy of the particular, I have every student, every term, write me a letter of introduction,
as homework for the first class. This can take any number of forms, including remarkable free
verse, a mini-play, or a response that playfully subverts the concept itself. One excerpt of just
how creative and revelatory this form can be follows (the full poem is in Appendix A):
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I am the front row girl with the glasses who talks too much and turns pink when she gets
excited
I am the know it all bossy girl
The one who pretends to know the answers when she doesn’t
I am stuck in between childhood and adulthood and I don’t understand the way people
my own age
Talk
I am stuck between girls and boys and gay and straight and realizing that I’m not going to
find a nice pretty box to sit in
I am not really sure who I am if I’m honest
I’m puzzle pieces and the cacophony of the city night
I am young and old and loud and soft and tired much of time but not too tired to dance
I will sing and dance through the city streets despite my voice cracks and my habit of
tripping over my own feet
I am contradictions and inconsistency and a scientist and a musician
And maybe someday I’ll really know who
I am
This is of course a remarkable example. The student is so aware of her own contradictions, so
playful in her negative capability, that the poem is a monument to what this kind of exercise
aspires to. So I not claiming this is a standard response, though I regularly offer it to students as a
hopeful sample.
But even much less spectacular work means nonetheless, vitally, that I come to class with
at least a rudimentary idea of who the students are. I feel passionately that only half the teacher’s
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duties are based on knowing the text. The other vital ingredient is to learn the students, as far as
one can. We know that students may be shy, and they may only tell us a tiny part of what we
should know, but even the evasions will help inform our interactions with the actual, living,
empirical students in front of us. And it means that when we move to teaching literature, we have
a real insight into the other half of the reading equation.
I want to again posit that any teacher, or theorist, who believes that a teaching experience
is directly transferable from one class to another, or even from one student to another, is a
teacher who is out of touch with both his students and his class. It makes no more sense to
suppose that that transaction, which if truthful and successful is profoundly individual and
specific in its nature, is transferable, than it would make sense to aspire to have the same
conversation with two different, unrelated people at two different times. To borrow a quote from
Ruth Vinz (1996) “I am recommending that we rescue the discourse on teaching from the bonds
of accepted and agreed upon principles.” (Vinz 272) So rather than aspiring to define or generate
broad principles, I hope to try to uncover elements or indicators that may suggest growth in
ability for a very particular student group, which is the one I teach. I further recognize that
aspects of the school at which I teach (unpacked below) offer a specific and atypical opportunity
to engage the kind of discussion-based classroom I am privileged to enjoy. So, in a disclaimer of
positionality, I am not under an illusion that I have somehow unleashed avid student discussion
through my own unique, innate talent, and that my class serves as a prototype for others to
follow, adherence to which will offer the same results. Rather, this is an enquiry into the nature
of successful classes; what elements may indicate or perhaps encourage growth in interpretive
ability? And inextricably connected, this is an investigation into a secondary question, in
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acknowledgment of an inevitable solipsistic aspect to our profession: what is it that we perceive
that makes us view a class as showing that growth?

4.3 In-class Response: Reading Aloud and Daily Epiphanies
Before getting into verbal analysis qua analysis, I want to briefly look first at the process
and opportunity of students reading aloud. I am aware this focus makes me something of a
Luddite: Applebee points out that Corson espoused this viewpoint in 1895: “To read well aloud,
Corson argued, was to make the meaning clearer and to catch the spirit more accurately than
would be possible with any amount of analytic study.” (Applebee, p. 61) A similar viewpoint on
reading aloud was much more recently voiced by J. Fleming (2001) quoted by Showalter: “’It
allows students to “own” the poetry.’” (Showalter, p. 78) Yet we can find ourselves shy in
suggesting this approach; a colleague of mine told of complaints from parents that “he seemed to
have given up teaching” when he resorted to reading aloud. This is, in my view, a very mistaken
understanding of the complexity of the transaction and the implicit mastery that is inherent in
good reading. As another venerable theorist posited in 1881, “Far more good will come, even to
the mind, by foolishly enjoying Shakespeare than by learnedly parsing him,” (Henry Hudson,
quoted in Applebee, p. 55), and I think it is impossible to enjoy Shakespeare without hearing
him, either aloud or internally, and experiencing the rhythms and cadence of the language. And
conversely, the enjoyment is not only indicative of, but has as its central requisite, a deeper
understanding of the text, where instinctive connections are being made.
As I have discovered, some of the most adept analytical writers may not in fact read well,
but the opposite, too, can be true, where the understanding of students who stumble expressing
themselves analytically may suddenly be illuminated in reading; two prior students of mine
spring to mind. One was a student on scholarship, who in addition to financial and cultural
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disparities with his fellow students, was battling ADD, and who tended to alienate his fellow
students with semi-involuntary twitches and interruptions. His analytical writing revealed issues
in terms of the difficulty of maintaining a sustained literary argument. However, to my
astonishment, when we started reading the King James Bible, he soared; we did classroom
rounds of reading aloud, and many of his peers stumbled over the beautifully majestic but
unfamiliar writing. When it came to his turn, his stammer would subside, and he would visibly
respond to the text even as he was in the process of reading aloud, sometimes with a chuckle or a
groan in dramatically appropriate places. A particularly vivid moment came up when we were
discussing the Book of Job; when his classmates indicated confusion as to a certain passage, he
explained rather memorably that God was saying to the devil, “yo dude, you can fuck with him,
just don’t kill him,” and then added, “it’s kind of fucked up.” No other student in that class
initially quite understood the passage, much less its implications. It turned out that his singleparent mother was a church-goer, and had taken him to services regularly from infancy; the end
result of the in-class read-aloud was that this student, “Jeremiah,” dazzled me with a side of him
that I had had no idea existed otherwise, and also created a similar and visibly different
perception of him on the part of his classmates.
Conversely, another student, “Calev,” who was a superlative analytical writer, struggled
to infuse any dramatic inflection into his reading. This does not indicate he does not understand
the text intellectually—far from it, his essays indicated profound and complex understanding—
but perhaps that his approach was sufficiently cerebral that the emotional response was drowned
out, at least in the self-consciousness of the read-aloud forum.
Perhaps it is romantic, but I cannot help feeling that a student who is engaged
emotionally may in some fundamental ways be having a truer interaction with the text than the
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student who has simply understood it. If in Bloom’s taxonomy synthesis is the highest form of
learning, I would suggest that synthesizing in the sense of bringing the reading experience to
bear on real-life experience, and vice versa, is the ultimate as well as the most basic reading
transaction. An indicator of true synthesis of a text is that the readers have so internalized its
implications that they are reacting spontaneously to thoughts that other students consider more in
the nature of an intellectual puzzle. Through tone of voice, through expressive delivery, we see
the same elliptical insight, albeit in a form that is so transitory that unless it is physically
captured, it is almost impossible to demonstrate. The one exception to that, of course, is indeed
recording the student’s delivery of the text; in this case, the student “Jeremiah’s” final project
consisted of a short film, in which he played Othello at a level I have almost never seen among
student actors, inhabiting the soul of a seventeenth-century, iambic-pentameter-speaking,
imagined being with a truth, ease, certainty and power that was not evident in the awkward,
muted teenager who daily stumbled into class.
In an iconic passage from The Reader, the Text, the Poem, Rosenblatt (1978) establishes
a unique place for the reading experience:
In the aesthetic transaction, the text possesses an especial importance. In the efferent
situation, a paraphrase or summary or restatement—in short, another text—may be as
useful as the original text. Someone else can read the newspaper or a scientific text for
you and paraphrase it quite acceptably. But no one can read a poem for you. Accepting an
account of someone else’s reading or experience of a poem is analogous to seeking
nourishment through having someone else eat your dinner for you and recite the menu.
(Rosenblatt, p. 86)
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Reading aloud permits us to see the dinner being chewed in real-time, as it were; in a very
immediate sense, reading aloud gives us an as-it-happens perception of the student understanding
that is visibly, or audibly, taking place.

4.4 Student Analysis: Context and Process
In moving onto verbal analysis, as this study lays no claim to being a transferrable recipe
based on featureless student-prototypes, I need to describe the specifics of this class; in Eco’s
terminology, these are “empirical” rather than “model” students.
The school, which I will call “Riverdale Collegiate,” is the upper school component of a
combined two lower schools and a middle school as well. The curriculum emphasizes in-class
discussion throughout the arc, so the students tend to be verbally strong by the time they reach
the upper school. The students range from some of the most elite New York society, with
representation from household-name celebrity and top-echelon finance families, to students on
financial aid who come from food-stamp households. The school has had a social mission
outreach from its inception, and currently has the largest financial aid allocation of any private
school in New York. This is underpinned with an historically strong and continuing commitment
to incorporating ethics as a central part of the curriculum; the school’s founder was the son of a
rabbi, and espoused the moral principles of his father’s religion, while resisting incorporating the
religion itself. This has resulted in a school where the ethical compass occupies a similarly
central and no-less active role than religion does in a parochial school.
Lastly, the physical setting is distinctive. The buildings are roughly a century old, with
discussions typically taking place around a Harkness table, or in desks arranged in a circle. The
school also has a courtyard, with what are called “open-air classrooms,” i.e., stone or wooden
benches surrounded by trees, and in Fall and Spring it is frequently possible to teach outside.
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This may seem in one sense a relatively incidental aspect, but in another, the intrusion of
birdsong or a passing breeze through sunlit branches may offer the students—and the teacher—
an immersive experience into elements of a number of the texts.
The class process is profoundly influenced by Sheridan Blau’s literature workshop
approach, both as expressed in The Literature Workshop: Teaching Texts and Their Readers
(2003), and as experienced through a number of the classes that I took at Teachers College, with
Sheridan, Ruth Vinz, Erick Gordon, and others. It feels to me like an extraordinarily organic way
to encounter literature. I should outline the steps as they are being utilized in my classes, as a
background to the following case studies. They are directly implemented from Blau’s workshop
format.
In a typical class, students will have read the text the night before. I ask that they annotate
in a fairly standard way, marking passages that are unclear, or startling, or revelatory. I do not
usually insist that students write their thoughts out fully on their texts, though they are welcome
to do so; certainly for myself, it disrupts the reading experience in a way that interrupts the
interaction I hope for them to have, and I am fine with them simply putting a line or a mark in
the margin, so they can easily index passages when in class. The thought will usually come back
at that point, and may indeed grow in the process of recall.
On arrival in class, they will sit down, and get a chance to review their reading, choose a
passage that speaks to them, and freewrite a response; typically I allot around ten minutes for the
whole process. After that, they will read this response to their neighbor student; the other student
then will read their own. This has multiple benefits. First, it means that every single student is
actively engaged, and actively speaks; in specific, it vitally addresses the problem of the “quiet
student,” who for reasons of shyness or otherwise, will not play an active role in class. Even the
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most insecure student can engage one-on-one, and with strategic placement, Vygotsky’s zone of
proximal development can take a very organic effect. (As per the earlier note, the circular set-up
of student seating is key; it democratizes the room, and allows for wonderfully rich student-tostudent interaction.) It also means that every student is personally seeking to make meaning of
the text, and that therefore, the process is actually owned by the students, rather than being part
of a disempowering experience of waiting for the teacher to make meaning for them; as Blau
(2003) points out, “a steady diet of that kind will lead not only to literary starvation, but to a
conviction that you can never eat for yourself.” (p. 25) A last key element here, which was made
clear to me from my experience in Blau’s classes, is the importance of the students reading
aloud, word-for-word, their own writing, prior to any explanation. This experientially illuminates
for the students their own strengths, and their own challenges. They find out, one-on-one, with a
(hopefully) friendly and constructive peer, what it is they are, and are not, communicating, and
any difficulties they have in reading will teach them many times more than receiving notes on a
paper, where the primary interest is most frequently the grade. It is an important exercise for
students to be bound to the words they have written. It helps them to realize, when they get to
writing a formal essay, areas they have a tendency to be unclear, or need to strengthen. The first
few classes, typically, are filled with a very productive discomfort, where students indeed
discover they have not communicated what they had intended, and under the pressures of the
exercise, they develop notably in the clarity of their writing.
This process also taps into another key element identified by Blau (2003): “confusion
often represents an advanced state of understanding. That is to say, a student who is confused is
frequently the one who understands enough to see a problem.” (p. 21) By locating this very
productive confusion in the non-threatening locus of a peer conversation, where the students may
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collaboratively work together to resolve it, without fear of shame or inadequacy, we can lead the
students to what Blau (2003) refers to as a literary experience: “You read literature in order to
read it, to have the experience one has in reading.” (p. 145) And preceding the one-on-one
discussion with writing, and then reading and discussing it (students teaching students), leads to
the profound learning that comes with “owning” a text in the way that teachers typically do:
“when we ask our students to write about their reading, we are taking a significant step toward
the reversal of roles for students and teachers that is the paradoxical requirement to provide
students with genuine opportunities for learning.” (Blau, 2003, p. 152)
Once each pair of students have shared and discussed, we open up to a general class
discussion, and it is from this point that the transcripts that follow are recorded. We may at that
point either tap into students sharing their individual conversations in the larger group, or we
may move into group discussion exploring the text directly, sourcing the individual discussions
as may be useful.

4.5 Student Verbal Analysis: Senior Seminar, Camus, The Stranger
(For full class transcript, please see Appendix B.)
I would like to look first at verbal interactions in a class discussion on Camus’ The
Stranger. This discussion took place in a class known as Senior Seminar, and is the only
“intensive,” or specifically advanced class, the school offers in the English curriculum; it is
offered by invitation only, and the students are generally the strongest English students in a
school that already has significant emphasis on the humanities. The teacher of the class has a
wide range of flexibility in terms of which texts are selected, and how they are taught; along with
works such as Iphigenia, Beowulf, Paradise Lost, Anna Karenina, and others, I chose The
Stranger, as it seems to me to be one of those texts, like Crime and Punishment or Catcher in the

125

Rye or All Quiet on the Western Front, that far transcends the “typical” high school text. It offers
a depth of thought that lends it perpetual appeal, not just to the students, but to the teacher – an
aspect that I think this is a key part of this exploration – and yet a degree of ready accessibility
and immediacy that makes it a real, living experience for high school students.
I will look at a particular excerpt from the discussion here, which is from the beginning
of the class:
Instructor: What strikes you about the paragraph at the top of page 69? What strikes you
in that paragraph?
Student 1: As we mentioned at the end of class on Tuesday, it seems that Mersault’s lack
of belief in God is more offensive [to Mersault’s priest interlocutor] because it
harms the person asking the question, more than it is actually harmful to him.
[Mersault] So he thinks it's very indifferent, [sic] and the other person is like,
"How can you question my beliefs when it's really kind of ridiculous?"
And that's kind of back to who Camus is and what he's trying to accomplish with
why he's like this, which is to query our moral value systems and how his lack of
belief in God could therefore mean that he is not a moral man and, off of that,
how he is inherently awful and how he should be not allowed to have his
freedoms because of it. So Camus is kind of asking us: Is this querying and
questioning of how we view religion really just to satisfy the status quo, or is it
really beneficial for everyone?
Student 2: Yeah. I think there are several instances where you are set up to think Mersault
doesn’t connect to anything, but I think it then also makes you look at the other
side of books and forces you to think about all of the things that we are expected

126

to connect to that, for whatever reason, don't mean anything. Like it might mean
something to one person, but religion is not to be enforced on anybody, and if
they don't connect to it, if they don't believe in it – it doesn't reflect badly on the
person that does. It's just an individual thing that, when it's forced upon everyone,
I would argue, loses what it's supposed to do.
There are a couple of aspects here that I find profoundly interesting. The first item is the degree
to which the discussion is student-led. The passage is indeed identified by the instructor, but
from then on, the process of meaning-making is wholly student-driven. This creates what
Sheridan Blau terms authentic literary discussion, “addressed to solving authentic interpretive or
critical problems presented by the text and experienced by the students in the class.” (Blau, 2010,
nwp.org) This means that the discussion is live, in the sense that no one—including the
instructor—knows exactly where it will lead. What is theoretically lost in terms of making sure
the students come up with the “correct” answer is more than compensated for by the students
coming up with their own answers. In so doing, the learning becomes authentic and active rather
than passive and ownerless, with a “right answer” sitting inertly somewhere out there for
students to look up; it also becomes exciting, despite any potential road hazards, as there is a
sense of the students creating their own route. And to get back to a comment above: it is, I
believe, critical for the authenticity of the conversation that the teacher share a genuine sense of
discovery. This is where the multitextured text is invaluable, and where also the student-led
discussion is key, to the point that the teacher optimally is being genuinely taught by the
students.
Looking at specific elements of this particular interchange, Student 1’s opening comment
is exceptionally insightful: “Mersault’s lack of belief in God is more offensive because it harms
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the person asking the question, more than it is actually harmful to him.” There is a depth of
meaning here that transcends the particular interaction. The interchange referenced is that with
the priest who is coming to bring Mersault to God, and picks up in particular on the line, “‘Do
you want my life to be meaningless?’ he shouted.” (Camus/Ward 69) A notable point here is that
the student in fact picks up on a subtext that is not caught in the otherwise generally excellent
translation by Matthew Ward. The original reads, “«Voulez-vous, s’est-il exclamé, que ma vie
n’ait de sens?»” (Camus 106) Notable here is not only that the priest incorporates the subjunctive
in his question, so that the potential meaninglessness of the priest’s life becomes an active
volition on the part of Mersault, but even more significantly, the exclamation is reflexive. The
priest exclaims this to himself. This is a nuance that corresponds to exactly what the student is
picking up. The danger is to the self, and hence the priest’s response is not shouting at Mersault,
but rather exclaiming, to himself, a self-warning, as it were, about the damaging potential of his
own internalizing of, or contamination by, the thoughts of Mersault. This is reinforced by a later
line, «J’ai bien remarqué qu’il me tutoyait, mais j’en avais assez.» (Camus, p. 106) This is
translated by Ward as, “I was struck by how sincere he seemed, but I had had enough.”
(Camus/Ward, p. 69) However, there is no reference whatsoever to sincerity in the original. The
part of the line that he has reconstructed as sincere is in fact a reference to the priest addressing
Mersault in the informal voice, as tu. This is a wholly different connotation, and suggests that
Mersault is “getting to him,” and is consequently being addressed—and refuted—in a personal,
informal voice. The “sincerity” that is evoked is that of a defensive response to an attack
successfully landed, which is quite the opposite of the implication of a formal, in-control,
“sincere” exhortation. Again, in a somewhat uncanny way, the student has picked up on a text
that is truer than the translation.
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This kind of granular understanding in a sense reflects Fecho and Botzakis (2007)
discussion of the possibility of applying Bakhtin’s linguistic principles pedagogically:
Language is constantly being tugged in opposite directions; something we feel is a
healthy state. Otherwise, language either becomes reified, "a dead, thing-like shell" (p.
355) according to Bakhtin (1981), or something akin to the Tower of Babel, much
individualism with little communication. (p. 561)
In perceiving the active role of language, they cite Bakhtin’s comment that “there are no words
that belong to no one.” (p. 562) Driven by intent, defined by perception, words become
unpredictable, and potentially a force for discovery and play, an invitation to the anarchic world
of Bakhtin’s Carnival. It is an anarchy the authors depict as non-threatening, even though
destabilizing, in that it is limited in its duration, though the shifts in perception may endure: “One
doesn't live in Carnival; one visits Carnival periodically. It represents a segment of time when
the quickly reifying present, consecrated by the authoritative past, receives a ‘temporary liberation’ through a ‘suspension of all hierarchical precedence’ that allows for a ‘feast of becoming,
change, and renewal.’” (p. 554) In this instance, the student reading seems to offer a rich
investigation of the striation of linguistic meaning.
Student 2 also is saying something that I find deeply interesting, and that is that, in a
meta- way, she is shifting to the broad topic of learning: “it then also makes you look at the other
side of books and forces you to think about all of the things that we are expected to connect to
that, for whatever reason, don't mean anything.” In a completely organic way, this student is
doing what we arguably most aspire to do as English teachers; she is connecting the text to her
own personal meaning, at the same time as not losing the original essence, but rather enriching it.
Her comment on “the other side of books” as coming with expectations that at times are inimical
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to their original intent is a powerful critique; as I read this, if there is an expected response, the
response loses its meaning. Again, this hews into the risk/reward factor, where there is a personal
investment that goes along with the personal response. And further underlining the importance of
situating teaching, and learning, specifically, this particular student is not, so to speak, a
“typical” Riverdale Collegiate student, if that is taken to mean an Upper West Side brownstone
resident. Rather, she is from a very underprivileged background, and has made her way into the
private school through sheer determination and exceptional ability; and at the very time her
contributions to class discussion were illuminating complex passages for her peers, she and her
mother had to go into hiding part way through the year because of threats to their lives in their
home apartment. This student’s comments about books that, “that, for whatever reason, don't
mean anything,” has a degree of rich secondary nuance, where there is a meta-sense in which this
text is speaking to her personally, about other texts that do not speak to her personally, in a way
that feels individual, authentic, and powerful.
Another student’s comment in the class picks up further on the priest’s sense of threat:
I was thinking in this passage, this part, instead of saying, "Do you believe in God?" was
more like saying, "Do you believe in faith, and do you believe that there's a purpose for
your existence?" …and I feel like most people here would hope that there is purpose for
their life, and that their life would mean something, or that it would've affected the world
somehow. But I feel like Meursault doesn't necessarily feel that way, and he's more with
just living and more content with what will be, will be. And because that is so, like,
frightening to people, that maybe we are just one speck in a big, big world that means
nothing, that's more harmful than anything else – than God, than religion, and maybe his
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mysterious calmness. I think he believes that I'm just very small, and he's okay with that.
I think that's more detrimental to society than anything else.
Again, there is a breadth of understanding that is striking. The specific, Mersault’s rejection of
the priest’s vision of God, becomes broadened to a philosophical rejection of a whole ethos;
more than a personal refusal, it is perceived as an annulment. And there is the connection from
that, to the literary text as a whole, to the student community, and the connection posits the
student community not in the role of protagonist, but in the role of conformist-antagonist. This
student’s ability to perceive the inner circle of those around her as being alien resonates with the
fundamental goal of art that Shklovsky posited of defamiliarization, making the familiar strange.
But not alone that: she does not leave the outer society in the position of villain, but rather
presents it as a vision of two conflicted dynamics, a student-reader version of Keats’ negative
capability. There are grounds here, I think, to say that this suggests a very high level of learning
indeed.
I want to look at one more interchange from this discussion before moving onto another
class:
Student 1: In this part especially, it's like, what is the point of him being in prison? Why
do we put people in prison when they do something wrong? Is it for rehab or is it
for punishment or some mix of both, and what is the punishment? And I feel like
[…] they are just taking away all the things that make him who he is. They're
taking all these people who are in prison for breaking some law or breaking some
rule, or being told that they broke the law or broke some rule, and asking them to
stop being different, just by taking away all the things that make them who they
are and that putting them in this place and asking them to be the same as
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everybody around them. So whether or not you take that as punishment, or some
people might even see it as a way to rehabilitate, to make them quote-unquote,
“normal” again, […] rather than actually trying to rehabilitate people, just taking
away what makes them human and hoping that that will do the trick. I don't really
feel like it makes any sense.
Student 2: Also, I feel like this concept of, when he gets used to something, it's no longer
a punishment anymore, is one of the more profound things in the book, because
[…] it's sort of like his outlook on existence as well […] – he's accepted the world
for being as it is, and he's okay with all of that, whereas most people are sort of
trying to dress it up as other things. Yeah.
Student 3:[…] He's found that he's actually accepted that he can be a prisoner and is
actually really good at being a prisoner […] He's talking about how he was able to
take one memory and kind of extrapolate that and spend tons of time just thinking
about that one thing, which I don't think everyone else can do as well as he can.
So he's found a way to make his existence meaningful in a very strange way.
Again, this seems to me to reflect an exceptionally complex understanding of this text. The
implication that prison is a means primarily of reinforcing a societal norm, and in that sense is
purely a reflection of society as a whole, is profound. Camus’ famous vision of his own book
(1955) reflects an uncanny similarity to the student response:
J'ai résumé l'Étranger, il y a longtemps, par une phrase dont je reconnais qu'elle est très
paradoxale : « Dans notre société tout homme qui ne pleure pas à l'enterrement de sa
mère risque d'être condamné à mort.»
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Je voulais dire seulement que le héros du livre est condamné parce qu'il ne joue pas le
jeu. En ce sens, il est étranger à la société où il vit […]4
This picks up precisely on the first student’s comment about making the prisoner “normal.” The
emphasis is indeed not on crime per se, but on transgression, in the sense of norms being
abridged. And building on that, Student 3 picks up on the way in which when Mersault has
adapted to the constrictions of prison existence, those constrictions lose their punitive intent, and
become instead a new standard whereby Mersault, as the student points out, can “make his
existence meaningful.” Notably, however, it means that the prisoner has adapted to a new social
norm – which is where the conflict arose in the first place, in that he had not sufficiently adapted
to societal norms as a non-prisoner. (This is further addressed in the transcript of the rest of the
class, in Appendix A, Senior Seminar, Camus.)

4.6 Student Verbal Analysis: a cross-class study and the role of intertext
Insofar as this study is rooted in the empirical rather than the theoretical, I feel it may be
illuminating to supplement the above close reading of the process of one individual class with a
comparative study of processes in four other classes. These four classes consist of two sequent
sessions of two separate classes, both sophomore English. Both were taught by me, and they ran
concurrently, studying two successive chapters of the same text, on two successive days; hence,
there is something of a common control element that sets the differentiating factors in relief, and
this offers an opportunity to get some idea of the degree to which classes are ultimately
dependent on a particular variable of the individual students. Other factors, insofar as they can
be, are similar: except for senior year, the English department at the school is not tracked by
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“Some time ago, I summed up The Stranger in a sentence that I realize goes against our norms: ‘In our society, any
man who does not weep at his mother’s funeral risks being condemned to death.’ I wished to point out simply that
the protagonist of the novel is condemned because he does not play the game. In this sense, he is an outsider in his
own society…” (Camus, January 8, 1955)
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ability, so there tends to be a broadly similar level of student across sophomore classes.
Interestingly, there is a slight reflected differentiation; though English is not tracked, math is
tracked, so that because of the way the student schedules coincide, there may be a preponderance
of stronger math students in one band versus another. But inasmuch that math ability does not
necessarily correlate to English ability, there is a broadly similar range, with, typically, a couple
of trail-blazing students at the forefront, igniting a conversation for the room as a whole.
The text being studied, The Great Gatsby, is the single most uniformly-loved text in my
high school curriculum in terms of student response. I find the sheer universality of the positive
response to it a little surprising; my surmise is that the world Fitzgerald evokes, even while
distant in time, is in some ways remains analogous in its social codes, both explicit and implied,
to those of the school, and of the society so many of our students inhabit, and this renders the
text more accessible both intellectually and emotionally. To reference Joyce’s terminology, in
the particular-universal paradigm, Fitzgerald’s “particular” is one that is intuitively recognizable
to many of the students, and this means that it can offer a particularly rich hunting ground in
tracking student response.
Secondarily, both of these particular classes utilized intertext, which in a certain sense
epitomizes the kind of elliptical student thinking that we are studying; in embedding a shared
concept or phenomenon in a different context, intertext encourages the kind of learning that I
believe is the richest opportunity in the teaching of literature. Again, to quote Blau (2003):
“Disciplined instruction in literature…can powerfully influence our students’ capacity to
negotiate, interpret, and evaluate all the events of their lives, from the most ordinary to the most
momentous.” (p. 205) Intertext offers to students an experiential microcosm of the same dynamic
of transference: the ability to empathize or imaginatively understand thoughts, concepts,
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behavior and patterns that may on the surface seem unfamiliar or even alien to us. The crossing
of genre and times can deepen the dynamic resonance of this microcosm.
The intertexts chosen apply to two successive chapters that between them form the pivot
point of the novel. The first of the intertexts is offered against Chapter 6, where the realization of
Gatsby’s dream starts to bump against the reality of the divide between West and East Egg;
juxtaposed with this is “Fellowship,” a short short story by Kafka. While of course this is fiction
too, it is a very different kind of fiction, and writing from a German-Jewish perspective in turnof-the-century Prague offers a revelatory lens through which to view the world of a Princetoneducated Midwesterner writing on Jazz Age New York. The second intertext, Paul Simon’s
“Diamonds on the Soles of Her Shoes,” offers a wholly different lens, in genre, time and context,
and at the same time suggests a particular insight into the iconic description of Daisy, “her voice
is full of money,” in Chapter 7.
4.6.1 Voices Full of Money: Transcripts Can Be Revelatory….
My first thought is a meta-realization: the process of going back through class transcripts,
and seeing laid out on paper a teaching narrative that normally is only experienced live,
chronologically, and swiftly, can offer a very valuable kind of insight and reflection. It
something that we generally do only as it pertains to a particular project or study, such as this
one, but this kind of reflection might usefully be a much more recurrent, integral part of the
teaching process.
One thing that stood out in reviewing all four transcripts in sequence is the degree to
which both classes are driven by particular leading student voices. Indeed, it can be a little
humbling from a teacher standpoint to recognize just how key those few individual student
voices can be; especially in non-tracked classes, anchor students can play a major teaching role.
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There is nothing intrinsically wrong with this; indeed, there is a lot that is right, viewed through a
Vygotskyan lens;5 but it suggests that without the good fortune of having good students, a
teacher might well be working with a very different challenge. However, as is almost always the
case at my school, in both of my classes there were extremely strong student-resources; and since
a vital part of effective teaching lies in recognizing the individual (empirical) students and
capitalizing on their strengths, rather than preaching to imaginary (model) students, it makes
sense both logistically and philosophically to make maximum use of the actual voices in front of
one. (One is reminded of the converse paradigm of the teacher who prepares courses to
perfection all summer long, and the “wrong” students walk in the door in the Fall.)
Looking through these actual voices and contributions offered another interesting
discovery, one in this case where, as they say in performance reviews, “growth is possible”: I
find that I do not always pick up immediately on what a student is saying, especially when I have
a preconceived point towards which I am driving. Reviewing a transcript in the cold light of day,
after the dust has long settled, I will see periodically that a student had in fact already illuminated
the point I was seeking to make, but I did not hear it initially because it was framed in a different
light. More problematically, I also sometimes do not pick up on the points because I did not
expect them to come from a particular student. I find on rereading that on occasion my memory
of students, and more perturbingly, my awareness at the time, of which students were the
strongest contributors was not always accurate. Students who may not have struck me at the time
as being primary movers sometimes turn out to have played a much more prominent role than I
thought, at times more than those whom I had mentally identified as the strongest students.

5

This adheres also to Lave and Wenger’s (1991) concept of “situated learning.”
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Picking up on Vinz’s (auto)biographical insight, one needs to recognize that one is an
actual (empirical) teacher, who is responding to those elements in the text that specifically speak
to oneself, and to that point, it is thought-provoking to consider the extent to which we assess
student ability on the basis of how much their reactions are similar to ours. Those students, after
all, whose voices we privilege as leaders are of course those students who voice textual
understandings that we, as teachers, share. Perhaps the accommodation one needs to make with
one’s idealism is that all honest teaching is necessarily, as Thoreau (1854) would have pointed
out, self-referential: “We commonly do not remember that it is, after all, always the first person
that is speaking”—or teaching! (p. 920)
That being said, a more encouraging implication that comes through surveying the
classes in this manner is the extent to which ostensibly subjective noticings are shared across
various students and various classes. And yet another encouraging antidote to the descent into
solipsism comes through, refreshingly, in this process of re-reading and reliving the teaching
experience: there are repeated occurrences of the students teaching the teacher, bringing up new
aspects of the text or intertext that had not struck me before. The benefit of this dynamic is
shared by both teacher and students; again, as Blau points out, “the reversal of roles for students
and teachers…is the paradoxical requirement to provide students with genuine opportunities for
learning.” (Blau, 2003, p. 152) If we are open to this “reversal of roles,” students teach us
constantly, and this makes us stronger teachers than we can possibly be if we have locked
ourselves in a conscious role of the teaching entity. At the deepest level, it benefits both us and
our students. So much meaningful teaching is students teaching others, and consequently
themselves. That is owned learning. “If my job was to ensure that my students were learning as
much as possible, I had to find ways to switch roles with them.” (Blau, 2003, p. 2) And this
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collaboration allows for measures of unexpected truth and vivacity that broaden the experience
for each participant, teacher and student.
4.6.2 Case Study One: Gatsby and Fellowship
(For complete class transcripts, please see Appendix B)
Delving into the particular case studies: I would like to look at the intertextual dynamic
between Kafka’s “Fellowship” and Chapter 6, first in the B-Band class, and then in A-Band.
Because Kafka’s story is extremely short and may not be immediately familiar, and because the
nuance in it is key to the following discussion, I reproduce it in its entirety here:
“Fellowship,” by Franz Kafka (1909)
We are five friends; one day we came out of a house one after the other; first one came
and placed himself beside the gate, then the second came, or rather he glided through the
gate like a little ball of quicksilver, and placed himself near the first one, then came the
third, then the fourth, then the fifth. Finally we all stood in a row. People began to notice
us; they pointed at us and said: those five just came out of that house. Since then we have
been living together; it would be a peaceful life if it weren't for a sixth one continually
trying to interfere. He doesn't do us any harm, but he annoys us, and that is harm enough;
why does he intrude where he is not wanted? We don't know him and don't want him to
join us. There was a time, of course, when the five of us did not know one another, either;
and it could be said that we still don't know one another, but what is possible and can be
tolerated by the five of us is not possible and cannot be tolerated with this sixth one. In
any case, we are five and don't want to be six. And what is the point of this continual
being together anyhow? It is also pointless for the five of us, but here we are together and
will remain together; a new combination, however, we do not want, just because of our
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experiences. But how is one to make all this clear to the sixth one? Long explanations
would almost amount to accepting him in our circle, so we prefer not to explain and not
to accept him. No matter how he pouts his lips we push him away with our elbows, but
however much we push him away, back he comes.
To again lodge these transcripts in our actual, empirical world, the students in the A-Band class
were mostly in upper-level math, and this seemed to result is a slightly higher overall level of
English student. However, the concept of using “Fellowship” as intertext actually occurred in
the context of the B-Band class: one of the stronger students, “Merelin,”6 had commented on the
divide between East and West Egg, and because I was concurrently using Kafka in a class on the
short story, it came naturally to hand. So, in a sense, it is an organic outgrowth of the way that
we as readers think: we constantly play between the text, alternate texts, and the additional
alternate “texts” of conversations and life. The broad concept of exclusion as being an integral
component to inclusion is one that these high school students immediately pick up on, and I
suspect faster than many adults would; high school society renders the phenomenon all too
recognizable. Another student, “Luke,” frames it in a context that is immediately recognizable to
the student mind: “It’s like being in a fraternity or sorority or something, where the whole appeal
of being in a fraternity is the fact that not everyone can be in the fraternity. And the whole thing
about being in an exclusive group that is cool to be in it is the fact that other people can't be in
it.” This relates that text in an immediate, felt way to the lived experience of the student-readers,
and another student comment hones it down further: “I think it said, ‘We don't even know each
other, but we know each other enough to say we're connected because we are not him.’ Like, he's

6

Please note, to follow IRB guidelines and protect student privacy, all student names are pseudonyms. However,
insofar as we are seeking to situate these transcripts in the empirical reality, giving the student-speaker identifiers is
helpful in investigating specific student interactions and input.
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not in it or the other person's not in it, so we are connected as much as it counts.” Insofar as the
dynamics of The Great Gatsby hinge on exactly this sense of exclusion—so that, for instance,
Myrtle’s infringement (“Daisy! Daisy! Daisy!”) results in Tom’s breaking her nose—this is
picking up on a key element of the text.
Another student, “Zoe,” adds a thought-provoking nuance: “it's the paradox of how when
you have other people that are in a different group, and they are on the outside, you feel more
like an insider.” Picking up on the degree to which our understanding of the class interaction
may be enriched by situating it specifically, I cannot help feeling that our understanding of this
insight is deepened by the particular positionality of the student-speaker, who has made clear
through her writing that she is keenly aware of being an outlier in a number of ways. She is a
student of mixed race, in a school where there is tremendous pressure to see the racial narrative
of this country in Manichean binaries. The fiercely divisive school #Students of Color Matter
protests took place during the year I was teaching her: notably, she did not join the protests,
when certainly the prevailing peer pressure would have been intense for her to do so, but made a
point of coming to class. Further, with extraordinary determination and ability, she has
conquered dyslexia to become one of the strongest students in school. She never once fell behind
in her work, in a school year that was filled with chaos and tension. A side note, but also
suggestive of who she is: she gets up every morning at 5am, as one of the top student swimmers
in the country. Profoundly self-driven as she is, I feel having a degree of familiarity with the
student informs our understanding of her comment on the dynamics of group-think.
The intertext is brilliantly connected to the text by “Jenny,” one of the strongest students
in the grade:
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And [the narrator in “Fellowship”] says, since then, we have been together, because it's
sort of the ideal, having someone on the outside of that audience noticing you, but
noticing you as a group and as this sort of separate entity, and that's what defines you.
The outsiders define fellowship to the inside, in some ways. In a way, even though Tom
acts so negatively when Myrtle tries to overstep, her wanting to overstep, and feeling so
swept away by his white shirt on the train, is key to his membership in the fellowship.
Even Gatsby, in a way, helps to reinforce the value of the fellowship by not being in, but
wanting to be.
This is the essence of what we look for in this kind of interpretive process. The ability to connect
the thematic understanding of the intertext to the particulars of the text, to connect the general to
the specific, and then back again, is to strengthen the transference that Blau invokes, i.e., to
“powerfully influence our students’ capacity to negotiate, interpret, and evaluate all the events of
their lives.” (Blau, 2003, p. 205) And a similar enriched interpretation appears shortly thereafter:
“you're not special until someone says you are. You don't have any power until someone says
you have it. But from then on, it's like, you can't take that away. Once someone has told you that
you are the insider, it's like they speak it into existence, and then you can't un-say it.” This
discussion represents a depth of understanding that I do not think can be easily reached by simple
analysis, constituting a kind of empathetic understanding rather than an intellectual diagnosis,
and which reflects a unique strength offered by narrative and intertext. The schism between
insider and outsider that is suggested in Kafka’s story is further related back to the novel by a
other students too: by “Ivy,” with the distinction between Gatsby’s wealth versus his social
status; by “Ronin” in the missed code in the dinner invitation; by “Mike” with reference to
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Gatsby’s aspiration to drink the milk of wonder; by “Jenny,” in the allure of staying in the world
of make-believe.
Similar insights come into play in the other class, though it is interesting to note that in
some ways they come from the opposite side of the coin. Whereas B-Band started out by looking
at Kafka’s story in isolation, A-Band immediately connected it to the novel, with Charlie’s
comment, “it’s kind of Gatsby’s self-consciousness, and what his end goal is, and what Daisy
represents being in that circle. And he’s just never going to be accepted in the circle.” A-Band
was a slightly stronger class, and I find myself wondering if this immediate intertextual
connection is, in fact, a key indicator of strength in students of literature; a secondary question
would be whether the accelerated leap adds to or paradoxically diminishes the intertextual
experience. The nuance of bonding in Kafka’s story is also voiced from the outset, with
“Amanda” asking, “is it just kind of togetherness by default? Like there’s no real reason why
they're supposed to be together but they’ve come from this house, and they all walk out of the
house together and they’re on the same ground. And the other one that wasn’t originally there
just kind of isn’t as in it. And even though this sixth one could be as accepted, the five just
decided, ‘No.’” “Sakura” adds to that the implicit comment by Kafka, “I feel like to add onto
your point, the feeling of fellowship is caused by the five of them bonding together to push the
other one out.” She is so quick to get to this interpretation that, rereading the transcript, I feel like
in trying to underline her point, I see myself first walking the conversation backwards a little,
then restating her point, and in doing so almost taking possession of it. For convenience sake, I
will cite the interchange below:
Sakura:

I feel like to add onto your point, the feeling of fellowship is caused by the
five of them bonding together to push the other one out.
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Teacher:

Say again please, one more time? Yes?

Sakura:

The feeling of fellowship is caused by the five of them bonding together to
push the sixth one out. And that’s where fellowship comes from.

Teacher:

So interesting. Yes, how absolutely interesting. Do you want to call on
someone?

Sakura:

Ruth.

Ruth.

It also comes up where they make up a factor to bond them. Like in the
Great Gatsby, “their fundamental decencies are parceled out differently.”
So “we’re just naturally better,” like, “You wouldn’t get it.”

Teacher:

Yes indeed, absolutely. Absolutely. Yes, Anya?

Anya:

And I feel the whole idea of a fellowship is that only a few people can be a
part of it. So there’s always going to be an outsider, no matter how many
people are in that group.

Teacher:

Exactly. What both of you are implying is the fact that there’s an outsider
is not a coincidence, right? Do you want to explain a little bit more?

Sakura:

Just, it’s not coincidence—rather, it’s the cause of fellowships.

Teacher:

In Kafka’s very dark but brilliantly crystalline vision here, the source of
the fellowship is the fact that there’s an outsider.

I think what I am trying to do here is, (a), make sure all the students have heard what insight is
being offered, and (b), give it the thumbs up, as it were, to indicate that I feel we are on the right
track. But how does one do this, while leaving ownership in the hands of the students? This is a
conundrum; I do not feel a terrible mea culpa of ill intent here, but I am nonetheless struck by the
effect, which I think is not optimal. I’m not sure I have a resolution, other than to be very
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conscious of attributing the insight to the student—and perhaps encouraging her to delineate the
reasoning process, rather than jumping in and trying to guide the class to it.
A good thing that comes of this interchange, however, is the integration of the insight as a
reference point in the later conversation. Anya comments, “I’m totally connecting this with the
chapter we just read. It’s all about the outsider constantly trying to force his way in. Even if one
of the insiders is being nice, they're really never going to want him there.” “Genna” later links
her superb freewrite response (which she wrote before reading the Kafka piece) to the fellowship
concept, while Ruth points out that the power play of Gatsby, when he denotes Tom Buchanan
“the polo player,” reflects Kafka’s dynamic of external labeling.
4.6.3 Case Study Two: Diamonds on the Soles of Her Shoes
I would like to study another example of classes working with an intertextual dynamic, in
this case connecting Chapter 7 with a Paul Simon song, “Diamonds on the Soles of Her Shoes,”
which appeared on his iconic album Graceland (1987). Again, for ease of reference, I include the
lyrics here:
She's a rich girl, she don't try to hide it, diamonds on the soles of her shoes
He's a poor boy, empty as a pocket, empty as a pocket with nothing to lose
She got diamonds on the soles of her shoes
People say she's crazy, she got diamonds on the soles of her shoes
Well that's one way to lose these walking blues,
Diamonds on the soles of her shoes.
She was physically forgotten,
Then she slipped into my pocket with my car keys
She said you've taken me for granted,
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Because I please you, wearing these diamonds
And I could say ooh, as if everybody knows what I'm talking about,
As if everybody would know exactly what I was talking about,
Talking about diamonds on the soles of her shoes.
She makes the sign of a teaspoon, he makes the sign of a wave.
The poor boy changes clothes, and puts on after-shave
To compensate for his ordinary shoes.
And she said, “Honey, take me dancing,”
But they ended up by sleeping in a doorway,
By the bodegas and the lights on Upper Broadway,
Wearing diamonds on the soles of their shoes.
According to Simon’s interview at the album’s release, the lyrics were designed around a
preexisting South African musical arrangement; there was purportedly no deeper meaning
intended in the song, and certainly no reference to The Great Gatsby has ever been suggested by
Simon. But the thematic correspondence it offers is rich enough that I have used the song as an
intertext for the past six years, and the intertextual approach segues organically into encouraging
creative responses at the end of the unit.
Chapter 7 contains within it a sort of condensed essence of the novel, between Gatsby’s
wild arc between victory and defeat, and the citation of Daisy’s voice as “full of money.” The
ethos this latter comment evokes speaks on many levels to students operating in the college prep
world of New York. The description comes up with an ostensibly negative connotation; Gatsby
is nervous because Daisy’s voice is “indiscreet,” and as Nick unpacks it, the indiscretion is born
of entitlement:
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“She's got an indiscreet voice,” I remarked. "It's full of—" I hesitated.
"Her voice is full of money," he said suddenly.
That was it. I'd never understood before. It was full of money--that was the inexhaustible
charm that rose and fell in it, the jingle of it, the cymbals' song of it…. High in a white
palace the king's daughter, the golden girl… (p. 120)
Yet an understanding of how this comment works in context requires that we read beyond Nick’s
remark on Daisy’s voice’s indiscretion, and lens it, rather, through Gatsby’s perception of that
very indiscretion being inextricably part of its “inexhaustible charm.” We cannot read this
literally for the accusation of indiscretion, and leave it at that.
Let us look at the individual class responses. Again, the first thing that strikes me in both
classes is that there are specific students who lead consistently into exceptionally rich
interpretation. In this class those students are “Anna,” “Jenny” and “Zoe;” in A-Band, the lead
roles are a little more widely shared, but again, they are girls, and a broad pattern I notice, across
classes, is that to an extent, the male role in verbal analysis seems at times to fall into a pattern
that is almost that of a Socratic interlocutor, if not indeed a foil. The male voice may initiate a
topic, but is less likely to pursue the implications of the interpretation as fully as the female
voice. I do not have an explanation, but I am struck by this, whether it relates to some kind of
cultural conditioning, or what the rationale might be.
In this instance, Anna immediately picks up on a central motif in the intertext, which is
the poor boy’s aftershave:
Teacher

There’s actually one particular phrase that just feels to me like, oh my
God, that’s it, because it even sounds like an aftershave.

Anna:

Old sport?
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Teacher:

Yes, sounds like Old Spice.

Later, Jenny comments, “Well, for me, the best passage on that entire page was when Gatsby
goes, ‘Her voice is full of money. Isn’t that heavenly?’” There is in fact no such line as “Isn’t
that heavenly?” on the page, but Jenny has “heard” the essence of Gatsby’s comment, which, as
above, is counterintuitive. He is nervous, because of Daisy’s indiscretion, but he perceives that
indiscretion as directly linked to what is “heavenly” about her, i.e., what she represents. This is
beautifully elaborated by Zoe, who pulls in the intertext:
Yeah, and even thinking about that, “She’s got diamonds on the soles of her shoes.” The
one thing Gatsby loves so much about Daisy is kind of what she stands for, and the fact
that throughout the book, Gatsby has never really been able to reach that level and obtain
that. In fact, it’s almost a metaphor, the fact that he can’t get Daisy, and he’ll never be in
this club or get into this secret society, or reach this class.
There is a wonderful dynamic of one student layering over another, where Anna adds further
nuance:
She makes the sign of the teaspoon, and he makes the sign of the wave. Like, she really
understands that you don’t mess with the status quo, and he thinks that the way to prove
himself is to do just that, and to throw these huge, lavish parties. So he makes himself
known, but she knows that the best way to stay in, to get in and stay in, is to sort of just
quietly be there.
Other insights they have are not related directly to the song, but again show students building
expertly on one another’s understanding:
Anna:

…for Tom, even though he’s like, “Oh, it’s a lie, she didn’t know you were
alive,” I think on some level, he is still threatened by Gatsby….
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Jenny:

…even though I agree with what Anna said about how Tom must feel a bit
threatened by Gatsby because she’s his wife, I think he knows how to
manipulate Gatsby in a way that makes him know that he doesn’t think of
him as a threat…

Zoe:

I understand Tom feeling threatened, but I also would argue that he doesn’t,
because by letting Gatsby go in the car…— that’s like a slap in the face to
Gatsby. He’s like, I don’t even care. This is so funny to me, and this game is
like, I’m so not threatened by you that you guys can go in the car home.

There is a teasing out of the implications, rather than correction or contradiction, and the reading
deepens recursively, a little in the same way as an accomplished individual reader interprets text.
I would argue that this is in fact experiential training for just that kind of interpretive process,
almost as an athlete trains by repetitive movement. And the conversation continues to wind
around the text, showing wonderful interplay between text, intertext, and readers’ active
constructions of meaning:
Zoe:

The gates have closed. He’s lost all access to the secret society, to the
people with diamonds on the soles of their shoes…the picture that this
whole page paints, just the husband and the wife inside their house and
then Gatsby just hiding in the bushes, just looking in. It’s kind of—I don’t
know. That’s kind of his life, like he’s just on the outside. Even Nick left
him. … And he’s just there, alone, on the outside, and everyone has their
place and their thing to do, and he’s just there.

The A-Band students immediately connected the diamonds on the soles of her shoes as
illuminating a central aspect of the chapter, indeed, a central aspect of the novel:
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I felt like that was especially representing of Daisy and the charm that attracted Gatsby in
the first place. And I feel like this is like his sudden realization, and before he just never
understood. He just felt like, “Oh I was attracted to her.” But now he’s realizing that what
he really wanted was her money. Or not her money per se, but what she represented, with
a voice that’s “full of money.”
The students have made the essential differentiation that Gatsby is not after Daisy for her money,
since of course he has plenty, but for what “a voice full of money” (or “diamonds on the soles of
her shoes”) represents. Vitally, against that we need to see Gatsby’s attempt to “compensate” for
his own “ordinary shoes.” “Alex” first suggests, and then queries, the intertextual parallel in a
way that is revelatory:
I think what’s interesting, though, is this first line, “She’s a rich girl, she don’t try to hide
it, diamonds on the soles of her shoes.”— I feel like that’s something that someone who
has old money actually wouldn't do, which is kind of interesting.… Because they don’t
really try to show their wealth. Tom says he went to school in New Haven—he doesn’t
need to say he went to Yale. And if Daisy is a part of this old wealth world, wouldn't she
not be having diamonds on the soles of her shoes?
This insight is in turn beautifully queried by “Rena”:
Pushing back to Alex a little bit. The song talks about the soles of the shoes. It’s
effortless, you don’t need people to see it. People don’t see it. People don’t see the soles
of your shoes. And I think actually a more Gatsby thing is the part about saying the poor
boy changed clothes and put on aftershave to compensate for his ordinary shoes. I think
that’s really what Gatsby did for the last five years.
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This distinction is lovely, and it is an example of the phenomenon I mentioned above, where
students will point to nuance that I actually have not thought of myself. In terms of the
aftershave, too, the students suggest parallels that are not what I was looking for, the house, the
expression “nouveau riche,” and the shirts, before we get to the phrase “old sport.” Again,
reading back, I find myself querying my own response. I wonder if at times I am less receptive
than I should be to a wholly valid answer; it’s a conundrum, in that I want to bring up certain
elements, and have them brought up via the student voices, as it were, rather than simply
imposing an answer on them. Can we square this circle, I wonder?
There is a wonderful, elegantly-articulated student insight into the narrative arc of the
chapter:
So that was the thing from before, where Tom has these two separate worlds, and he’s
kind of in charge of both of them, he can come and go as he pleases. But now they're
interacting with each other, and doing stuff without his say-so. And so Daisy, his
Madonna, is turning into a whore, and Myrtle the whore is kind of going back to her
husband, as far as he knows. So it’s really just throwing him off. It’s disturbing him
greatly because he’s got these two separate worlds, and he doesn’t think they should ever
interact.
Another exceptional student in this class, who had in fact not read the novel before, comments on
the scene of Tom and Daisy sitting with the untouched chicken and ale, with its “unmistakable
air of natural intimacy”:
It feels like that’s kind of foreshadowing what’s going to happen ahead. I feel like in
some ways they’ll probably frame Gatsby as the person who had killed Myrtle. I’m not
sure if that’s right or not. But I feel like in the end Daisy still won’t leave Tom.
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This is reading at a quite remarkable level. It is beyond predictive; it is intuitive, tapping into the
dynamic that is implied, with all its societal cynicism.
In all of these cases, the subtle discoveries of the text are being fully owned and initiated
by the students, in a way that I would suspect grounds the experience and makes it wholly their
own. It is the opposite of passive feeding, and because intertextual thought is—at least in
concept—wholly student-generated, it means that unpacking connecting to the reading
experience, too, is wholly theirs.

4.7 Student Traditional Written Analysis
I tend to introduce the analytical essay with a degree of disclaimer. I actually do not
believe it is the best way to perceive student understanding; it is less engaging for most (though
not all) students, and consequently is both less interesting and less revelatory for the teacherreader. However, as I mention, as of now, it remains a primary metric which we use to determine
student ability, and therefore is an essential skill to teach. And with some scaffolding, the
students can end up writing work that to at least some extent offers an insight into student ability.
At the beginning of each term I give the students a sheet of guidelines on the analytical
essay; while, as I stress, I am very aware they will have heard most of the guidelines before—
especially since I will have taught some of the students in a prior class—the process of going
over them helps to reestablish for them the basic expectations, and it actually also helps me to
crystallize for myself the criteria I utilize, consciously or not, in assessing a student essay. The
guidelines are as follow:
A strong analytical essay typically displays the following:
1. Solid, thought-provoking title, hinting at essence of the essay
2. Introductory paragraph, which:
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a) States author and title of work to be discussed
b) Its primary function: an elegant vehicle to the thesis statement
3. The sine qua non of the essay, and raison d’etre for the introduction, is
the thesis.
a) Thesis statement needs to be one sentence;
b) Needs to be crystal-clear in its wording, while packing in depth of
meaning/ramifications to support the whole essay;
c) Needs to be text-based, in the sense of focusing on what the author is saying, and how
s/he is saying it;
d) Paradox is a huge plus – the “no way! Ah-ha!” lens; as literary theorist Gerald Graff
comments: “Precisely because nobody disputes them, uncontroversially true
statements are by definition inarguable, and therefore not worth making, at least as an
essay's main thesis. This is why we do not find many essays with titles like "Human
Beings Have Elbows," "Breathing is Possible," and "Washington is the Nation's
Capital."...Paradoxically, claims that are arguable and solicit disagreement are signs
of an argument's viability, not its failure." Gerald Graff, Clueless in Academe,” pp
53-54.
e) Must be based on theme, meaning or technique, not on synopsis/plot
f) Should not have more than one primary focus.
a. Watch out for conjunctions and independent clauses – they can be indicators of an
octopus thesis statement.
b. The scope of the focus should be such that it can be successfully demonstrated
within the paper.
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i. Avoid personal value judgments (“Odysseus is a creep”; “the book is
fascinating”) either explicit or implicit in thesis point: personal taste is not
provable.
c. The focus is on a theme that is conveyed through the text, and the method by
which it is conveyed, with specific examples; these are within demonstrable
parameters.
4. The thesis statement is the “backbone” of the essay; the essay’s shape, as a whole, needs
to follow this backbone – in other words, there is a throughline, a journey, a sequence,
and it follows a logical progression laid out by the thesis statement, and it is wrapped up
in the conclusion.
5. Structure of each body paragraph: each paragraph must have a strong, clear topic
sentence.
a. This is in the first sentence of the paragraph.
b. Topic sentences need to state an argument that
i. makes that paragraph cohere, and
ii. supports the main thesis.
6. Each body paragraph must use close textual analysis, incorporating the traditional quote
sandwich paradigm:
1. Mini-thesis statement for the quote – what does it illustrate?
a. If necessary, clarify the minimum context necessary to ensure the reader is not
confused
2. The quote; must be relevant to the point
3. Explication/analysis of what the quote means
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4. The conclusion wraps up the thought journey of the essay. There should be an
elegant clarification of the point of arrival.
5. Format will be MLA format – see Purdue Owl for all details. And mechanics: literary
present, grammar, punctuation.
None of the points above are earth-shatteringly original, but clarity is key with students, and in
our world of elliptical insight, without it, students are left drifting in an uncomfortable world of
groping for a target that is imperfectly seen.
I want now to look at a specific exemplar of written analytical work, to the same end of
trying to unpacking the signifiers of successful analysis in practice. The appended brief essay is
from a Russian Literature junior-senior elective. (Please see full essay in Appendix C.) I have
left the essay untouched, as I think that the occasional hiccups constitute part of its authenticity,
against which the strength and sophistication of the analytical vision stands in relief. The
student-author is a junior, and his average English grade up to the beginning of the year of my
teaching him ranged between B+ to A-. However, Russian literature seems to attract a particular
kind of student who is ready to welcome challenge, and during the term I had the pleasure of
watching this student, whom we will call “Luther,” grow almost visibly. I think part of that had
to do with the subset of his fellow students where last-name alphabetical seating happened to
place him; they were highly verbal, and fit into a slightly atypical mold of engaged male
students. There is more that could be said here, but speaking statistically, in my experience
female students tend to be stronger in English; I think that in this instance, the unusual
composition of this particular subgroup advanced the respective students within it, rendering
them individually more confident and more participatory. Another secret of success, I believe, is
that the first major text on the course, Crime and Punishment, is one that high school students—

154

particularly male students, who can be less ready to engage—find exceptionally accessible and
engaging, so that later in the term, when we encounter Chekhov, Turgenev and Tolstoy, who are
perhaps less overtly inviting, the students have accustomed themselves to the nuance and
negative capability of the Russian writers.
From my perspective, the first notable sign of success in this kind of essay is the
sustainability of the thesis statement, in this instance, “Tolstoy presents Ivan Ilych’s path towards
death as one of self-discovery and revelation.” As prescriptive as it sounds, I encourage student
writers to avoid compound sentences for their thesis statement; the concept is that the latter
potentially allows for theses that are inchoate, and can lead to a paper where a student is
attempting to trace multiple, unrelated arguments. Conversely, the actual process of being forced
to tighten up the thesis requires a clarity of thought that can bear useful fruit in a student essay.
Paradox, too, is welcome, as it is often the sign of a debatable truth; as per the Gerald Graff
(2003) quote in the guidelines, “claims that are arguable and solicit disagreement are a sign of an
argument’s viability, not its failure.” (Graff, p. 54) Luther’s thesis is both simple and
paradoxical; it boils down to the concept that Ivan Ilych’s journey towards death offers a new
understanding of life, and offers Luther an opportunity to demonstrate close reading and
analytical skills within a manageable scope for a relatively short essay.
The essay is tightly organized. The component paragraphs each support the thesis, and
follow a logical progression from Ivan Ilych’s lack of awareness, through the societal norms that
reflect and nurture this non-awareness, and finally onto the counter-revelation of truth that is the
story’s epiphany. The student’s choice of quotes is apt and sensitive, showing evident familiarity
with the text as a whole. And not only is the essay is centered around a central theme of the
novella, but the arc of the essay reflects the arc of the narrative, so the result is an organic, self-
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generated crystallization of the work for the student, beyond simply being an exercise in
analytical form. Interestingly, even in what might be viewed as a flaw, moments of infelicity in
verbiage can become an indicator of authenticity. To take a particular example that stands out, in
his use of the word “fake” and “fakeness” is, in its slight awkwardness, I feel I hear the genuine
student voice. There are better words to have chosen—falsity, hypocrisy, disingenuousness,
pretension, sanctimony—but in a very vital sense, “fakeness” roots the essay in this particular
student’s firsthand experience, of the text and of life.
His interpretation of Ilych’s courtship, of Ilych’s interactions with those around him, and
conversely of the external world’s reaction to his own death, all show delicate close reading, as
well as analytical deftness and articulacy. To take the first of these specifically, in discussing
Ilych’s courtship there is a temptation to focus on the societal influence to the point of occluding
Ilych’s own inclination, and this is a mistake; it creates a caricature, and this makes the critique
implicit in the story much safer, as we readers can say, “What a shallow man Ilych was!” and
feel comforted that we are not shallow ourselves. But the essence of this novella is that we are
not allowed to see Ilych as being a non-us, as it were. His life, as Tolstoy points out, is “most
terrible,” not because it is a caricature, but because it is “most ordinary.” Terrifyingly, it reflects
the reader’s life. And in his beautifully balanced explication, the student-writer makes it clear
that he has taken in this nuance: “Ivan’s rationale for his marriage clearly illustrates that he is
somewhat driven by his own desires, but also diminishes the impact of ‘falling in love’ because
he is ‘swayed by both these considerations.’”
Another outstanding instance of the student interpretation appears in the conclusion,
which not only elegantly crystallizes the argument, but cross-references a work the student read
earlier in the year, in an illuminating allusion to Svidrigailov’s theory of ghosts:
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…there is a strong feeling of rebirth even though he is on his deathbed. While Ivan may
be dying physically, his perceptions on life are just beginning. In a very different context,
Fyodor Dostoyevsky evokes this phenomenon in “Crime and Punishment” when he
states, “I agree that ghosts only appear to the sick, but that only proves that they are
unable to appear except to the sick, not that they don't exist.”
This is a superb example of the use of intertextuality: in this instance, not only does it imply the
formation of a broader body of thought through the different works, but the way the citation
cross-illuminates Tolstoy’s vision to remarkable effect suggests a genuine synthesis of learning.
And, on a meta-level of consciousness, it suggests that Dostoevsky’s work has become a
reference point in the student’s consciousness, even outside literature. This, surely, is an apogee
of what we seek in the teaching of literature: again, Blau’s point about the learning about life
through teaching literature is at play.
So what denotes successful student analysis, other than “I know it when I see it?” It is
marked by insight that goes beyond the easily accessible surface meaning, driven by organic
thought, interest, or reference beyond a simple SparkNotes kind of summary/analysis. At times it
will reveal connections beyond the immediate text, as with Luther’s citation of Dostoevsky’s
ghosts, Zoe’s query on the insider/outsider paradigm in Gatsby, or the Camus discussion group’s
reference to religion and societal norms. In the case of written analysis, the organizational form
plays an additional role, but in either verbal or written analysis, the insights are optimally
conveyed in language that is real and authentic, as well as articulate. And ultimately, it is
hopefully driven by a sense of play, even if serious play. The “going over-and-above” aspect is
key; it shows genuine engagement by the students, which results in learning that is active, and
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becomes an act of creation, and in the process, becomes a part of the student’s real frame of
reference and understanding, in the present and the future.
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Chapter 5: Elliptical Insight: Aesthetic Reading and Creative
Response
The teaching of English presents a perennial conundrum, in that the learning we seek to
encourage is in its highest form elusive, personal and in some ways non-transferrable, and
resistant to the reduction by which much learning is measured. Subjective experience does not
readily lend itself to quantifiable, objective measurements. This chapter explores studentnarrative interaction, and discusses how creative response may offer an “elliptical insight,” both
for students to access the nuance of text and the reading experience, and for the teacher to gain a
deeper level of understanding of his/her students and their process. The subjective experience is
arguably the central “metric” of progress in our interaction with literature, and creative response
may offer an entrée into that experience, an elliptical insight into true analytical understanding,
and student ownership of it.

5.1 Prelude
Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in. I drink at it; but while I drink I see the sandy
bottom and detect how shallow it is. Its thin current slides away, but eternity remains. I
would drink deeper; fish in the sky, whose bottom is pebbly with stars. (Thoreau,1854,
quote excerpted by student-writer below)
10th-Grade Student Creative Response (sestina, excerpt):
If I had the time I might close my eyes and count the stars,
I might look into that empty spiral and sort my thoughts,
But it is cold and my breath comes out in little wisps, the only change
In this night that is quiet inside an empty place and bright with starlight made to die.
Instead of stars I count till the morning and I wait out the night,
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And when day comes, I ruefully note that gone is the time

A silk-spun wandering, wondering idea asks me, What if you hide, slip between the time?
And so when eternity slips into a moment and the sky blossoms with stars,
There is never a pause, never a tick of the clock, never a day, never a night,
Only the swirling of these things that keep me on my feet, so many thoughts.
This is warm to me: a thought suspended in a cold mind will never die.
But iron logic tells me, I am fluid, I am a half-star, I am not a swirling thought, I change.

5.2 Purpose and Positionality
When I read the student response above, I feel, as an English teacher, this is the essence
of the engagement I want my students to have with literature. I will return to this piece in its
entirety, and will look at other student writing too, and try to analyze what it is that makes me
respond so strongly: what elements am I seeing in the student-text that so powerfully move me?
And what is the process, what are the ingredients, that go into this kind of reading and writing?
I think, in a somewhat Buddhist truth, the most direct way to discovering this interaction
may be through Polonius’ method: “by indirections find directions out.” (Shakespeare,
2012/1603, 2.1.73) Analysis per se will not serve here. The immense power of “Tomorrow, and
tomorrow, and tomorrow,” does not come from our awareness of the specific technique, of
epizeuxis qua epizeuxis (would Shakespeare even have thought of it in such terms?), so
identifying that technique becomes an exercise in labeling rather than a genuine insight into the
reader experience. The effect of the lines come rather from our visceral reaction to their sound
and rhythm conjoined to the meaning of the words. An intellectual explanation of the process
becomes an ascetic transcription of a supra-rational, sensually- and emotively-based interaction;
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the technique may well play an integral role in the ingestion of the material, but it is not where
the magic lies. And in keeping with the Emersonian idea of the epiphany that cannot be
conveyed in words, it resists demystification. And for this reason, I have become a deeplyconvinced proponent of creative response as an alternate, and often truer, means to explore and
assess understanding of text, offering an elliptical insight to both student and teacher.
Within the realm of creative response there are many variants, the “personal literary
essay,” ekphrasis, poems or stories, cross-genre or pastiche. But they share the diversion from
the analytical approach, while at the same time—if they are successful—manifesting a deep
analytical understanding, and being resistant to analytical explication. The analysis is both
inherent in the exercise and also synthesized into something new, an amalgam of text and reader,
a sort of “next step” in Rosenblatt’s reader response. And in a sense it goes even further, in that
the transaction does not stay at the level of co-created meaning, but enters a realm of internalized
reinterpretation, creation-in-reaction by the reader. The text has truly become the student’s. The
co-creation of meaning has already happened between “the reader, the text and the poem,”
(Rosenblatt, 1978) and it has now become an internalized, ingested, source of inspiration that
lives within the student. R. Vinz (2016) has remarked, “the poem is the poem of the students’
original work rather than the poem as the reading of the other’s work”; perhaps even more
twistingly, the poem is the poem of the students’ original work in response to the poem that is
his/her internalized reading of the text.
I want to look at varying examples of this, from a cross-genre exploration of The Great
Gatsby, to a reenvisioning of Hamlet, to a couple of variants on classic fairy tales; I want to see
what the pieces indicate of nuanced understanding, as well sheer writing ability. The starting
point of the creative response is aesthetic reading, since the creative response is born of
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interaction that is by definition more than simply diagnostic. It is generative, and generation
entails a fuller, more fecund contact between reader and text than analytical unpacking. So I will
seek to define how I am construing this term first, before going onto how the creative responses
might configure in this paradigm.

5.3 Composition as Solution: Creative Response and Elliptical Insight
In Composing A Teaching Life, Vinz (1996) cites veteran teacher Joe Conrad: “My father
made literature accessible and pleasurable. He’d dramatize scenes, laugh, question, and really
pay attention to what I thought and what I liked. Why should it be different in schools?” (p. 19) I
would guess that some variant on this is the starting point for most teachers of English; it
certainly applies to my own case, and also to Vinz’s depiction of reading with her grandmother.
Other versions of this story may entail the world of books being viewed as refuge, or aspiration,
or compensation. But there is broadly a deeply emotive draw that reading initially has on most of
us as teachers, so that we want to lead our students to our Promised Land; and the question, of
course, is how? Given this common strain of our roots, there is something perverse in our
acceding to the hegemony of an analytical yardstick of success, an hegemony that has
experienced renewed validation as the canonization of science that defined the New Critics’ era
has merged into the apotheosis of quantitative analysis in ours. But for those of us who are
resistant to the Manichean flattening of learning, we find ourselves potentially floundering in a
world of unanchored relativism. A potential resolution is suggested by Conrad, who adds, “The
question isn’t whether you’re a literature teacher or a writing teacher. Study of literature is a
starting point for writing and writing is a starting point for understanding literature.” (p. 19)
Composing A Teaching Life (1996) has a subsection entitled “Seeing from a writer’s
point of view,” where Vinz offers some remarkable examples of student writing in response to
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her prompts (e.g., Hamlet as fisherman, p. 146). Every piece offers a mixture of insight,
inspiration, and indeed analytical understanding of text that is in fact deeper than most overtly
analytical work. But the section begins with a disclaimer: “I write this section knowing that the
idea of modeling and imitation have lost favor as a way of teaching writing.” (144) Vinz is not
alone in her diffidence: albeit in a different academic context, Scholes in English After The Fall
(2011) comments that he “once proposed…that all PhD candidates in English should take a
course in the writers workshop, learning to write in the genre they were studying—because this
experience would make them better readers of those texts.” (34) This makes manifest sense as a
concept; why would it not immediately be embraced? But Scholes writes, “the proposal was not
approved. Creative writers understood the reasoning, but the literary critics did not—or professed
not to.”
The issue is in part perhaps that the debrief tends not to do justice to the complexity of
the interaction; this phenomenon is apparent in Adams’ At the Far Reach of Their Capacities
(1999). On interviewing a student about a remarkable (and unsettling) creative response the
student wrote to Lord of the Flies, a “missing chapter” that featured a sadistic child and a frog, he
tries to unpack why the student made the choices he did:
PA [Adams] Were you aware that the wording you used in your description of the
frog’s death was close to the wording of the description of Piggy’s death in the novel?
JF [Student]

Yes, I sort of made it like that.

PA You deliberately did that?
JF Yes.
PA Do you know why you did that?
JF Not really.
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PA It just seemed to come at the time?
JF Yeah.
I was surprised – and a bit put out – to discover that James was unable to say much about
his reasons for linking the killing of the frog with Piggy’s death. Perhaps it was too much
to expect that he would be able to offer me an explicit and fully worked out explanation
[…] but it was disconcerting to discover that James had so little to say about a matter
which I found so intriguing. (3)
My hunch is that the very power of this kind of approach is intrinsically linked with an
evanescent meaning-making and elliptical process, and consequently, I think not only is it not
“disconcerting” that the student was unable to explicate his work, but that the student’s inability
to explain it is in fact key to its success. The door is opened to a kind of querying of text and of
the relationship between reader and word that goes beyond a conscious and easily utterable
construct. We cannot say precisely why Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony is as moving as it is; we
can know rationally that to create a piece so filled with joy when the composer was going deaf,
and thereby losing the sense most critical to his genius, is profoundly poignant as a context, but
what makes the notes create the effect they do must remain a permanent mystery. We find
ourselves back at Emerson’s (1841) vision, where “the highest truth […] cannot be said; for all
that we say is the far-off remembering of the intuition.” (p. 605) When we seek to convey in
analytical terms why art affects us as it does, we are (to borrow a phrase from Lloyd George
(1921)) trying to pick up a blob of mercury with a fork,7 and to this point, a creative response
that is resistant to analysis may be the only way to convey that truth.

7

Lloyd George (1921), commenting on the experience of negotiating with Irish head of state De Valera; cited in T.
P. Coogan (1995), De Valera: Long Fellow, Long Shadow.
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Reynolds in “Writing About Reading” (2007) quotes Bakhtin’s insight that “no living
word relates to its object in a singular way.” It is a passage which I would like to cite at fuller
length, as it seems to me to suggest a key insight into the kind of active connection with text we
are negotiating:
Indeed, any concrete discourse (utterance) finds the object at which it was directed
already as it were overlain with qualifications, open to dispute, charged with value,
already enveloped in an obscuring mist—or, on the contrary, by the "light" of alien words
that have already been spoken about it. It is entangled, shot through with shared thoughts,
points of view, alien value judgments and accents. The word, directed toward its object,
enters a dialogically agitated and tension-filled environment of alien words , value
judgments and accents, weaves in and out of complex interrelationships, merges with
some, recoils from others, intersects with yet a third group: and all this may crucially
shape discourse, may leave a trace in all its semantic layers, may complicate its
expression and influence its entire stylistic profile.
The living utterance, having taken meaning and shape at a particular historical moment is
a socially specific environment, cannot fail to brush up against thousands of living
dialogic threads, woven by socio-ideological consciousness around the given object of an
utterance; it cannot fail to become an active participant in social dialogue. (276)
Bakhtin is here elevating our active role in linguistic or verbal interaction, but – like Reynolds – I
believe this construct also applies to imaginative interaction, and in this sense, the elliptical
creative response is key to, and an intrinsic part of, tapping into and expressing a deeper
meaning. We cannot understand a creative work simply by “spectating” (to utilize the term that
Reynolds borrows from Britton) but can access it on a deeper, experiential, level only through an
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active, and co-creative, engagement. The multiplicity of mechanics in making verbal meaning
that Bakhtin suggests can apply also to literary content; reverting to Reynolds, she too posits a
role in education for this kind of multifaceted approach:
If the kind of writing about reading that occurred in schools, however, were of the
dialogic kind, in which the writer wrote in hopes of setting off a web of multiple active
responses and reactions, perhaps schools could enter into a kind of dialogized teaching
and learning that might make reading books and writing about books more purposeful to
student lives. […] I think Bakhtin’s dialogic is a purposeful way to think about why and
how we read and respond to books, what purposes it could serve outside of our own selfinterests, and how writing about books can lead us, as readers and writers, to examine
ourselves and the world in which we live.
Part of the richness to be mined here is that our engagement is so linked to our filling in
Iserian gaps in the text, and this interaction is not amenable to an analytical approach, viewed
through which lens it becomes mere extrapolation. Conversely, exploring this transaction
creatively is an aspect that Mills (2007) positions as central both to literary experience, and to
student immersion in that experience: “When students write backstory scenes for Othello, they
force themselves to fill in gaps that Shakespeare cleverly leaves in the dramatic action. […It is]
the ambiguities and gaps found in Shakespeare [that] have made his work last so long in college
curricula, on the screen, and at local playhouses.” Jerome Bruner in Actual Minds, Possible
Worlds (1987) addresses this broader meaning-making:
Most of our encounters with the world are not, as we have seen, direct encounters. Even
our direct experiences, so called, are assigned for interpretation to ideas about cause and
consequence, and the world that emerges for us is a conceptual world. When we are
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puzzled about what we encounter, we renegotiate its meaning in a manner that is
concordant with what those around us believe. (122)
To borrow a line from Christopher Nolan’s Memento, “memories are just an interpretation,
they’re not a record.” By the same token, a true aesthetic reading is far from a record, and the
creative response may be an exceptional way to convey that truth.
Rosenblatt (1978) writes that “transactional theory […] recognizes the text as a
necessary, but not sufficient, condition for any literary work of art.” (Rosenblatt, p. 83.) In its
function in the classroom, I am interested in the text not just as text, but the interaction the
student has with the text, and perhaps the single most compelling aspect of creative response is
that it makes the student-text unpacking transaction symbiotic, in that not only is the student
unpacking the text, but the text can “unpack” the student: it can illuminate the student to him or
herself, and by extension to the outside world. As passionately as I believe in class discussion as
the vital medium in unpacking a piece of literature, when the text being unpacked is the student,
“It is easier to write the truth than to say it. And by re-reading one’s work one can learn a lot
about oneself.” (student, quoted in Britton, p. 38).
While text is being explored, the analytical ramifications are approached elliptically, so to
speak, and I would like to offer this “elliptical understanding” as a unique advantage of the
response, in that is not a formal analytical essay, yet can reveal a deeper or different
comprehension of the text. Where in a standard analytical essay the student is exploring the
“meaning” of what the text is saying, in a creative response or personal literary essay, the text is
querying who the student is, and hence it taps into a more visceral, intuitive understanding,
equivalent in a sense to Vygotsky’s “inner speech”: “Inner speech is to a large extent thinking in
pure meanings. It is a dynamic, shifting, unstable thing fluttering between word and thought, the
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two more or less stable, more or less firmly delineated components of verbal thought.”
(Vygotsky 149) In an analogous sense, the most profound, or “formative,” interaction with text
remains necessarily mysterious in its transmission:
Because formative work is largely unconscious, it cannot be directly taught…. Any
psychological effect of a literary work can be difficult if not impossible to predict or to
orchestrate, as it occurs on the occasion of a seemingly uncanny resonance between a
particular text and an individual reader…. The triggers for such influential reading
encounters are usually beyond the awareness of even the reader in whom they occur. It
would therefore be unrealistic for an instructor to expect to be able to provoke in most of
the students in a class a formative experience with even a few of the literary works she
assigns. Rather, she can at best endeavor to both invite and facilitate immersive reading
as the mode essential for transitional space, and attempt to avoid obstructing or impeding
potential experiences in this in-between space by over-determining what students do in
their encounters with texts. While students cannot be taught how to use literature as a
transitional object, their capacity to make such use of it can be soiled by the expectations
and requirements of a literary education. Instruction can best foster the formative
capacity of literary reading when it provides opportunities for students to engage with
texts in such a way that they might become for them objects in transitional space, and
when it works to remove obstacles that would prevent such engagement. …. (Bruns 117)
In sidestepping the directly analytical approach, the creative response avoids “over-determining
what students do in their encounters with texts.” In a sense, it leaves the alchemy of that reaction
private, preserving the sacred ground as inviolate. But in reading the response as a piece of
writing with its own independent validity, an original work that stands on its own rather than
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simply as a diagnostic piece, that the teacher can powerfully perceive the depth of understanding
involved.
And it has an additional, subtle advantage: it allows the student to engage emotionally
and imaginatively, without feeling as though s/he must establish intellectual and/or moral
distance between the student “I-space” and the “I-space” of the narrative voice. It permits a more
direct entry into the ethos of the text: a student is invited not “to excuse the text, nor … accuse
the text, but … use the text by entering into its “protocol” … to insert oneself into its world on its
own terms rather than on ours.” (Bruns 125) This is vital, as much of the most meaningful text
does not, after all, offer a resolution that is reassuring, and the vision may not be compatible with
one that we aspire to; the strange alchemy that true literary interaction offers is more nuanced
than that: “We are not, in watching [King Lear], hoping for an exorcism ritual that would
magically cleanse this world and take away its difficulties; we want instead a linguistic,
theatrical ritual whose containing forms give us the courage to let that bleak space open out, to
comprehend it for what it is, and to accept it as the way of the universe.” (Farrell 138)
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5.4 Exploring Student Creative Response
When engaging in this kind of study, the proof is solely in the pudding; and to that end, I
want to explore some student work, and explore the subtleties that can be teased out with this
kind of semi-constrained writing. When a student, or any of us, is faced with a blank page, it is
naturally an intimidating prospect. It is like the invitation, “Say something.” But the imposition
of artificial constraints such as pastiche can open up the student to expression of personal, raw,
witty, or inspired communication. Before we look at longer pieces, I want to look at student
work on the “six-word memoir.”
5.4.1 Reduction: The Six-Word Memoir
The six-word memoir or story is an exercise that has become something of a standard.
Purportedly it had its origins in a challenge that was issued to Hemingway, as the proponent of
brevity and iceberg understatement, asking in how few words he could tell a story. His response:
six words, and the famous result was, “For sale. Baby shoes, never worn.” As readers, we are so
attuned to filling in the Iserian gaps that this becomes a whole story, even though the exact
details will vary: typically there is an assumption of tragedy (the baby never grew old enough to
need the shoes.) So it is a preliminary step that I have students engage en route to writing their
own short stories; it is an excellent example of how less can be more, and how much can be
communicated with so little. But more than that, it is an example of the constraint/freedom
paradox above, and, as P.L. Stock points out in The Dialogic Curriculum: Teaching and
Learning in a Multicultural Society (1995), it offers an opportunity for students to “translate the
preoccupations of their lived worlds into intellectual occupations in their school world, […] to
bring their lived experiences into productive dialogue with their school work.” (Stock, p. 20) I
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need to credit Erick Gordon with introducing me to this concept, which has been wonderfully
fruitful in its minimalism.
Using Hemingway as a template, the following is an example of responses that came in
from one class of twenty students, which I have grouped, or demi-coded, into a few broad
categories: school life; outside school; personal life; general observation.
School life:
I'm so tired every morning. Coffee.
Can all essays be this short?
Attempting reflection, still feel the same.
Stayed up all night. Completed nothing.
Wake up, fall asleep, begin again.
Going on vacation; never coming back.
Life a loop. Off to school.
Tries to be Superman. Can't fly.
Climbs the mountain, 1000 more ahead.
Don't worry I'll do it. Tomorrow.
Outside school:
Locked door. No keys. Long Night.
I’m not who I once was.
I know who I am, maybe…
Trying to become someone else. Well…
I am not so easily summarized.
They can not change me. Right?
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Ran five miles. Never left home.
Wanted a puppy, got a brother.
Remembered to care, forgot to remember.
Funny thing. They forgot to laugh.
Thinking I'm unlucky, realizing I'm fortunate.
Went out to have fun. Nope.
Dancing around in circles, spinning endlessly.
Nice, clean lenses. Mean, gross world.
Happy for a second. Now sad.
Waiting, waiting, waiting, waiting, waiting, waiting.
Personal relationship:
Reliable, the weak calls his father
Slut? Maybe I just like boys…
Parents never home. Never been happier.
I think you’re cool. Go away.
Hides smile so she can't see.
Who? You? Me? Him? What? Oh…
He cares, doesn’t show it. Perspective.
Walked out, felt good, still returned
Entered a lover, left a fighter
We were dating… but not actually.
"We are just friends." Fuck me.
You repulse me. Kidding, don’t leave.
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He said goodbye. She ignored it.
General observation:
Blue stripe on white canvas. Masterpiece.
Went for beer, got a baby
Had the right stroller. Wrong baby.
Help, they’re watching everything I- REDACTED
If God does truly exist, why
Student Six-Word Memoirs: Analysis
I want to look at a few of these further, and explore what makes them stand out, and the
kind of insight they offer that might validate this kind of writing.
Let’s look at the first two, on the experience of being in school:
Tries to be Superman. Can't fly.
Climbs the mountain, 1000 more ahead.
This is the kind of truthful confession that I think can normally be monumentally difficult for
students to admit. The attempt to “be Superman” is—for better and for worse—an integral part
of the life of a student in a school whose tuition is $53,000 a year, and where parents helicopter
over them constantly when they are not (paradoxically) physically flying elsewhere on a business
trip. It is a scenario that becomes painfully evident in the college counseling process, where my
students are constantly being positioned as something that they in fact are not, and where one
finds oneself wondering to what end. Is it truly the students’ enrichment, or a more pragmatic
feeling that they will then belong to an inner circle that will give them a sort of career insurance;
or is it less altruistically the bumper sticker that denotes the parent as a member of an exclusive
club? Whatever the reason, the concept of being shoved off a rooftop dressed in a Superman

173

cape with the expectation of impressive flight is terribly evocative, as is the vision of life as
climbing one mountain, only to perceive a thousand more lying in wait.
The introspection in the next four quotes, too, is naked in a way that I cannot imagine
students feeling as comfortable with expressing otherwise:
I’m not who I once was.
I know who I am, maybe…
Trying to become someone else. Well…
I am not so easily summarized.
As every teacher knows, high school is an extraordinary period of transition; the physical
phenomenon of “growing pains” always feels to me as though it were an “outward and visible
sign of an inward and spiritual grace,”8 or the outward metaphor for the internal reshaping that is
taking place. In these six-word memoirs the students are confronting that confusion, that groping
to discover self-identity, that is an intrinsic part of this time. I find particularly evocative the arc
(which I must concede is created by my own coding, my collation of the responses, rather than
by a single respondent—but which I think makes it no less pertinent) from acknowledging the
death/disappearance of the former self; to the feeling of evanescent familiarity with who that self
now is; to the tug between former and prior selves; to the final resistance to or acknowledgment
of the impossibility of self-definition. Note also that my own explication above is not dissimilar
to the experience of explicating poetry; there are so many more layers of subtext packed into the
pithy original that the groping analysis extends disproportionately beyond the succinct
expression of the original.

8

The definition of the sacrament in “A Catechism,” the examination when children come to “years of discretion”; in
The Book of Common Prayer (Church of Ireland), 1960.
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The six-word memoirs that I’ve grouped under “personal relationships” offer a similarly
unvarnished introspection, again enabled by a protective context:
Slut? Maybe I just like boys…
"We are just friends." Fuck me.
You repulse me. Kidding, don’t leave.
The first of these is from a student who I read as possibly asking him- or herself the question, or
alternatively responding to his/her parents’ query, attributed or actual. The bitterness of the
second one is beautifully conveyed with the paradoxical expletive at the end, the evocation of a
contradiction that clearly exists in the mind of the speaker. And in the same paradoxical vein, the
last of these three “memoirs” brilliantly conveys the quicksilver contradictions inherent in the
flux of teenage, self-conscious relationships.
The category of “general observation” is again a category coded by me rather than by the
students, so it is not surprising that they don’t read as offering overt/direct insight into their
writers—that is why they are so denoted. But even given that, one of them at least seems to offer
a vivid insight into a student mindset: “If God does truly exist, why” [lack of end punctuation,
sic.] I love the open-ended query; does it mean “why do the bad things happen that do?” Or
“why do the bad things happen to me?” Or, “why does God truly (need) to exist?” Whether the
student initially intended this line flippantly or not, the resonance is startling, and of a sort that
would be difficult to see arising outside of the productive constriction resulting from the
restrictive parameters of the six-word memoir.
I want now to look at some longer-format work, and see the commonalities as they may
play out.
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5.4.2 Personal Literary Essay
This form is in a sense a bridge, hovering halfway between the analytical essay and the
creative response. I need to add a disclaimer: this genre is not my invention, but is adapted from
Hunter College High School, where it is a regular feature of the curriculum. The general
directions, as I have adapted them from John Loonam’s original template, are as follow:
Purpose: To engage the reader through a significant aspect of the text as it intersects with
you, and your personal experience. In essence, where the task of an analytical essay is to
illuminate the text, in the case of a PLE, the text should “analyze you” – it should
somehow illuminate you and your story.
Structure: Organize around a central idea and narrative; organization and voice are
important, but it is a personal rather than a scholarly or expository voice. The text should
be very present, with quotes appearing through your writing, but not in the form of quote
sandwiches or literary analysis. Rather, the intent is that the integration of the quotes is
seamless, illuminating your narrative by implication.
You are not explaining the text, but the text is explaining you – the only textual
explication is that required to show how it connects to you – if that is necessary. Formal
transitions generally are not necessary, and often make it clunky; if the text and story are
aptly chosen, your reader will make the connection.
The aspect that is profoundly appealing for the teacher of literature is that it essentially taps into
the initial appeal of reading creative work; I would posit that the lure of all creative work starts
with the question, how is it about me? Even in a story as strange as Kafka’s Metamorphosis, the
degree to which that novel works for the student reader, and is creatively disruptive and
unsettling, is in the terrible way that the dysfunction of family, and the struggle to adapt to
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change, is the story of every adolescent. Or going back to childhood’s first introduction to the
fairy tale, that too is about the listener; we are the gingerbread man, balanced precariously on the
nose of the glib stranger; we are the terrified children ineffectually dropping crumbs on the forest
path.
The Personal Literary Essay, or PLE, rediscovers the truthful reaction to literature; it
offers a rejuvenation of the authentic literary experience, by bringing it to the surface. I will look
at a specific example here, of a student at Hunter College High School, a freshman, whose class
read Dickens’ Great Expectations. The full essay is appended, in Appendix D. The broad gist is
that she makes a remarkable connection between her young childhood relationship to her
grandmother, and Pip’s disowning Joe when the latter visits him in London.
The student ownership, not only of the text, but of her own story, is what makes this
piece so remarkable and moving. I do not know how fully her realization of her self-distancing
from her grandmother had been part of her consciousness before she wrote the piece; one
delicate balance in this genre is to let the students expose as much or as little as they wish. It can
allow for a kind of semi-anonymous catharsis, and to probe personally is to risk infringing on the
magic that is possible. It is, however, pertinent to root this in the specifics that were apparent; the
student was a first-generation American, with a Chinese-born mother and grandmother, so that
the novel beautifully tapped into a sense of belonging and non-belonging.
The student story is immediately, and poignantly, rooted in the Joycean particular:
She was the exact image of the stereotypical granny: glasses nearly falling off the end of
her nose, gray hair tied back neatly in a bun, and layers upon layers of knitted sweaters.
What really bothered me, though, was the way she walked. She relied on an old, wornout cane for support, and often leaned heavily against me with her free hand. She took
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small, slow steps, and her walk was more like an unsteady wobble. I couldn’t help but
imagine my friends snickering behind my back as they watched my grandma hobble
along beside me. Every day, I left the school with my face burning red, trying to pull my
grandma away from the crowd before anyone could notice her.
There is an extraordinary degree of self-awareness here. It is worth mentioning, also, that this
student was almost entirely non-participatory in class; she was one of the students whose written
voice is so different from her in-class presence that the teacher has an initial reaction of having
misread the name on the top of the sheet. So this acute self-consciousness remained part of this
student psyche; through the artifice of the PLE lens, it becomes possible to explore a dynamic
that I suspect would have been non-approachable in “real life.”
But additionally, from the perspective of teaching literature, what more meaningful
relationship could any student-reader have to a text written a century-and-a-half earlier, and a
continent and a culture distant, than to see it as a living document, directly relevant to an Asian
student commuting from Brooklyn to a New York City public high school? Of course, as a
sensitive reader, the student has intuitively tapped into the subtext; Dickens, for all his place in
the Victorian pantheon, may well have been in his bootblack-and-Marshalsea roots much more
connected to this student’s sensibility than to that of the peers to whom he aspired. But the
process of writing the PLE makes this connection wonderfully alive, and probably miles more so
than any explicit guidance one might offer. The end of her PLE is profoundly moving:
What truly mattered was her heart, and my heart could never have been better than hers.
“No wisdom on earth could have given me the comfort that I should have derived from
[her] simplicity and fidelity.” (324) Looking out the window, I realized that all this time,
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I should have been the one to say to her, “Grandma, you set the pace, and I’ll try to catch
up to you.”
No academic analysis can come close to the understanding of the text to which this student has
organically arrived.
5.4.3 Narrative Voice: Pastiche as Creative Response
I wrote earlier about the remarkable role narrative voice can play in the teaching of
literature, and that in that aspect, no novel that I teach stands out more than Catcher in the Rye.
This is a novel that offers a most remarkable mix of an utterly distinctive, yet utterly empathetic
voice, where the students can both laugh at and with the narrator, with a deep, intuitive
understanding. The primary trap is for students to feel Holden is a spoiled brat, or the equivalent,
but once they begin to recognize the familiarity, and to see the wound underlying his selfdestructive behavior, that barrier disappears. The voice, however, remains as its own particular
achievement, combining an extraordinary mix of inarticulacy and poignancy, and to that end, it
can be illuminating to identify and then utilize those ingredients in a creative form; the process
that I work with is to adapt a traditional fairytale, which has the additional opportunity of
querying, through the pastiche, implications within the fairytale itself of which we may have
previously been oblivious. A full example is appended, in Appendix E.
In this example, “Catcher in the Rapunzel,” the student has re-envisioned the story of
Rapunzel as told by a Holden-witch, and this choice of tale turns out to offer a beautifully rich
field for exploration. As happens in the best of these instances, indeed, once it has been seen
through this lens, it becomes difficult to imagine not seeing the subtext in the fairytale. Her witch
not only shows the distinctive rhythms of Holden’s speech patterns, but also, tellingly, the same
ellipses and omissions in content, right from the beginning: “I could probably tell you about why
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I built a wall around my yard, and why I live alone and all, but I don’t feel like it. I really don’t.
You have to be in the right mood to talk about those things.” In true Holden-fashion, what is not
articulated becomes key to understanding the character: what does it say about a character, either
Holden in the 1920’s novel, or the witch in the fairytale collected by the Grimms in 1812, that
they are building a wall, literally or figuratively, around themselves? And furthermore, that the
narrator is not “in the right mood” to talk about what is clearly a central aspect in understanding
where the story is coming from? The implications are more profound and more evocative for not
being delineated.
In precisely the same fashion, the following non-explanation, too, is revelatory: “I forgot
to tell you that. I’m a witch. You probably want to know how I got this way, and how my parents
didn’t realize I’d been cursed and all that crap, but I don’t feel like going into it. That stuff bores
me.” First and foremost we as readers wonder how does this protagonist “forget” to tell us she’s
a witch, just as Holden “forgets” to tell us he has just been expelled from Pencey? But beyond
that, who creates a witch? Is the role self-created, or created by the witch society? What does it
mean to be “cursed,” and how do we construe this narrator being “bored” by explanation, just as
Holden is so frequently? These elements are not only beautifully mimicked from Salinger, but
they show wonderful insight into the dynamics behind both novel and fairytale.
There is not a nuance that is missed, from the casual announcement of the major event
(“My brother Allie got the old curse too, but it was really deep in him. He’s dead now.”), the
survivor guilt (“If he got the curse like me, he could have beaten it, and just been a regular
person again.”), the broad statement based on an individual incident (“Just about everybody
would trade in their daughter for some rapunzel.”) The choice of the Prince as Stradlater feels
inevitable once one sees how it fits in, and the witch’s apparent resignation at the end of the tale,
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and her evocative citation of the closing lines of the novel, illuminate both text and intertext. And
ultimately, the underlying analytical insights, the sensitivity to the implications of both novel and
tale, are impeccably synthesized; and in combination with the sheer deftness of the telling, they
create a pastiche that paradoxically stands as a wonderfully cohesive creation in its own right.
5.4.4 Poetic Response: From Essay to Sestina
The sestina is a form that I have found to yield quite extraordinary results in student
writing. Part of this, I think, is its restriction: the distracting necessity of recycling the same endwords throughout the whole poem leaves the students in a non-self-conscious place. The battle to
wrestle successfully with the form is such that it occupies the conscious mind, and a subtle
thought can emerge without being queried to death before it is alive and well. Having said that,
my experiences with another restrictive form, the sonnet, have generally been notably
unsuccessful; for whatever reason, the obligation to rhyme tends to reduce the most subtle and
apt student writing to dismal doggerel, and so haunts the student-writers that syllabic count and
rhythm tends to become subordinated to the point that there is an Ogden Nash aspect to the
finished oeuvre. Perhaps it is that rhyme has become synonymous with nursery rhyme and/or
Hallmark cards to the contemporary ear? Regardless the reason, the results are deadly. But a kind
of miracle, very much the opposite, occurs with the sestina. I will cite at full length the student
response to Thoreau’s Walden that was mentioned in the Prelude, before taking a closer look at
the specific aspects that stand out to me as uniquely revelatory of a richer-than-analytical
understanding, the elliptical insight that the creative response can offer.
The assignment, to a sophomore American Literature class, was to choose a quote that
spoke to the student, and then, rather than explicating the quote (as they would in a standard
analytical assignment) explore—via a sestina—how the quote “explicated” the students,
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themselves, in the same sense as the Personal Literary Essay. I do think this aspect of the
guidelines is significant; it leads to a much richer response than straight analysis. But it covers
the same ground as analysis—to discover why a passage speaks to a student entails that student
unpacking the original, and it means embarking on a course of discovery both of the writing, and
of the student’s inner/responsive self.
This student, “Annalise,” chose the quote, “Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in. I
drink at it; but while I drink I see the sandy bottom and detect how shallow it is. Its thin current
slides away, but eternity remains. I would drink deeper; fish in the sky, whose bottom is pebbly
with stars.” (p. 910) It is a wonderfully enigmatic, rich quote, with a beautiful image of the
fisherman, a little like the Dreamworks figurehead, but in this case fishing upside-down, planted
indeed on the globe, but with his fishing line disappearing into the midnight-blue sky. The
following is this tenth-grade student response.
Student “Annalise” sestina: “Eternity Remains.”
If I had the time I might close my eyes and count the stars,
I might look into that empty spiral and sort my thoughts,
But it is cold and my breath comes out in little wisps, the only change
In this night that is quiet inside an empty place and bright with starlight made to die.
Instead of stars I count till the morning and I wait out the night,
And when day comes, I ruefully note that gone is the time

A silk-spun wandering, wondering idea asks me, What if you hide, slip between the time?
And so when eternity slips into a moment and the sky blossoms with stars,
There is never a pause, never a tick of the clock, never a day, never a night,
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Only the swirling of these things that keep me on my feet, so many thoughts.
This is warm to me: a thought suspended in a cold mind will never die.
But iron logic tells me, I am fluid, I am a half-star, I am not a swirling thought, I change.

We love to open our eyes and gaze at golden-scarlet leaves, the brilliant season change.
But if I live in shatters of eternity caught between hours, then when I remember time,
Autumn trees are bright, but the bright is winter’s death dye,
And how cold that makes me. And yet! Still you smile down at me, bright stars
You are the things I cast into the sky, my lantern-like thoughts.
But, despite your shimmering glow, I cannot see the shape of a smile at midnight.

This is eternity: ever-expansion, universe open, pockets of stars – it is not an empty night
So if I hold you to my heart, infinite twilight, I reach stars, I reach a hum of change,
Silvery change that is slippery and dashed in abstract. With a touch, evolve my thoughts
But as I dive deeper into eternity, the clock beside me ticks ticks the time.
Ticks ticks even for hints of a never ending universe, shining far away- lovely stars
And tock! a million light years away in spectacular quiet, colors splitting, stars die.

But when I return to my counting, I travel a life of structured streets until I die
And in comparison beckons eternity, beckons the night.
I want to be bathed in starlight, to not be ensnared in time, to dance with the stars.
I want that abstract change of eternity rather than the withering of years’ change.
I fear that time is a shallow edge, that eternity subjugated is time.

183

I’m wistful for infinity’s headiness. Caught in time I have these thudding thoughts.

Eternity says the world is open, says one of my thoughts
But an elusive edge notes eternity is ongoing even as a subtlety unmarked kills me, I die
The open beckons, but a thought persists. I flip to the closed sign: I am nothing but time.
Infinity dances past ticks of my clock. Maybe though day is narrow, I’m lost in night
But oh! maybe forsaking counting clocks will reveal a beauty, an evolving never-change.
Still I wonder. Maybe pockets of light, harbingers of hope, are already dead, these stars.

Can I reconcile a hollow clock, a hollow thought, a quiet ringing loud in the night?
Can I hope if I am streaked with the dye of a half-life? Hourglass sand does not change –
It runs out. Time smothers pensive hope. It is too sweet for me to regard discarded stars.
Student “Annalise” sestina: Analysis.
The poem as a whole plays, spectacularly, with the same dichotomy that Thoreau uses
between the physical and the metaphorical; there is the same seamless transition between the
actual stars, evoked as a Van Gogh frozen tableau, and “the swirling of these things that keep me
on my feet,” the thoughts. Already there is a kind of comprehension of form that an analytical
essay would have communicated leadenly, if at all. The absence of conjunction marks it as a
metaphor, but the metaphorical resonance extends into an imaginative conceit whose aspects
morph wonderfully between the visual, the tactile, and the conceptual. E. Sapir, in Language, an
Introduction to the Study of Speech (1921) comments on the impossibility of direct
communication of the internal experience:
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The world of our experience must be enormously simplified and generalized before it is
possible to make a symbolic inventory of all our experiences of things and relations, and
this inventory is imperative before we can convey ideas. The elements of language, the
symbols that ticket off experience, must therefore be associated with whole groups,
delimited classes, of experience rather than with the single experiences themselves. Only
so is communication possible, for the single experience lodges in an individual
consciousness and is, strictly speaking, incommunicable. (Sapir, p. 8)
In a sense, the recourse to creative response allows the student to bypass this limitation. The
student is no longer trying to express the inexpressible in a form that flattens the experience into
an expression that necessarily un-truths the communication: again, Fish’s (1970) comment
comes into play: “it is the experience of an utterance—all of it and not anything that could be
said about it […] that is its meaning.” (p. 131) Finding a parallel, an analog, rather than
attempting a dissection, offers this gifted student an infinitely richer avenue to conveying the
nuance of the original, as well as—vitally—making it her own.
In terms of the personae of the poem, Annalise has peopled it with the same entities as
Thoreau’s quote. There is the same opposition of time and eternity, but explored elliptically; the
same dismissal of the “clock,” but conceding its potency: “I ruefully note that gone is the time;”
“What if you hide, slip between the time?”; and the proposition of an equation that seeks to both
acknowledge and disempower the enemy: “in comparison beckons eternity, beckons the night.”
(Night is of course a chronological construct, at the same time as in this case an evocation of the
infinity of the dark.) The sestina plays also with the dichotomous nature of the stars, as
representative both of the timeless (“I want to be bathed in starlight, to not be ensnared in time”)
and paradoxically also of the mortal/finite, in a timeline further foreshortened by the limitations

185

of the human perceiving it: “And tock! a million light years away in spectacular quiet, colors
splitting, stars die.” Indeed, the conception of eternity may not only be a human construct, but
imagined on a false premise, a mistaken attribution: “Maybe pockets of light, harbingers of hope,
are already dead, these stars.” And finally, astonishingly, the poet sweeps aside the whole
evocation, in a gesture that dismisses the conceptual play by reaffirming the imperative of time,
and in the process delivers a defiant answer to Thoreau: “Hourglass sand does not change —/It
runs out. Time smothers pensive hope. It is too sweet for me to regard discarded stars.” I do not
think any analytical assignment could have evoked this complexity of thought, nor invited this
kind of true consideration of what the author meant to the student.
Vinz (1996) enlarges and liberates the mission of the teacher:
To be a teacher is to be part of a constructive and shaping enterprise. […] Are we the
awakeners of student desire? Should we nurture students into making their own art? The
art of teaching rests on the fulcrum’s balancing point—awakening the imaginings on one
hand, allowing students the freedom to shift and move in their own direction on the other.
(Vinz, p. 163)
This poem is not only a soaring example of the student’s art, but has allowed her to respond
sensitively to Thoreau’s text while moving definitively in her own direction. She has not rejected
Thoreau out of hand, but has considered his thoughts, and then contested and wrestled with them,
in a way of which Thoreau would most certainly have approved: “You may say the wisest thing
you can, old man—you who have lived seventy years, not without honor of a kind—I hear an
irresistible voice which invites me away from all that. One generation abandons the enterprises
of another like stranded vessels.” (Thoreau, p. 863)
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5.4.5 Prose Response: From Short Story to Short Story
The concept of responding to a short story with another short story would seem to invite
issues, but given enough of a push away from the stimulus text, this exercise can yield
remarkable results. In a Short Story course I teach, a “subversive fairy-tale” assignment is the
first creative piece of the term; it is scaffolded by reading the Grimms’ version of “Red RidingHood” (as the one “we all know”), then Perrault’s, James Thurber’s and Roald Dahl’s. We also
look at Liam O’Flaherty’s acerbic pseudo-folk tale, “The Fairy Goose,” in conjunction with the
traditional tale of “King O’Toole and his Goose” collected by Samuel Lover in 1834. Students
are then asked to reimagine an iconic folktale and utilize their own narrative voice in a defining
role. This is different from the pastiche exercise, where there is a degree of protection for the
student in utilizing the Holden voice; the stories’ metaphorical resonance come to the fore in the
way in which these stories are still about us. An example of this retelling appears in Appendix F,
a version of Red Riding-Hood in which the story becomes a nuanced, shape-shifting and
unsettling parable of pubescence, social cliques, and betrayal.
But as the students gain confidence, I ask them to engage in a response that explores
aspects of classic modern stories: Mansfield’s “Miss Brill” for its projection of emotion;
Hemingway’s “Hills Like White Elephants” as a quintessential illustration of his iceberg theory;
Lahiri’s “A Temporary Matter” for its exploration of the interplay between stimulus and
reaction; and Hughes’ “Salvation” and Orwell’s “A Hanging” for examples of epiphany. Orwell
is also cited as an exemplar of the use of tactile and sensual detail. After going through the
readings as a class, the following prompt is then offered to the students:
Write a story in the first person (narrated by "I"), in a context that you really know—
does not have to be Riverdale Collegiate, and can be a foreign country that you know
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really well, but no Planet Zorg or eighteenth-century England. The "event" of the story
should involve no gun battles, but the outwardly quiet yet monumental shifts in our
perception—"epiphanies"—that happen to us in real life. You can play with voice, with
the reliability of the narrator, with the tone. The story does not have to be about the actual
you, but it has to be narrated by and about a person that you believe in, someone that you
could be— the truth in the voice has to be such that your reader can believe it is really
you, even if disguised. It does not have to be about an actual event, but again, we need to
believe in the truth of it. The narrator can be someone older or younger (it could be you
speaking through the imagined voice of a relative) but you don't want it to show distance,
in the sense of being someone that you— and by extension, we— aren't emotionally
invested in/sympathetic too, even if that person's actions in the story are not sympathetic.
The concept of epiphany is one that students typically find intimidating (“I’m only sixteen, I
haven’t had any epiphanies yet!”) but I find that insofar as one can convey the resonance of the
trivial, and the emotive power of making the familiar strange and the strange familiar, half the
battle is won. Hemingway’s directives are supremely useful in this: “Eschew the monumental.
Shun the Epic. All the guys who can paint great big pictures can paint great small ones.” (Letter,
1932); “The dignity of movement of an iceberg is due to only one ninth of it being above water.”
(1973); “You have the sheet of blank paper, the pencil, and the obligation to invent truer than
things can be true. You have to take what is not palpable and make it completely palpable and
also have it seem normal and so that it can become a part of experience of the person who reads
it.” (1954) All the students received these quotes, too, prior to writing their own stories. At the
same time, the identification in the world of the students is not intended to limit their imaginative
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leaps, but it is a way of avoiding “them” protagonists, characters who behave in ways not
grounded in real human behavior.
All that being said, some student responses will, of course, soar in a way that others may
not. The following is a particularly powerful example.
Student “Sarina” story: “Silence.”
My mornings never start out the way they are supposed to anymore. I wake up
late, leaving too little time to shower, but too much to wake up, so I go back to sleep. If I
just get a few more minutes of serenity, things will be better. I’m not ready to start my
day. I have a huge test that, of course, I didn’t study enough for, I’m sort of mad at my
friends right now, and my hair looks bad. It’s all too much.
The piercing sound of my alarm goes off, a sound I’ve grown to resent.
God. It’s seven o’clock. Now I’m actually late. I hastily get out of bed, throw on
clothes, brush my hair, put on makeup, and change again. Finally I’m ready. I take a look
in the mirror. You’re fine, just keep going.
“Morning dad, where’s mom?”
“She’s asleep.” He responds.
We both know not to say more.
I get on the bus, which of course I barely make, rather annoyed at the fact that I
put on the wrong pair of pants. The ones I wanted to wear are just so much more
flattering. These jeans get loose by the end of the day. It’s really a drag to have to
constantly pull up my pants, especially when I could have easily avoided this issue by
just changing them.
“Hi Mich how are you?”
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“I’m doing well, thanks. You really need to get here on time tomorrow okay?”
The bus driver says. “How’s your mom doing?”
“Sorry Mich it won’t happen again.” I quickly dart to the back of the bus, pulling
up my pants for the first of many times that day.
You see I used to love the bus rides in the morning. I’d spend forty-five minutes
of my day doing absolutely nothing besides looking out the window in perfect sync with
the movements of the bus, feeling every, glide, bump, and increase in speed. I allowed
the bus to take my thoughts where it wanted. I could dream about the future, reminisce
over the past, or simply enjoy the view. It’s weird. I don’t think the same anymore. Ever
since, well anyhow now I find myself dreading bus rides. I take a seat and plan my whole
day. I guess what time the bus will arrive at school, I predict what homework I will have,
what I’ll have for lunch, how many of the “looks” I’ll get…
Just as I put my phone in my backpack it goes off, reminding me that no matter
how much I try to forget, it will always be there. Who could possibly be texting me at this
time, my day has barely begun. I pull it out hastily, expecting the worst…
“Your mom has an appointment today at five and I am going to need to pick her
up can you take your sister to soccer- dad.”
Should I drop her off then work out? Or maybe I could do some homework while
I wait. I wonder if it’ll rain tonight. I hate driving in the rain. I hope the sky can hold it
together long enough for me to get her to and from soccer…
The bus arrives, making its final abrupt stop. Here we go. I rush past Mich before
he can say anything else to me with my earplugs in and music up so I can ignore anyone
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who tries to talk to me. Why speak when you could remain silent? As I walk into the
building I throw my backpack over one shoulder and pull my pants up.
“Hey! How was your night? Want to go to science? We don’t have to if you aren’t
ready. Its whatever you want to do.” My friend says to me, walking on eggshells as she
waits for me to break, as if that’s what I’m supposed to do.
“Sure, let me just get my books.” I respond.
My locker is a mess. It’s because I’m always in a rush, throwing books in, taking
notebooks out. Even though I don’t allow enough time to clean it up often, I always
manage to before it gets too messy. The last thing I need is an out of control locker. Some
things just need to remain in order.
“Alright, ready?” I say.
We start walking in silence.
“How are you holding up?” She finally asks hesitantly. Relieved to have said it,
then anxious because she realizes I have to respond.
“Fine thanks.”
We finish our walk to class in silence. I wonder how many steps it’s going to take
us to get to class. How many kids will already be there? What time it is now? Who’s
going to present their final project today? I force these questions into my mind as I take
my seat. Concrete thoughts are the only thing keeping me moving. I cannot walk, so
instead I run. I run faster and faster, each day my limit coming nearer and nearer, but of
course I push that out of my mind. I always do, and always will until I can’t anymore.
“A group of diseases involving abnormal cell growth with the potential to invade
or spread to other parts of the body…” I rush out of the classroom to do something.
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Anything. Besides sitting there, because somehow I can’t remember what I was thinking
about.
The door emits a heartbreaking cry as it closes, annihilating all conversation in the
room, leaving behind complete, utter silence.
Student “Sarina” story: Analysis.
In “Sarina’s” story, two immediately visible elements from the point of view of narrative
technique echo those of “Hills Like White Elephants” and “Miss Brill.” The avoidance of
naming the problem—until the final two paragraphs—is pure Hemingway; and the deviation, as
it occurs, is Mansfield: rather than overtly revealing the pivotal issue, the mother’s cancer, it is
alluded to in the science lecture. The protagonist’s reaction is what cues the reader, and even
then, the emotional response is projected onto the door’s “heartbreaking cry,” reminiscent of
Miss Brill’s putting her necklet in its box: “when she put the lid on she thought she heard
something crying.”
Having noted the literary influences, which were part of the directives of the assignment,
the voice is nonetheless definitively that of the student, and the student’s milieu. The sense in
which the emotion is deflected onto trivial – and more manageable – items may well echo the
girl’s words in “Hills Like White Elephants”: “ ‘Everything tastes like licorice. Especially all the
things you’ve waited so long for, like absinthe.’ ” But unlike “Hills,” which is almost exclusively
dialogue, “Sarina’s” story is essentially an internal first-person narrative, and the references are
within a world that is clearly deeply familiar to the student. So we have the Hemingway-esque
“great small [picture]”, but instead of everything tasting like licorice, we have the studentprotagonist’s complaints that ring “truer than true,” because they are from the student-writer’s
world: “I have a huge test that, of course, I didn’t study enough for, I’m sort of mad at my
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friends right now, and my hair looks bad. It’s all too much.” Likewise being “rather annoyed at
the fact that I put on the wrong pair of pants. … It’s really a drag to have to constantly pull up
my pants, especially when I could have easily avoided this issue by just changing them.” The
story shows the same anguished projection/reduction of the looming/insoluble problem as “Hills
Like White Elephants,” but converted into the truth of the student. And in a startling way, if the
technique of Hemingway is more pyrotechnically impressive, the truth of the student voice
renders her story shockingly powerful when juxtaposed with Hemingway’s craft. The moments
of revelation, where we may see a student’s nervousness that the reader won’t “get it” (“We both
know not to say more”; “she waits for me to break, as if that’s what I’m supposed to do”; waiting
to see “how many of the ‘looks’ I’ll get”) have a paradoxically resonant impact because of their
very naïveté. We have the sense that this is truly the voice of her protagonist-narrator, and that
this narrator would share the student/meta-narrator’s nerves that she is not being understood.
My next point may infringe on the tenets of New Criticism, but while it may theoretically
diminish the impartiality of our readership, I think that certainly from a pedagogical standpoint
(and I would in fact posit from an aesthetic viewpoint as well), the fact that, as I discovered, this
student is herself contending with her own mother battling cancer is not irrelevant. It not only
renders the voice and the story even more resonant, but suggests that the process of writing it
may perhaps have been cathartic, and—one hopes—potentially beneficial. It is worth noting that
this student never mentioned her backstory to me, but the school counselor made a point of
alerting all her teachers to the situation with which Sarina is contending. So we have a work of
art composed in response to another work of art, but speaking to the student-artist’s deepest
truth. It is this element, I think, that makes the story stand so strongly against Hemingway’s
piece; in a profound and heart-wrenching sense, her work is indeed truer than true. It speaks to
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Vinz’s concept of “nurturing students into making their own art,” and also to Wilhelm’s (1997)
philosophy:
It is, I think, the job of the teacher to encourage students to use their natural talents and
aptitudes as they construct meaning. It is the teacher’s job to call on children’s individual
strengths and to build upon these. The use of various meaning-making activities such as
drama and art helps us to reach the various strengths and multiple intelligences of our
various individual students. (Wilhelm, p 141)
This story not only drew forth this student’s particular strengths and intelligences, and
demonstrated a profound understanding of how the narrative techniques of Hemingway,
Mansfield, et al. work, (and indeed, it is worth noting that, by contrast, her straight analytical
work is adequate but not strong,) but it also allowed her to create a serious work of art, and
express a truth that only she could, and that she may have needed to express.
5.4.6 Cross-Literary Genre Response: From Short Story to Poetry
As mentioned above, there is potential for inhibition when students are asked to write
creatively in a form that is in fact the same form as the stimulus; there is the risk of duplication,
inadvertent or otherwise, and so borrowing elements from the original can be a tricky process.
This risk is averted when students are asked to engage a different genre, which can leave them
free to experiment more freely and less self-consciously, and to own for themselves the
techniques and elements they are playing with.
The following poem is the result of an exercise where students were asked to respond
poetically to a quote from one of the stories they read in class, a quote that seemed pivotal to
them. Again, the assignment was to not only unpack the story, but to discover how the story
might unpack the student, or somehow offer a key to
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(self-)understanding of who the student was. This student, “Amara,” chose to write on Joyce
Carol Oates’ “Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been”: the quote she chose was,
“Everything about her had two sides to it.”
Student “Amara” free verse: “Two Sides.”
Step, step, step, step
*Breathes heavily*
I know I shouldn’t walk through the park at night
I mean everyone tells me that
Really I shouldn’t be going home this late at all, as my mother says, nothing good
happens after 12
I do it anyways
Music blasting in my ears so loud I’m sure that homeless man I just passed could hear.
I wonder what he thinks of the song
Does it remind him of the times he spent with his loved ones as a child before things got
so hard
I hear the jingle of the charm bracelet my best friend gave me hitting against my wrist
Click click click click
Reminding me
You’re still here
You can listen to any song you want
As loud as you want
But you’re still Amara
Walking through the park
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Late at night
Knowing you shouldn’t be there
But for some reason always ending up there…
Song changes
I like this song
I can hear the desperation in her voice
“So hello from the outside, I must have called a thousand times, To tell you I’m sorry…”
She’s hopeless
Trying to function in a world where the limit does not exist

I am Amara
That girl
“She seems nice I just wish she would talk more..”
“Can you repeat that one more time sorry I couldn’t hear you…”
Those lyrics are the words to a song that never seem to get off repeat
Like that one song they always play on the radio as I drive home from school with my
friends
We sing along
Every day, every time
Because that’s what we are supposed to do
We are those girls
The typical teenage girls
We have no problems, no worries, all we care about are the superficial things in life
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I let people think that
Because sometimes
Just sometimes
I secretly like being that nice, shy, typical teenage girl
I allow this facade to white out my problems
So we sing
“Hello from the outside, I must have called a thousand times, To tell you I’m sorry…”
She’s hopeless
So am I
We open the windows and sing
Every word that spurts out of our high pitched, loud mouths throws out another worry
that we are too weak to acknowledge

But then I’m back
To the park
There’s no one here but me
I am not that shy, quiet girl
I am fearless
Walking through the park alone at night
My heart racing
Boom, boom, boom, boom
Perfectly in sync to the drum beats that blast in my ears
Calling out to me to turn around and go home
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But I don’t care

When I leave that party early and people ask where I’m going
I always say “have to get home, my dad, ugh”
But really it’s cause I can’t do it anymore
It’s because I have spent so long ignoring the things and events and people who hurt me
that sometimes it just hits me all at once

BOOM
“Oh sorry didn’t mean to bump into you.”
“No worries, what’s your name…”
“No sir please leave me alone.”

And I can’t let anyone see this part of me
So to them I will always remain that perfectly typical teenage girl
But then again, maybe that doesn’t exist
Student “Amara” free verse: Analysis.
This is an extraordinarily rich, layered piece of writing from a student who, as the poem
suggests, is in fact generally very quiet, with a warm smile, but who is dealing with family issues
at home. She is also Muslim, from Morocco, which means that she is coming in as an outsider of
a sort that is not necessarily easily or readily integrated at this point in time. The poem works
through a complex series of dichotomies, often contradictory or paradoxical, and yielding a
nuanced, multilayered reality.
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The context of the poem as a whole, the quiet Muslim girl walking through the park at
night (which I assume is real, presumably Central Park, but which could well be metaphorical) is
already an image that is in conflict with its self-created expectations, and extends a similar
unexpected insight into the first random contact: “Music blasting in my ears so loud I’m sure that
homeless man I just passed could hear./I wonder what he thinks of the song/Does it remind him
of the times he spent with his loved ones as a child before things got so hard.” The typical
teenager—who is in fact not typical, but whose external/perceived existence is constantly in
contrast with the internal truth—is playing music so loud that it infringes on those around her.
But the train of thought is atypical; far from being dismissive, she is envisioning a past far
different for the homeless man than his present reality—perhaps in reflection of her own
division.
Moving on, “I hear the jingle of the charm bracelet my best friend gave me hitting against
my wrist/Click click click click/Reminding me/You’re still here/Knowing you shouldn’t be
there/But for some reason always ending up there.” The reminder that the speaker is “still here,”
in the context of the rest of the poem, suggests more than simply being in the park at a late hour,
but in a typically subtle fashion, it reverts to that simple fact. However, a “click click click click”
is not a reminder of location, but a reminder of physical existence, so my reading of this line is
that it is indeed a double entendre. This existential meaning is picked up just a few lines later: “I
am Amara/That girl / ‘She seems nice I just wish she would talk more.’ “ Here is the central
division in the poem, which is played with throughout, between the perception of the dutiful, shy
girl and the internal fighter; the reality is she is struggling fiercely to survive in a world where,
like the singer of the song she is listening to, she is “trying to function in a world where the limit
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does not exist.” The odds are stacked implacably, but that does not make the fight less essential:
“She’s hopeless/So am I/We open the windows and sing.”
More than just the singer, Amara paints a world where, in her generous, empathetic, and
imaginative vision, it is a shared predicament. Not just she and the singer, but her friends “sing
along/Every day, every time/Because that’s what we are supposed to do/We are those girls/The
typical teenage girls/We have no problems, no worries, all we care about are the superficial
things in life.” The divided reality is not solely a source of angst, but a source, too, of succor: “I
secretly like being that nice, shy, typical teenage girl/I allow this facade to white out my
problems.” But of course, a line later, there is the concession that “She’s hopeless/So am I,” and
the singing is akin to the defiant feast prior to Ragnorak, not a solution nor a denial, but an
insistence on present existence.
A similar wonderful contradiction (one is reminded of Keats’ extolling the ultimate
artistic value of negative capability) appears in her depiction of herself as “not that shy, quiet
girl/I am fearless/Walking through the park alone at night /My heart racing /Boom, boom, boom,
boom.” Needless to say, if she were truly fearless, her heart would not be racing, but her
fearlessness consists in her refusal to succumb to her fear. The contradictions extend to overt,
tactical behavior, but they twist in on themselves to constantly yield a surprising insight and selfawareness: “When I leave that party early and people ask where I’m going/I always say ‘have to
get home, my dad, ugh’ /But really it’s cause I can’t do it anymore/It’s because I have spent so
long ignoring the things and events and people who hurt me that sometimes it just hits me all at
once.” The use of her father as the excuse is the terribly poignant concession to a reality which
Amara ultimately suggests is a shared illusion, a collaboration to create a comfort that is illusory:
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“I can’t let anyone see this part of me/So to them I will always remain that perfectly typical
teenage girl/But then again, maybe that doesn’t exist.”
In all of this, the connections to Joyce Carol Oates’ story are subtle, insightful and
profound, even as sublimated as they are to the unpacking of the student’s internal life. The
poem mirrors the ineluctable pull of the amorphous, unexplained menace and the involuntary
acquiescence of Oates’ teenage protagonist, climaxing in the story’s final line, where she finds
herself stepping out into “land that Connie had never seen before and did not recognize except to
know that she was going to it.” In the poem, Amara reverses the arc, so it starts with “you’re still
Amara/ Walking through the park / Late at night / Knowing you shouldn’t be there / But for
some reason always ending up there.” This opens the door to a reverse path from the story, and
the final querying of the paradigm of the “perfectly” typical teenage girl. In sum, Amara has not
only understood and owned the themes of empowerment and helplessness that run hauntingly
through the original, but has built on that understanding to reimagine where they lead for her.
The full quote to which the student is responding reads: “Everything about her had two sides to
it, one for home and one for anywhere that was not home.” It is worth noting that she left out the
“home/not home” aspect; is this a sidestep, or is it opening up the potential resonance of the story
to a broader, metaphorical truth?
Regardless, writing of this sort transcends any expectation of a “student” assignment, or
even such limitations as may be implied by the response dynamic; it is high art in its own right.
5.4.7 Cross-Genre Response—Ekphrasis: From Visual Art to Short Story
The classic version of ekphrasis in its modern form, as exemplified by Keats’ “Ode on a
Grecian Urn,” is a literary response to visual art. While in one way this deviates a little from the
primary target of this paper, which is textual explication, the implied analytical process that is
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expressed through creative writing remains applicable. As such, I want to look at one particularly
remarkable instance of this genre, a student response to Edvard Munch’s “The Scream.”
Student “Lorenzo” ekphrasis: “Abandoned on the Bridge with Imagination.”
He started as an idea, something out of the imagination of a sad and lonely 11-year-old
girl, nothing serious. What he grew into was much more. Andy was not your ordinary
imaginary friend. He and his girl, Tessa, did not always get along. He could not compete
with the imaginary companions of Tessa’s friends, who also lived in the suburban climate
of Mokokus avenue. At the weekly tea parties, usually hosted in the house of Megan and
her IBFF (Imaginary Best Friend Forever) Crystal, the guests would often forget that
Andy was even there. At one gathering he had almost been sat upon a total of four times
before Tessa had to intervene with: “Sorry, Andy is sitting there.”
Why Tessa had imagined him up, he had no idea. They were so different. She was
short, blonde, and chubby, while he was lofty, bald, and squiggly. She often criticized his
sense of fashion, as he would wear the same black cloak every day. She would say things
like “I would not be caught dead wearing that cloak,” or “there is no way you are going
to find a date to Imaginary Prom with that cloak,” or just
simply “I hate that cloak.” To Andy it was comfortable,
practical, and the hood provided him with a shell he could
crawl into to get away from his troubles. He wore his hood
frequently, as he did not like to show his face. The way
Tessa had imagined him, his face was oddly shaped like the
outline of a light bulb, making Andy feel extremely selfconscious, despite the fact that he could not be seen.
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One of the things Tessa hated most about Andy was his honesty. Andy never lied,
not even to be polite. He told the truth at all times, even if it was unpleasant. Tessa tended
to mistake his honesty for unkindness, but in fact, he was only trying to be truthful. He
did not understand why people lied. Whenever Tessa would ask for his opinion, he gave
her his opinion.
“Does this dress make me look fat?”
“Well, yeah.”
For Tessa’s 12th birthday her friend Clarice’s imaginary friend Willow gave her
an imaginary sketchpad of 112 pages, for her to “pour her thoughts into.” Tessa looked
up at Andy as she placed the tip of her pencil onto the paper of the sketchpad. She
grinned. When she had finished sketching, Andy stared down at the sketch his owner had
drawn, eyes bulging out of his light-bulb head, horrified. There on the pad was a drawing
of Andy, but not the same Andy. This time Andy was wearing jeans and a black sweater,
he was shorter, and had some hair. The drawing had no mouth, a mute Andy. What
bothered our Andy most is that the new drawing had a normal shaped head. The bottom
of the page read in colored pencil: “Andy 2.0.” She had fixed him. She had replaced him.
Abandoned, Andy took to the streets. Homeless, friendless, and in despair, Andy
knew not what to do with his sad pathetic little bit of life. With no money, he would have
no food to eat, and so he took to begging. Sitting on the corner of Mokokus Ave by the
dumpsters he would sit with a sign he made that read “friendship for sale,” but his
imaginariness did not help his cause.
As he looked out over the bridge he sensed something about the water below that
was both calm and chaotic. It reminded him of the life he had known here in our world,
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of the innocence poisoned by chaos, of the stories told to children about Imaginary
friends, happy never after, and all the thoughts, feelings, emotions, and hurt that are not
included in those stories. You hear about children having imaginary friends, but you do
not hear about what happens to the imaginary friends after that child grows too old for
them. Happy ever after is always an ever after away. He felt like he just wanted to go
home already, but he had no idea what home was. He thought about how the bridge came
to be his only solution. He wondered what death felt
like, and if you never really existed, can you ever
really die?
Andy noticed a shadow behind him. Then, a huge
gust of wind blew his hood off, exposing his light
bulb head, and he turned around to see a couple
taking a picture of the bridge, camera pointing right
at him. His hands came up sharply and slapped his
cheeks as he let out a terrible scream. “Ding,” the camera flashed.
That was the last picture ever taken of imaginary Andy.
And he was not even in it.
Student “Lorenzo” ekphrasis: Analysis.
This is in one sense less of an unpacking, in that the verbal-to-verbal continuum affords a
unique mechanism that art-to-verbal does not. However, again infringing on the New Critics’
tenets, and adhering instead to the fundamental rule of teaching—that all teaching is individual,
and all vital teaching communication happens because we or the text are somehow touching the
specific whole person—it is again an instance where to ignore who the person is may not only be
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perverse, but counter-productive, in waving aside a central reality. So—the student who wrote
this, “Lorenzo,” was a six-foot LatinX student in a private prep school whose students are
overwhelmingly from the most privileged social classes; in an odd secondary aspect, his voice
had still not broken at the age of seventeen, and it meant that he stood out emphatically as an
outsider, though he was warmly embraced by his fellow students as the brilliant, charismatic
young man that he was.
Given that background, it is not a wild leap to see the protagonist in this story as a standin, as playing the protégé role that he may have fallen into with his classmates. The depiction of
the hapless protagonist’s existence on the outskirts of the society in which he finds himself
becomes poignantly resonant: “He could not compete with the imaginary companions of Tessa’s
friends, who also lived in the suburban climate of Mokokus avenue. At the weekly tea parties,
usually hosted in the house of Megan and her IBFF (Imaginary Best Friend Forever) Crystal, the
guests would often forget that Andy was even there.” Not only does he exist solely through the
courtesy of their imagining him, but that imagination itself is tenuous and undependable.
There is a lovely re-envisioning of the physical barrier to fitting in, again loopable with
the student I saw in class: “he was lofty, bald, and squiggly… the hood provided him with a shell
he could crawl into to get away from his troubles. He wore his hood frequently, as he did not like
to show his face. The way Tessa had imagined him, his face was oddly shaped like the outline of
a light bulb, making Andy feel extremely self-conscious, despite the fact that he could not be
seen.” This writing occupies a wonderful space between humor and hurt, a Chaplin-esque
comedy built from pain. But notably, the potential to fit in, too, entails an unbearable sense of
loss of identity, in writing that reflects an extraordinary maturity in its implications: “The
drawing had no mouth, a mute Andy. What bothered our Andy most is that the new drawing had

205

a normal shaped head. The bottom of the page read in colored pencil: ‘Andy 2.0.’ She had fixed
him. She had replaced him.” While not embracing his idiosyncrasy, the student’s protagonist
finds himself in a no man’s land, where to lose that idiosyncrasy means to lose the self, a deeply
poetic truth. The humorous but tragic last words of the story speak volumes: “that was the last
picture ever taken of imaginary Andy. And he was not even in it.” The protagonist is not truly
present even when he is seen to be so, and the litmus test of the photograph—which is the record
of the past, for the future—bears testament to that paradox. In the character’s telling words, “if
you never really existed, can you ever really die?”
I recognize that the student-writers I have been citing seem to fall characteristically into
the role of outsider, but I suspect this may reflect a dual truth. To an extent, the outsider is the
one who feels most driven to express him- or herself on paper, in the sanctuary of thoughts that
can be disowned as a product of imagination. But further, is it not one of the fundamental
experiences of reflective students that they discover their individual aloneness, above all in high
school? This discovery is part of what makes that stage of education so extraordinary to teach.
And in this sense, the students’ writing may tap into a truth that is the ultimately inadmissible
reality in the teenage society, where the essential goal is to belong. And the truth is certainly a
universal one, as Munch’s existential scream makes clear.
5.4.8 Cross-Genre Response/Reverse Ekphrasis: From Novel to Music
Moving beyond the symbiosis of verbal response altogether, a broader construct of
creative response can allow for an expression of remarkable insight from students who do not, in
fact, have verbal facility or who—for a number of reasons —may not fully express themselves
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verbally. In this instance I will offer a link to an example,9 from a student, “Denzel,” who
created a remarkable response to The Great Gatsby.
Student “Denzel” remix: “Avalon.”
The student offered a musical narrative, taking an authentic jazz track from the twenties,
Al Jolson’s Avalon (1920) as standing in for the high-living elite of Fitzgerald’s novel, and
creating a DJ remix version, which is Denzel’s particular style of music. The remix is
incremental, reflecting the story’s arc: initially it is pure jazz; then it is disrupted with beats, at
first tentatively and later with growing confidence and skill; then, as the track reaches its most
integrated sound, the music is interrupted by a loud report, and reverts back to the unchanged
Jolson track. He wrote a brief explanation (which was part of the creative assignment), which
reads in part as follows:
The beginning, or intro of the song showcases what entertainment was like in the 1920s.
This also shows what music and culture the white community would have had during this
time, as well as the idea of the “old” and “old money”. This idea of old money and
privilege and the elite lifestyle that people are born into, is represented by the old music.
Gatsby in the story represents somebody with money that is not in the elite. Somebody
whose money was not inherited and is “fake”. In the beginning of the story Gatsby’s
house is described as a new house with ivy on it. Representing new money being
disguised as old. In the main part of the song this is represented by the sample of old
music in a hip hop song. Even though new and old music are influenced by each other,
when the new leaves, the old is unaffected.

9

https://www.dropbox.com/s/8k6j4p0o11dcjdx/Gatsby Project %28Avalon%29.m4a?dl=0
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This song shows that when new elements are destroyed the old can still remain
unaffected. The song that I made wouldn’t have existed if it wasn’t for the original being
created in 1920. The myth around Gatsby’s wealth wouldn’t have existed if it wasn’t for
the elite culture that was already in place.
Student “Denzel” remix: Analysis.
To fully convey the nuance of the literary transaction, it is again necessary to offer a
larger, more holistic picture of the student-artist. The student, “Denzel,” was a student of color,
and relied on financial aid for his tuition. As much as I dearly love and profoundly believe in
Riverdale Collegiate, coming in as a scholarship student is not easy. The majority of its students
come from the most elite areas in the city; but while the school is located in a very upscale minineighborhood, it is surrounded by the South Bronx, which conversely is one of the most
economically-challenged parts of the city, and from which, as part of its strong social mission,
the school makes a point of recruiting a number of scholarship students. Consequently, the dayto-day realities of the student body are dramatically bifurcated between those of the highest
echelons of New York society, and those of its least privileged segments. With all the best
intentions in the world, coming in as a recipient of ethically-driven largesse from a background
that is different in every conceivable way, and still holding your head high and participating as
an equal in the daily conversation—that is a difficult path to tread.
Given this context, as a class text, The Great Gatsby presents both a peculiar opportunity
and a particular challenge. In one way it speaks exactly to Denzel’s situation, in the story of the
outsider or Other trying to negotiate the nuances of a foreign and highly-structured society; but
in another sense, it is difficult for the student not to find himself somewhat vulnerable to, and
potentially alienated by, certain aspects of Fitzgerald’s novel. Regardless of the teacher’s efforts
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to situate and contextualize the viewpoint, the narrative voice that comes through, for example,
in depiction of the limousine on the Queensboro Bridge is cringe-inducing for the teacher, and I
cannot imagine less so for the student of color: “As we crossed Blackwell’s Island a limousine
passed us, driven by a white chauffeur, in which sat three modish negroes, two bucks and a girl. I
laughed aloud as the yolks of their eyeballs rolled toward us in haughty rivalry.” (Fitzgerald,
p.69) Whatever distinctions teacher and students strive to make between narrator and author, the
discomfort must be that much greater when the student of color finds himself reading the novel
in the real-life context outlined above, as a financial aid student in Riverdale Collegiate.
This all being the case, Denzel’s creative response to the novel was extraordinary; it was
not rejectionist in the slightest, but offered an illuminating “translation” of the story’s arc into a
different mode, and in my view indicated a kind of personal buy-in by Denzel through the
process. He explored a reverse-ekphrastic approach, creating a musical retelling of the dynamics
of the novel, and, one is tempted to suggest, those dynamics in the novel that resonated in a way
particular to him, for the reasons cited above. And although clearly quick and gifted, Denzel has
struggled in this school, and, given his ability, it seems hard to imagine that his challenge is
unrelated to the disconnect between his reality and that of his fellow students. In reading this, the
emphasis on, for example, old versus new/illegitimate money, and the disruptive threat posed by
the outsider, has a particular poignancy coming from a student on financial aid going to a school
filled with New York’s elite. Again there is the sense of catharsis for the student on an individual
basis. And again, too, there is that intersection between the truth of an ostensibly alien text and
the student’s internal truth, which I think must be the aim of our peculiar, paradoxical, mission of
“teaching literature.” The lovely phrase of Emerson comes to mind: “Every man's condition is a
solution in hieroglyphic to those inquiries he would put. He acts it as life, before he apprehends it
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as truth.” Literature allows an access to that hieroglyphic, if the student-reader can only tap into
the truth of that medium; and it is somehow helping the student to tap successfully that
constitutes the “teaching” of literature.

5.5 Response to Creative Response: Student Reactions, Teacher Observations
Ultimately, no study of this sort could be considered complete without also checking in
with the student-creators, to see how they went about the process, and how they felt about the
experience. Two questions were offered, deliberately neutral, ostensibly simple, but inviting a
nuanced response: “What was your experience writing the creative assignments?” and “Broadly,
what worked and what can be improved?” In surveying 53 students, I had 52 positive responses,
and one resistant response:
I wish the longer creative assignments had the option of doing an analytical essay. It was
interesting writing the creative pieces, but I prefer analytical. I feel like I get a lot out of
analytical writing and less out of creative writing, so I wish I had been able to write
analytically rather than creatively.
This response interested me as, although these lines are perhaps not the most eloquent, the
student in question is in fact an extraordinarily bright writer, and equally if not more brilliant in
class discussion. As the sole instance of a negative response, it is much too small a sample size to
draw any truly defensible conclusion, but it is tempting to guess that perhaps for some analytical
minds, the comfort zone may in fact be reversed from other students, so that those students feel
freer to actually express themselves, as in their own identities vis-à-vis the text, analytically. This
would mirror my experience with “Calev’s” read-aloud skills.
However, that being said, the favorable responses, from sophomores, juniors and seniors,
were remarkable not just in their enthusiasm and thought, but in the consistency and vigor of the
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positive reaction—enough so that I have included a much larger sampling as Appendix A to this
paper, and I would strongly invite the reader to have a look through for their full impact. But I
will briefly discuss a few examples here, responses from three different students; the first two are
sophomores:
I enjoy and learn more from creative writing because it requires a personal understanding
of a text as opposed to basic comprehension. Analytical writing can be great and helpful
for unpacking text, but I feel creative writing takes our writing to a whole other level. We
have to already have an understanding of the text so we make something of our own that
is connected, original, and fun. They take more effort and I personally get more invested
in them.
When I do a creative assignments it forces me to see the text in a different way than if I
was just writing an analytical essay. It allows me to understand the text even more by
making it or changing it to be my own. What I mean by this is that when I do a creative
assignment I have to first understand the text, and then go even further by thinking of a
way to express what the text means to me, not just what the text means objectively. In
this way it is still analytical, because there it is still necessary to analyze the text and fully
comprehend it.
Strikingly in both of these responses, the respective students note the same meta-analytical
aspect that we have been tracing above. In the first of these, the student comments, “it requires a
personal understanding of a text as opposed to basic comprehension”; in the second, “when I do
a creative assignment I have to first understand the text, and then go even further by thinking of a
way to express what the text means to me, not just what the text means objectively.” Most
vitally, there is the idea that a personal meaning, so to speak, is a higher level of meaning that an
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“objective” meaning (a commonly-accepted term, but for which I would substitute “viable” or
“sustainable,” but not personally invested, reading.) This shared reaction offers a resounding
example of the values espoused in Rosenblatt’s transactional theory and Iser’s gaps, and echoes
Bakhtin’s “living utterance” and Fish’s “experience of an utterance.” It is, further, a powerful
extension of my own belief that all meaningful teaching—and learning—is personal and
individual.
And then, there is the experience the writer has in writing; below is a response from a
senior (who happens to be “Amara”):
As someone who is more reserved, I have always used writing as an outlet to express
things that I cannot express to others. When writing a creative piece, I always close my
eyes and think about the most significant thing, event, memory, thought, idea to me in
that particular moment. I find that when I have a specific feeling that I am trying to
express, I am able to produce better work. This is why I love creative writing. The
reflection poem that we wrote and the short story are my two favorite assignments I have
done in my high school career. While we had guidelines, we also had the creative
freedom to use the assignment and mold it into whatever we wanted to. Writing these two
pieces confirmed my love for creative writing. Reading these pieces again showed me
things about myself that I have either been afraid or unwilling to admit. I really enjoyed
the creative component to this class because it is what allowed me to grow both as a
person and writer.
The feeling of freedom and play allows for a scope in the writer that can result in extraordinarily
rich writing, as “Amara’s” work shows. There is a potential for personal investment (one of the
sophomore response references this specifically), and more investment yields greater return. It is
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not only more enjoyable for the student, it teaches him/her much more, and it can be an
illumination for the teacher.
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Conclusion/Implications
When we realize that learning is something that happens at least as much as anything we
plan or teach, we open the door to “journeys like [we] never imagined. That’s always the gift of
teaching.” (Vinz, 1996, p. 274.) Part of the learning in this study has been the degree to which a
“planned serendipity” plays a role. In the instance of “Amara,” above, I happened to have this
student in this class at a time when she was ripe, as it were, with the fruit of her experience, her
imagination and her thought. When it comes to the creative act, I think that there is a humility on
the part of the teacher that is necessarily part of this dynamic. Our efforts to guide may become
destructive, as neither we—nor, at times, the student-writers—know what intellectual birth,
Athena-like, is about to spring into existence.
Yet this does not remotely imply we are inert spectators; we need to play a passionately
engaged role in facilitating a kind of magic.
There is first the engagement with the text: “Literature instruction for formative reading
[…] prioritizes immersion in a literary world rather than the more customary critical detachment
as the culmination of as course as well as its outset.” (Bruns, p. 118) But while this interaction
with text necessarily takes place in a personal, private world, it is one over which we as teachers
are privileged to offer not only a lantern, hopefully inviting, but a certain degree of guidance.
To give an example: I recently finished a unit on Othello, and prior to the students
starting their creative projects, I urged against the chronocentric temptation to depict Othello as a
wife-beating villain. Predictably, there was one (exceptionally bright) female student who
indicated that she felt this was treading on her creative prerogative; I say “predictably,” because
between the two sophomore classes I teach each year, this is an annual event. But rather than the
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fresh insight that the student felt she was showing, this approach is an instance of the temptation
to bring to the “strange” text our own deeply-held norms as though they were timeless truths.
Of course, fundamentally to the meaning of the play, neither I, nor Shakespeare, endorses
what Othello does. The whole dramatic impact of the play is based on our horror and sadness at
what transpires. It is a tragedy, and the tragic depth of the arc is that the protagonist has
committed the nefas, the unspeakable. But the horror and sadness that results from a sensitive
reading of Othello has little akin to the indignation that results by patly damning and dismissing
an immensely complex protagonist through a twenty-first century lens; indeed, to do so
paradoxically flattens and reduces the extent of his fall. He is driven from heroic status to an
inexcusable, and unexcused, action by the inexplicable and toxic jealousy with which Iago is
morbidly afflicted, and with which he deliberately infects Othello. To view Othello as a latent
domestic abuser all along disregards the deadly, supernatural power of this phenomenon, the
“green-eyed monster,” “begot upon itself, born on itself”; it disempowers the agency of
Desdemona, who is nothing if not decisively self-driven, as her “downright violence and storm
of fortunes/May trumpet to the world.” (I, iii, 245) And it undermines the startling subversion
that Shakespeare so vividly encapsulates in the Desdemona-Emelia dialogue at the end of Act
IV, where the articulacy and power, and the most norm-challenging lines, are given to Emelia—
who notably is actually reading the situation more accurately and perceptively than Desdemona,
the ostensible heroine.
I might add, the resentment that comes from flattening the context of a text is not
restricted to students alone; at a relatively recent faculty meeting, a very distinguished colleague
of mine launched into an extended diatribe on The Odyssey’s sexist values, proposing that it
should not be part of the canon. But one of the great things we can actually learn from our
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interactions with literature is the ability to vicariously inhabit a different space; to hear other
voices speaking in a very different framework and to surmise that by the same token our own
conceptions are framed within a specific and limited setting, and to thereby liberate something
true in ourselves that may otherwise be inaccessible, as per the elliptical insights above.
Conversely, the prerogative to effectively misread a text through a chronocentric interpretation,
that disrupts a more subtle, immersive or nuanced reading, is not a prerogative that we should
encourage, any more than a driving instructor should in the interests of fairness offer his students
the option of driving into a wall.
However, after the reading, there is the act of writing, and this is where—as above—our
role becomes more wholly that of an observer, a best-case audience who respects that at least
during the process itself, this part of the student-text interaction must maintain that privacy, that
inviolate personal reaction, for it to be valid, of worth for the student. Rather than exposing it to
the freezing winds of “objectivity,” we need to let it meld with the alchemy of student writing so
eloquently depicted by Vinz (1996):
I would like to stress that through the student writing I have gained insight as a teacher
into the richness—the small, near sacred geography hidden away from textbooks and
curriculum guides. […] We sometimes forget the “I” in school. I need to remind myself
often to pay heed to the literature my students write about the physical and spiritual
landscapes of their lives. The literature they write offers a record of the ways in which
they connect to a place and make it home, rooted in their lives and rhythms of the land
that they feel under their feet and hear pounding in their hearts and imaginations. To
preserve the wonder is the province of the classroom teacher. My role is to invite students
into writing the stories that shape their identities. (Vinz, p. 281)

216

The insight that is offered is necessarily elliptical, as it is the students’ personal insight, and we
must enter into a collaborative process to share it with them.
Once the creative work has completed its initial gestation, we may finally play a role in
helping towards a more viable writing, just as we originally must guide them towards a more
viable reading. However, this has very real challenges, challenges that I still struggle with, as I
suspect every teacher does. Helping the students with mechanics, with conveying their concepts
in the most effective way, is relatively easy; but what if we do not respond to the concepts, the
thoughts, themselves? As so clearly shown in the examples above, students can personally invest
passionately in their work, and sensitive teachers may find themselves caught in a cleft stick. In
the most rudimentary terms, grades and/or comments are the currency with which we reward the
students work, and as tactful as we may be, students will read every shading in every comment –
whether intentional or not. When working with creative assignments, I can find myself
struggling to offer the same warmth to less remarkable pieces as I do to the supreme student
work in this paper, and yet the student-writer may be no less exposed. Further, even beyond the
sensitivity to personal feeling, there is the sheer subjectivity, which provides extraordinary
opportunity, but also has very real risk, as Vinz pointed out in an annotation in February 2016:
One of the things I wonder, and always did as I worked with students, is HOW much is
my judgment and reaction to what students create and my own interests and leanings? I
wonder if we ever miss really interesting and creative pieces that somehow don’t speak to
us but may speak to others. It’s always a question and I struggle…
Assessment of creative work strikes to the heart of a perpetual debate, reflective of practitioners’
unease about grading in general, but nowhere more than where the student’s heart is on the page.
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As teachers, we have the privilege of being credited by our students with offering them an
invitation to a magic world. Like all magic, it remains necessarily mysterious; but if we listen
carefully, passionately, and sensitively, we may receive —on occasion—our own invitation to
enter into that sacred space with them. We tread that space with care, with love, with excitement
and with a fearful reverence for the sensitive, flickering spirits that dwell therein.
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Appendix A: Free Verse Introduction, Sophomore English
I am
I am the front row girl with the glasses who talks too much and turns pink when she gets excited
I am the know it all bossy girl
The one who pretends to know the answers when she doesn’t
I am a musician
I am the leftover salt water on my guitar from not being able to control my emotions back in
eighth grade
I am jazz and classical and alternative and rock
And show tunes
A tangle of strings and teaching myself piano and songs I’ve written that I have not sung
And songs that everyone knows but mean everything to me
I am my half baked bass solos and half professional cello concerts and half hearted love poems

I am stuck in between childhood and adulthood and I don’t understand the way people my own
age
Talk
I am stuck between girls and boys and gay and straight and realizing that I’m not going to find a
nice pretty box to sit in
I am pretty some of the time but most of the time I’m pink and my hair doesn’t look right
I am a scientist and I want to fall into the ocean sometimes
The saltwater on my guitar is also the saltwater in my hair and the saltwater on my cheeks when
I march
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I am the know it all bossy girl who sends too many emails and will aggressively campaign to
make everyone compost
I am a scientist but I’m also in love with magic and I try to find the magic in the real world but
often I collapse into the world of a book

I want to help people when I grow up
But my mom says she grew up when she was twelve and I’m almost sixteen and I’m not grown
up yet, so can I?
I find looking at the night sky relaxing because infinities are infinite and the fact that I am so
small and nothing I do matters makes me
Calm
But I am stressed much of the time, caught up over the tiny details of what I said and what I
didn’t say
I am scripts of shows I’m acting in and watching and have memorized and the script of my life
Because sometimes I write scripts of what I want to say and I memorize them because I don’t
understand the way people my own age talk

I am striving for perfection much of the time and fall short
So I am a writer
And I take the pain in my life and try to turn it into something beautiful
And then I put my friend’s laugh into my poetry
And their pain into my plays
And I sometimes feel terrible that I’ve tried to turn their heartbreak into art
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But what is art if not reimagined heartbreak?
And my monologues have pieces of me in them but pieces of the people I know
And sometimes I feel like I am merely puzzle pieces that were forced together in the wrong
shape
Because I force everything together and write scripts for conversations
And my puzzle pieces are all upside down and broken
But I don’t want anyone to fix me, I’m not broken
I may have been broken but now I am together and the pieces may all be in the wrong places,
But I guess I like my quirks

I am the mountains and the city
The pines and the city streets
I like to listen to the sirens going by as I fall asleep
But I also love the mountain streams
They sound like bells
I am thyme fields and parking lots and the view from the thirteenth floor
I am my teddy bear and the way I forgot to bring her the weekend I turned fifteen
And I cried myself to sleep but now she’s back and I don’t let go
I am still a child but my mom grew up when she was twelve, why haven’t I grown up yet?

I am my little brother who doesn’t sleep with stuffed animals anymore
And who walks through the world without seeing it because everyone sees him
Because he’s blond hair and blue eyes and brilliant
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And good at math and science and sports and drawing
And all the girls like him and none of the girls like me
But he’s not perfect either
And maybe he stays up later than me but he’s my baby bird and I don’t like it when he sees me
Cry
I am the day we adopted a puppy and she was five pounds and sick and my mom thought that she
might not survive
But I watched her sitting there in the palm of my hand and I think she saved me

I am a mix between my parents
Rocks songs and show tunes
I am Passover and Thanksgiving and Christmas and
The feeling of crisp fall air sneaking into the wind
And too much mint tea
I am the pieces of my friends
That they handed over to me in their hugs
And my friends who don’t like hugs hold me up in other ways
I am color coded words and my messy room and eating too much but people say I’m too skinny
Any way
I am not really sure who I am if I’m honest
I’m puzzle pieces and the cacophony of the city night
I am young and old and loud and soft and tired much of time but not too tired to dance
I will sing and dance through the city streets despite my voice cracks and my habit of tripping
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over my own feet
I am contradictions and inconsistency and a scientist and a musician
And maybe someday I’ll really know who
I am
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Appendix B: Class Transcripts
B.1 Senior Seminar, Camus
[Start of recorded material at 00:00:01]
Instructor:

So, you brilliant human beings, if it's okay with you guys, I'm doing some
stuff with English education at Columbia, and I may have mentioned to you
that I want to record a couple of classes. Totally anonymous, all that good
stuff, but it's just a way of getting footage, so to speak, where I talk about how
people talk about books. So if it's okay, I might record this – if that's okay. So
really you need to be incredibly intelligent today.

Participant:

No problem.

Instructor:

Move on if we could, right onto Chapter 2 and see about things that popped
for you guys. We didn't actually totally – well, we sort of semi-finished off the
previous chapter, and one thing way mentioned in running was this
remarkable passage on page 69 – for those of us who have the book, by the
way, Anna.
There's this remarkable paragraph. What strikes you about the paragraph at
the top of page 69? What strikes you in that paragraph?

Participant:

As we mentioned at the end of class on Tuesday, it seems that his lack of
belief in God is more offensive because it harms the person asking the
question, more than it is actually harmful to him. So he thinks it's very
indifferent, [sic] and the other person is like, "How can you question my
beliefs when it's really kind of ridiculous?"
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And that's kind of back to who Camus is and what he's trying to accomplish
with why he's like this, which is to query our moral value systems and how his
lack of belief in God could therefore mean that he is not a moral man and, off
of that, how he is inherently awful and how he should be not allowed to have
his freedoms because of it. So Camus is kind of asking us: Is this query and
questioning of how we view religion really just to satisfy the status quo, or is
it really beneficial for everyone?
Participant:

Yeah. I think there are several instances where you are set up to think
[unintelligible 00:02:16] connect to anything, but I think it then also makes
you look at the other side of books and force you to think about all of the
things that we are expected to connect to, for whatever reason, that don't mean
anything. Like it might mean something to some person, but religion is not to
be enforced on anybody, and if they don't connect to it, if they don't believe in
it – and it doesn't reflect badly on the person that does. It's just an individual
thing that, when it's forced upon everyone, I would argue, loses what it's
supposed to do.

Participant:

I also think this paragraph speaks to the large conjectures that people make
about other people's actions. So when the other man says, "'Do you want my
life to be meaningless?' he shouted." That's not at all what he saying. He was
just saying that he doesn't believe in God.
So all throughout his life, although his actions may seem strange to other
people, everyone is trying to find reason and all the strange things that he's
doing, while in reality, he may just be living his life. It's kind of like how, in
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the last class, I was trying to see if he was autistic, but maybe that's just the
way that he is going throughout his life, and people always try to find
meaning out of everything, which could be what he's saying.
Participant:

We talked about this a little bit, but I was thinking in this passage, this part,
instead of saying, "Do you believe in God?" It was more like saying, "Do you
believe in faith, and do you believe that there's a purpose for your existence?"
In my opinion, I don’t see Mersault as a bad person, because a feeling most of
the people in the story are kind of – and I feel like most people here would
hope that there is purpose for their life and that their life would mean
something or that it would've affected the world somehow.
But I feel like Meursault doesn't necessarily feel that way, and he's more with
just living and more content with what will be will be. And because that is so,
like, frightening to people, that maybe we are just one speck in a big, big
world that means nothing, that's more harmful than anything else – than God,
than religion, and maybe his mysterious calmness. I think he believes that I'm
just very small, and he's okay with that. I think that's more detrimental to
society than anything else.

Participant:

Yeah, exactly. I totally agree with that. I feel like even though his beliefs and
his acceptance of his scaling within the world doesn't actually threaten
anyone's well-being – physically, at least – and doesn't break the laws, people
find that much more unsettling than anything he actually did.
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Participant:

I feel like, on a very basic level, too, it's this idea that like you said, if you
don't believe that Jesus suffered for you, then on a basic level, if God
[unintelligible 00:05:41] ...
Because he is an outsider to society and has no religion, he is that much more
guilty of being a criminal and not necessarily a [unintelligible 00:06:05].

Instructor:

I agree with absolutely everything you guys are saying about the contrast, but
one additional element that I think is very striking on this is the idea that one
person's belief is automatically taken as transgressive of another's. To me, the
thing that is so striking about this passage is the fact that he feels that it is an
aggressive action toward him to intrude a separate belief in his consciousness.
Yeah.

Participant:

Well, I think that also ties in with what you see in the trial in Chapter 3 –

Instructor:

Yes.

Participant:

– where almost entire trial centers not on the Arab's death but on the character
of Meursault.

Instructor:

Absolutely. Yes.

Participant:

So I think that's part of another commentary that Camus is making, that this
whole justice system is not based on whether or not what he did was wrong
but rather on whether he's a bad person, and for that, how should we punish
him. And [unintelligible 00:07:05] they spend the whole time focusing on
that.
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He even queries that at the start of this chapter when they're like, "You need a
lawyer." He's like, "I don't need a lawyer. I killed that dude. It's over, so
there's no reason for that."
Instructor:

Yes. Not even – I think even beyond a bad person, a disruptive person. It's the
disruption of somebody's existence which is not aligned with the societal
norm that to me is popping in a really startling way here. Yeah.

Participant:

Yes, and I also find it really interesting – just going off that point – on page
90, the middle of the paragraph, he says, "It was then I felt a stirring go
through the room, and for the first time, I realized that I was guilty."
And this is not after going over the case. Like Ryan said, it was more going
over, like questioning his relationship with his mother and talking about the
day that she died and all of that. It's almost as if he realized, he thinks that he's
guilty not after analyzing the case, not after reviewing the facts, but after
looking at how poorly he treated his mother, essentially.
So I'm not sure that he thinks he's guilty necessarily in the sense of the case or
if he was guilty of being just a terrible son, but I find it really interesting that
this is the first time that he realized he was guilty, not after talking about the
specifics of the case but after discussing his relationship with his mother.

Instructor:

Sorry. I'll let you go in one second. But it almost feels like in some ways and
acceptance of a role. It's not even just guilty of something, it's being the guilty
person. Ernie, I was just looking here for the quote. He's talking about, I've
just realized that I'm the criminal. That's right. My role is, I am capital-C,
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capital-T, The Criminal. Being guilty feels to me almost less about the act and
more about the being of the guilty person. Go ahead, Colton.
Participant:

I also think that what really made an impression on me in starting the trial off
is the way in which the media and the reporters play into all of it, in terms of
[unintelligible 00:09:30] new stories that are going on. So they've
sensationalized the whole trial, and that's why he sees all the people that are
there – which is so absurd when you think about it. It's literally one thing. The
rest of the world has no need to be involved. It is literally about pop
journalism and things like that that make things into what they aren't,
generally, to generate popularity.
So that in itself is ridiculous. And then to continue, the trial, where, without
really focusing on what he's there for, they're just focusing on how he didn't
really respond to his mother's death, I think further questions the nature of this
event, the nature of what we value as a society.

Participant:

I think, just to add on to that, it's almost like the execution from – what were
the one we reading? "The Penal Colony" or a staged execution. It's like a
game show almost.
The judges come out, "All rise." The attorneys are all shaking the hands of the
reporters, and although it's Meursault that is the one who is in trouble here, the
one who needs the most help, he is given the least attention in this whole
entire process, and the people that are trying to support him or not given any
attention. They are ushered out as soon as they start getting emotional about
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him. And it feels like even his own attorney, even though the opposite wants
to win the case, it's just about winning for him. It's not about helping someone.
The way this whole judicial program is set up, he doesn't even get a fan, while
everyone else does. He is just not treated as if he is a human. He is treated as
if he is someone to be spectated while everyone else watching has a good time
in court.
Instructor:

Yeah. To both your points, it feels in a way like what's going on here is a
creating of narrative. It's interesting, of course – that's what novelists do, and
that's also the way that we actually make meaning a lot of the time.
The way we make heroes, villains, happy endings, or sad endings is really by
arbitrarily creating, constructing a narrative from a sequence of not
necessarily connected events, putting them in a context, and also starting them
and completing them at a certain given time. A tragedy is a tragedy because of
when that particular chapter is chosen to end.
You can also – "Lived happily ever after, my ass," as Holden points out.
There's no such thing. You live until you die. So how you start that, where
you start that narrative is what construes happily ever after. In the same way,
it feels like the villain and the heroism or the criminal and his destruction are
the same way.
Chapter 2. That's look at a couple of specific quotes, things that pop for you
guys. Yeah, please.
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Participant:

I was talking to [unintelligible 00:12:49] how I felt like the thing that was
disrupting the most was the inability to complete the full sensory awareness
around him.

Instructor:

Can you give me a page in the book?

Participant:

Yeah, sure. [unintelligible 00:13:08]
Yeah. Page 76. "Anyway, I shouldn't exaggerate. It was easier for me than for
others. When I was first imprisoned, the hardest thing was that my thoughts
were still those of a free man. For example, I would suddenly have the urge to
be on a beach and to walk down to the water. As I imagined the sound of the
first waves under my feet, my body entering the water and the sense of relief it
would give me, all of a sudden I would feel just how closed in I was to the
walls of my cell, but that only lasted a few months."
So I mean –

Instructor:

I'm sorry. Just read the next sentence as well.

Participant:

"Afterward, my only thoughts were those of a prisoner."

Instructor:

Cool. Yes.

Participant:

Yeah. This is actually a great line to summarize what I think this whole
chapter is doing, which is talking about how his basic humanity is being
stripped by his inability to have those sensory things that give him meaning
every day. What he's doing throughout the whole first part of the book, the
things that he notices the most are the really niche weather patterns or really
niche behaviors of humans or really niche things that humans do, because he
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is just fascinated by everything, sensorally, around him – not really the
systems, but anything else.
So if he's unable to have those moments, where he's unable to observe is he
wants to, or his mind is free like that, he really feels the mental box kind of
closing, and it makes him really, really uncomfortable, and he hates how it
feels. I think that's what starts to really push him out.
Alec had a really interesting point about how it connects to his emotions and
how it seems like his emotions change a little bit, but still, at the same time, I
think that's what's most painful for him consistently.
Instructor:

I think that last line is really important. "Afterwards, my only thoughts were
those of a prisoner." Again, it feels to me like it's part of the same – it feels to
me like part of what this novel is about is accepting a role, is about how
society – yes.

Participant:

Well, yeah. Going off of that, with accepting a role, I agree that this is a
moments when he is accepting himself as an outsider in society, and I think
that is –

Instructor:

Well, not necessarily – I'm so sorry, but in this way, and actually not an
outsider. In a funny way, he is conforming to society, just, he is conforming to
the role, within that society, the prisoner or the criminal, whereas before this,
he has really been the stranger, because he has been outside of it.
But I think there is a sort of a weird learning process is taking place in him, I
think. But anyway, sorry, back to you.
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Participant:

But I think that if he is kind of conforming and accepting his role as a prisoner
and thus joining that group, I feel like he almost is an outsider within that
group, based on page 78, where he's talking about the conversation with the
guard.
"I told him it was the same for me and that I thought it was unfair treatment,
but he said, 'That's exactly why you are in prison.' 'What do you mean that's
why?' 'Well, yes, freedom. That's why. They have taken away your freedom.' I
had never thought about that. I agreed. 'It's true,' I said. 'Otherwise, what
would be the punishment, right?' 'You see, you understand things. The rest of
them don't, but they just end up doing it by themselves.'"
So I think that –

Instructor:

Can you read on, just even a little bit further?

Participant:

"The guard left after that. There were the cigarettes, too. When I entered
prison, they took away my belts, my shoelaces, my tie, and everything I had in
my pockets, my cigarettes in particular. Once I was in my cell, I asked to have
them back, but I was told I wasn't allowed. The first few days were really
rough. That may be the thing that was hardest for me. I would suck on chips
of wood that broke off of my bed plank. I walked around nauseated all day
long. I couldn't understand why they had taken them away when they didn't
hurt anybody. Later on, I realized that that too was part of the punishment, but
by then, I had gotten used to not smoking, and it wasn't a punishment
anymore."
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I think this is just going back to his realization of really, both as an outsider – I
mean, in this case, toward the top, being an outsider within the prison almost,
with him being the only one that understands why they are taking away their
freedoms, but also more so in the second paragraph, with just understanding
and accepting his fate, almost, like what his life really is.
Instructor:

[unintelligible 00:18:01]

Participant:

Yeah.

Participant:

In this part especially, it's like, what is the point of him being in prison? Why
do we put people in prison when they do something wrong? Is it for rehab or
is it for punishment or some mix of both, and what is the punishment?
And I feel like he's the only one who is really, like – they are just taking away
all the things that make him who he is. They're taking all these people who are
in prison for breaking some law or breaking some rule, or being told that they
broke the law or broke some rule, and asking them to stop being different, just
by taking away all the things that make them who they are and that putting
them in this place and asking them to be the same as everybody around them.
So whether or not you take that as punishment, or some people might even see
it as a way to "rehabilitate," quote-unquote, to make them normal again, and
whether or not that makes any sense. So I think it's more just like, I feel like
this whole chapter – this whole section, going from him being in prison to
then the trial – is just about the absurdity of how we treat criminals, and rather
than actually trying to rehabilitate people, just taking away what makes them
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human and hoping that that will do the trick. I don't really feel like it makes
any sense.
Participant:

Also, I feel like this concept of, when he gets used to something, it's no longer
a punishment anymore, is one of the more profound things in the book,
because it's also – it's sort of like his outlook on existence as well, and he feels
like – he's accepted the world for being as it is, and he's okay with all of that,
whereas most people are sort of trying to dress it up as other things. Yeah.

Participant:

What Phoebe was just saying reminded me a lot of "The Metamorphosis" and
what we were talking about, how he is taken away, and society, what's
supposed to be taking care of him, the process, is not at all, but he's found that
he's actually accepted that he can be a prisoner and is actually really good at
being a prisoner, I feel like.
He's been – at the bottom of 78, he's talking about how he was able to take
one memory and kind of extrapolate that and spend tons of time just thinking
about that one thing, which I don't think everyone else can do as well as he
can. So he's found a way to make his existence meaningful in a very strange
way.

Participant:

I have a question. How would you rehabilitate [unintelligible 00:20:34]?

Participant:

I have no idea.

Participant:

Is it not like – is it possible?

Participant:

I mean, I think our prison system is honestly the worst thing that we have in
this country. The only thing it does is, if you go into prison, the rate that you
come back to prison is extremely high. So I think it's done in education and
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taking – there are some other countries that do prison so much better than how
we do it. Instead of just putting people in boxes, and a lot of times they are in
really violent prisons, where people are beating them up, and then just doing
whatever you can to put them back in prison, stripping away their rights.
Like, the fact that when people go into prison, they lose their voting rights, to
me just – even though our prison does not do this, we say it's rehabilitation,
and if it is, they should have their full rights when they leave prison, because
they should come out as full-fledged citizens of our society, and if they can't
vote, they have lost their most basic human right.
And I think that it should be done through education and through
rehabilitation. And when I say rehabilitation, I mean for drug crimes, too,
instead of putting them in prison, to be like, "It's bad that you do drugs, we'll
actually help you stop doing drugs."
I don't know. I just like the way that we do it is just putting in a box and
saying, "Sit here for a few years, let yourself be abused by the system, and
then go out and figure out how to live your life without any avenues to get a
job, any avenues to vote, any avenues to find housing or [unintelligible
00:21:59], and enjoy yourself."
Instructor:

I actually agree with all you're saying. I also think there's a huge problem right
now, which I think actually started more in Australia but we've now really
owned it with tremendous enthusiasm, which is privatizing prisons.
It's actually, to my mind, kind of the end, because as soon as you get a profit
motive, you have lost any hope of moral fiber, any hope. The idea of a
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government-run prison system is, you do really want to get people out and
stay out. Any private thing – any restaurant owner is going to tell you he
wants more customers coming in more of the time, of course. And they are
charging an insane rate. It is just totally obscene.
But I think this book is dealing with something that, in a funny way, feeds into
that, but it's a different question, which I think is the acceptance of a societally
designated role, or not. So The Stranger, to my mind, in the first part of the
book, is outside, is really estranged, sort of by choice and also my personality,
from that. And what is happening in the course of this is, he is learning to
accept a role, even though, as Alec said, it's the role officially, of the
designated [unintelligible 00:23:19] wear a little label saying "Hi, my name is
outsider" on his lapel.
I mean, he is learning to deal with it, so that the moment memory that you're
pointing out is operating within the system. But the acceptance of
punishments as actually a – almost like the penal colony – like a virtue in
itself, like something that is valuable in itself as punishment: not to correct
you, not to dis-incentivize you – you have already done whatever it is – but as
itself, punishment is supposed to be a thing.
So I think there's a very peculiar thing, where he says, "but by then, I had
gotten used to not smoking, so it wasn't a punishment anymore." So in a way,
it's actually, in a penal colony way, it has been devalued by the time he
realizes what he's supposed to be doing. "Oh, I missed that moment of
realizing it was punishment because I don't feel that bad anymore."
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Were you about to say something, Delilah, before?
Participant:

I've been trying to find a specific passage. I think there's a moment in time
where during the trial, he realizes that he is hated, and then that's his role.

Instructor:

That's very important. That's great, Delilah.

Participant:

Yeah. [unintelligible 00:24:30] seeing, that the role of him being hated, and
that's kind of what his function is in this whole thing: the need for the other
and things like that. I was thinking about it and relating to our own prison
system, because there are many situations, like I think you mentioned The
Innocence Project once. And there was this other [unintelligible 00:25:00]
where there have been people who have been found guilty, and they have had
eyewitness accounts saying that they were guilty, but then they were proven
innocent by the DNA testing.

Instructor:

Yes.

Participant:

They were never there. And so it kind of makes you think, we have a person
that is passionately wrong, a lot of the time, and that feeds into realizing that
I'm hated, the jury hates you, the people in the audience hate you, probably the
judge hates you, and how we kind of nitpick at like, "Oh, this guy, he was
kind of a little too calm when his mom died, and he watched a comedy after
his mom died, or was with this girl and has a relationship with her, a sexual
one, and ooh, look at him." But a lot of the things that they were mentioning
could easily be flipped to make him look innocent.
So that's kind of how frail their whole basis is, because they were saying, "Oh
yeah, you went to see a comedy. That's a terrible thing." You could also be
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like, "Oh, he needed some cheering up. His mom died." Or he had a
relationship with this woman, but it was like, "Oh, he needed comfort, and so
he took comfort in this woman in maybe a physical way." So everything they
mention could have been flipped to make him look innocent, so that's kind of
how frail it was, I think.
Instructor:

Beautifully put. I want to pick up on something, just interact one thing, which
is, to know about the boxer Jack Johnson? Do you know who he was at all?
He was a turn-of-the-century, early, early 1900s African-American boxer who
became heavyweight champion, despite every possible obstacle they had
against him. He became deeply hated because the dominant society at the time
desperately didn't want to have a boxer of color who could defeat any white
guy around.
And so interestingly, he made a point of embracing the role of the villain at a
certain point. It was sort of like a giant middle finger up at society. So he
made a point of having white girlfriends and of transgressing in every possible
way he could and kind of taking a real appetite in it. He is a really compelling
figure. I think they're making a movie about it or a play. He's one of these
characters who's designed by history to become an incredible [unintelligible
00:27:16].
But it just feels to me like what you're talking about, like with the system,
where everybody is rigged up to hate you, you've got two choices. One is to
keep on apologizing for your existence and trying to somehow fit in. The
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other thing is to flip the middle finger back at them and say, "Screw you, this
is my role. I'm hated, so I'm hated. I hate you back," it feels like.
Back to your choosing somebody. Sorry.
Participant:

Yeah. I also feel like there's so much pressure. You hear a lot of stories about
people who will admit that they didn't do, just because everybody around
them is telling them that they did it for one reason or another.
I feel like in the beginning of the story, when I was reading the way that he
reacted to some things, I felt really uncomfortable, because I was like, this is
so different that I feel like I would have reacted to these things. Right? I don't
really know how to handle this person in the world that I am accustomed to.
And I feel like everybody on the jury, and all the judges, and everybody are
kind of in that same place, like, I don't know how to handle this person
because he is so different from me and is reacting to this situation in a way
that I can't really understand. So since they don't want to deal with handling
this outsider, they just decide to make him a bad guy.
So I feel like that's kind of how it works. Just because you feel uncomfortable,
and you feel weirded out by some of the decisions he makes, it's much easier
to be like, "Okay, then I guess he's a bad person, and I'm a good person."

Participant:

That's where the line to Kafka's fellowship is really, really compelling in this
story, where, by having him take the role in society, as you were saying, is
comforting themselves, really, by making him the sick person in the scenario,
by making him the villain, being able to juxtapose your moral value system to
say, "Well then we're all good because we're not that."
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So off of that, it helps, I guess, the majority live in comfort at the painstaking
object – like punishment of the minority who feels a little outside, who's a
little different, who's a little [unintelligible 00:29:20].
Instructor:

[unintelligible 00:29:24]

Participant:

[unintelligible 00:29:23] that at least at this point in the story, he's like
[unintelligible 00:29:29], the idea that he is accepting of his role as the other.
It's sort of this [unintelligible 00:29:33] thing. Everyone else needs this sort of
shiny narrative structure to feel like they're in the right and that they have
meaning, and he doesn't. He is kind of like, "Oh, whatever. I'll be your bad
guy if it makes you feel better."
It's so intriguing to me that he is able to commit to that and not feel
[unintelligible 00:29:53] of it.

Instructor:

Piece by piece, he's becoming – I feel like in these chapters, one of the things
that so riveting is, I feel like we are watching him beginning to take this as
his—

Participant:

As his role.

Instructor:

—his role.

Participant:

Because he knows that that's not true. He is willing to accept it for the sake of
them.

Instructor:

Because it's an alternate truth, of sorts.

Participant:

Yeah.

Participant:

Yeah. I definitely feel like we have seen him accepting this role more and
more as the book has gone on. But I feel like on page 90, this is the quote that

247

Delilah was looking for, about how – it starts on the bottom of 89. "'Oh, no.
That is quite sufficient,' with such glee, and was a triumphant look in my
direction. Now for the first time in years I have this stupid urge to cry,
because I could feel how much all the civil hated me."
I feel like that doesn't really go with his acceptance of becoming an outsider. I
feel like, if he was truly accepting his role as an outsider, he wouldn't care
what these people thoughts. I think it's also interesting that it's really the first
time – one of the few instances we see that he is not in different on something.
He truly cares about how these people see him.
That's also connected, on the same page on the bottom of page 90: "So lastly, I
was asked if I had anything to add. ' Nothing,' I said, 'except that the witness is
right. It's true. I did offer him a cigarette.' The caretaker gave me a surprised
and somehow grateful look. He hesitated, and then he said that he was the one
who offered me the coffee."
So that's another instance, I feel like, of him almost trying to gain the respect
and kind of become more humane and not so much of an outsider. It's almost
like he is trying to make a friend in this caretaker at this very moment, by
trying to protect him and trying to say, "O yeah, that was my fault. I offered
him the cigarette."
So I think where there are lots of instances of him accepting this role as an
outsider, I feel like there almost are some instances where that kind of refute
him from trying to accept that.
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Instructor:

Yeah. I think it's a very notable one. That's one bits. There's another bit also
when –

Participant:

With Celeste, when he tries to defend him [unintelligible 00:32:28].

Instructor:

And I says, that ceiling time of ever wanted to kiss a man.

Participant:

Right.

Instructor:

Absolutely. They really pop for me, those two moments. It's a peculiar
moment, when he feels – but in a funny way, it feels to me – it's partially
because there is – it has to do with an abridgment of his neutrality at that
moment, in a funny way.
And conversely, I think it's so interesting, the passage down at the bottom of
page 21, where he says, "The prosecutor asked him if he had seen me cry, and
Perez answered no. The prosecutor then said, 'The gentlemen of the jury will
take note,' but my lawyer got angry. He asked Perez, in what seemed to be in a
exaggerated tone of voice, if he had seen me not-cry." I think that so
interesting. Yes, please.

Participant:

I think that actually goes back to Delilah's point, where in this whole two-page
section, the prosecutor is putting out one narrative about all these actions or
something, and then taking joy in that, and then the lawyer is saying, "Wait,
we can look at this a different way," and then everyone's like, "Oh, okay, we
can look at it a different way." The prosecutor is like, "Nope, it's this again."
So it's two totally competing narratives of this character, based on these small
minute things that he doesn't even give weight to prior, and how that is totally
going to change his life. And that goes back, I think, to the absurdity of the
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situation, the absurdity of society, the absurdity of the pomp and circumstance
of this court trial.
Instructor:

Delilah.

Participant:

Yeah. But then going back to what Alec was saying about moments where he
does want to connect with people, I feel like it is a process becoming the
villain, and no one does it willingly. It's either a survival tactic or something
that you're forced into, and it's a little bit of both, I'm seeing, in Meursault,
because I feel like a lot of the time, in this story at least, there are so many
instances where he is kind of indifferent, and then the first times we see him
show little bit of emotion are kind of like [unintelligible 00:34:33].
But it's almost like we're starting to see whom kind of, and realize that, wait, I
am being forced into this position, but I [unintelligible 00:34:42] some other
narrative out there where I can at least be a bit more human and relate to these
people.
And I think that's also another flaw we have, is where everybody has to be
relatable to in order for them to feel – or in order for us to feel safer,
[unintelligible 00:35:02]

Participant:

I think the very last line of the chapter perfectly [unintelligible 00:35:12] how
the same narrative can lead to two very, very, very different and places. "I
went to wait for the next day, as if familiar paths traced in summer skies could
lead as easily to prison as to the sleep of the innocent."
So depending on how you look at it and what is presented and whether he
cried or didn't not-cry, it makes a big difference in how his story is told. And
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when you're coming from – if you are an outsider, it will be looked at in a
different way as if you're part of whatever mainstream culture is.
Instructor:

Absolutely, and that is subject to the construction of not-crying as an actual
compound verb, "not-hyphen-crying" as opposed to just an absence of crying.
And also, previously, of course, on that page, there is this very, very
quintessential paragraph here. Mariska, could have you read, if you wouldn't
mind, on page 96 from "he then sat down"?

Participant:

"He then sat down, but my lawyer had lost his patience, and raising his hand
so high that his sleeves fell, revealing the creases of a starched shirt, he
shouted, 'Come now! Is my client on trial for burying his mother or for killing
a man?' The spectators laughed, but the prosecutor rose to his feet again,
adjusted his rope, and declared that only someone with the naiveté of his
esteemed colleague could fail to appreciate that between these two sets of
facts, there existed a profound, fundamental, and tragic relationship. 'Indeed,'
he loudly exclaimed, 'I accuse this man of burying his mother with crime in
his heart."

Instructor:

Lovely. Awesome. I just think it's a quintessence of [unintelligible 00:37:05]
So, wonderful people. Finish off the novel. There's only the tiniest little bit
left to go, and then we will to chat as well on Monday. You're marvelous.

[End of recorded material at 00:37:12]
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B.2 Cross-Class Study and Intertext Analysis
Sophomores, American Lit “A-Band,” Chapter 6 Gatsby/Fellowship
[The class begins with students choosing a passage on which to write, freewriting, then
partnering with the person next to them and reading aloud. After each has read, without any
verbal “caret signs” allowed, they discuss in pairs briefly, and then class opens to general
discussion.]
[Start of recorded material 00:00:00]
Interviewer:

I’m going to do again one of these recordings if you don’t mind, for the same
thesis thing. But I’m going to pick up also actually exactly the same theme,
just one passage further along, which I’m certain you noticed as well, it’s on
page 107.
“But the rest offended her—and inarguably, because it wasn't a gesture but
an emotion. She was appalled by West Egg, this unprecedented place that
Broadway had begotten upon a Long Island fishing village—appalled by its
raw vigor that chafed under the old euphemisms and by the too obtrusive fate
that herded its inhabitants along a short cut from nothing to nothing. She saw
something awful in the very simplicity she failed to understand.”
This cuts to the heart of the motif that is running throughout this chapter and
the book. The insuperable distance between west and east egg and what they
represent. The newness, the rawness, the intrinsic American energy is what
East Egg is denying, and consequently this abrades Daisy.
But even further, it isn’t a gesture but an emotion. This taps into the division
in fact between Nick and Gatsby. It is in fact I think based on this capture the
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allure of Gatsby. That is he is allowed to feel the emotion that Nick denies
himself. On page 111, “Through all he said, I was reminded of something, an
elusive rhythm that I’d heard somewhere a long time ago.” And Nick finds
himself caught between the two worlds. So that as he comments, “It is
invariably saddening to look through new eyes upon things, upon which
you’ve expanded your own powers of adjustment.”
I want to ask you guys, what do you think of that word adjustment? What
sense does it make how so? Yes please Maddie.
Maddie:

Kind of like the shift between east and west. And kind of being in different
environments with different people.

Alex:

I think it’s shifting between kind of the new money mentality and the old
money mentality.

Interviewer:

Or the other way around I would say, right?

Alex:

Yeah. Well in his perspective it’s the old money mentality to the new money
mentality where the new money is kind of more flamboyant in its nature. It
shows it off, it has these massive parties. While old money doesn’t convey
that, it’s very subtle and subdued in some ways. And he kind of has to adjust
to that as Daisy is attempting to.

Interviewer:

Yes. Really interesting. Like where the positioning of truth in this novel, and
what is the truth of this society and this place. What do you guys feel, is it
West Egg or East Egg, or what is it? Yes.

Alex:

Actually I’m going to ask like another question. The truth, the way I’m
thinking of it is like what really conveys America at that time? And I think to
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be honest it’s West Egg. Because it’s at this time it’s the roaring 20s, there’s
like jazz concerts; Prohibition, as much as it is a thing, everyone’s still
drinking.
This access and crazy lifestyle is West Egg. And I think that is really what
America is at that time. While East Egg is kind of clinging on to the past and
very reactionary in its ideas.
Interviewer:

I think that’s an absolutely fantastic interpretation. Yes please, Maddie.

Maddie:

I also see like West Egg being an example of America at that time. because
there’s such a want to be wealthy. Out there trying so hard, whereas I like East
Egg they're comfortable where they are. Like they don’t need to improve
themselves to fit in. Whereas West Egg most of the people are trying to
become the insiders.

Interviewer:

Great. Great. And on that point, I want to email you a very short, short story
as an intertext. Please let me know when you get it, and we’ll have one of you
read it aloud. Wonderful. Maddie?

Maddie:

“We are five friends; one day we came out of a house one after the other; first
one came and placed himself beside the gate, then the second came, or rather
he glided through the gate like a little ball of quicksilver, and placed himself
near the first one, then came the third, then the fourth, then the fifth. Finally
we all stood in a row. People began to notice us; they pointed at us and said:
those five just came out of that house. Since then we have been living
together; it would be a peaceful life if it weren't for a sixth one continually
trying to interfere. He doesn't do us any harm, but he annoys us, and that is
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harm enough; why does he intrude where he is not wanted? We don't know
him and don't want him to join us. There was a time, of course, when the five
of us did not know one another, either; and it could be said that we still don't
know one another, but what is possible and can be tolerated by the five of us
is not possible and cannot be tolerated with this sixth one. In any case, we are
five and don't want to be six. And what is the point of this continual being
together anyhow? It is also pointless for the five of us, but here we are
together and will remain together; a new combination, however, we do not
want, just because of our experiences. But how is one to make all this clear to
the sixth one? Long explanations would almost amount to accepting him in
our circle, so we prefer not to explain and not to accept him. No matter how
he pouts his lips we push him away with our elbows, but however much we
push him away, back he comes.”
Interviewer:

So cool. This is a story written by Franz Kafka at the turn of the twentieth
century. One of the shortest stories I know and one of the most remarkably
packed with thought and implications. Can you turn and talk to your neighbor
about what this all about?

[Group discussion in pairs]
Interviewer:

So, you brilliant human beings, in this remarkable vision, what is fellowship?
Yes, Sir Charlie.

Charlie:

We saw it as the five of them are Tom Buchanan’s circle, and Gatsby’s the
sixth one. And no matter how much he flaunts his wealth, and he’s clearly
proven his wealth, whether it be the house, the plane, all his lavish parties,
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there’s something there where he’s never going to be a part of that circle. And
it’s kind of Gatsby’s self-consciousness, and what his end goal is, and what
Daisy represents being in that circle. And he’s just never going to be accepted
in the circle.
Interviewer:

I think that’s absolutely fantastic. Really good interpretation. Within the
construct of the story itself, what is fellowship? Of what does fellowship
consist? Yes please, Maddie.

Maddie:

I guess it’s like a group of people who are the insiders maybe. They're like a
whole group together.

Interviewer:

Great, lovely.

Maddie:

Grouped together and coexist together.

Interviewer:

Great, yeah. So just to confirm now, what makes them insiders?

Maddie:

Because they're inside the house, and they live together. They stand outside
the house when they come out of the house. So it’s a closed five.

Amanda:

I don’t really know, but is it just kind of togetherness by default? Like there’s
no real reason why they're supposed to be together but they’ve come from this
house, and they all walk out of the house together and they’re on the same
ground. And the other one that wasn’t originally there just kind of isn’t as in
it. And even though this sixth one could be as accepted, the five just decided,
“No.”

Interviewer:

Wonderful, call on somebody.

Sakura:

I feel like to add onto your point, the feeling of fellowship is caused by the
five of them bonding together to push the other one out.
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Interviewer:

Say again please, one more time? Yes?

Sakura:

The feeling of fellowship is caused by the five of them bonding together to
push the sixth one out. And that’s where fellowship comes from.

Interviewer:

So interesting. Yes, how absolutely interesting, Sakura. Do you want to call
on someone?

Sakura:

Ruth.

Ruth.

It also comes up where they make up a factor to bond them. Like in the Great
Gatsby, “their fundamental decencies are parceled out differently.” So “we’re
just naturally better,” like, “You wouldn’t get it.”

Interviewer:

Yes indeed, absolutely. Absolutely. Yes, Anya?

Anya:

And I feel the whole idea of a fellowship is that only a few people can be a
part of it. So there’s always going to be an outsider, no matter how many
people are in that group.

Interviewer:

Exactly. What both of you are implying is the fact that there’s an outsider is
not a coincidence, right? Do you want to explain a little bit more?

Sakura:

Just, it’s not coincidence—rather, it’s the cause of fellowships.

Interviewer:

In Kafka’s very dark but brilliantly crystalline vision here, the source of the
fellowship is the fact that there’s an outsider. Of course, this is being told from
the position of an insider, so he doesn’t perceive this fact. And in this deadpan
narrative, how are they first grouped together? What first groups them
together? Yes please, Maddie?

Maddie:

Coming out of the house?
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Interviewer:

Right. And just reading it even a little closer in there. What’s the moment in
which that crystalizes?

Maddie:

They're five friends.

Interviewer:

Well now, are they five friends?

Maddie:

Well, they’re the first ones.

Interviewer:

Exactly, and then I think it gets a little bit murkier.

Alex:

Isn’t it their toleration of one another, right?

Interviewer:

Yeah, that’s what friends do right? [Singing] “That’s what friends are for…”
To tolerate one another? Hmmm…

Anya:

Isn’t it kind of like how other people see them?

Interviewer:

Yes! Where do you see that? You’re right!

Anya:

Well it’s like, “People began to notice us. They pointed at us and said those
five just came out of that house.”

Interviewer:

Exactly! So this is evoking a kind of a concept of fellowship that is based on
such tenuous and superficial bonds. And of course, in this fascinating way, we
realize again, Kafka was a Jewish person living in Prague at the turn of the
century between late 1800s to the early 1900s. Not a good time to be a Jewish
person. Not a good place to be a Jewish person. And this feeling of what
fellowship means and how one relates to it, I think, is hugely informed by
that. And in this way, to my mind the story becomes an extraordinary
metaphorical depiction of racism, of sexism, of whatever else it is. Where
people find themselves bonding with people where there’s no bond at all
except for, as Sakura was pointing out, that sixth person. Yes, Maddie.
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Maddie:

Like their only characteristic is the fact that they are in that house. There’s
nothing else that we know about them. And that it’s like the five of them.

Interviewer:

Yes, exactly right. Exactly right. And it’s wonderful, because exactly as
Maddie reads, again this is from the narrator’s point of view. “We are five
friends.” And then it translates into, “There was a time of course when the five
of us didn’t know one another either and it could be so we still don’t know
one another. But what is possible and can be tolerated by the five of us …”
and it’s suddenly like “Ah!”

Anya:

So, I’m totally connecting this with the chapter we just read. It’s all about the
outsider constantly trying to force his way in. Even if one of the insiders is
being nice, they're really never going to want him there.

Interviewer:

Because their existence as insiders depends on the outsider. Absolutely
brilliant. Another passage, yes please.

Alex:

Mine is kind of similar, it’s on 102. "I believe we've met somewhere before,
Mr. Buchanan." "Oh, yes," said Tom, gruffly polite but obviously not
remembering. "So we did. I remember very well." "About two weeks ago."
"That's right. You were with Nick here." "I know your wife," continued
Gatsby, almost aggressively.”
So I wrote, “This quote represents the relationship between Gatsby and Tom,
Gatsby being the outsider and Tom being insider. Tom is everything Gatsby
wants to be, and Daisy also represents this. They are in the secret society. To
Gatsby, Tom is irresistible, for he wants to prove himself to show that he is in
fact on the inside. Gatsby vividly remember meeting Tom, while Tom is
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indifferent to it, not even remembering that they have met before. On paper
that is nothing that differentiates Tom and Gatsby. Gatsby has a mansion
lavish and expensive parties. He checks every box that should be required to
be on the inside. But it just isn’t. They politely invite him to dinner, but
Gatsby doesn’t catch on that they don’t want him there. Despite how hard he
tries he will never be an insider.”
Interviewer:

Alex, excellent. Genna you had a brilliant passage, and a brilliant
interpretation—could I ask you to read?

Genna:

Okay. So I did one of page 103. “The rest of us walked out on the porch,
where Sloane and the lady began an impassioned conversation aside. ‘My
God, I believe the man's coming,’ said Tom. ‘Doesn't he know she doesn't
want him?’”

Interviewer:

Brilliant.

Genna:

That’s what I wrote I about. I said, “If any single passage in the book could
represent the unwritten immobility of class it would be this one. While Gatsby
is grabbing his things for a dinner, he was only invited out of drunkenness and
politeness, he seems to miss the unspoken message that they don’t actually
want Gatsby to go. He doesn’t see the signs and he lacks the ability to find the
hidden meanings.
“On the other hand, Nick who went to Yale, who understands the uber rich
society lifestyle, understands the messages. He also can see that Gatsby is
missing the boat and making a fool out of himself. Before they leave on
horseback, without Gatsby, they give Nick a cool nod as if there is an

260

unspoken ‘secret society’ Gatsby will always be on the outside of.” And I’m
connecting this now to the “fellowship” idea, where the “secret society” is the
fellowship.
Interviewer:

Beautiful writing by the way. That’s awesome for free write. Exactly as you
say, because he’s an outsider, he’s literally not hearing the message; and in a
meta-way, as I said to you before, as Riverdale Collegiate students you will
instinctively get stuff out of this book, where if I taught it in Ireland, it would
not be the same immediate understanding.
This pseudo-enthusiasm, “We must have you down,” as you hear, means
nothing. It just means, “The sky’s blue.” “It looks like it might rain
tomorrow.” It doesn’t mean anything other than that. And his
misinterpretation is actually an exact reflection of what Genna was saying.
Was it you Maddie who wrote about the polo player?

Maddie:

Yes. So on page 105 at the top, it says, “He took them ceremoniously from
group to group: ‘Mrs. Buchanan . . . and Mr. Buchanan—' After an instant's
hesitation he added: ‘the polo player.’ ‘Oh no,’ objected Tom quickly, ‘Not
me.’ But evidently the sound of it pleased Gatsby for Tom remained ‘the polo
player’ for the rest of the evening.” And I felt that was an interesting passage.

Interviewer:

Would you mind reading what you wrote?

Maddie:

Gatsby introduces Tom as the polo player. However he denies that title by
saying, “Not me.” But Gatsby continues going round introducing him as the
polo player. Again, this seems like Gatsby’s trying to control the scene,
control time symbolically, from group to group. They're in this cycle
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controlled by Gatsby. He’s taking control of people’s first impression of Tom
and playing with it.
And I thought that was interesting because it’s like him setting up this perfect
scenario that he wants to happen, because he keeps doing it over and over
again. I felt like that was him trying to introduce a kind of flow over this
fantasy that he wants. I don't know how to explain that.
Interviewer:

I’m really interested in what you’re saying, and I’m not quite sure I’m
grasping exactly in what way controlling time. but I want to follow up on that.
Yes, please?

Rena:

The way I interpreted this was that it’s kind of a power move against Tom,
and forced integration into Gatsby society, where Gatsby is the key player.
And Tom who had earlier been looking around with kind of disgust at all of
these labeled people that Gatsby was pointing out, Tom is now forcibly
through Gatsby becoming one of these partiers who has a label. Like Gatsby
earlier is pointing out, “Oh that’s the movie star. And that the director, and
now you’re the polo player.” So you’re reduced to that level, and you’re now
a part of the West Egg atmosphere in a way that Tom didn’t want to be.

Interviewer:

Super clever. Brilliant, absolutely brilliant. Yes.

Amanda:

Yeah, I agree. I think it’s like a power move. Especially after Tom kind of
wants to reject this title. And then Gatsby continuously brings it up kind of to
prove his dominance. Saying like, now I can label you, I can introduce you
however I want to because you’re in my house.

Interviewer:

So interesting.
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Ruth:

Well it’s also Gatsby kind of saying like you’re on my turf now. This is where
I’m the insider and you have to be the outsider. You rely on me to be a part of
this. It’s “Fellowship,” where the label is being applied externally.

Interviewer:

Yes totally. I also think there’s two other things about it: one alternate title
would be, Daisy’s husband. “The polo player” is much more innocuous,
which is where I was wondering if you were going, Maddie, with the idea of
rolling back time. It avoids the dreaded title of “husband.”
The other thing is also, although polo is an exceedingly wealthy sport, the
actual players were often hired hands. Extremely rich people own the strings
of polo ponies, but they’re not necessarily riding them themselves. So maybe
it’s an implied demotion from this squillionaire with even bigger house that’s
richer across the lake. Yes please, Maddie.

Maddie:

And also back on the polo player, he’s introducing him to actors, and
directors, and all these awesome people, and he’s like, a polo player.

Interviewer:

Yes, yes indeed. Yes agree, I agree broadly. Yes.

Male:

Yes, I also think him having like recognized as a polo player, I don't know, it
may just be my kind of judgement of that time, but I feel like even then, polo
is this old money sport. No one really goes casually to a polo game, like a
baseball game. So I feel like Gatsby pointing him out as old money, it’s
forcing him to be on the outside and to act like he’s on the outside of this kind
of new money area.

Interviewer:

Yes. You know we have a champion polo player at the school? A year ago or
two years ago. He actually got a scholarship for his polo.
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Female:

To what school?

Interviewer:

I actually think it’s an amazing sport. I think it’s actually extraordinary. Sorry
go ahead.

Male:

This is going on about the thing you were saying about how the polo player is
usually a hired hand.

Interviewer:

Can be. Certainly now very much so. I don't know about back then as much.

Male:

Well I kind of had a similar thought. I thought he was trying to introduce him
as in the same sense as like a jockey, other than someone who owns the horse
and manages it. And I thought he was saying that there’s a relation between
him and this wealthy atmosphere, like he’s not necessarily …

Interviewer:

Like, he’s the chauffer. Exactly! Yes, indeed. Nice limousine you’re driving,
chauffer. Great! Other passages that struck people. Rena?

Rena:

I talked about the bottom of 109, and the top of 110, where Gatsby starts out
saying how much he’s distraught over Daisy not liking his party. Should I just
read?

Interviewer:

Yes please. Would you mind reading the passage to begin with?

Rena:

Yeah, it wasn’t so specific, it was kind of a lot of it.

Interviewer:

Okay, if you don’t mind then, let’s at least go from the very last paragraph on
page 109, to the first two paragraphs of 110.

Rena:

“‘And she doesn't understand,’ he said. ‘She used to be able to understand.
We'd sit for hours----’ He broke off and began to walk up and down a desolate
path of fruit rinds and discarded favors and crushed flowers. ‘I wouldn't ask
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too much of her,’ I ventured. ‘You can't repeat the past.’ ‘Can't repeat the
past?’ he cried incredulously. ‘Why of course you can!’”
Interviewer:

Brilliant, absolutely lovely. Beautiful reading.

Rena:

In this passage Gatsby is distraught over Daisy not liking his party. And in
this commotion, it feels that his true longings, motivations, and expectations
are revealed. For Gatsby, his greatest desire is that Daisy would be as devoted
as he is. He not only wants to turn back the clock, something he does say, but
for it to have stopped entirely. Daisy going back to Gatsby, choosing him
could never be enough. For him Daisy would have needed to stay as frozen in
time as he. Any time with Tom, any love for Tom, and any true feeling for
Tom and possibly for their child, must never have existed in the first
place.Gatsby tries to replay a narrative in which he and Daisy are the only two
people in the world. Only they can understand each other. But, his bubble’s
quickly been popped.

Interviewer:

Fantastic. I’m actually going to jump directly from that to Ruth who had a
related passage that I’d like to touch on.

Ruth:

Yeah, on page 117.

Interviewer:

Would you mind reading it?

Ruth:

Yeah of course. “‘Bles-sed pre-cious,’ she crooned, holding out her arms.
‘Come to your own mother that loves you.’ The child, relinquished by the
nurse, rushed across the room and rooted shyly into her mother's dress. ‘The
Bles-sed pre-cious! Did mother get powder on your old yellowy hair? Stand
up now, and say How-de-do.’ Gatsby and I in turn leaned down and took the
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small reluctant hand. Afterward he kept looking at the child with surprise. I
don't think he had ever really believed in its existence before.”
Gatsby is surprised upon seeing Daisy and Tom’s daughter in person, as she is
a physical manifestation of Daisy and Gatsby’s lost time together. Gatsby can
no longer pretend that nothing has changed between them. He is forced to
think of logistical issues now. Daisy hasn’t spent the past five years just sitting
around pining over Gatsby. She started a family and had a child for whom she
theatrically displays her love. Despite Gatsby’s belief that one can easily
repeat and relive the past, it is clear that he will not be able to work around
this speed bump. Until now Gatsby has enjoyed the drama, stirring things up
with Tom and fueling rumors about himself. All with the comfort of knowing
that he’s in control. But now things are real and he doesn’t have power over
them, which clearly disturbs him.
Interviewer:

Wonderful. I want to pick up on one adjective you mentioned, “theatrically.”
Can you unpack?

Ruth:

Yeah. Well she’s basically taking her child in as a prop. Like showing her off
saying, “I love her. Like look at her, she’s great.” And it’s just kind of
ridiculous. You don’t talk about someone you care about like that. You don’t
bring them in for a minute, prance them around, and then tell them to leave.

Interviewer:

Exactly. Particularly since the prior time she referred to her, Nick is like, I
supposed she eats and stuff like that. It was like, “I think so. I think so
probably, let me check with the nurse.” Rosa?
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Rosa:

I did one on 110 too. Should I read it? “He looked around him wildly, as if the
past were lurking here in the shadow of his house, just out of reach of his
hand. ‘I'm going to fix everything just the way it was before,’ he said, nodding
determinedly. ‘She'll see.’ He talked a lot about the past and I gathered that
he wanted to recover something, some idea of himself perhaps, that had gone
into loving Daisy. His life had been confused and disordered since then, but if
he could once return to a certain starting place and go over it all slowly, he
could find out what that thing was. . . .” Should I read, or just talk?

Interviewer:

Read, please!

Rosa:

“Gatsby’s love and infatuation of Daisy proves itself to be made from
memories of the past in the paragraph. Gatsby realizes something is different
with Daisy after five years, but cannot accept that the relationship that they
had before is unachievable now.
Gatsby is stuck in the past and refuses to let go of the idea that Daisy he used
to love is not the Daisy he wants now. He lives his live hoping to regain a
broken memory. Because at some point along the way he lost who he really
was, and he’s convinced that he will find it in Daisy. Whatever he believes he
will find in Daisy is not there anymore. But he refuses to accept this fact.”

Interviewer:

Absolutely. Yes go on.

Rosa:

Basically it’s saying how he’s looking for something in Daisy, because he
spent so much time on her. And obviously I think he kind of loves her. But I
also think that he wants to find himself in her. He left a part of himself with
her.
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Interviewer:

That’s absolutely lovely. In fact just again thinking on the passages you’re
dealing with here where it says, “Out of the corner of his eye Gatsby saw that
the blocks of the sidewalk really formed a ladder and mounted to a secret
place above the trees.” And that secret place, effectively it’s not just a person,
but what Daisy has represented, just as you’re saying. A place within himself
that he can climb up to. It’s his mystical fellowship, whatever that means.
And very interestingly also, the very end of the chapter it says, “I was
reminded of something--an elusive rhythm, a fragment of lost words, that I
had heard somewhere a long time ago. For a moment a phrase tried to take
shape in my mouth and my lips parted like a dumb man's, as though there was
more struggling upon them than a wisp of startled air. But they made no
sound and what I had almost remembered was uncommunicable forever.”
Reminds me first of all of prior author that we read this year, does it remind
you of any?

Ruth:

Is it Thoreau?

Interviewer:

It’s both Thoreau and Emerson in fact. Emerson talks about the
incommunicability of thought, and Thoreau talks about when our rational
mind tries to take a moment and turn it into words, it actually stops being what
it was. But they both suggest the idea that there’s a moment that’s
incommunicable, that’s lost, that the intuition cannot communicate through
tuition.
But of course in a way this is a micro version of exactly what it is that
Gatsby’s trying to do that you guys were referring to. where you’ve got the
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whole idea that Gatsby’s not just trying to recapture the past but to literally
live the past for the first time again. Which is really quite a challenge.
So if you wouldn't mind please finish off chapter seven, right. And a brilliant
chapter it is.
[End of recorded material 00:35:06]
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Sophomores, American Lit “B-Band,” Chapter 6 Gatsby/Fellowship
[The class begins with students choosing a passage on which to write, freewriting, then
partnering with the person next to them and reading aloud. After each has read, without any
verbal “caret signs” allowed, they discuss in pairs briefly, and then class opens to general
discussion.]
[Start of recorded material at 00:00:01]
Instructor:

Up at the very top of page 110 are those extraordinary lines that Russell's
passage tailed into, which is: “I wouldn't ask too much of her,” I ventured.
“You can't repeat the past.” And he says: “Can't repeat the past? he cried
incredulously. “Why, of course you can.” And this is obviously such a
specific statement of faith, of exactly what Russell is talking about.
What do you guys make of the end of the chapter on page 111?
Yes, Jenny. I see a thought.

Jenny:

Yeah. I really liked that last paragraph on page 111, and it reminds me of the
very beginning, when Nick is talking about his relationship with his father,
because it uses uncommunicable and how they had sort of a reserved
relationship but they were able to somehow communicate.
And I think that, for me at least, what I was thinking about, how it references
“a fragment of lost words, like something I heard a long time ago, like a
phrase that's trying to take shape.” The first thing that came to mind was “I
love you,” like that phrase, and how Nick is reminded of the sort of idea of
love, and it’s like he's kind of grasping at it, but he can't put – he can't
formulate the words because it's something that's so out of context or reach for
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him, like emotionally, he just hasn't – like, it's – he's like, oh, I am reminded
of something, they're like lost words, like I've heard it before, and I tried to –
he tries to almost say it, but he struggles to because he just hasn't had that
capacity for human connection, as we've seen throughout the book, that it's –
he just hasn't been able to get past his own emotional issues of intimacy.
And so for me, that really just encompassed that all in one passage.
Instructor:

Absolutely intensely interesting. How does make you feel about Nick's
fascination with Gatsby?

Jenny:

I think that it only – for me at least, it pushes it a bit more towards less of a
friendship and more of, like, there is something about Gatsby that's starting to
tap into Nick's ability to connect emotionally with someone and to be
intimate. And I definitely think that throughout this book, the ways in which
Nick notices Gatsby, not just observes Gatsby but notices the way he makes
him feel. I think you could see that, even though it's subtle, Nick is trying to
express how he feels about Gatsby, which, he doesn't really express how he
feels a whole lot in this book.
So I think that when Gatsby is talking about all this – like, of the past, and this
love between him and Daisy, it's kind of illuminating something inside of
Nick and maybe connecting back somewhere to a feeling he is trying to
suppress but he has for Gatsby.

Instructor:

That, you know, totally interesting. I definitely feel like there is something
about the emotion that Gatsby is experiencing that is resonating with Nick, but
reading this, I suddenly was like, ah, I think there's something else. It's not
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actually – I don't know. Let's see if anybody – any other thoughts on this
particular passage and what Gatsby's role is for Nick in this passage? Because
to me it was suddenly an epiphany reading this thing.
But first of all, one other thing as well: Does that line about the
incommunicable thought that was just there for a second and then disappears,
does it remind you of anything else you read this year, or maybe not?
Please, Americans. See? It's disappearing from your own thoughts.
Ben:

I don't remember who it was, but I just remember talking about it. I think it
was something like, if you have a thought and it’s not there anymore, like
something happens in the past and then disappears

Instructor:

Right. Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah.

Student:

It was either Thoreau or Emerson. I don't remember which.

Instructor:

Absolutely! In fact, it's both of them. Both of them, slightly different tilts on
it, but that's absolutely right. Emerson talks about the incommunicability of a
thought. It's a thought that's so transient that by the time it turns into words, it
starts turning into something else. And Thoreau talks about the
incommunicability of the emotion at the time, that when you're trying to talk,
your consciousness starts going “yada, yada, yada” in your head, and you can't
actually say what it is you mean.
But it's to me so interesting, the way the American mind is a sort of an übermind of thoughts of different kinds that are all sifting into our heads from the
Puritans onwards. And you are going to actually see more of this in this text as
well.
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But right here, the incommunicability, I think, is really interesting. Yes please,
Ivy.
Ivy:

I also found it interesting how he said, “My lips parted like a dumb man's.”

Instructor:

Yes.

Ivy:

And I feel like that just goes back to how he feels that emotions – that makes
him kind of almost less of a person –

Instructor:

Yes.

Ivy:

– and he's avoiding those emotions.

Instructor:

Yes, absolutely. Yes, Jenny.

Jenny:

But it's also like a play on words, like you can interpret it in two ways,
because – I don't know if they still do, but they used to refer to people who
couldn't speak as –

Instructor:

Yes, dumb.

Jenny:

– as dumb.

Instructor:

Yes, which is the way it's meant right here.

Jenny:

Yeah, but, like, I guess it's something that came up for me when Ivy was
talking about it was, like, also, maybe it's sort of stupid to have that feeling,
like using it as the other meaning as well. I don't know if that's relevant, but –

Instructor:

It could. It absolutely could. Yes.

Jacqueline:

A line that particularly jumped off the page for me was “his appalling
sentimentality,” and that kind of just illuminated the rest of the paragraph for
me, because I was able to understand it through kind of the lens that he was
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critiquing his emotions, and he was – like Gatsby is kind of his insight into
emotion, in a way –
Instructor:

Awesome, Jacqueline. Yes.

Jacqueline:

– and he was kind of turning away from it, you know.

Instructor:

Yes. I was hearing it in exactly the way you are suggesting right there. To me,
this is an epiphany moment for me, reading this. It was suddenly like, oh my
God! Actually, it's not to me, I think, so much that he is feeling an emotion for
Gatsby, but that Gatsby allows him to feel an emotion through him, which is
something that he has not allowed himself. And I suddenly thought, oh my
God, this is the thing that's so fascinating with Gatsby, and in fact, it's alluded
to at other points in this chapter. There is some interesting stuff in here.
On page 107, did any of you guys notice a passage on page 107?
Yes, please, Marilyn.

Marilyn:

The first full paragraph.

Instructor:

That's the one. Would you mind reading that please? If you wouldn't mind
reading that paragraph.

Marilyn:

“But the rest offended her—and inarguably, because it wasn't a gesture but
an emotion. She was appalled by West Egg, this unprecedented place that
Broadway had begotten upon a Long Island fishing village—appalled by its
raw vigor that chafed under the old euphemisms and by the too obtrusive fate
that herded its inhabitants along a short cut from nothing to nothing. She saw
something awful in the very simplicity she failed to understand.”
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Instructor:

Awesome. What are your thoughts about this passage, which is exactly the
one that I was hoping that somebody would mention?

Marilyn:

I mean, just the first sentence, where it says, “because it wasn't a gesture but
an emotion,” he could see a clear divide between being a part of West Egg and
East Egg. In East Egg, I think it is, they don't care about emotions. They are
very sophisticated and just care about that. You just have to be polite. That's
what stood out to me.

Instructor:

I'm actually going to send you this extraordinary story called “Fellowship,”
and it just kind of occurred to me when we were looking at this passage. I'm
going to do it right now.

[Sends story. Break for reading, and quick chat in pairs; then back to full class.]
Instructor:

Yes, Sir Luke?

Luke:

We noticed this piece is about the insider/outsider kind of concept. And we
noticed in the very last line, specifically, when it says however much we push
him away, back he comes, and Jenny brought up a point. It’s like being in a
fraternity or sorority or something, where the whole appeal of being in a
fraternity is the fact that not everyone can be in the fraternity. And the whole
thing about being in an exclusive group that is cool to be in it is the fact that
other people can't be in it. So by saying, “No matter how much we push him
away, back he comes,” the point about – like, you cannot be in this group.

Instructor:

Brilliant. Absolutely a brilliant exposition on this. Absolutely. So in what does
the Fellowship consist? The story is called “Fellowship.” What is fellowship
in this construct? Yes?
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Anna:

I guess the Fellowship consists of who's not there.

Instructor:

I think that – the biggest bond they have – yes, Ben?

Ben:

Yeah, I was going to say that, like, I think it said, “We don't even know each
other, but we know each other enough to say we're connected because we are
not him.” Like, he's not in it or the other person's not in it, so we are
connected as much as it counts.

Instructor:

Awesome. Absolutely awesome. Ivy?

Ivy:

I also found it interesting how it said in the beginning, how one walked to the
gate as gliding.

Instructor:

Lovely.

Ivy:

So in some ways, I felt like it's kind of Nick who is walking along. He is still
involved in this world. However, it's like Daisy and Tom can glide in on their
wealth and money, how they are also insiders.

Instructor:

Marvelous, marvelous. Yes, Jenny?

Jenny:

I was going to say, also, to Ben's point, not only is it like, “Oh, we don't really
know each other but we're still connected.” It's, “We don't really know each
other but we're five,” and they're establishing themselves. It's like, “If we are
five and that's what defines us, and just because of that, we can't have a sixth.”

Instructor:

Absolutely, completely, and there's even an additional layer. Yes?

Zoe:

It's like what you were talking about – I don't know where the quote was, but
in order for Gatsby and Daisy to feel the intimacy, they need someone on the
outside in order to experience it and how it's the paradox of how when you
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have other people that are in a different group, and they are on the outside,
you feel more like an insider.
Instructor:

And even the actual origins of this group are where, which is also so
interesting? Just have a look quickly at it and see how it goes. Yes?

Jenny:

It was because of other people, because –

Instructor:

What is it you're talking about? You're exactly right, of course.

Jenny:

So it's a few lines, maybe four lines down. It says, “People began to notice us.
They pointed at us and said, those five just came out of the house.”

Instructor:

Absolutely!

Jenny:

And it says, since then, we have been together, because it's sort of the ideal,
having someone on the outside of that audience noticing you, but noticing you
as a group and as this sort of separate entity, and that's what defines you. The
outsiders define fellowship to the inside, in some ways. In a way, even though
Tom acts so negatively when Myrtle tries to overstep, her wanting to overstep,
and feeling so swept away by his white shirt on the train, is key to his
membership in the fellowship. Even Gatsby, in a way, helps to reinforce the
value of the fellowship by not being in, but wanting to be.

Instructor:

Yes. Kafka was a Jewish writer living in Prague at the turn of the 20th
century, not a popular thing to be, and to my mind, this fits so powerfully into
everything with been reading about now. It talks to racism. It talks to sexism.
It talks to whatever it is, and the way of course from within, afterwards,
people start to use it in some way. But the initial construct is this
extraordinary, beautifully suggested artificiality. Yes?
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Anna:

It's like, you're not special until someone says you are. You don't have any
power until someone says you have it. But from then on, it's like, you can't
take that away. Once someone has told you that you are the insider, it's like
they speak it into existence, and then you can't un-say it.

Instructor:

Beautiful. Absolutely beautifully put. Yes?

Luke:

I would say a big part of this is because the notion of the group and all the
exclusive things like that, it's kind of abstract and not so visible, you need a
point of reference to determine which side of the line you're on.

Instructor:

East Egg, West Egg. Exactly.

Jenny:

Yeah. But I don't know if Nick knows that he is an insider.

Instructor:

I think we were talking about this before, and my feeling is that he is
effortlessly an insider while he is emotionally detached, but there's a sort of a
voluntary quality to that detachment that's different from Gatsby. And to me,
again, this coheres with the Nick and Gatsby divide, because Nick is, in this
weird way, a little bit caught between the two worlds – without and within, to
borrow his own phrase from earlier on – where on the one side, he's got this
emotional feeling, whether it's a writers feeling or whatever it is. On the other
end, there's the other writer's analysis, and the overlay of East Egg
sophistication. You can't express emotion. You shouldn't even feel it. So
there's this very weird dichotomy, this uncomfortable dichotomy, where he's
stuck, and I feel like this passage exactly evokes it.
Other passages that struck you guys in this? Let me actually – you know what,
I'm just going to super quickly read this piece, exactly the piece that Marilyn
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just brought up. “The rest offended her” and “failed to understand” – that
whole passage.
This cuts to the heart of a motif that is running through this chapter of the
book, the insuperable distance between West and East Egg and what they
represent. The newness, the rawness, the intrinsic American energy is what
East Egg is denying, and consequently, this abrades Daisy, but even further, it
isn't a gesture but an emotion. This taps into the division, in fact, between
Nick and Gatsby. It is, I think, based on this chapter, the allure of Gatsby, that
he is allowed to feel the emotion that Nick denies himself.
And then page 111, which was the one that Jenny mentioned before. “Through
it all, he said, I was reminded of something, an elusive rhythm I had heard
somewhere along time ago.” Nick finds himself caught between the two
worlds, so that as he comments, as he says on page 104, “It is invariably
saddening to look through new eyes upon things upon which you expanded
your own powers of adjustment.” What do you make of the word adjustment
on page 104? What does he mean? Yes please, Ben.
Ben:

I guess I would say that Gatsby has adjusted Daisy in his mind and been like,
“oh, she's such, like this amazing person,” kind of what we talked about
yesterday, where he's more in love with, I guess, the idea of her now instead
of actually her. So then when he sees her – then, when he sees her for real,
and it's kind of, I guess, saddening, to use his words, and to be like, oh, well,
this is not what I remember. It's kind of sad now.
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Instructor:

That is a very interesting interpretation, but this particular passage is Nick
speaking rather than Gatsby. Anna?

Anna:

I think it’s more Nick is naturally an insider in the fellowship, he himself
would fit into East Egg, but he has gotten used to West Egg. He lives there,
and so he has adjusted to it. But then seeing it again through the eyes of an
insider in the fellowship of East Egg, like an outsider to West Egg—it's
saddening, because he can see how he shouldn't be adjusted to it, even though
he is.

Instructor:

Absolutely, Anna. Totally on-target. And it's a peculiar foil to the earlier
experience near the beginning of the novel, where he meets the outsider on
West Egg who says, “What's the way to whatever shop?” and he's like, “Yes,
I'm an insider now!” And now he suddenly like, “Oh, I don't want to be an
insider” because Daisy has looked at this, and she's looked at it and thought,
“Oh, Jesus, ugh.” And he's like, “Oh, yeah, yeah. No, I don't like it either.” It's
really, really interesting stuff.

Ivy:

Well, people from East Egg, how they show their wealth, they don't have to
prove themselves that they’re wealthy. They just are wealthy, and that's kind
of what Gatsby throughout this book has been doing wrong. He is constantly
proving that “I have all this wealth. Look at me, look at this car, old sport,”
but he doesn't actually have this wealth – well, he has this wealth, but he
doesn't have the social class. He isn’t part of the fellowship even though he’s
rich.
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Instructor:

Other passages that struck you guys in this chapter and a little bit? On page
103, for example, there's a very – there's a little micro-moment that you're just
like, argh! Yes.

Ryuchi:

Well, I noticed that Mrs. Sloan and Mr. Sloan, they invited Gatsby to have
dinner with them, but Gatsby failed to notice that it wasn't really an invitation
but just a gesture.

Instructor:

Absolutely, Ryuchi, right on. Remember what I said before? This may be a
book that you guys have a particular understanding of, because of the world
you guys live in. This is a particularly American world, and a particular
society in America, where “you must come over” is absolutely, completely
not sincere at all. All it means is “nice to meet you” or something even more
anodyne that that. But Gatsby, because he's not from this world, thinks, “Oh,
okay, well, I must get over there immediately,” and there's this one critical
line where you're just like, ouch. Yes.

Ivy:

Well, so I actually wrote about this.

Instructor:

Good. Do you want to read what you wrote? I'd love you to read what you
wrote.

Ivy :

So the passage is when Tom is kind of appalled because he sees Gatsby hasn't
been invited.

Instructor:

Brilliant reading, Ivy.

Ivy:

Okay. So in this passage, Tom does not want Gatsby to infiltrate the inner
circle. For the fellowship, there needs to be an outsider wanting in, a distinct
line between the two worlds and the two Eggs. His reasoning is that Gatsby
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will not know anyone, as he is just an outsider wanting to be an insider. Just as
Tom is afraid of his white race vanishing, he believes Gatsby is tarnishing his
world. With him around, Daisy and women roam around too much, and by
keeping Gatsby away, he believes that he is preserving his way of life and
luxury.
Instructor:

Absolutely. And it's really interesting the way that you are seeing it as him
pushing him outside of his world, which you're totally right about, and which
is actually an aspect that I hadn't even thought of. But also, there is a code that
Gatsby is simply not reading, and Tom is saying, this guy, he doesn't
understand the difference between an invitation and an “invitation,” like, “Oh
my God, he doesn't get it.” Yes?

Jenny:

And if you remember the invitation Gatsby extended to Nick in the beginning
of the book—remember Nick reading that as so sincere and wanting to go
after Gatsby and say “thank you, thank you,” and that's kind of tied into this,
where he thinks that these invitations are these sincere gestures of sentiment
or whatever.

Instructor:

Totally. Absolutely right. Totally interesting – although of course, Gatsby's
invitation to Nick was for a very ulterior motive, which only comes out
afterwards, but yes. Yes?

Spencer:

I find it funny because in this situation, Nick is the one who kind of picks up
on it, and thinks kind of like, “Oh, Gatsby, don't go, it's okay,” and Gatsby
goes inside to get his hat, and when Tom and everyone leaves, he's just like,
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“Thank God Gatsby's not going with them.” Tom and Nick see the problem
and Gatsby doesn’t, because they’re in the fellowship and he isn’t.
Instructor:

Brilliant. Absolutely brilliantly put, absolutely right on.
And of course you have to admire the fact that Nick is playing—do you know
what the word disingenuous means? Disingenuous means a false naïveté. Tom
says, “My God, I believe the man's coming. Doesn't he know she doesn't want
him?” And he says, “She says she does want him.” Of course, Nick realizes
that she doesn't want Gatsby, but Nick is in this moment covering for the
outsider with his bland comment, “Well, I thought she said she did want him.”
But that's a disingenuous response.
What about the party? What about, in particular, anything at the bottom of
page 105 that struck you? Yes, please, Ryuchi?

Ryuchi:

Well, at the bottom, I think Tom wanted to go somewhere with some girl, and
then Daisy's like, “Here, take my pencil.”

Instructor:

That's right. That's exactly, because Tom is like, “There's a guy over there
talking.” She's like, here, “You want to take her phone number? Go ahead.”
You know, she's not buying it. As part of their secret society, she knows damn
well what Tom is up to. She is not in the least under the illusion that he is
going to speak to a guy.
Okay, so there are a couple of things I want to mention. One is picking up on
the passage that Russell mentioned earlier. On the bottom of page 109, what is
it that Gatsby wants from Daisy, which is very important? Yes, please?

Anna:

He wants Daisy to leave Tom, and to tell Tom that she never loved him.
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Instructor:

That's right, and there is a distinction there. Of course, it's one thing for her to
leave Tom, but the thing that he wants from her, as he says is, she should go to
Tom and say, “I never loved you,” after she obliterated four years – yes?

Ivy:

Yeah, so, like, obliterated four years. He just wants her to erase time and say
this never happened, this relationship never even happened, and to go back to
exactly that moment where he left her before.

Instructor:

Absolutely, Ivy. I completely agree. Yes, Jacqueline?

Jacqueline:

I would say her kind of erasing time, as you put it, as affirming his fantasy
that he has had all these years and in a way kind of confirms that he wasn't
wasting his time, and his belief that you really can bring back time.

Instructor:

Yeah. Absolutely, absolutely right. And on page 110, towards the bottom
there, there is a key passage again that I think opens a window into why it is
that Gatsby feels about Daisy the way that he does. Yes, please, Merelin?

Merelin:

Is it the second-to-last paragraph? “Out of the corner of his eye Gatsby saw
that the blocks of the sidewalk really formed a ladder and mounted to a secret
place above the trees—he could climb to it, if he climbed alone, and once
there he could suck on the pap of life, gulp down the incomparable milk of
wonder.” Gatsby has a big imagination, so he has this idea that if you can see
it, you can get it.

Student:

I wrote about the idea that Gatsby dreams a lot and if he can dream it, he can
have it, but there's actually a passage on page 99.
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Instructor:

Cool, and I want to get to that in one second, but I just want to super-quickly
look at this one thing here. What is it that Daisy represents to Gatsby? Yes,
please, Mike?

Mike:

The incomparable milk of wonder.

Instructor:

Yeah. Yeah.

Mike:

It's kind of like she literally is non-comparable, and it's something that he has
dreamed of and has wondered about for all this time he has been away from
her, and in order to finally get this milk, it will be the best thing that ever
happens to him, and that will make him the perfect insider, and part of the
“fellowship.” The “secret place” is kind of like the “secret society.”

Ivy:

Yeah. I was going to say that I think the word wonder is like, even if he gets it
now or if he gets an idea of it, he doesn't know what to do next. It’s kind of
like it doesn’t exist.

Instructor:

Exactly. In fact, there's a natural bump down, because if something is
inexpressible, incomparable, anything that is comparable or is expressible is
going to be necessarily a bump down. Absolutely. I agree completely. Yes,
Mike?

Mike:

The way I kind of interpreted it is that the ladder is what he's been doing for
all these years, so his parties would add another notch to his ladder. So
everything he's been doing, by adding Nick and Jordan, he's kind of put his
final piece on the ladder, and now he's just waiting to place it in a location that
it can't fall.
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Instructor:

Yes. Again, this vision of life as a competitive sport where you have to climb
to the top, and the final rung of course is...?

Jenny:

Daisy.

Instructor:

Absolutely. It's a person. So this idea of Daisy as a concept, a measure of
achievement, the ultimate seal of approval for the fellowship, again, is very
problematic. One thing that strikes me actually is, when I'm reading this, I'm
not sure I actually like Gatsby as a person. That’s what I thought your face
was saying, and that's what I was thinking too. And it makes me wonder why
Nick likes him.
But the thing that's so interesting about it is, I think that Nick is projecting
onto him everything that Nick is not, so the degree of risk, the degree of
intensity, the degree of commitment, is all of the stuff that Nick can't do, and I
think hence, Nick looks at him, almost like, if you see two little kids in a
playground, and one of them thinks the other one is everything that that first
kid is not. They're like, oh my God, I wish I could be like—whatever.
Sorry, Jenny. You were going to mention something before.

Jenny:

Yeah. It’s on the passage that started on page 99. It was the first paragraph.

Instructor:

Yes.

Jenny:

“But his heart was in a constant, turbulent riot. The most grotesque and
fantastic conceits haunted him in his bed at night. A universe of ineffable
gaudiness spun itself out in his brain while the clock ticked on the wash-stand
and the moon soaked with wet light his tangled clothes upon the floor. Each
night he added to the pattern of his fancies until drowsiness closed down upon
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some vivid scene with an oblivious embrace. For a while these reveries
provided an outlet for his imagination; they were a satisfactory hint of the
unreality of reality, a promise that the rock of the world was founded securely
on a fairy's wing.”
So, basically, I wrote that earlier it talked about how Gatsby's lonely, aching
heart had created cruel but perfect illusions of Daisy. But this passage really
illustrates that this is not something that's been unique to the past five years.
This has been something that he's done with his entire life, because that
describes a constant turbulent ride, always opting for that which is imagined, a
perfect “fellowship,” rather than a seemingly unluxurious reality before him.
And parts of this passage suggest that Gatsby's wild imagination is in fact a
disadvantage, as it says that “the most grotesque and fantastic conceits
haunted him in his bed at night.” But I found the very last sentence, it was
really beautifully paradoxical in nature because it says “they were a
satisfactory hint of the unreality of reality, a promise that the rock of the world
was founded securely on a fairy's wing.” So basically, Gatsby finds a comfort
and security in his unreliable fantasies, because it's that idea that Merelin
talked about of knowing that nothing is impossible if you can dream it up,
which we know is not true, not to be cynical, but at the same time, I thought
that it's almost like a little kid to me. Like, I know, at least me and my
siblings, all the time, we used to play pretend, and we would dream up these
worlds were we could do anything, and it just feels like Gatsby is in that
constant state with that childhood imagination, playing pretend, and it gives
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him actual comfort knowing that he can break free of his reality and just live
in his dreams, and his imagining being in this fellowship is part of that pretend
world.
Instructor:

I totally think you guys are absolutely nailing this completely. There is
another passage I want to talk on page 114. What has happened with this
fabulous party scene? Yes, please?

Merelin:

I mean, in general, Gatsby, you just notice that all of his ideas aren’t right,
because Daisy, she wasn't in favor of the party. She hated it.

Instructor:

Exactly. Absolutely. That's the end. “So the whole caravansary had fallen in
like a card house at the disapproval in her eyes.” Boom. Like, this whole
season, this whole house, the whole lights, everything—she looks at it and
says, “No, I don't like it,” [whoosh], done. Absolutely done. Not an entrée into
the fellowship after all.
And then a very interesting contrasting thing on page 116 to 117. Anything
that struck you guys there? A couple of really, really notable little things. Yes,
please, Russell?

Russell:

When she kisses him?

Instructor:

Yeah.

Russell:

I was thinking that she did it because she was mad at Tom and she wanted to
get back at him, not because she really loved Gatsby.

Instructor:

I absolutely hear you on that. It's a really interesting, ambiguous moment. It's
not made clear one way or the other, but it feels, certainly, like at that
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moment, it feels like she's sticking it to Tom, possibly as well as loving
Gatsby, but there's a definite stick at Tom involved. Yes, please, Ivy?
Ivy:

I thought that was just her character, her trying to control the strings of her
marriage and her life. You really don't know if she loves him or not, but it's
just, she can control her life, and that's what she really cares about.

Instructor:

That's lovely, absolutely lovely, and I want to pick up just for one second on
the following page, on 117, and – yes, please?

Jenny:

There was a little part where her daughter comes out, and she first asks her
daughter like, “Oh, and how do you like mother's friends? Do you think
they're pretty?” But then the part that really, really jumped out at me was
when Daisy goes, “She doesn't look like her father,” explained Daisy. She
looks like me. She's got my hair and shape of face.”
And I thought that that was – I don't know quite how to explain it, but I think
that she was kind of claiming responsibility for something that she thinks is
pure and beautiful. Like, instead of being, “Oh, here's my daughter,” she was
like, “Oh, yeah, and she looks like me. It's my daughter,” and kind of elevating
herself up. Especially because she has Gatsby in the room, too, being like,
“Oh, yeah, don't worry, she doesn't look like her father.” Like, “it's all me
anyway,” and kind of that aspect of it, too.

Instructor:

Totally interesting. Yes, Anna?

Anna:

I feel like she’s also trying to distance herself from Tom. Like, she has this
thing that she shares with Tom, and she doesn't want to share it with him.I
think throughout a lot of the book, she kind of tries to distance herself from
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her daughter. At the very beginning, she doesn't know very much about her
daughter. She's like, “I guess she eats and sleeps,” like –
Instructor:

Yeah. We’re running out of time. I will email the next reading to you.

[End of recorded material at 00:38:50]

290

Sophomores, American Lit “A-Band,” Chapter 7 Gatsby/Diamonds
[Start of recorded material 00:00:00]
[After playing Paul Simon, “Diamonds on the Soles of Her Shoes” as intertext]
Interviewer:

In a second we’re going to chat. But before we do, I just wanted to mention to
you and ask you if it’s okay: I’m writing a thesis on how English classes
operate and how students work out meaning, and for that I’m recording
classes. They're completely anonymous—no students are ever cited by
name—but it’s a way of finding out how students actually make meaning of a
text that’s complex.
So if it’s okay with you, I would love to record the class, and I want to ask
permission before I do. Is that okay? If any of you has an issue it wouldn’t be
held against you, but it’s just completely anonymous. It’s literally just the way
that students make meaning. Brilliant! Alright, awesome people, I want to ask
you if anything popped for you? Which it should. Yes?

Alex:

I think the last line, when he sings, “People say I’m crazy, I got diamonds on
the soles of my shoes. Well, that’s one way to lose these walking blues,
diamonds on the soles of our shoes.” I think he’s kind of trying to overcompensate for the girl with his own wealth.

Interviewer:

Sorry, who?

Alex:

The boy in the song, which we can compare to Gatsby’s having these lavish
crazy parties to show off to Daisy on the other side of the Sound, that he has
diamonds on the soles of his shoes. That he’s now really wealthy, he’s supersuccessful, and he can have these crazy parties, that he’s able to do that. But I
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think what’s interesting, though, is this first line, “She’s a rich girl, she don’t
try to hide it, diamonds on the soles of her shoes.”— I feel like that’s
something that someone who has old money actually wouldn't do, which is
kind of interesting.
Interviewer:

What a beautiful point to make.

Alex:

Because they don’t really try to show their wealth. Tom says he went to
school in New Haven—he doesn’t need to say he went to Yale. And if Daisy
is a part of this old wealth world, wouldn't she not be having diamonds on the
soles of her shoes?

Interviewer:

That is beautifully clever Alex. And perceptive, and really nice pushback on
this. There’s a specific passage in the book that actually triggered the song in
my head. Yes?

Danica:

On page 120 -

Interviewer:

Yes, that’s the one!

Danica:

“She's got an indiscreet voice,” I remarked. "It's full of—" I hesitated. "Her
voice is full of money," he said suddenly. That was it. I'd never understood
before. It was full of money--that was the inexhaustible charm that rose and
fell in it, the jingle of it, the cymbals' song of it…. High in a white palace the
king's daughter, the golden girl….”
And I felt like that was especially representing of Daisy and the charm that
attracted Gatsby in the first place. And I feel like this is like his sudden
realization, and before he just never understood. He just felt like, “Oh I was
attracted to her.” But now he’s realizing that what he really wanted was her
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money. Or not her money per se, but what she represented, with a voice that’s
full of money.
Interviewer:

Brilliant, beautifully put Danica. Beautifully observed, beautifully connected.
Yes.

Rena:

Pushing back to Alex a little bit. The song talks about the soles of the shoes.
It’s effortless, you don’t need people to see it. People don’t see it. People
don’t see the soles of your shoes. And I think actually a more Gatsby thing is
the part about saying the poor boy changed clothes and put on aftershave to
compensate for his ordinary shoes. I think that’s really what Gatsby did for the
last five years.

Interviewer:

That’s brilliant. I’m going to claim that nuance as my own right now! That’s
awesome. Indeed—and what about the aftershave, do you connect the
aftershave to anything specific? Actually, there’s even a phrase in the book
that suits the aftershave.

Alex:

It wasn’t the word I was talking about, no? Nouveau riche?

Interviewer:

I’m thinking of actually what phrase in the text would be the equivalent of the
aftershave…

Anya:

The house?

Interviewer:

The house is definitely a parallel. The house is a pretty extreme form of the
aftershave. But there’s actually a phrase the suggests the aftershave in exactly
the same connotation—it’s that extra element that’s just one too many, that
the wearer is hoping is the thing that’s going to push them over the edge, but it
kind of does the opposite. Yes Rosa?
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Rosa:

I don't know if this is right, but the shirts?

Interviewer:

The shirts are a tangible example again, as is the car, and the suit. But – yes,
Alex?

Alex:

“Old sport.”

Interviewer:

Exactly! That’s exactly the phrase. Exactly. It even sounds like the name of an
aftershave —sort of a combination of “Old Spice” and “Ralph Lauren Sport.”
“It’s the perfect Old Sport aftershave! When you lather up with Old Sport
your friends at the club will love you!” Except none of the friends at the club
will ever be wearing “Old Sport.”
And there’s just one other verse that I think is really interesting: “And she
said, ‘Honey, take me dancing,’ But they ended up sleeping in a doorway, by
the bodegas and the lights on Upper Broadway.” Yes?

Sakura:

I felt like that was where Daisy goes with Tom to Gatsby’s house. And I feel
like that’s representing of this, because her idea of party is very different from
Gatsby’s, and when she goes, she doesn’t like it.

Interviewer:

She definitely doesn’t like it, absolutely right. And we’ll get back to that
aspect later in this chapter. But I want to let you guys pull out passages that
struck you guys. What are passages that struck you guys in this, which of all
the chapters is maybe the epitome of this book? Ruth, do you have one?

Ruth:

Page 125, the first paragraph. “There is no confusion like the confusion of a
simple mind, and as we drove away Tom was feeling the hot whips of panic.
His wife and his mistress, until an hour ago secure and inviolate, were
slipping precipitately from his control. Instinct made him step on the
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accelerator with the double purpose of overtaking Daisy and leaving Wilson
behind, and we sped along toward Astoria at fifty miles an hour, until, among
the spidery girders of the elevated, we came in sight of the easygoing blue
coupé.”
So that was the thing from before, where Tom has these two separate worlds,
and he’s kind of in charge of both of them, he can come and go as he pleases.
But now they're interacting with each other, and doing stuff without his sayso. And so Daisy, his madonna, is turning into a whore, and Myrtle the whore
is kind of going back to her husband, as far as he knows. So it’s really just
throwing him off. It’s disturbing him greatly because he’s got these two
separate worlds, and he doesn’t think they should ever interact.
Interviewer:

Fantastic. And just to pick up on what you’re pointing out, the sense that his
madonna is turning into a whore: in a parallel way, a terrible way for him,
he’s turning of course into whom?

Ruth:

Gatsby?

Interviewer:

No, not even Gatsby, worse than that.

Sakura:

Wilson?

Interviewer:

Yes! Exactly as Sakura saying, he’s turning into Wilson before his very own
eyes! He’s becoming the cuckhold husband of exactly the same sort, and
Wilson’s “so dumb he doesn’t even know he’s alive,” if you remember per
Tom’s own expression. And suddenly ho, ho, ho, guess who else is “so dumb
he doesn’t even know he’s alive?” Tom Buchanan! It’s fabulous. Other things
that struck you guys in this incredibly eventful chapter? Indeed, what has
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actually happened at the end of this chapter? Just because it’s written in sort of
a subtle way, it can be a little unclear what just happened. Yes, please.
Female:

Gatsby and Daisy are driving back from the city, and run into, and kill,
Myrtle. But Daisy is the one driving.

Interviewer:

Exactly. That is the absolutely key bit. And it’s funny, it’s written in a way
that can be difficult to grasp, because no character wants to name it out.
Specifically, Gatsby himself doesn’t want to name it out. I literally remember
the first time I read this, I was like, huh? And it was only afterwards I took in,
no, no, that’s actually there. Okay! That’s what happened.
And then what does Gatsby do? Right after Myrtle is killed?

Female:

Begins driving. He pulls the emergency brake and then they switch seats.

Interviewer:

He switches over to driving. And so, what is his purpose in all of this right
now?

Female:

He was trying to cover for her.

Interviewer:

That’s exactly what it is. So this is a moment of which is interesting, because
Gatsby actually has a certain degree of schmuckiness to him. It’s interesting.
At times in this book, I’m not sure why I’m supposed to like Gatsby. I get that
Nick likes Gatsby, in that in a way Gatsby is Nick’s alter ego—he’s the alter
ego that’s allowed to feel emotion, unlike Nick, who can't. So I get the appeal
for Nick. But at times I’m like, why am I, the reader, supposed to like him?
I think this is as likable as he gets. Because other than this, he’s kind of a
slimy bootlegger, with the pink suit that Tom mocks the aftershave to
compensate for his ordinary shoes. There’s actually a bunch of stuff that’s not
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very likeable about Gatsby, but this is the moment at which he comes through,
in his “gift for hope” and “romantic readiness.”
Other passages that struck you guys? At the bottom of page 142, “I must have
felt pretty weird at that time, because I could think of nothing except the
luminosity of his pink suit under the moon.” Any thoughts about that line at
all? Yes please, Rosa?
Rosa:

Earlier in the chapter Tom was saying how he’s not really what he’s
pretending to be, with his wearing a pink suit. So I think it’s maybe dawning
on Nick now that Gatsby is not really all that Nick has made him out to be.
He’s just a fake.

Interviewer:

I think there’s an element of that. Any other thoughts about this image, this
particular image of this point?

Rosa:

Or is it like he’s seeing who Gatsby truly is, kind of?

Interviewer:

I think in the finest of writing it’s this nuance of both of those. I think it’s both
seeing him in his aspirations, which have been crushed, and at the same time,
seeing him as the guy who’s actually the one that’s standing up for Daisy,
although he’s not even quite aware yet of what has happened. It’s only in the
next couple of lines. Because at this point, he is still thinking of him as being
the bad guy.
Okay I want to jump to a couple of passage because we don’t have much time
and this chapter is just dripping with stuff. On page 145 there’s a fabulous,
beautiful paragraph on that page. Yes please, Danica?

Danica:

It’s the second paragraph?
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Interviewer:

Yes! My God, you’re on fire, Danica! Good stuff.

Danica:

“They weren't happy, and neither of them had touched the chicken or the
ale—and yet they weren't unhappy either. There was an unmistakable air of
natural intimacy about the picture and anybody would have said that they
were conspiring together.”

Interviewer:

Beautiful.

Danica:

And it feels like that’s kind of foreshadowing what’s going to happen ahead. I
feel like in some ways they’ll probably frame Gatsby as the person who had
killed Myrtle. I’m not sure if that’s right or not. But I feel like in the end
Daisy still won’t leave Tom.

Interviewer:

That’s so interesting. Anything else in that line that Danica just read.
“Anybody would have said that they were conspiring together.” Does that
remind you of any other motif or image in this book? Conspiring together.
Who conspires together?

Rena:

Nick and Jordon.

Interviewer:

Nick and Jordon, and? Yes please.

Maddie:

Tom and Myrtle?

Interviewer:

Myrtle barely. Because Myrtle’s just dragged along. What do Tom and Daisy,
and Jordan and Nick belong to?

Ruth:

The secret society.

Interviewer:

Absolutely one hundred percent! The secret society. This is the moment at
which you see the secret society closing its ranks. Who’s been killed? One of
the denizens of the ash pit. Who’s in trouble? One of the secret society. Not to
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sound political about it—but when you see the stuff that’s going on right now
in DC and elsewhere, you see how that secret society works to protect its own.
It’s really astonishing. The one time people get caught is when they start
pissing off some other member of the secret society. But as long as they don’t,
the secret society protects its own in an extraordinary way.
And by the way, also, just clarify again, why did Myrtle rush out? This is such
a well-constructed chapter altogether.
Sakura:

Oh—down at the bottom page 143. “It all happened in a minute, but it seemed
to me she wanted to speak to us, thought we were somebody she knew.”
Because before they had switched cars, and so Tom began driving with Jordon
Baker, and Myrtle had thought that Jordon Baker was Daisy. And so, when
she saw the same car going out, she thought that it was them, and she wanted
to confront them.

Interviewer:

Absolutely right. So there is this incredible scene that takes place from pages
131 right down through 133. What goes on in those scenes? They should be
underlined to bits in your books. Let’s have some, yes.

Rena:

Well it’s this giant confrontation between Gatsby and Tom about Daisy. And
basically Gatsby saying she loves me, she loves only me, she’s only ever
loved me. And Tom saying that’s not true.

Interviewer:

That’s beautiful. By the way, let me just say, the distinction that Rena is
making right there is absolutely spot-on and key. That last bit where she said
Gatsby is saying “She loves me, she’s always loved me—and she’s never
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loved anyone but me.” And that last bit is where it gets tricky. So, go ahead,
please, Rena, go on.
Rena:

And so Gatsby says this in a way where it’s almost him taking control of the
narrative. So whenever Tom asks a question, he intercepts so Daisy can’t
answer. Until finally she does, and says, “I’m a person with complex
emotions. And I loved Tom. I love you now, why isn’t that enough for you?”

Interviewer:

Absolutely. In a wild, crazy way, it intersects with that confrontation scene in
Othello, where Brabantio says to his daughter, “Do you perceive in all this
noble company where most you owe obedience?” And it’s like—wrong
question to ask, or wrong way to ask it! And in the same way, just exactly as
Rena is pointing out, Gatsby has pushed it up just one level too far. So then it
all falls to pieces.
Let’s actually read page 132, if you don’t mind please.

Charlie:

Whole page?

Interviewer:

Yeah, because it’s great.

Charlie:

"Daisy, that's all over now," he said earnestly. "It doesn't matter any more.
Just tell him the truth--that you never loved him--and it's all wiped out
forever." She looked at him blindly. "Why,--how could I love him--possibly?"
"You never loved him." She hesitated. Her eyes fell on Jordan and me with a
sort of appeal, as though she realized at last what she was doing--and as
though she had never, all along, intended doing anything at all. But it was
done now. It was too late. "I never loved him," she said, with perceptible
reluctance."Not at Kapiolani?" demanded Tom suddenly."No." From the
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ballroom beneath, muffled and suffocating chords were drifting up on hot
waves of air. "Not that day I carried you down from the Punch Bowl to keep
your shoes dry?" There was a husky tenderness in his tone. ". . . Daisy?"
"Please don't." Her voice was cold, but the rancour was gone from it. She
looked at Gatsby. "There, Jay," she said--but her hand as she tried to light a
cigarette was trembling. Suddenly she threw the cigarette and the burning
match on the carpet. "Oh, you want too much!" she cried to Gatsby. "I love
you now--isn't that enough? I can't help what's past." She began to sob
helplessly. "I did love him once--but I loved you too." Gatsby's eyes opened
and closed. "You loved me TOO?" he repeated. "Even that's a lie," said Tom
savagely. "She didn't know you were alive. Why,--there're things between
Daisy and me that you'll never know, things that neither of us can ever
forget." The words seemed to bite physically into Gatsby.”
Interviewer:

Absolutely incredible writing.

Charlie:

I think, especially with the last paragraph with Tom saying, “Even that’s a
lie,” I think it kind of continues to form this inner circle, and how it’s saying
like the words continue to bite physically into Gatsby. And saying, she didn’t
even know you were alive, it just continues to strengthen his barrier between
the two worlds. And that Gatsby will never be a part of this world and
therefore can't ever get Daisy.

Interviewer:

So interesting.

Rosa:

I just have a question. She’s saying to Gatsby that she never loved Tom, right?
Not the other way around?
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Interviewer:

She’s saying to Gatsby that she never loved Tom. But Gatsby’s been
prompting her. And that’s where it’s falling to pieces. Call on somebody,
Rosa.

Rosa:

Ruth.

Ruth:

Also I feel like until now Daisy has been kind of enjoying this. Like in a way
she’s kind of liking stirring up the drama. Like why would you invite the guy
you’re cheating with to your house to meet your husband? She’s been having
fun with this. She was bored until now. She’s like parading around her child
just to like bother Gatsby a little. I mean like this is ours, this is mine and
Tom’s. You don’t have this.
And so now it’s kind of out of her control. Now she’s not just a spectator
watching people fight over her, she’s actually having to get involved.

Interviewer:

I actually want to pick up, in fact on that thought. Please on page 135, there’s
a passage which is so interesting where the bottom of page 134 it says,
“Please Tom, I can’t stand this anymore.” And then it goes on, Ruth could you
read, “Her frightened eyes …”

Ruth:

“Her frightened eyes told that whatever intentions, whatever courage she had
had, were definitely gone. "You two start on home, Daisy," said Tom. "In Mr.
Gatsby's car." She looked at Tom, alarmed now, but he insisted with
magnanimous scorn. "Go on. He won't annoy you. I think he realizes that his
presumptuous little flirtation is over." They were gone, without a word,
snapped out, made accidental, isolated, like ghosts even from our pity.”
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Interviewer:

Beautiful reading. What is magnanimous scorn? Which is such a fantastic
phrase.

Charlie:

He’s arrogantly being like, go drive her. Gatsby, drive her, because I know
nothing can ever happen between you anyway.

Interviewer:

That’s exactly right. Magnanimous of course means generous. But the
generosity is born of complete contempt. So the one other bit, that one stanza
that’s mentioned in this song which is so interesting, which is, “she said,
‘Honey, take me dancing,’ But they ended up sleeping in a doorway.” I feel
like Daisy has just seen her future with Gatsby of sleeping in a doorway, a
doorway in a bodega. And it’s like, “Ain’t going that direction.”
So by his giving her permission, in a funny way, he’s actually stripped the last
element of anything magnetic about Gatsby away. It’s dead. He’s just dead.
Which is so interesting.
So let me see if there’s anything we haven’t managed to kill in this chapter in
a fine, fine way. Okay, going backwards in time a little bit here, what about
page 119? It’s just a couple of lines that are just beautifully written, and again
so redolent of what goes on in this novel.

Sakura:

It’s like their eyes met?

Interviewer:

Yes please.

Sakura:

“Their eyes met, and they stared together at each other, alone in space. With
an effort she glanced down at the table. "You always look so cool," she
repeated. She had told him that she loved him, and Tom Buchanan saw.”
Should I try unpacking it?
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Interviewer:

Yes please.

Sakura:

So obviously Gatsby and Daisy are looking at each other and this is earlier
while she’s still very into him. So there’s still this spark between them, she’s
so in love with him, like Tom sees that spark. And realizes that everything is
falling apart kind of.

Interviewer:

Totally. Yes?

Ruth:

I don't know if I’m misunderstanding, but she tells him he looks cool, and that
means that she loves him?

Interviewer:

That’s good, that’s exactly it.

Ruth:

I just thought I was missing something for sure.

Interviewer:

No. Beautifully the text is “missing something” key—that is the meaning of
that piece. It’s so brilliant. I remember I worked as an actor for a while, and I
remember one of the main guys at the acting conservatory, he was a major
director. He was talking about being with someone and finding the way that
they click their teeth or pick their nails is really annoying. But you can't say
that to them, because actually what you’re saying to them is, “I hate you.”
It’s like this moment at which in this case of course she didn’t say, “I love
you.” But “everybody here knows exactly what I’m talking about,” as it says
in the song. And it’s like before when I was talking about Riverdale Collegiate
or Upper West Side or whatever, where there are these unspoken codes.
And it’s actually part of the reason you read this text so beautifully. You’re
actually instinctively in tune with who these people are, and their voices, and
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what’s going on, in a way I intellectually understand, but it’s not instinctual in
the same way. There’s a naturalness when you read it.
So everybody knows exactly what I’m talking about. Everybody in the room
smells the falsity of Gatsby’s pink suit. Everybody’s abraded by Gatsby’s “old
sport.” Everybody’s operating in this interesting way that societies do.
“Everybody knows exactly what they're talking about.” Yes?
Rena:

I think something that’s really interesting is this is the very first time that
Gatsby is let in on this kind of secret language. And it’s almost as if Tom had
been turned into an outsider a little bit. Because he hadn’t realized it before.
And a passage that I think is really striking, starting on page 121, and the next
couple pages, and it’s when Tom realizes that he had been the only one out of
the loop and he is the only one who hadn’t seen anything. That switching of
positions with Gatsby is really interesting.

Interviewer:

Totally interesting, totally interesting. And of course just as you guys are all
saying, as soon as the awareness comes then suddenly, wham! the secret
society kicks back into action. Because in a way Gatsby’s moment of triumph
contains within it the automatic seeds of disaster. Because that’s the moment
in which he has the audacity to really insert himself into the society. Which
means it’s almost like Tom breaking Myrtle’s nose. It’s another moment at
which Gatsby’s nose is metaphorically broken, because, uh-uh! Not allowed
to say “Daisy” like that!

Charlie:

Another moment I saw, just to skip ahead a little, where he’s trying to insert
himself inside the society is on page 129. And he says, after Tom asks about
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Oxford, he says, “It was an opportunity they gave to some of the officers after
the Armistice," he continued. "We could go to any of the universities in
England or France." I wanted to get up and slap him on the back. I had one of
those renewals of complete faith in him that I'd experienced before.” And I
think that’s finally where for a moment he lets go of the false image of
himself and finally just says here I am. I’m here and this is me, and Daisy
loves me.
He finally, he doesn’t feel like he has to prove himself. And he’s saying
exactly what happened. And he’s not trying to say, oh yeah, I’m an oxford
man, old sport. But he’s saying exactly what happened. And then Nick’s
reaction to it is like, he’s had a renewal of faith in him, where in the beginning
he was like hated everything Gatsby was saying about old sport. And he’s like
now I kind of like this part.
Interviewer:

Yes, he felt like he could actually back him in a way without feeling
embarrassed of it. Yes, go ahead.

Ruth:

Sorry, this is a different thing, but on page 135, when Nick remembers it’s is
birthday. And it’s just like he’s totally lost himself in his voyeuristic following
these people around. And now he has to become conscious of himself again.
And like he’s his own person.
I kind of forgot Nick was the narrator.

Interviewer:

Totally interesting. By the way the decade that stretches before him is in fact
menacing, because it’s actually heading into the second world war. And just to
pick up on the passage below the one Charlie was talking about. It’s so
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interesting that Tom approaches it where he says, “What kind of row are you
trying to cause in my house anyhow?” That is a very weird way of putting it,
as opposed to saying are you trying to sleep with my wife. It’s like saying,
“Are you trying to disrupt my household, you intruder?” when you’re talking
to a burglar.
Oh the last thing I want to say is, at the very end of the chapter, on page 145,
where it says, “He put his hands in his coat pockets and turned back eagerly
to his scrutiny of the house, as though my presence marred the sacredness of
the vigil. So I walked away and left him standing there in the moonlight—
watching over nothing.” What is a vigil?
Jonathan:

It’s like a ceremony for a person who recently died.

Interviewer:

That’s right. A ceremony of watching, exactly. In what sense is he watching
over nothing? Yes please.

Charlie:

I guess he’s watching over something that could have been. But now it’s
sealed, his fate is sealed, he’s not going to get Daisy.

Interviewer:

He’s absolutely done it’s totally over. Wonderful, I’m just going to look up
super quick to see how I broke down the reading to see if it’s just one set of
reading of if we break it down here. Maybe it’s just one.
I’d say finish off the book certainly. That’s cool with you guys, that okay?

Anya:

How many pages?

Interviewer:

It is 147 to 180. Or do you want to do just chapter eight, and then we’ll read
chapter nine. How slammed are you guys with work right now? Just chapter
eight? Okay, Olivia we’ll do just that. Olivia’s called it, just chapter eight.

307

You can thank her on the way out! I want you to read this with pleasure rather
than gulping this down.
Okay wonderful humans, thank you so much.
Female:

Thank you, see you tomorrow.

[End of recorded material 00:32:50]
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Sophomores, American Lit “B-Band,” Chapter 7 Gatsby/Diamonds
[Start of recorded material at 00:00:01]
[After playing “Diamonds on the Soles of Her Shoes.]
Instructor:

So, can you guys connect that song to the text?

Anna:

Well, to me, it was just the difference between Daisy and Gatsby, what
each of them did individually, because Gatsby, he’s kind of easy to read
because he is not afraid to show his emotions, but Daisy, she is. And
under that, where it says—“The poor boy changes clothes and puts on
aftershave”—that reminded me of Gatsby, because he went from this
poor boy who had nothing to being this wealthy man who has almost
everything.

Instructor:

Lovely. Aftershave, does that ring any particular text bells, in terms of
what it feels like?

Ivy:

I mean, it seems like he’s – to me, it was trying to pretend to be equal to
her and having, like, his fake house – it’s all there.

Instructor:

The house, okay. There’s actually one particular phrase that just feels to
me like, oh my God, that’s it, because it even sounds like an aftershave.

Anna:

Old sport?

Instructor:

Yes, sounds like Old Spice. “Old sport” to me is the consummate
aftershave, as in it’s that thing that is supposed to suggest, “Now I am like
a high-class person,” except actually, umm…you got it wrong, slightly.
That’s actually not what people do on this level. But he puts on aftershave
to compensate for his ordinary shoes.
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Anna:

There is one other passage, the last three lines, where it says, “Well, that’s
one way to lose these walking blues” and even before that because it
shows that, yeah, Gatsby, he’s got wealth, he has money, but he still
doesn’t have class. He is still not the same, and he’s going to end up losing
Daisy again.

Instructor:

Absolutely. Yes, please?

Luke:

I just want to add on page 134, about the old sport thing, when Gatsby
says to Tom: ““He was very glad to pick up some money, old sport.” “Don’t
you call me ‘old sport’!” cried Tom. Gatsby said nothing.”

Instructor:

Absolutely. Absolutely. Yes.

Jenny:

There was also another part with Gatsby and Tom, where Tom actually
calls Gatsby out on “old sport,” finally. He says, “Where’d you pick that
up?” I can’t remember what page it’s on.

Instructor:

Yes. Yes.

Jenny:

Oh, it’s here, on page 127: “That’s a great expression of yours, isn’t it?” said
Tom sharply. “What is?” “All this ‘old sport’ business. Where’d you pick that
up?” Like, that’s not what people say here. [Laughs]

Instructor:

Absolutely. One hundred percent right. And there’s another moment on
page 120 that feels to me like it leads right into the song in a funny way.
Yes?

Jenny:

Well, for me, the best passage on that entire page was when Gatsby goes,
“Her voice is full of money. Isn’t that heavenly?” And Nick was like, That
was it. I’d never understood before. It was full of money--that was the
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inexhaustible charm that rose and fell in it, the jingle of it, the cymbals’ song
of it…. High in a white palace the king’s daughter, the golden girl….”
Zoe:

Yeah, and even thinking about that, “She’s got diamonds on the soles of
her shoes.” The one thing Gatsby loves so much about Daisy is kind of
what she stands for, and the fact that throughout the book, Gatsby has
never really been able to reach that level and obtain that. In fact, it’s
almost a metaphor, the fact that he can’t get Daisy, and he’ll never be in
this club or get into this secret society, or reach this class.

Ivy:

Also, back to the song, when it says, she makes the sign of the teaspoon, I
thought that that was just very Daisy. Like, every single relationship she
has, she does little things, and people are just fawning over her, giving her
lots of presents, her dresses, and she has, I think it said, twelve different
dates in a week, and that just kind of shows her character.

Instructor:

Absolutely. I agree totally with that. Yes?

Anna:

But I think it’s also she makes the sign of the teaspoon, and he makes the
sign of the wave. Like, she really understands that you don’t mess with
the status quo, and he thinks that the way to prove himself is to do just
that, and to throw these huge, lavish parties. So he makes himself known,
but she knows that the best way to stay in, to get in and stay in, is to sort
of just quietly be there.

Instructor:

Lovely. Absolutely lovely. And in fact, it also feels like the attempt to join
the secret society, because, you know, all of the people in the secret
society know the sign of the teaspoon, whereas he's doing the sign of the
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wave, and isn't that kind of the same sort of thing? It's not. And these
lines, “And she said, ‘Honey, take me dancing,’ But they ended up sleeping in
a doorway, by the bodegas and the lights on Upper Broadway.” As far as I
know, the song was not inspired by the great Gatsby, but by God, it could
have been, because to me, in a way, this sounds the same note that spells
the end of things for Gatsby, and that is, in particular, this really
interesting stuff that happens on pages 131 to 132. What goes on in those
pages? Yes, please, Zoe?
Zoe:

Yeah, this is the passage that both Ella and I wrote about.

Instructor:

Oh, brilliant. Would you mind reading what you wrote? Thank you so
much.

Zoe:

So it’s the bottom of 132 to 133.

Instructor:

Would you mind reading it?

Zoe:

Sure. Well, it’s kind of the whole thing, but I started mine from, “You love
me, too,” at the bottom of 132.

Instructor:

Absolutely. Would you mind, in fact, if we start very slightly earlier, and
have you read from, “not that day I carried you down to the punch bowl”?
It’s a couple of paragraphs, from the middle of that page, “not that day.”

Zoe:

Oh, yeah. “Not that day I carried you down from the Punch Bowl to keep
your shoes dry?” There was a husky tenderness in his tone. “. . . Daisy?”
“Please don’t.” Her voice was cold, but the rancour was gone from it. She
looked at Gatsby. “There, Jay,” she said--but her hand as she tried to light a
cigarette was trembling. Suddenly she threw the cigarette and the burning
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match on the carpet. “Oh, you want too much!” she cried to Gatsby. “I love
you now—isn’t that enough? I can’t help what’s past.” She began to sob
helplessly. “I did love him once—but I loved you too.” Gatsby’s eyes opened
and closed. “You loved me TOO?” he repeated. “Even that’s a lie,” said Tom
savagely. “She didn’t know you were alive. Why,—there’re things between
Daisy and me that you’ll never know, things that neither of us can ever
forget.” The words seemed to bite physically into Gatsby.”
So we kind of noticed different things, but I just noticed from that page
and then also on the next –
Instructor:

Read, read.

Zoe:

Okay. “As Tom and Gatsby debate whether or not Daisy loves them, they
both go back and forth, speaking for and about her. The language they use
during this debate objectifies and dehumanizes Daisy as if she’s just a
precious object that both Tom and Gatsby want. After the passage, Daisy
explains that she won’t stand this. Another instance of Tom’s sexism and
dehumanization of Daisy is the anger that he so passionately feels about
the potential romance between Gatsby and his wife despite the ongoing
extramarital affair between him and” – what was her name again?

Instructor:

Myrtle.

Zoe:

Myrtle. Yes. So, like – I don’t know. From then, on to the next page, they
were just talking about Daisy, and Tom was like, “No, she doesn’t feel this.
She doesn’t do this. She doesn’t love you,” and they are just kind of talking
about her as if she weren’t there, and in the end, she’s like, “I don’t want
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this.” So just the way that they kind of talk about her as if she’s not there,
like they know exactly how she feels.
Instructor:

Totally interesting. Anyone else want to pick up on this really interesting
passage? Yes, please?

Anna:

The line, “I did love him once, but I loved you too.”

Instructor:

Right.

Anna:

That line, I think, for everyone in that conversation, not Nick and Jordan
because they’ve seen this whole thing coming from miles away, but for
the three people who are actually speaking, it means a lot. For Daisy
because it’s true, and it hurts a lot for Tom and Gatsby because it’s true,
because for Tom, even though he’s like, “Oh, it’s a lie, she didn’t know you
were alive,” I think on some level, he is still threatened by Gatsby, and
knowing that Daisy is saying, “I did love you, I did love you,” and she’s
saying that not to her husband, not to Tom, who thought he would just
kind of always have her, that hurts.
And for Gatsby, knowing that at some point she did love Tom—he never
moved on, but knowing that she did is heartbreaking for him. And the line
afterwards, when it says, “Gatsby’s eyes opened and closed. ‘You loved
me, too?’ he repeated.” The too in that line is what he is putting the
emphasis on, and Daisy didn’t want him to. Daisy wanted him to focus on
the fact that “I do love you; I do love you now,” but he can’t get past the
fact that she didn’t at one point, or she had another lover at one point.

Instructor:

That’s totally interesting. Totally, totally interesting.
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Jenny:

It also kind of goes back to Gatsby’s perfect illusion of the past.

Instructor:

Do you want to give us a citation for that—exactly what you’re
referencing?

Jenny:

It was the line where Nick was like, “Oh, you can’t repeat the past,” and
Gatsby was like, “Sure I can.”

Instructor:

Exactly. That’s exactly the one. Page 110 to be precise.

Jenny:

Yeah. So that passage on page 110, he has this perfect illusion of his and
Daisy’s love story, what it was and what it’s going to be, and how it’s
going to be the exact same. But hearing that Daisy did love Tom shatters
this perfect illusion in that sense, and especially “I can’t help what’s past,”
really kind of destroys that perfect idea of the past in Gatsby’s mind, and
he can’t bring that back now because it didn’t fit exactly how he wanted it
to.
And so just hearing that she loved him in addition to Tom just kind of…
that line at the bottom, where it says, “The words seemed to bite
physically into Gatsby,” especially because, even though I agree with what
Anna said about how Tom must feel a bit threatened by Gatsby because
she’s his wife, I think he knows how to manipulate Gatsby in a way that
makes him know that he doesn’t think of him as a threat, that he knows
that this is my wife, and whatever you guys might have had, from God
knows where, like, back in the day, she is still my wife, and there are
things that you’ll never know about, and like, there’s our love story, which
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you’ll never know about, and you’ll never be a part of, so again pushing
him on the outside of that insider status between them.
Instructor:

Brilliant. Absolutely brilliant. Yes, Zoe?

Zoe:

I mean, I see where—I understand Tom feeling threatened, but I also
would argue that he doesn’t, because by letting Gatsby go in the car—

Instructor:

Awesome. Absolutely awesome. Let’s pull up that passage. I was hoping
somebody would bring that up. It’s actually on page 135, and if you
wouldn’t mind reading that, Zoe? From “you, too.” It’s the second
paragraph on that page, on page 135.

Zoe:

Yeah. Okay. ““You two start on home, Daisy,” said Tom. “In Mr. Gatsby’s
car.” She looked at Tom, alarmed now, but he insisted with magnanimous
scorn. “Go on. He won’t annoy you. I think he realizes that his presumptuous
little flirtation is over.”“

Instructor:

And just the one line afterwards.

Zoe:

“They were gone, without a word, snapped out, made accidental, isolated,
like ghosts even from our pity.”
Yeah, so that’s almost like – that’s like a slap in the face to Gatsby. He’s
like, I don’t even care. This is so funny to me, and this game is like, I’m so
not threatened by you that you guys can go in the car home.

Instructor:

Absolutely marvelous, Zoe. Do you guys know what magnanimous
means? Because it’s a beautifully paradoxical phrase, magnanimous
scorn.
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Jenny:

Isn’t it – I don’t know. I’ve heard it before. It’s not quite excited, but it’s –
doesn’t it have a positive connotation?

Instructor:

It does have a positive connotation, but not – yes, it does. That’s of course
exactly right. So do you know what magnanimous means?

Anna:

I was thinking she’s a little curious, but that’s not –

Instructor:

Magnanimous actually means generous, and he is “generous” in this case.
Why is he generous? It’s allied to the word scorn. How can he, why can he
afford to be generous? Yes?

Anna:

He knows he has won.

Instructor:

He has completely won. He is magnanimous because he is scornful. In
other words, you can ride home with the cockroach. I’m going to trust
you. You’re not going to seize the cockroach and start kissing it,
something tells me. So it’s like game over that point, completely. He has
won definitively, and in a really interesting way, it is very, in fact,
reminiscent of another scene, way earlier in the book, where he broke
Myrtle’s nose. In a totally metaphorical way, Tom here has broken
Gatsby’s nose. He has just [smack], and they are snapped, like ghosts,
even away from their pity. Gatsby is nonexistent at this point.
What passage struck you, Ivy? I saw you writing.

Ivy:

The last paragraph—actually it was really just this one line, three words I
wrote about. It was the last three words, “watching over nothing.”

Instructor:

Yes, absolutely. Could I ask you to read that paragraph, in fact. That whole
paragraph is really interesting.
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Ivy:

“He put his hands in his coat pockets and turned back eagerly to his scrutiny
of the house, as though my presence marred the sacredness of the vigil. So I
walked away and left him standing there in the moonlight – watching over
nothing.”

Instructor:

Lovely. Absolutely lovely, yes. Can you read what you wrote?

Ivy:

Yes. “In this passage, Gatsby is watching through the window to make
sure Daisy is alright, like he always watches the lives of the insiders, both
the good and the bad. He desires to go inside the house to confront Daisy,
but he will never be that type of person to Daisy. However, there is a
nuanced meaning in this passage with the word nothing. This truly shows
the divide in character, as Nick is appalled by this world and wants
nothing of it. He is disgusted, while Gatsby is intrigued and wants to be
inside the house.”

Instructor:

You are reading something really interesting there. What do you mean,
the world inside the house?

Ivy:

So the world inside the house is more this world of kind of getting back at
each other and fighting with each other, with, like, Daisy had a burst of
kind of anger, almost.

Instructor:

Aha. I want to pull exactly on what Ivy is talking about there and see, do
you guys have the same reading on this? I want you guys to respond to
that, please. Yes, Anna?

Anna:

To me, this reminded me of the beginning where Gatsby stared out at the
green light, I think it was.
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Instructor:

Yes. Yes.

Anna:

And the green light was by Daisy’s house, I think?

Instructor:

You’re totally right. The green light was the green light of promise. The
green light of hope. And right now, what’s he looking at?

Anna:

Nothing. That’s what I said. Like, it’s finally over. He is no longer looking
over anybody.

Instructor:

Absolutely. And I want to get back to that very astute bit that Ivy pointed
out, but I want to look at that, where she’s mentioning he wants to be part
of that world. But what world is inside the house? Do you have any
thoughts?

Jenny:

I mean, it’s part of Daisy’s world, but even more than that, it’s part of
literally “the inside.”

Instructor:

Can I ask you to read the second paragraph on page 145, where it begins,
“they weren’t happy”?

Jenny:

Yeah. “They weren’t happy, and neither of them had touched the chicken or
the ale—and yet they weren’t unhappy either. There was an unmistakable
air of natural intimacy about the picture and anybody would have said that
they were conspiring together.”

Instructor:

Anybody would have said they were conspiring together, reminiscent of
any motif in this novel? Who conspires together? Yes?

Jenny:

Well, I guess that relates back to the concept of fraternities, kind of,
people on the inside who are always trying to keep the other people out.

Instructor:

Yes, yes, yes. You’re totally right, and there is actually a specific phrase.
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Anna:

Don’t Nick and Gatsby conspire with each other, and Jordan and Gatsby –

Instructor:

Well, it could be, but right here, it’s Daisy and Tom, and there was
something referenced way earlier on, like on page—yes?

Ella:

Like, when they were in the—when Daisy and Nick were talking, and all
of a sudden he saw a different side of her—

Instructor:

Yes. That’s right.

Ella:

—like she was just trying to get an emotion out of him.

Instructor:

You’re totally right. It’s actually on page 17. That’s exactly the passage
that I was hoping somebody would reference, Ella. Yes.

Ella:

It’s the “sophisticated, God I’m sophisticated.”

Instructor:

Yes, and after that.

Ella:

“A rather distinguished secret society.”

Instructor:

Absolutely. Who conspires together? The secret society. What’s happened
right here? Why is he staring out at nothing? Why is Gatsby staring at
nothing? What’s happened?

Zoe:

The gates have closed. He’s lost all access to the secret society, to the
people with diamonds on the soles of their shoes.

Instructor:

Exactly. The secret society gates are closed again. So it’s a self-protective
secret society, and this is the way that, in this vision, the secret society
works: you have the people who go around the world, and they’re rich
together. That’s what their gig is. So right now, the rich people’s doors
have closed, and Gatsby is staring in, and he has had his nose broken
metaphorically. He’s on the outside looking in. Yes?
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Zoe:

Yeah, also like the picture that this whole page paints, just the husband
and the wife inside their house and then Gatsby just hiding in the bushes,
just looking in. It’s kind of—I don’t know. That’s kind of his life, like he’s
just on the outside. Even Nick left him. Even Nick was like, “Okay, I’m
going home. You should go home.” And he’s just there, alone, on the
outside, and everyone has their place and their thing to do, and he’s just
there.

Instructor:

Completely. What is a vigil?

Anna:

To watch over.

Instructor:

Yes, to watch over – yes, typically watch over what?

Anna:

The dead. Dead people.

Instructor:

Yes. What’s he watching over? What dead is he watching over?

Jenny:

The death of his membership. And his relationship.

Instructor:

Of his relationship, and the death of his hopes of transferring over.

Anna:

The passage that I sort of mentioned briefly is on 132 also, a little higher
up the page. It’s when Gatsby tells Daisy, “You never loved him,” and her
reaction to that, that Nick describes. He says, “She hesitated. Her eyes fell
on Jordan and me with a sort of appeal, as though she realized at last what
she was doing—and as though she had never, all along, intended doing
anything at all. But it was done now. It was too late.”
So this whole conversation that’s been happening, where Tom and Gatsby
have kind of—they’ve been rising in conflict for the last few pages, she’s
been trying to defuse it because she can see where it’s going, and she
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doesn’t want it to happen. But the argument I think has so revved up that
they’re talking for her, they keep saying, like, “she loves me, she never
loved you,” and “no she didn’t,” kind of as if they can just speak it into
existence and Tom kind of wins that. Daisy can’t say exactly what Gatsby
wants her to say, so Tom kind of wins in that sense.
Instructor:

Yes. And just to again clarify, the thing that Gatsby is looking for is –

Anna:

“I never loved Tom.”

Instructor:

Exactly. Literally a nonexistence of the past. It is literally being able to
take the cut pages, put them together, and it’s seamless.

Anna:

Yeah. And she says that: “I can’t help what’s past. I can’t change what has
happened.” And since that can’t happen, Gatsby cannot win this argument.

Instructor:

Yeah, absolutely.

Anna:

He can never be right in saying that she never loved Tom, and because
that was his stance, the hill he chose to fight and die on, he can’t go any
further because it’s just not true. And even if Daisy can say something,
like saying that she does love Gatsby now, she didn’t want to. She was
staying out of it—she couldn’t get a word in earlier, and she kind of didn’t
want this to happen, so it kind of happens for her. She doesn’t really get to
pick where it ends up going. Tom kind of does that, and I think the
moment that she said “I loved you, too” is the moment that Tom wins the
argument. From then on, he’s just hammering it home.

Instructor:

Yes. I mean, in a crazy way, Tom is slightly reminiscent of a certain kind of
political manipulator who, without being necessarily super-bright,
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somehow has an unerring instinct to know exactly where to set the match
to set things on fire in just the way he wants. Interesting…hmmm….
By the way, just to clarify, to make sure that we all, by the way, know,
what actually happens, because this book is so—in certain ways—so
subtly written that the actual event can be unclear. What actually
happens after leaving the Plaza? Yes, please?
Anna:

So what I think happened is, Myrtle was having an argument with Wilson.
And she had been locked upstairs or something, and at some point, she
got out, and she ran out into the street, and she got hit by a car. And at
first the witness didn’t know what car it was. He said it was a light green
car, because there were two cars passing each other. But it later was
revealed that she was hit by a yellow car, and Gatsby’s car—the car that
Gatsby and Daisy drove away in—was yellow.

Instructor:

Yes.

Anna:

So people assumed that Gatsby was the one driving the car and Gatsby
had killed Myrtle, but when Nick talked to Gatsby, when they were on the
lawn, Gatsby revealed that Daisy had been driving the car, but he would
take the blame.

Instructor:

That’s absolutely right. So in fact, Gatsby, who in some ways is not a
totally likable character, at this point actually rises up to a different level
and is offering himself for self-sacrifice. Yes, please?

Jenny:

So was it actually Tom’s car, though?
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Instructor:

This is exactly the slightly puzzling point I want to bring up. What is the
deal with her? Why in fact does Myrtle run out?

Zoe:

Yeah, I thought she saw the car and thought that it was Tom.

Instructor:

You are exactly correct, Zoe. You are reading one hundred percent
correctly. Why does she think that? Zoe is absolutely right, but it’s not
Tom. Yes?

Anna:

Because they switched cars.

Instructor:

This is right. Exactly.
This is where actually, it goes so quickly, that the first time I read it, it
almost has a dizzying quality. It just happens so quickly, one doesn’t even
think about what’s going on. But that’s exactly what happened. The car is
so obnoxiously bright yellow that it stands out—like Gatsby’s pink suit, or
his “old sport,” these over-efforts, to try to fit in and be part of this upperclass society. Of course, in this particular case, it ends up having a very
clear rebound effect because it is such an identifiable car.
By the way, it’s just a minor thing, but on page 131, Tom says, “You’re
crazy. I can’t speak about what happened five years ago because I didn’t
know Daisy then, and I’ll be damned if I see how you got within a mile of her
unless you brought the groceries to the back door.” What does he mean by
that?

Zoe:

I guess this was the chapter where Tom really exposed Gatsby, how he
got his money and everything. So I think it was referencing Gatsby—
unless Gatsby was being paid to help Daisy with something, like bringing
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grocery bags to the door—it’s kind of like an insult. Like that’s the only
way he could have gotten close.
Instructor:

Oh, a complete insult. Basically, he’s saying, you must have been the
delivery boy, because that’s the only possible way you’d have gotten near
Daisy, there’s no other way that would have happened. Yes, please.

Ivy:

At the bottom of page 130, when both Tom and Gatsby are insisting that
they stay in the room, I just found that very interesting because it seems
that both of them are so certain that they are going to win this argument
that they need witnesses for either Gatsby to be like, “Ha, I finally made it
into this world,” because without that witness, he wouldn’t actually be
able to take that step, while at the same time Tom’s like, “There’s no way
he’s going to win,” and he needs people to just see that he’s done.

Instructor:

Absolutely superb point. And Jenny, were you going to mention
something as well, too?

Jenny:

Yeah, just another passage. So I started with—there was that line on 135
that was “They were gone, without a word, snapped out, made accidental,
isolated, like ghosts, even from our pity,” but I took that line, and that I
went from there to on the bottom of that page, where it says, “Human
sympathy has its limits, and we were content to let their tragic arguments
fade with the city lights behind,” and it goes on until the top of the next
page.
That was the first time I really felt that Nick and Jordan were having a
voice in this chapter. And basically what they were thinking about all this
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was just like what I wrote about, how it kind of turns our attention away
from—we’ve already defined that there is this lack of human connection,
but even more than lacking the capacity, but they lack the willingness to
engage in emotional connection. And because Nick and Jordan are both
people who are choosing to be on the outside, and even choosing to watch
all of this unfold but never once saying anything—they are just kind of
observing, like they’re some sort of audience for a show.
And he talks about how he didn’t even realize it was his birthday, and he’s
like, “Oh, I’m turning thirty, a promise of a decade of loneliness,” because
we can infer that a life spent where you’re always pushing yourself on the
outside so you can look in on everyone else might be quite lonely. But
because they’re doing it together, there is this, like he says, the
“reassuring pressure of her hands,” that sense of, they both find comfort
and security in distancing themselves from the dreams of others and their
own, and rather just observing other people’s dreams and other people’s
drama and other people’s realities, which I thought was really interesting.
And sort of that clean, hard idea…
Instructor:

Yes, clean, hard, limited. Exactly.

Student:

Limited! Clean, hard, limited idea of life is very much expressed there,
because they are locking others “even from our pity,” and “human
sympathy has its limits.” Like, they’re not even allowing themselves to
pity or feel sympathy for the situation. It’s just, everything is falling apart
around them, and they’re just sitting there.
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Instructor:

Totally. Totally. And just the very last thing I want to mention is just on
page 125, it says, “There is no confusion like the confusion of a simple mind,
and as we drove away Tom was feeling the hot whips of panic. His wife and
his mistress, until an hour ago secure and inviolate, were slipping
precipitately from his control.” Really interesting phrase there, of course,
and it’s so interesting because he has just of course seen Wilson. What is
happening with Tom, which is so interesting at this moment? Yes?

Anna:

He has seen Daisy and Gatsby, and he has seen Mr. Wilson taking Myrtle,
and he is suddenly losing so much at the same time.

Instructor:

You’re totally right, and there’s one additional—yes?

Ben:

I was going to say, like his place on the inside is being threatened, because
—like, the things that make him him, and like, he’s like, “Oh, yeah, I have a
wife, and I have a mistress.” He’s feeling threatened by it.

Instructor:

Completely right. And the final indignity is, he is suddenly finding
commonality with, of all people, Wilson.

[End of recorded material at 00:32:37]
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Appendix C: Student Essay
“Luther”
12/19/18
Russian Literature
Mr. Grene
Death and Realization
In The Death of Ivan Ilych by Leo Tolstoy, the author illustrates that Ivan’s realization of
the undetected fakeness and shallowness of his life was fueled by his new perspective and
introspection. Tolstoy also highlights that this new frame of reference and all of Ivan’s selfdiscoveries ultimately stem from his journey towards death. Tolstoy does this by providing
glaring examples of the fakeness and rigid hierarchical frame of mind in Ivan’s life when Ivan is
healthy in the beginning of the story. However, as the story progresses and Ivan nears death,
Tolstoy portrays Ivan as increasingly inward looking, as he frequently questions his life until
finally, Ivan’s realization reaches its apex when he becomes certain of the phoniness in is life
that he was once oblivious to. Overall, Tolstoy presents Ivan Ilych’s path towards death as one of
self-discovery and revelation.
In the beginning of The Death of Ivan Ilych, Ivan is too enveloped in the materialistic and
hierarchical Russian society, and thus is blind to the fact that his life is not as satisfactory as he
believes. Tolstoy demonstrates the fakeness at the core of Ivan’s life by questioning his motives
behind his betrothal, as a key reason for his decision to marry was that many of Ivan’s highranking colleagues deemed it the “right thing”:
To say that Ivan Ilych married because he fell in love with Praskovya Fedorovna and
found that she sympathized with his views of life would be as incorrect as to say that he
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married because his social circle approved of the match. He was swayed by both these
considerations: the marriage gave him personal satisfaction, and at the same time it was
considered the right thing by the most highly placed of his associates. So Ivan Ilych got
married. (26)
Ivan’s rationale for his marriage clearly illustrates that he is somewhat driven by his own desires,
but also diminishes the impact of “falling in love” because he is “swayed by both these
considerations”. This evokes Ivan’s shallowness, as before he could get married, he needed
approval from his his social circle. Tolstoy also portrays Ivan as being heavily influenced by his
surrounding environment and deciding to marry for a confluence of reasons, not just his own
affection for his wife. Another example of Ivan’s life having a considerable aspect of “fakeness”
and pressure from the hierarchal society is visible when Tolstoy describes the relationship that
Ivan and his family had with their acquaintances:
So they lived. They formed a circle of acquaintances among the best people and were
visited by people of importance and by young folk. In their views as to their
acquaintances, husband, wife and daughter were entirely agreed, and tacitly and
unanimously kept at arm's length and shook off the various shabby friends and relations
who, with much show of affection, gushed into the drawing-room with its Japanese plates
on the walls. Soon these shabby friends ceased to obtrude themselves and only the best
people remained in the Golovins' set. (34)
Ivan has thoroughly adopted his society’s system of “ranking” friends, meaning that his friends
are not necessarily well-liked, but are valued for their societal status and seen as a means for his
own elevation in the societal rankings. “Only the best people” could remain friends with Ivan
because they were used as his stepping stones rather than used for each other’s company. In the

329

beginning of the story, Ivan Ilych feels the pressure to live his life by his society’s standards,
even if it means that he leads a fake life. However, later in the story, Ivan’s path towards death
coincides with his path towards his epiphany and his realization that both his life and his society
were built upon superficiality.
Although Tolstoy portrays Ivan Ilych as living a life encompassed by immense falsehood
and deception, this style of living stems from the widespread societal norm in Russian societies.
In other words, the materialistic and status-driven nature in the story is not unique to Ivan but to
the society as a whole. This is evident when Ivan’s colleagues receive the news of his death, but
instead of mourning the loss of their friend, instead they plot their rise through the social ranks,
using Ivan’s death for the openings in higher positions. Tolstoy writes, “So on receiving the
news of Ivan Ilych's death the first thought of each of the gentlemen in that private room was of
the changes and promotions it might occasion among themselves or their acquaintances.” (15)
By stating that the “first thought” Ivan’s colleagues has about his death was how they could use
it for promotions, Tolstoy establishes the rigid nature and shallowness of the hierarchal society.
This is the simple fact that Ivan fails to notice while he is living in the society, but as he nears
death, he finally arrives at this discovery. In addition, the evidence of pretension in Ivan’s circles
was not limited to Ivan’s friends, but to his wife, Praskovya Fedorovna, who demonstrates that it
is not beneath her to use her husband's death to collect as much money as possible from the
government. After all, in this society, deception is needed in order to rise through the ranks.
Tolstoy states that Fedorovna initially was acting as if she was grieving the loss of her husband,
but when discussing the monetary compensation from his death:
She made it appear that she was asking Peter Ivanovich's advice about her pension, but he
soon saw that she already knew about that to the minutest detail, more even than he did
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himself. She knew how much could be got out of the government in consequence of her
husband's death, but wanted to find out whether she could not possibly extract something
more. (21)
Tolstoy constructs the image of a society where fakeness and selfishness are visible throughout,
including the extreme case of using a loved one’s death for upward social mobility. But because
Ivan Ilych was immersed in the duplicity throughout his life, he was unable to notice what had
been around him all that time. Only when Ivan fell ill and took a step back to look at the ugliness
of the society he had contributed to could he notice how devoid of substance and grace his world
was.
Later in the story once Ivan is on his deathbed, Tolstoy portrays Ivan’s final journey to
death as one of realization. Specifically, as Ivan lives his last few months, he begins to notice the
once unnoticed deceit present in his life and questions everything he has ever done. Tolstoy
depicts a wrecked man who, as he gets closer to death, is able to detect the hierarchal society he
lived in and the countless fraudulent aspects of his life:
It occurred to him that what had appeared perfectly impossible before, namely that he had
not spent his life as he should have done, might after all be true. It occurred to him that
his scarcely perceptible attempts to struggle against what was considered good by the
most highly placed people, those scarcely noticeable impulses which he had immediately
suppressed, might have been the real thing, and all the rest false. And his professional
duties and the whole arrangement of his life and of his family, and all his social and
official interests, might all have been false. (60)
Tolstoy illustrates that as Ivan Ilych’s death quickly approaches, he looks back on his life and
realizes that he lived a fake life, and his attempts to live a real life were quickly suppressed by
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his necessity to do “what was considered good by the most highly placed people”. In this
passage, Ivan finally arrives at his discovery that his entire life was flipped upside down and
Tolstoy uses Ivan’s journey towards death to illustrate his new perspective on his life. Tolstoy
also portrays Ivan’s road towards death as one of realization of the duplicity and deception in the
people around him. Tolstoy describes Ivan in his baffled state as he has his epiphany the next
morning:
He lay on his back and began to pass his life in review in quite a new way. In the
morning when he saw first his footman, then his wife, then his daughter, and then the
doctor, their every word and movement confirmed to him the awful truth that had been
revealed to him during the night. In them he saw himself—all that for which he had
lived—and saw clearly that it was not real at all, but a terrible and huge deception which
had hidden both life and death. (60)
Tolstoy furthers the theme of Ivan’s road to death being the vehicle by which he can see society
in a new light. Tolstoy describes Ivan’s journey towards his death as one where he becomes able
to notice the “huge deception” in society, but Ivan is the only person who comes to this
realization. Tolstoy vitalizes the adage that when someone nears their death they begin to see
their past in a new light, but at the same time, everyone around Ivan is so accustomed to the
fakeness in society that they think nothing of it. Fakeness and deception is a common theme
throughout the society in The Death of Ivan Ilych, but Tolstoy presents Ivan’s journey towards
his death as one where he sadly comes to grips with the emptiness in his own life and in society.
All in all, Tolstoy presents Ivan’s road towards his death as one where he discovers the
deceptions present in his life and in the society around him, and, as he makes these new findings,
there is a strong feeling of rebirth even though he is on his deathbed. While Ivan may be dying
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physically, his perceptions on life are just beginning. In a very different context, Fyodor
Dostoyevsky evokes this phenomenon in “Crime and Punishment” when he states, “I agree that
ghosts only appear to the sick, but that only proves that they are unable to appear except to the
sick, not that they don't exist.” (Crime and Punishment p.228) The gist of this is that the ghosts
are not an illusion, but a truth visible only to those close to death. Ivan Ilych, too, is perceiving
the ghosts of truth for the first time. Not only does Ivan’s descent towards death reveal many
aspects of society, but it is that very descent that illuminates those hidden aspects of life.
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Appendix D: Personal Literary Essay, “I’ll Catch Up to You”
I’ll Catch up to You
“You set the pace, and I’ll try to catch up to you,” my grandma would always say to me
as we were walking. “Don’t wait for me. Just go ahead.”
When I was younger, my grandma used to pick me up from school every afternoon, and
together, we would walk back to her house a few blocks away. You could say I was lucky,
considering that most kids had to ride the dreadfully-yellow school bus to get home. But I never
thought I was lucky. Never. To me, walking by her side was the most mortifying experience
anyone could ever go through.
She was the exact image of the stereotypical granny: glasses nearly falling off the end of
her nose, gray hair tied back neatly in a bun, and layers upon layers of knitted sweaters. What
really bothered me, though, was the way she walked. She relied on an old, worn-out cane for
support, and often leaned heavily against me with her free hand. She took small, slow steps, and
her walk was more like an unsteady wobble. I couldn’t help but imagine my friends snickering
behind my back as they watched my grandma hobble along beside me. Every day, I left the
school with my face burning red, trying to pull my grandma away from the crowd before anyone
could notice her.
Great Expectations tells the story of Pip’s self-transformation as he matures from a young
boy to a grown man. As a low-class orphan, Pip receives a large fortune from an unknown
benefactor and is raised as a gentleman in London. However, he begins to neglect Joe, who had
been his closest companion before. Pip feels that Joe’s awkward presence detracts from his own,
and is overwhelmed by “considerable disturbance” and mortification when around him. Pip can
only focus on Joe’s clumsy manner: the way he drops more food than he eats, the sounds of his
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“remarkable coughs,” and his “extraordinary play” with his hat. He is even willing to pay Joe to
stay away, and at times wants to run away himself.
“As the time approached I should have liked to run away.” (218) Every afternoon at school, I
dreaded the moment the clock struck 2:45, when the school bell would ring and all the students
would race out of the building to their freedom. Not only did I feel embarrassed that all of my
friends took the bus while I was stuck with my grandma, I also thought that my grandma’s image
made me seem “uncool” in their eyes. Who would want to be seen with someone who walked
like a fish out of the water and had absolutely no sense of fashion at all?
I tried to come up with every possible excuse I could to avoid walking home with her. “If I
could have kept [her] away by paying money, I certainly would have paid money.” (218) Every
morning, I begged my mom to leave her office early so that she could pick me up instead of my
grandma, but she would just sigh and tell me that I needed to grow up. Sometimes, in the
afternoon, I would convince my grandma to take longer, out-of-the-way routes to her house in
the hopes that none of my classmates would see me with her. I would come up with absurd
reasons to take detours, like “The next block has more trees. It will protect us from being
sunburned,” or “Let’s go look at those flowers around the corner,” to name a few. Whenever I
saw or heard someone approaching us, I would speed up and walk a few feet in front of her,
pretending that we weren’t related.
“Joe, dear Joe, you never tell of it. Long-suffering and loving Joe, you never complain.”
(423) Just as Joe does not complain or fault Pip for avoiding him, my grandma never yelled or
became upset with me for treating her the way I did. No matter how many times I tried to escape
from what I thought was an unnecessary burden, she did not reprimand me. Not once. Not even
when I pretended that we were just strangers who happened to be walking near each other on the
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street. She would just say to me every day while we were walking home, “You set the pace, and
I’ll try to catch up to you.” I guess it was her way of apologizing, but I never gave it much
thought back then.
After graduating from elementary school, I was thrilled that I would no longer have to
face the daily embarrassment of walking home with my extremely frail grandma. The school I
would be attending in the fall was much farther away from my house, so my parents decided that
I would take the school bus home in the afternoon. Of course, I was ecstatic.
But over the summer, everything changed. I lost contact with my elementary school
friends, who had probably gathered new groups of people to spend time with—groups that
apparently did not include me. I called them time after time and sent them email after email, yet
not one of them responded. Did they not want to be friends anymore? Had I done something
wrong? Or had they just never liked me in the first place? I had no idea. The whole situation
was just a confusing jumble of unanswered questions.
Later that summer, things only got worse. My grandma became progressively weaker; the pain
of any sort of movement in her joints wore down on both her physical and emotional health.
After all these years, I had never known how much pain it caused her to walk. Yet she had
brought me home from school every day without a single complaint. When she was hospitalized
for a week for arthritis-related illnesses, I knew from then on that she would never be able to take
care of me again.
“I had never been struck at so keenly, for my thanklessness…My heart was deeply and most
deservedly humbled…” (423) Pip’s embarrassment of Joe’s unsophisticated behavior persists
until the day he discovers that his benefactor is a lowly convict. He now realizes that he has left
his previous life with Joe for false expectations. “[The] sharpest and deepest pain of all – it was
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for the convict…that I deserted Joe.” (324) Pip learns that nothing can take the precedence of
family and friends, and that he should never have been embarrassed by Joe’s awkward manner.
“Look angry at me, Joe. Strike me, Joe. Tell me of my ingratitude. Don’t me so good to me!”
(468)
It was the end of the first day of sixth grade. I left the school building and headed
towards the bus. Although I was glad that I didn’t have to be embarrassed by walking home with
my grandma, I didn’t feel particularly happy, and I did not understand why. Shouldn’t I be
celebrating my first day of going home alone, after years of trying to avoid being seen with my
grandma, after years of hearing her say, “You set the pace, and I’ll try to catch up to you”?
I didn’t figure out why I was feeling that way until I stepped onto the bus. “It was not
until I began to think, that I began fully to know how wrecked I was, and how the ship in which I
had sailed was gone to pieces.” (324) I took a seat in the very last row at the corner, by myself.
I had no friends to talk to, and I didn’t have the courage to introduce myself to anyone either.
Coincidentally, the bus passed by the same route my grandma and I used to take to get home
from my elementary school. Looking out the window, I saw “the block that would protect us
from being sunburned” and “the block with the flowers around the corner,” where we used to
walk slowly together, her hand leaning against mine. I imagined us walking there in that
moment, the way it used to be. I started to miss those afternoons I had once hated. I missed
having someone to talk to, someone I could share my thoughts with, someone I knew I could
count on to comfort me whenever I needed it. Going home alone just didn’t feel right.
I realized in that moment that I should never have been embarrassed by my grandma’s
condition, and that I had almost sacrificed my connection with her to be friends with people who

337

weren’t my true friends anyway. I should have been proud to stand by her side, to support the
person whose love was worth more to me than any friendship could ever be.
“It is so delightful to hear you, Joe!” Pip interrupts when Joe rambles about shoe-leather and
walking. Like Pip, who learns to appreciate Joe’s endearing awkwardness, I began to view my
grandma as the person she was on the inside. I knew that it didn’t matter how fast she walked,
how she did her hair, or how she dressed. What truly mattered was her heart, and my heart could
never have been better than hers. “No wisdom on earth could have given me the comfort that I
should have derived from [her] simplicity and fidelity.” (324) Looking out the window, I
realized that all this time, I should have been the one to say to her, “Grandma, you set the pace,
and I’ll try to catch up to you.”
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Appendix E: Creative Response and Pastiche
Catcher in the Rapunzel
I could probably tell you about why I built a wall around my yard, and why I live
alone and all, but I don’t feel like it. I really don’t. You have to be in the right mood to talk about
those things. Where I want to start telling is the day I caught Rapunzel’s father in my garden.
There was this one crummy evening I came outside, and the old bastard was just standing
there, picking the rapunzel plants from my goddamn yard. I’m not too crazy about other people
going into my yard without asking. I maybe would have let him if he had just asked, but he
didn’t. He just walked into my garden like he owned the place. People are always walking into
your goddamn garden like they own the place. Anyway, he didn’t see me at first when I came
over the wall into my yard. I stood there for about twenty years, watching the bastard put his
lousy hands all over my plants and herbs and all. Finally, when he was really picking at
everything, I said “Okay, how about handing over that rapunzel?” He spun around on his short,
lousy legs when I said that. You should have seen the bastard’s face! His eyebrows nearly shot
off his forehead, and his lips started quivering all over the place like he was having a stroke or
something. Boy, did I make him nervous. Probably on the account of my being a witch and all.
I forgot to tell you that. I’m a witch. You probably want to know how I got this way, and
how my parents didn’t realize I’d been cursed and all that crap, but I don’t feel like going into it.
That stuff bores me. I should have been able to beat it anyway, the curse I mean. My brother
Allie got the old curse too, but it was really deep in him. He’s dead now. But he could have lived
if his case was as mild as mine. He was a few years younger than I was, but about fifty times as
intelligent. If he got the curse like me, he could have beaten it, and just been a regular person
again. He really could have. He had this bright, golden hair you could spot from about a hundred
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and fifty yards away. I wish you could have seen it. Blondes are supposed to be very stupid, but
Allie wasn’t. He was terrifically intelligent.
Anyway, Rapunzel's father was just standing right in the middle of my goddamn yard,
shaking like a bastard and all. When he finally calmed down a bit, he gave me this very phony,
innocent look, and said, “Oh, this is your rapunzel! By all means, take it! I’ve just been
wandering around, I don’t even want the stuff.” It was just about the phoniest crap I’d ever heard
in my life. I felt I ought to cast a spell on the guy, turn him into a goddamn frog and all, but I
didn’t. It’s cause I’m so yellow bellied, if you want to know the truth. I was just standing there
for about five minutes, on account of my being yellow and all, and Rapunzel’s father started
getting nervous again. He started sweating like a bastard, and biting at his crumby thumbnails
and all. I just took one step forward, it was funny cause it was just one goddamn step, and
Rapunzel’s father yelled, “please have mercy!” God, how I hate it when someone yells “please
have mercy!” when I take a step toward them. It depresses me. Anyway, he told me his old wife
would just about commit suicide or something if she didn’t get her hands on some rapunzel that
very moment. I told him he could take the rapunzel, for his wife and all.
About a year later I walked on up to the same guy’s house to get my Rapunzel. Part of the
deal of him taking the herbs in my garden was that I’d use my witch powers to get his wife
pregnant with a little girl. The two of them had been trying to have a kid for about forty years,
but after a while that stuff becomes discouraging, and you just give it a rest. I told the guy I’d
cast a spell so his wife could get pregnant, and feel what it’s like to be “with child” and all that
crap. If they gave me the baby after she was born, I’d care for her like my own, and he could take
all the goddamn rapunzel he wanted. He could take buckets, mountains of the stuff for all I cared.
I really suggested. I swear to God, I’m a mad man. The bastard took about two seconds to think
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over the offer, and then he agreed. He shook my goddamn hand, with this really smug look on
his face, like he’d just negotiated the goddamn deal of the century. Some deal. He gave up a girl
for some stupid rapunzel. I mean, I was happy to meet the little girl and all, but that depressed
the hell out of me. You wouldn’t believe the people you meet. Just about everybody would trade
in their daughter for some rapunzel.
As I was saying, I went to the guy’s house and got my baby. I decided to name her
Rapunzel, cause I never would have had her if it wasn’t for my neighbor’s goddamn crazy
rapunzel craving and all. Rapunzel was a cute baby, she really was, but you wouldn’t believe
how she grew up. I mean you wouldn’t believe how pretty she turned out. Her hair was sort of
like Allie’s, all blond and thick and all. She never wanted to cut it, cause she was worried people
would think she was a boy. That killed me. It’s not like I let her leave home anyway.
When Rapunzel was about twelve, she came up with the most genius thing you’ve ever
heard. We lived in this really tall, stone tower. I used to practically break my crazy neck scaling
the goddamn thing. It didn’t have any stairs, cause I didn’t want Rapunzel falling down them to
the bottom and all. Sometimes during the day I wasn’t home, and you can’t catch yourself on
stairs if you start falling. Even if I was home, I may not have been able to catch her if she slipped
down some very steep stairs and all. Old Rapunzel decided she’d spend all day braiding her hair,
and when I got home in the evening, she’d throw all of it down, and I could sort of use it as a
rope and climb right up. She’s really intelligent, like Allie was. I’m a goddamn moron compared
to both of them, if you want to know the truth.
A couple years later, when old Rapunzel was about fourteen, I started to notice this
goddamn white horse in the distance when I came home. It looked a whole lot like the Prince’s
horse. It wasn’t all white. It had this big black spot on its side you could only see from certain
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angles. I’d seen the goddamn Prince riding it around town quite a few times. He rode with this
really big saddle, with all this polo equipment strapped to it and all. It was just about the phoniest
thing I’ve ever seen. I saw the Prince try to play polo once, and it was like he’d never held a club
in his goddamn life. He just strapped all that crap on the horse to cover the black spot, so the
horse looked all white. But it wasn’t all white, it was only part white. People never understand
that horses can just be part white. People never understand anything. Anyway, I kept seeing that
horse walking around my tower. I got to thinking that maybe the Prince was hanging around to
see Rapunzel and all. That made me pretty nervous. The Prince was a very sexy guy. A lot of
guys talk about having sexual intercourse with girls all the time, but the Prince actually did it. I’d
seen him seducing babes in town a couple of times. The bastard took off his goddamn crown and
used the reflection to fluff his gorgeous locks when he was about to meet one. He was very
conceited. I swear to god, he was madly in love with himself. His father was always introducing
him to these princesses from all over the place. You should have seen the old Prince if the girl
wasn’t up to his goddamn royal standards. I mean, there was this one princess from this little
kingdom not a lot of people have really heard of. She was in this kind of corny looking dress,
and she wasn’t wearing lipstick or any of that crap, and the Prince barely looked at her. I mean,
he talked to her for about thirty seconds and then he beat it. But if the princess was some tall
babe from some wealthy kingdom, he’d shoot the old bull for hours. The Prince would tell his
servant he could take an extra break, just to show what a sincere, generous guy he was, letting
his servant have a break and all. Then he’d start giving the princess all these phony compliments,
about how he’d heard the most incredible things about her father, and how she look lovely in the
light and all that crap. He’d invite her into his goddamn carriage for a little stroll. Some stroll. I
swear to God, he just gave those girls the time. I’m not kidding. He really did. So when I started
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seeing his horse around the tower it made me so nervous I nearly went crazy, on the account of
him being such a sex maniac and all.
This one day old Rapunzel got really out of breath after pulling me up by her hair. She
was panting all over the place, but she put her arms around my neck and all as soon as I was
inside. She’s quite affectionate, for a child. Sometimes she’s even too affectionate. I sort of gave
her this dopey kiss on the top of the head, and I said, “Why ya so out of breath?”
“Oh, you’re just a lot heavier than the Prince,” she said. Right as she said that her eyes
shot up at me. She was staring at me with her big, blue eyes and all. She looked nervous as hell.
“What?” I said to old Rapunzel.
“Nothing,” she said. “I have a new song for you. Ya wanna hear?”
“I’m asking you a question. What did you say about the Prince a minute ago?”
“The what?”
“The goddamn Prince.”
“Stop swearing.”
“Rapunzel,” I said all calmly, nonchalant as hell. “You said something about the Prince.”
“Oh that,” she said. “Well yeah. The other day I was singing this song, and the Prince
rode over on his horse, and said I sounded pretty swell. He asked me to put down my hair so he
could climb in here and we could talk for a while” talk my ass “cause he’d never seen me outside
or anything, and he thought I had a really pretty voice. I threw my braids down, and he climbed
up h-”
“You let him climb up here!” I had a bad feeling as soon as I saw that goddamn horse,
and I wasn’t too crazy about the idea of him climbing up her hair into our home and all.
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“Let me finish,” she said, snotty as hell. “He climbed up here, and we got to talking for a
while. He came here in the morning, and he didn’t leave until a little before you came home, so
we talked for hours, actually. It turns out he’s a swell guy. He’s a great guy, in fact.” She gave
me this really shy look. She looked eight years old when she gave me that look, with her hair
behind her ears and all. “He asked me to marry him, and I really want to.”
“What?” I said. I was so surprised when she said that I nearly dropped dead. I swear to
God I did. I got sort of dizzy and I thought I was going to pass out or something.
“He proposed to me,” she said. “I’m going to marry him. Can I? Okay?”
“No. Shut up.”
I didn’t mean to tell her to shut up and all, but I thought I was going to pass out or
something.
“Why can’t I? Please, Holden! It won’t be fa-”
“You’re not marrying him. So shut up.”
“But I’ve got to marry him! Can’t I? Please.”
“You don’t have to marry him, and you’re not marrying him. Now, shut up!” I almost
wanted to yank all that hair off her head for a second. I really did.
Then she started bawling all over the place and stormed into her room. I went over to the
window, the window the goddamn Prince climbed through. I felt so damn lonesome all of a
sudden. I was sort of crying. I don’t know why, but I was. I was still sort of dizzy, so I sat down
at the kitchen table for a minute. Then I started walking around the kitchen. I don’t really know
why. I just started walking around and looking at the washcloths and silverware on the counter
and all. I saw this pair of kitchen scissors, and I got this crazy idea all of a sudden. I called
Rapunzel out of her room. At first, she wouldn’t come out, but after I knocked on the door a
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couple of times she did. She wouldn’t look at me or anything, but I knew she would come out.
Then what I did was, I took the goddamn scissors and I cut basically all of her hair off. I mean, I
cut it to about her shoulders. I did it so quick old Rapunzel didn’t even realize what happened,
but then she looked down, and saw about a million feet of blonde hair all over the place. She was
pretty irritated about it. I mean, she wasn’t too crazy about getting basically all her hair cut off.
She started hitting my chest, and shrieking all this stuff about how I had no right to cut her hair.
I’ll admit, I felt pretty lousy about it afterwards. But you didn’t know the goddamn Prince. I
already told you what a sexy bastard he was.
Some things are hard to remember. I’m thinking now of when the goddamn Prince rode
his horse back to our tower. I mean I can’t remember exactly what I was doing when I heard
those goddamn stupid horse hooves circling around the wall. I was probably still looking out the
window, but I swear I can’t remember. It was the middle of the goddamn night though, and as
soon as he got here he screamed at the top of his goddamn lungs, “Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down
your hair!” He said it rude as hell. I mean, he didn’t ask her to let down her hair, he didn’t say
“Rapunzel, please let down your hair,” he just told her to let down her goddamn hair. He was
exactly the type of guy to just tell a girl to let down her goddamn hair. I’ll tell you what I did
after he said that. What I did was, I gathered all of Rapunzel’s old hair from all over the floor,
and holding on to the end, I threw it out the window. The Prince was too goddamn stupid to
realize that it wasn’t actually Rapunzel, it was just me holding onto her old hair, and he just
started climbing up it. He didn’t even notice that she wasn’t singing like she always does when
you climb her hair. He didn’t even care.
This next part I don’t remember so hot. All I know is he pulled himself in through
the window, and I tried to sock him. Only, I missed because I was still holding on to all that
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goddamn hair and all. My wand was on the kitchen table, and account of my getting so dizzy and
all, I couldn’t use a spell on him either. Anyway, the next thing I knew, he had me cornered next
to the window, pushing me into the stone wall with all the goddamn weight he had. I called him
a sonuvabitch and a moron about a hundred times, and every time he asked me if I even knew
who his father was. I swear to God, he said about a hundred times, “The King, that’s who.” Very
big deal. I told him his father was a goddamn stupid moron, and his whole goddamn royal court
was just full of a bunch of morons.
“Now shut up, God damn it, just shut up!” he said. I really had him going. “If I let
you go will you shut up?”
“Yes.”
He moved away a little. My back hurt from all his lousy weight. “You’re a stupid
sonuvabitch of a moron, and your brother’s heir to the crown,” I told him.
Then he really let me have it, and the next thing I knew I was smashing into the
goddamn window. All this glass shattered all over the place, and it kinda cut the back of my
head. I sort of fell on my side, and I when I looked up the goddamn Prince was buckled over,
clutching at his face and all. We must have been pretty loud, because then Rapunzel came out of
her room, and she’s just about the heaviest sleeper you’ll ever meet. She sorta started screaming
when she saw the two of us. I mean, she was pretty scared. I don’t blame her. I touched the back
of my head, and there was this hot blood running all over the place. It got all over my neck and
cloak and all. Old Rapunzel came over to me, and sort of lifted me onto one shoulder off the
ground to sit on the window sill and all. She went over to the Prince and tapped him on the back.
He was sitting on one of the kitchen chairs, leaning over between his legs and all, and you should
have seen him when he put his head up. I mean, you would not believe the gore. His whole face
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was bloody, his ears, his nose and all. I swear to God, his eyes had glass in them. He sort of
started to grope around for something.
“Rapunzel?” He said, “I can’t see!”
Old Rapunzel started to cry, and her tears got all over the place and all. She was
sitting on the kitchen table, crying right over him and all, and a couple of tears got in his eyes.
You wouldn’t believe what happened after that. What happened was, the Prince started to see
again when the tears got in his eyes. I mean it started that he could only see shapes and shadows
and all, but the more old Rapunzel cried, the better he could see, until his vision was just the
same as before. That was really something. I mean, I didn’t like the guy, but I’m glad he got his
vision back. I mean, I was happy he could at least see again. I really was.
Anyway, I let old Rapunzel move out in the end. I was pretty worried something
bad would happen to her at first, in town all alone and all, but I let her go. The thing with kids is,
at some point you just have to let them move out, and not say anything. If something happens,
something happens, but it’s bad if you say anything to them.
That’s all I’m going to tell you about. I could probably tell you about what I did when
old Rapunzel moved out, and what ended up happening with her and the Prince and all, but I
don’t really feel like it. I really don’t. That stuff doesn’t interest me too much right now. Talking
about all this made me miss her so goddamn much. It’s funny, I sort of miss everyone I told you
about. Even my neighbor and the goddamn Prince, for instance. Don’t ever tell ever tell anyone
anything. If you do, you start missing everybody.
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Appendix F: Student Responses to Creative Response
Junior and Seniors from Short Story elective class
As someone who is more reserved, I have always used writing as an outlet to express
things that I cannot express to others. When writing a creative piece, I always close my eyes and
think about the most significant thing, event, memory, thought, idea to me in that particular
moment. I find that when I have a specific feeling that I am trying to express, I am able to
produce better work. This is why I love creative writing. The reflection poem that we wrote and
the short story are my two favorite assignments I have done in my high school career. While we
had guide lines, we also had the creative freedom to use the assignment and mold it into
whatever we wanted to. Writing these two pieces confirmed my love for creative writing.
Reading these pieces again showed me things about myself that I have either been afraid or
unwilling to admit. I really enjoyed the creative component to this class because it is what
allowed me to grow both as a person and writer.
I feel that writing creative assignments was one of the most valuable experiences I had in
this class. First, it pushed me to understand and analyze the techniques that writers used, and the
way in which the stories truly worked to a greater extent because I was asked to translate these
ideas into my own work. I thought the subversive fairytale assignment was a wonderful way to
start off the year—I thoroughly enjoyed the experience of taking something I thought one could
know everything about by age five, and turning into a mature, multilayered, analytical piece.
The poem was something I was very apprehensive about initially because I have
little experience writing poetry. However, in the end I was thrilled about the assignment because
I had never translated my analysis of literature into my own self. It is something I recommend
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any student should do, as I believe that once you make something personal, it is much more
concrete in your mind.
I thoroughly enjoyed writing my epiphany story. I loved almost all of the stories
we read in class, and so being given the task to create my own was daunting but also thrilling.
Ultimately, I think that I learned more about the genres, writing, and myself through the creative
assignments than anything else.
This class taught me different ways to have a story arc in not many pages. I enjoyed the
magic realism and fairytale commentary units because of the ways in which the topics combined
reality and fantasy. Writing our own subversive fairytale was one of my favorite assignments
because by analyzing the stories, we were analyzing a very applicable aspect of our society:
children’s fairytales. I knew these stories very well but never thought much about their deeper
meaning, and how the stories could be applied to modern society. The subverted fairytale unit
was a good way to start the year because the stories were somewhat familiar.
My favorite assignment was writing our own epiphany story. I did not think I was
capable of writing my own epiphany story and enjoyed proving myself wrong. I also learned a
lot about epiphany stories by being on the writing side.
Our first creative writing assignment was my favorite this semester. I finally had the
chance to write my own fairytale! I found it helpful to first read several short fairytale stories and
also found the syllabus for the project detailed and informative. I also enjoyed writing my
epiphany story! I loved the freedom to choose any topic, while also having a specific task (make
sure the reader has some realization!) Though I found it challenging to not blatantly state the
point of my story, it pushed me to think of creative ways of describing a situation, rather than
giving away the obvious. I also found the syllabus for this project to be extremely useful. I
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appreciated your ability to give specific directions without limiting our creativity. Though I had a
hard time comprehending free indirect discourse at the beginning of the semester, I was able to
grasp, understand and use this writing technique for my last story (yay!)
The creative responses were my favorite part of this class. As the semester progressed
and we learned more and more how to formulate a good short story, I wish he had more
opportunities to use our newfound skills. I enjoyed reading the variety of stories but there were
so many techniques I wanted to try out but didn't get a chance to. I learned how important
description and word choice is in these short stories where the word count is somewhat
restricted. Something I tried to focus on for my creative responses was making every word mean
something. I would read sentences over, omitting certain words and if the sentence still conveyed
the same message I would keep the omitted word out of the paper. I wish we had a chance to
write a story with magical realism. I thought those stories were really interesting and I was
curious about what my version of that story would be. At this point, I feel like I know so much
about short stories that I could write a whole book of them!
If there were one thing I could change about this class it would be the chance to write
more short stories. Our extensive and in depth reading allowed us to really grasp what makes a
short story work. I just wish that we had more of a chance to apply what we learned.
I loved the way we were able to respond to a story with another story after we read the
subverted fairy tales. The assignment was so open-ended so we were really able to analyze and
alter any aspect we wanted of any story. I really liked how we read so many different types of
stories with multiple versions of subversion, so we had a very wide range of ideas to use when
writing our own. I also really liked the epiphany stories for the same reasons: we were able to
write our own, and we had a large variety of examples to start our own with, (as opposed to the
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typical essay response to a story). With these assignments we could really go anywhere we
wanted with our own stories and it was amazing way to show our understanding of what we had
read for class, as well as our own abilities to write our own. I fell that when someone simply
writes an analytical essay, they are solely showing that they understood the story or stories and
provide no application of this understanding.
Personally, writing these creative assignments was a huge breath of fresh air for me, as
well as a much-needed reminder that there is a reason to edit. I’ve always been a chronic
procrastinator, and as such I would normally pound out an essay in a few hours and then send it
off, with the mindset that I no longer had to think about it. Creative assignments changed that,
because for once I wanted it to be good, not just finished. For multiple different stories I would
sit myself down with the mindset of, “Time to make this good,” and would constantly find
myself in an editing frenzy, or a lot of the time, simply rewriting the story as a whole because I
felt I needed a fresh start. The concept was truly foreign to me. Of course I take pride in getting
good grades (when I get them), but this is one of the few times in recent memory where I took
pride in my work. Editing as a whole was something in the past that I either didn’t do at all, or
simply did enough to convince myself I put in the effort. But when I would get a grade back that
said something along the lines of, “good start, but you kinda half-assed it,” I got frustrated. I
wanted people to know I could write well. I wanted to prove that. Which was a huge difference
from simply storing the mediocre grade under “shit happens” in my head. So yes, I really do love
these creative assignments, even if I don’t always excel, because for the first time in a long time,
I want to excel.
As someone who is more reserved, I have always used writing as an outlet to express
things that I cannot express to others. When writing a creative piece, I always close my eyes and

351

think about the most significant thing, event, memory, thought, idea to me in that particular
moment. I find that when I have a specific feeling that I am trying to express, I am able to
produce better work. This is why I love creative writing. The reflection poem that we wrote and
the short story are my two favorite assignments I have done in my high school career. While we
had guide lines, we also had the creative freedom to use the assignment and mold it into
whatever we wanted to. Writing these two pieces confirmed my love for creative writing.
Reading these pieces again showed me things about myself that I have either been afraid or
unwilling to admit. I really enjoyed the creative component to this class because it is what
allowed me to grow both as a person and writer.
To me, what worked most about this class was the fact that you did not adhere to a standard
method of teaching English. We didn't just read a book, receive a lecture, then have an essay or
test on the material. The creative writing and discussion-based classroom setting allowed for us
to learn from each other, which I found exponentially valuable. This course has taught me to see
the value in writing as a means for expression, it has expanded my analytical skills, and has
allowed me to become truly passionate about writing.
I thought that writing the creative assignments were really fun and really relevant to what
we were reading and learning. Because we were reading creative short stories, I thought that it
was better for us to be writing these creative pieces rather than writing analytical essays, because
our creative pieces related more. The stories we read gave good examples for the stories we had
to write. For example, we read fairy tales and more fantasy-style stories and then had to write our
own fairytales, but had plenty of examples to look back at and jump off from. I thought writing
the creative stories was really interesting and was different from any other class I had taken,
since most English classes revolve around a traditional, analytical essay. It was nice to be able to

352

explore our other strengths and styles through creative writing. The only thing that I’m not sure
completely related was the exercise we had to write in the form of a poem. It was a fun
assignment, but was somewhat hard to write because a lot of us had never written poetry before
and were unsure about what this should look like. Overall, though, I’ve really enjoyed the
writing I’ve done in this class!
I really enjoyed the creative assignments. Personally, writing the epiphany was the
highlight of this course. In the beginning, I had trouble deciphering where and how the
epiphanies took place in all the stories we read; however, as I began writing my own piece, the
answer presented itself to me. In that writing assignment, I noticed how easy it was for me to
massage the story line and write in a very honest style. When I listen to Bruce Springsteen, I
realize how elegant his lyrics are by noting how true they are to the given situation. He has
written many songs about the truths in life and when I try to do the same, I fail miserably. This
writing assignment allowed me to hop of the "Bruce barrier" and venture into a new form of
writing— one that I am pleased with.
I thought the creative assignments were great. The first fairy tale assignment was
interesting and challenging, which was a good set up for how the entire course would unfold.
Something that I thought was imperative in succeeding in this assignment was the time you gave
us to ask questions, or go over the assignment. At first, I was very confused as to what to do but
you really did a great job explaining it to everyone. The poetic response was probably my
favorite piece of writing we did in this class. I’ve never responded to a story with this time of
literature and it was interesting how my end result looked. The final creative writing assignment
(epiphany story) was great, but I would have liked to also write a magic realism piece. I was so
intrigued by this magic realism writing, and I had some great ideas down but we ended up not
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writing this type of story. Nonetheless, the epiphany story was a joy to write and was also
challenging, something that is very important in short story writing. Fun, yet challenging as well.
I definitely became a better writer during the course of this semester and I’m now interested in
reading stories that aren’t necessarily true or realistic. It was a pleasure to be able to write these
types of stories after reading such great examples in the texts.
For some assignments the characters and plot came easily, for others I had to write draft
after draft to understand what I wanted to do. In the fairy tale assignment I immediately thought
of pairing fairy tales and the bling ring. But the epiphany story took me so long to write. I don’t
know if that was because I simply didn’t know what to write or if it was the concept of writing
an epiphany. I understood and analyzed the epiphany stories we read in class with ease. I love
creative writing and when it comes to fictional, nonsensical stories with an underlying
meaning—I have no problems. But when I have to write creatively about something that could
be applied to real life—I need time, patience, and revision. Overall I loved all three of the
creative assignments given in this class. Not only because they were fun to write but also
because they opened me up to a new world of creative writing. Before this class I had never
wrote a fairy tale, a six-word story, or an epiphany story. Now I can take my creative writing to
the next level!
Creative writing is not typically something I enjoy writing. I consider myself better at
analytical writing than creative writing and I felt challenged by the longer creative responses. I
wish the longer creative assignments had the option of doing an analytical essay. It was
interesting writing the creative pieces, but I prefer analytical. I feel like I get a lot out of
analytical writing and less out of creative writing, so I wish I had been able to write analytically
rather than creatively.
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I feel that the creative writing assignments were a challenge for me because i usually
have trouble coming up with creative writing ideas. However once the ideas started pouring
through I felt it was a fun process because my ideas kept building off one another to build a
stronger story. I thought it was harder to make changes to creative writings because my pieces
were all about storylines and changing one thing changes the whole story. Lastly, I feel that
writing creative pieces shows more into who the writer is because the story is dictated by them
and they are coming up with every twist and turn. I am actually taking a creative writing English
course second semester with Mr. Morse, so I am looking forward to learning more into creative
pieces and the writing techniques writers use to create their classic pieces.
Prior to this summer I had never truly indulged in creative writing. However, after doing
so I found that I actually enjoy writing creatively as I feel that I am able to portray various
characteristics of mine in my writing. This class in particular gave me the opportunity to allow
for my life outside of school to influence some of the work I produced for school.
In response to your question, I felt like the creative writing in this class was one of the
best parts of the semester. These assignments really improved the way in which I approached the
types of stories we were reading. The most recent assignment in particular, really helped me get
a grasp on what the most important aspects of an epiphany story are. Each time we did one of
these assignments, I felt a little bit of dread as I realized I was still a bit unclear as to what
exactly "worked" in these stories. That being said, the stories I am most familiar and comfortable
with now are the ones that I analyzed when writing my creative pieces.
Sophomores from American Literature class
I think creative writing assignments work because by taking a part/passage of the book
and making it a creative piece shows that a person understands what they are reading. For
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example, the sestina made me think of the deeper meaning of Thoreau and ultimately helped me
understand the story [sic] better. Creative pieces work for me because I am able to think how the
book relates to my life, therefore making it easier to understand.
Creative assignments work for me as an analytical assignment because one may use
creative media—i.e., nearly anything other than an essay—to best delve into a given piece. For
instance, for Othello, I might write a screenplay with a character like Iago in it, and it is there
that one may see how I unpacked him, what I expect of him. It shows how much I know this
character, and, since he is a character I pull from Shakespeare's dialogue, essentially serves to
analyze a part of the text of Othello.
It is not literally an analytical assignment, though, because it requires a subtle statement
of my thesis in a way I would just blatantly write in an essay. I take what I would write in an
essay and explore it through artistic media, and there's the difference for me.
Personally, I love creative projects because it [sic] allows me to analyze a text through a
format that differs from your ‘typical essay.’ I think it’s important because it’s a very Riverdale
Collegiate-like approach to learning and analyzing. As a student, I often feel more invested in
my work when it is more creative and therefore I can take more from it. I think that in writing
my Sestina, I was able to employ what I had learned from Thoreau and use my own
interpretation along with experience within my own life. The combination of the two was very
powerful and allowed me to truly bring life to my ideas about Thoreau.
I think that in writing a creative piece about Othello, it would be great to do something
similar. I’m not sure whether this would simply be a change of format: i.e. writing a song, poem,
etc. or bringing Othello to terms in our own lives. I think both of these were accomplished in
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writing the sestinas and that either (or both) would be a great addition to the Othello analytical
project.
I personally am a big fan of creative assignments. I feel I am better able to draw
connections to the text and the outside world when doing assignments such as the Sestina.
Although I think analytical essays are helpful I feel I can be more creative, innovative and think
more outside the box when doing these other types of projects. In general I feel that creative
assignments make the students more willing to work because they are more interested in what
they are doing. I would however suggest a balance between analytical essays and creative
assignments as some do find writing an essay easer.
Creative assignments are analytical in the sense that they test not only your take on the
book—or play—itself but the complicated devices used in the writing. This is done by emulating
techniques and patterns in the text we are focusing on. Although creative assignments are likely
to be shorter than analytical ones, I think that they are harder to complete because they have
more rigid requirements.
They work because if gives a different approach to analyzing the text. It can give you
different points of view while reading the text you wouldn't have, if there wasn't a creative aspect
to the assignment. They work for me because it is nice to see more sides of a story. I also believe
(like most people, I would assume) creative assignments are a more fun way to do an analytical
assignment. Although they are more fun, they can be harder to do. Having to implement a
creative aspect while analyzing text can be difficult.
Creative vs. Analytical assignments: When I do a creative assignments it forces me to see
the text in a different way than if I was just writing an analytical essay. It allows me to
understand the text even more by making it or changing it to be my own. What I mean by this is
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that when I do a creative assignment I have to first understand the text, and then go even further
by thinking of a way to express what the text means to me, not just what the text means
objectively. In this way it is still analytical, because there it is still necessary to analyze the text
and fully comprehend it. I like doing creative assignments, but I find them harder than simple
analytical assignments because I don't think I am very creative, and sometimes find it hard to
actually decide in what way I am going to complete the assignment. However, I enjoy doing
them because it allows me to broaden my understanding of a text.
For me, creative writing works as an analytical essay because in order to make a creative
project from the text, you have to have a strong concept of the major themes in the text, and play
off of those themes. Doing a creative assignment really shows that you understand the text to a
core level by what you choose to write off of the topic. I find that an analytical essay can
sometimes be easier than a creative piece, because in an analytical essay you have all of your
essay basically lying out in front of you, you just have to stitch together different pieces and
quotes to make a convincing argument. However, in a creative writing piece you have to use the
text more as a reference than a resource, and come up with your own original version of what
you have read. In addition, every piece of creative writing has your own view on the text and is
able to convey your opinions and reactions to what you read better than the thesis of an
analytical essay would.
I enjoy and learn more from creative writing because it requires a personal understanding
of a text as opposed to basic comprehension. Analytical writing can be great and helpful for
unpacking text, but I feel creative writing takes our writing to a whole other level. We have to
already have an understanding of the text so we make something of our own that is connected,
original, and fun. They take more effort and I personally get more invested in them.
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I like creative and analytical assignments. I think it is important, because it creates
multiple perspectives on what the assignment is on. The analytical aspect allows one to reflect on
something that might be something many people have noticed, or something the author would
want you to think. The creative aspect allows for even more of your own input, and allows you to
take something unique out of what you are reflecting upon. I personally like each aspect equally,
both analyzing, and using my own unique ideas to reflect.
A creative work only works for me if I fully grasp the concept at hand. This way I can
use my prior knowledge and build off of it. This is the time that I fully show that I grasp the
concept. However, they are also different because they challenge me in different ways. One
requires me to go in depth and the other requires me to build off. In a way they are quite the
opposite. I find creative work to be more entertaining, albeit more challenging, however I feel
that the challenge is worth it. This is also not to say that creative works are not analytical and
analytical works are not creative, they most definitely are, but they’re played down more, as in
an analytical work isn’t fabricating, but makes interesting and novel viewpoints, like a creative
work uses analysis and understanding of the topic to build off. both introduce new ideas into the
field, but in different ways.
A creative assignment could express an analytical understanding and ideas like the
sestina written if the creative assignment requires us to have a deep understanding of a theme in
the play and use one of the themes for example in creating a new scene or writing a monologue
for a specific character to say. I like creative assignments not more than analytical essays, but
they are more fun and I think tell you more about what the writer is really interested in.
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Appendix G: Subversive Fairy Tale
Sample Subversive Fairy-Tale Response: “Red”
From my spot by the tree I can just see the front of the house. Little Red, as her mother
calls her, is picking the daisies. Her mother yells something to her, and she turns, her head
cocked to the side, only half listening, as most teenagers do. I only catch a few words. But like
Little Red, I’m not really listening. I’m watching her. Hands on hips, long brown hair framing
her face, remnants of her childhood plumpness just disappearing.
I remember those days, before The Separation, when her cherub-like face was
permanently frozen in a gap-toothed grin. We would run around till we couldn’t stand anymore,
and then just lie on the grass. She loved to play with the hair that covered my body like a rug,
although it was much softer then. Back then, humans and wolves lived peacefully, side by side.
Wolves roamed the town, helping the humans out with little things. We would give them the
scraps of our meals.
This peace went on for a while, until I was around four. I remember the day it ended,
because it was the same day Little Red’s mother coined that name for her. She had fallen and cut
her knee open the day before, and it started bleeding. She peered down at it, not even seeming to
register the pain. She played with it, dipping her little plump pinky in the blood and wiping it on
her arms and legs. The next day she refused to wear anything but the color red.
And while I was calmly stashed away at Red’s house, oblivious to the world outside her
walls of ivy and stone, the mangled body of an equally innocent wolf, was being discovered. In a
ditch by the edge of town. You could still smell the putrid stench of the town drunk on him. And,
as if begging to light the match while he was already covered in oil, next to the body, he left a
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little empty bottle of the world’s shittiest whiskey; only the kind a man who spends all his money
on alcohol would buy.
The wolves, accustomed to the slurred hateful garbage that spluttered out of the drunken
fool’s mouth, never expected him to snap. They found him passed out in front of the pub,
covered in blood, muttering something about “the damn mutt knocking over my drink”. Before
he could take another breath, his throat was ripped out. This, of course, caused uproar in the
town. “What if my kids saw that?” “How can we interact with creatures that will kill when they
get mad?” “They are wild animals, after all”. All of the mistrust and judgment, before kept so
quiet, started to seep out of the cracks; first at a slow trickle, but then quickly picking up pace
until it became a tsunami wave of outright hatred. In the lead of this charge against the wolves
was Red’s grandmother. She clawed her way to the top of local politics, and landed the position
of mayor in record time. She promptly banned the wolves from ever returning to the village.
I was ripped away from Red, not to see her again for at least 10 years. She lived in her
world, and I in mine. I learned to hunt for myself, and to stay away from the humans. They were
bloodthirsty brutes, I was taught. And for a while, I had no desire to cross the boundaries. That
was a time when the unfortunate wolf who happened to find himself over town borders would be
hunted down and killed by the village militia (commanded, of course, by Red’s grandmother).
But after seeing Little Red, that one day three years ago, curiosity overcame me, and those
boundaries I’d never dared to cross didn’t seem so threatening anymore. I had been playing by
the edge of the forest, wrestling with a friend. We were pretending to hunt each other. I ran from
him, dodging branches and roots, finally stopping by the edge of the forest behind a thicktrunked oak tree to catch my breath. I stopped and looked around. Up ahead, about 150 feet
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away, I saw a girl wearing all red. My mind flashed back, made connections. I stood, just
watching her.
A week later, I returned to my spot by the tree. This time, she was in a nice red dress,
setting an outdoor table. She was tall for her age, one of those girls that begin to grow early,
becoming taller than the boys. She looked awkward and lanky, but so human. More people,
adults, enter the yard. At the head is her grandmother, surrounded by her cronies. I hear them
cackling as they claw at their food, sending Red to go get them more drinks. She returns with the
drinks, hands them to her grandmother, and keeps walking, through her backyard, through the
shrubs and bushes, straight towards me.
As she enters the forest, I freeze. She passes by me, stops, retraces her steps, and we
make eye contact. I see a flicker of recognition, but I also see a scream well up in her throat. I
take off as fast as I can, not looking back once. The next day, I return, but very carefully. And
she’s there. Sitting cross-legged by the tree trunk. I timidly walk near her, leaving a solid 5 feet
between us, and I sit down on my back paws. We talk for hours.
I went back every day for three weeks, and we would talk. About everything and nothing.
And as the days went by, I would sit slightly less far away from her. I would notice new details
on her face. The way her eyes crinkled when she laughed, the light little freckles that covered her
smooth cheeks. The way her eyes flashed with anger when she talked about her grandmother.
She hated her. The Separation had changed her, made her a hateful creature. Red told me about
how her grandmother treated everyone so badly, especially her son. Red’s father was a relatively
weak man, very different from the strong-willed tyrant that used to be his mother. Red’s father
had a weak heart. It just gave up.
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One day, my friends, whom I had been blowing off to visit Little Red, followed me. They
saw me with her, and when I arrived back home, confronted me. They demanded to know why I
wanted to get them killed, their eyes filled with more fear than anger. They told me I was naïve
and selfish, how could a human ever want to be friends with you.
We were friends when we were younger, I explained.
Don’t you get it, dummy, nothing is the same now. You have to choose.
I didn’t go back the next day, or the day after that. But after a week, I did. I missed her
company, but I also just missed her. She told me that she went to the tree every day, because she
knew I would come back soon. I devised a plan to meet her every other day, so my friends didn’t
get suspicious.
We haven’t gotten caught in three years. And as I look at her now, from my spot by the
tree, a different curiosity washes over me, a stronger one. Since when did she get so attractive? I
stand there, contemplating my newfound discovery. I don’t even notice when she creeps up
behind me. She screeches, making me jump, straight into a branch. It cuts my forehead, and feel
blood trickle down my face and nestle itself into my facial hair. She rushes over, suddenly
worried. “I’m so sorry!” she keeps saying. I keep telling her not to worry about it. I’m a male,
and a male wolf at that. I pretty much don’t feel it at all. She pulls out her handkerchief, gets on
her tippy toes, and starts wiping the blood off my face. As finishes cleaning the gash, her fingers
linger on my face. We look into each other’s eyes, but then we both quickly look away,
embarrassed by the intimate moment. Then she turns back, her green eyes dancing. She suggests
that we take a walk. She says she found a gigantic old tree near her grandmother’s house, which
has a giant hole, big enough to fit us both comfortably. But the closer we get to the house and the

363

tree, the more uneasy I begin to feel. I remind Red of the dangers, and what the consequences
would be for me if I get caught. She laughs, and tells me not to get caught.
We sit and talk, and I begin to inspect my surroundings. I see the leaves changing colors,
beginning to transition from the fresh green of the summer to the fiery mixture of colors that
comes with fall. I am watching two squirrels playing on the branch above me, when I see a glint
in the distance, which disappears when I turn my head towards it. I think it’s coming from the
direction of her grandmother’s house, but I can’t be positive. I briefly wonder, can that be the
glint of binoculars against a window? No, don’t be silly. When I get ready to leave, I see the
glinting again, but I don’t dare search for its source.
The next day, Little Red is waiting for me by our original tree, her face somber. She tells
me that her grandmother saw us. She looks down at her feet, and tells me that her grandmother
said that she couldn’t send the militia after me because we were technically still on wolf
territory, but that if we see each other again, she will have no choice. We sit in silence for a few
moments, digesting this information. I think about Red’s carelessness, how she could get me
killed. But then I realize that I would rather risk this danger than live without seeing Red another
day. Then Red’s smile returns, and she tells me how her grandmother gave her a gift. A red
riding hood! She tells me she is going to start wearing it when it gets cooler.
A few weeks later, we meet by the tree near her grandma’s house. Little Red is
sporting her new red riding hood. We go to sit in the hole in the tree, and I begin telling her some
story about one of my friends. She looks at me, confused. I stop my story, and ask her what’s
wrong. Again, confusion. It’s as if she is seeing my lips move but can’t seem to understand what
I’m saying. Then she laughs. “Ha Ha very funny. Now please stop growling and tell me what
you have to tell me.” Growling? I keep trying to talk to her, but she still looks slightly confused,
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and now she’s beginning to look frustrated. She tells me that I’m not being funny, to stop. I try to
tell her that I’m not kidding, I’m not growling. She begins to lose her temper— a rare occurrence
with Red. She finally screeches that if I don’t stop acting like the dog that I am, she will never
come see me again.
She looks just as surprised as I feel. My mouth hangs open; I am unable to will
my brain to move the muscles in my jaw to close it. I can’t feel. She said the words I had never
thought would even be present in our brains. I thought–I assumed—that she knew that what we
had transcended all the physical differences between us. This didn’t sound like the Red I know.
Then it hit me. The cloak. The cloak that was given to her by her I think this is more scheming
than that scheming bitch of a grandmother. It must be the reason for this lack of ability to
communicate, this seismic shift in her personality. I can hear her, but she can’t hear me. Her
grandmother is teasing me, torturing me.
“Red, don’t you see? It’s your grandmother!” What am I doing. She can’t hear
me. I motion for her to take off the hood. She won’t. I can see the change in her. The little gold
specks that used to sparkle in her eyes have gone dark. The wrinkles have moved from the
corners of her eyes to in between her brows. Her face in a permanent scowl. I try to approach
her, to hold her. My love will cure her, right? That’s how it’s supposed to be. I get near her, and
suddenly, with a dead look in her eyes, she calls out. She screams for help. She’s being attacked,
she screams. My world falls apart. Like a delicate house of cards in the wind.
I don’t run, I don’t hide. I stand there looking at her, and she looking at me. We wait for
the men to come, to take me away, to kill me. They arrive and tackle me, even though I put up no
fight. They begin to take me away, and for the smallest moment, I see something flicker in her
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eyes. But then it goes dead again. And as they drag me away, I turn around, and growl at her. For
real this time.
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