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ature not only reflects but even helps to shape our
world.

Literature, then, is not merely informational, like
so much of the reading we do in our everyday lives.
It does not stand up well to haste, distractions, or
multitasking. It is not meant to be browsed,
skimmed, or linked away from as we search for
particular facts or knowledge as efficiently as pos-
sible. Instead, it 1s designed for sustained reading,
meaning that to do it justice we need to read it from
beginning to end and pay it our full attention for all
that time. What i1s most important in literature is
rarely highlighted for us. Rather, we must use our
intelligence to figure out the significance the litera-
ture holds for us, and we must realize that this sig-
nificance may be different for a different reader.
Because of this, reading literature helps us develop
the skills of introspection, sustained attention, and
deep analysis, skills that can help us 1n other areas

of our lives as well.

WHY WRITE ABOUT LITERATURE?

Even students who enjoy reading poems, stories, or
plays do not always enjoy writing about them.
Some claim that having to analyze literature kills
the fun they find in a good story. For others, the
task of writing about literature can seem intimidat-
ing, frustrating, or just plain dull. If you share any

of these prejudices, try to put them aside while we

consider the value of writing about literature.

Writing about literature requires a special set of
knowledge and skills. When you write about a sto-

ry, a poem, or a play, you need to be particularly

@
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attentive to language, the medium of literature.
This hones both analytical ability and creativity. In
this sort of writing, you also need to pay close
attention to your own use of language just as
you must pay attention to the language of the story,

poem, or play — and doing so may have ripple

effects that improve all your writing. Writing about

literature, then, can help make you more thoughtful
and articulate, better able to make yourself heard
and understood, and obviously those are qualities
that can improve your life well beyond the bounds
of your literature classroom. And, far from killing
the enjoyment of reading, writing about literature
can increase that enjoyment and provide a sense of
accomplishment as you look at the well-crafted
paper you’ve written.

Writing about literature also has real-world use-
fulness. By forcing us to organize our thoughts and
state clearly what we think, writing an essay helps
us clarify what we know and believe. It gives us a
chance to affect the thinking of our readers. Even
more important, we actually learn as we write. In
the process of writing, we often make new discov-
eries and forge new connections between ideas. We
find and work through contradictions in our think-
ing, and we create whole new lines of thought as
we work to make linear sense out of an often
chaotic jumble of impressions. So, while reading
literature can teach us much about the world, writ-
ing about literature often teaches wus about

ourselves.
WHAT TO EXPECT IN A
LITERATURE CLASS

_—_—m——
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Every classroom, like every group of people in any
setting, 1s its own unique world, with its own set of
expectations and social interactions. However,
there are certain features common to most literature
classes, what might be considered the culture of a
college or university literature class.

Unlike some other classes on campus, a litera-
ture class is not the sort of class where attendance
is optional as long as you master the material and
are able to pass the tests. Though your class may
have a lecture component, it will almost certai
have a large discussion component as well, a give-
and-take between students and instructor regarding
the stories, poems, and plays you have read. In
some ways, these discussions are the most impor-
tant part of a literature class, and no amount of
extra study on your own or sharing notes with a
classmate can make up for having missed class. To
follow these discussions, let alone to participate,
you obviously will have to complete the reading.
Whether or not your class has a stated attendance
policy, to do well you need to be there and to be
caught up with all reading and writing assignments.
Participation is important.

Discussions in literature classes are usually inter-
esting, because no two people come away from a

particular literary text with exactly the same

impressions. You may dislike a particular story and

be surprised to discover that most of your fellow
students loved it. A poem may leave you smiling
while it makes one of your classmates cry. A char-
acter’s motivation might seem obvious to you but
baffle someone else. These differences arise
because each reader is distinctive. Because you

have lived a unique life, you have a knowledge of
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the world that is slightly different from any other
reader’s. You bring this personal history and
knowledge to your reading, along with your own
mind and temperament, your own likes and dis-
likes, and even all the knowledge gained from your
past reading. Differing opinions are valid in litera-
ture classes, and each reader is in a position to
enrich the conversation by speaking up in class.

Just as speaking up is part of participating, so too
is attentive listening. While it is fair to regard your
take on a piece of literature as valid, that doesn’t
mean you need only consider your own opinions.
Listening to what your instructor and classmates
have to say is equally important, especially when
they disagree with you. If your position has value,
so do theirs. Perhaps they have seen something you
missed, or perhaps they consider crucial something
that you had dismissed as unimportant. You may
find your first impressions shifting during these
discussions, or you may find them solidifying.
Either of these outcomes is a good sign that you’re
learning. The most important thing you bring to a
literary discussion i1s a willingness to share your
own perspectives while remaining open to the pos-
sibility of learning from others.

Attentive listeners tend to make the best note
takers, and having good class notes will prove

incredibly helpful when you sit down to write your

papers. This important skill will be covered in the

next chapter.

LITERATURE AND ENJOYMENT

Y
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You may have noticed that little has been said so
far about the idea that reading and writing about
literature can also be fun. Some students really
enjoy reading imaginative literature and writing
papers about it. If you’re in that group, you’re
lucky; your literature class will be fun and interest-
ing for you, and — not incidentally — you’ll prob-
ably do good work in the course. If you’ve never

been fond of reading and writing about literature,

though, you might spend a little time thinking

about why some of your classmates enjoy this sort
of work as well as what you might do to increase
your own enjoyment of literature and investment in
the writing process. You’ll be happier and write
better papers if you can put aside any previous neg-
ative experiences with literature and writing you
may have had and approach your task with a posi-
tive mind-set. As you are introduced to new
authors, new characters and settings, and new
ideas, your literature class may surprise you. It

could even end up being a favorite.

_—_—m——
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CHAPTER 2

The Role of Good
Reading

Writing about literature begins, of course, with
reading, so it stands to reason that good reading is
the first step toward successful writing. But what
exactly is “good reading”? Good reading is, gener-
ally speaking, not fast reading. In fact, often the
best advice a student can receive about reading is to
slow down. Reading well is all about paying atten-
tion, and you can’t pay attention if you’'re texting a
friend as you read or racing to get through an
assignment and move on to “more important”
things. If you make a point of giving yourself
plenty of time and minimizing your distractions,
you’ll get more out of your reading and probably

enjoy it more as well.

THE VALUE OF REREADING

The best reading is often rereading, and the best
readers are those who are willing to go back and
reread a piece of literature again and again. It is not

uncommon for professional literary critics — who

Y
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are, after all, some of the most skilled readers — to
read a particular poem, story, or play literally
dozens of times before they feel equipped to write
about it. And well-written literature rewards this
willingness to reread, allowing readers to continue
seeing new things with each reading. If you have a
favorite book you return to over and over, or a
favorite song you like to listen to again and again,
you intuitively understand this truth. Realistically,
of course, you will not have the time to read every
assigned piece many times before discussing it in
class or preparing to write about it, but you should
not give up or feel frustrated if you fail to “get” a
piece of literature on the first reading. Be prepared
to go back and reread key sections, or even a whole
work, if doing so could help with your

understanding.

CRITICAL READING

The sort of reading that works best with imagina-
tive literature — or any other cc ex writing

sometimes called “active reading” or “critical read-
ing,” though critical here implies not fault-finding
but rather thoughtful consideration. Much of the
reading we do in everyday life is passive and non-
critical. We glance at street signs to see where we
are; we check a sports Web site to find out how our
favorite team is doing; we read packages for infor-
mation about the products we use. And in general,
we take in all this information passively, without

questioning it or looking for deeper meaning. For

many kinds of reading, this is perfectly appropriate.

[t would hardly make sense to ask, *“ Why is this
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Pine Street?” or “What do they mean when they

say there are twelve ounces of soda in this can?”

There is, however, another type of reading, one that

involves asking critical questions and probing more
deeply into the meaning of what we read, and this
is the kind of reading most appropriate to imagina-
tive literature (especially if we intend to discuss or

write about that literature later).

THE MYTH OF “HIDDEN
MEANING”

There is a persistent myth in literature classes that
the purpose of reading is to scour a text for “hidden
meaning.” Do not be taken in by this myth. In fact,
many instructors dislike the phrase hidden meaning
, which has unpleasant and inaccurate connotations.
First, it suggests a sort of willful subterfuge on the
part of the author, a deliberate attempt to make his
or her work difficult to understand or to exclude the
reader. Second, it makes the process of reading
sound like digging for buried treasure rather than a
systematic intellectual process. Finally, the phrase
implies that a text has a single, true meaning and
that communication and understanding move in
one direction only: from the crafty author to the
searching reader.

In truth, the meanings in literary texts are not
hidden, and your job as a reader is not to root
around for them. Rather, if a text is not immedi-
ately accessible to you, it is because you need to
read more actively, and meaning will then emerge
in a collaborative effort as you work with the text

to create a consistent interpretation. (This is the
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basis of reader-response criticism, which is
explained on .) Obviously, active
reading requires effort. If you find this sort of rea

ing hard, take that as a good sign. It means you’re
paying the sort of attention that a well-crafted
poem, story, or play requires of a reader. You also
should not assume that English teachers have a key
that allows them to unlock the one secret truth of a
text. If, as is often the case, your instructor sees
more or different meanings in a piece of literature
than you do, this is because he or she is trained to
read actively and has probably spent much more
time than you have with literature in general and

more time with the particular text assigned to you.

ACTIVE READING

Annotating

[f the first suggestions for active reading are to
slow down and to know that a second (or even a
third) reading is in order, the next suggestion is to
read with a pen or pencil in hand in order to anno-
tate your text and take notes. If you look inside a
literature textbook belonging to your instructor or
to an advanced literature student, chances are
you’ll see something of a mess words and pas-
sages circled or underlined, comments and ques-
tions scrawled in the margins (technically called
marginalia ), and unexplained punctuation marks
or other symbols decorating the pages. You should
not interpret this as disrespect for the text or author
or as a sign of a disordered mind. It is simply tex-
tual annotation, and it means that someone has

S —-
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been engaged in active reading. Perhaps an extreme
example is the poet and critic Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, who was famous for annotating not only
his own books but also those he borrowed from
friends — a habit unlikely to secure a friendship
and his marginalia actually make up one entire vol-
ume of his collected works.

If you are not accustomed to textual annotation,
it may be hard to know where to begin. There is no
single, widely used system of annotation, and you
will almost certainly begin to develop your own
techniques as you practice active reading. Here,

however, are a few tips to get you started:

e Underline, circle, or otherwise highlight
passages that strike you as particularly
important. These may be anything from sin-
gle words to whole paragraphs but stick to
those points in the text that really stand out, the
briefer and more specific, the better. Don’t
worry that you need to find the most crucial
parts of a poem, play, or story. Everyone sees
things a little differently, so just note what
makes an impression on you.

Make notes in the margins as to why certain
points strike you. Don’t just underline; jot
down at least a word or two in the margin to
remind yourself what you were thinking when
you chose to highlight a particular point. It
may seem obvious to you at the moment, but
when you return to the text in two weeks to
write your paper, you may not remember.

Ask questions of the text. Perhaps the most

important aspect of active reading is the prac-

tice of asking critical questions of a text.

S —-
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Nobody not even the most experienced lit-
erary critic understands everything about a
literary text immediately, and noting where
you are confused or doubtful is an important

first step toward resolving any confusion.

Types of questions are discussed a little later in

this chapter, but for now just remember that
any point of confusion is fair game, from char-
acter ( “Why would she do that?”
), to cultural or historical references ( “Where
is Xanadu? "), to the definitions of individual
words ( “Meaning?” ). Most likely, you will
eventually want to propose some possible
answers, but on a first reading of the text it’s

enough to note that you have questions.

Motivation
What drives a character to act in a
particular way. To be convincing to an
audience, an actor must understand
and make clear to the audience the
character’s motivation.

Talk back to the text. Occasionally, some-
thing in a literary text may strike you as suspi-
cious, offensive, or just plain wrong. Just
because a story, poem, or play appears in a
textbook does not mean that its author is above
criticism. Try to keep an open mind and realize
that there may be an explanation that would
satisfy your criticism, but if you think an
author has made a misstep, don’t be afraid to
make note of your opinion.

_—_—mmm
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Look for unusual features of language. In

creating a mood and making a point, literary

works rely much more heavily than do purely

informational texts on features of language
such as and imagery. As a reader of liter-
ature, then, you need to heighten your aware-
ness of style. Look for patterns of images,
repeated words or phrases, and any other
unusual stylistic features — right down to idio-
syncratic grammar or punctuation — and make

note of them in your marginalia.

Style

One of the elements of fiction, style
refers to the diction (choice of words),
syntax (arrangement of words), and
other linguistic features of a literary
work. Just as no two people have iden-
tical fingerprints or voices, so no two
writers use words in exactly the same
way. Style distinguishes one writer’s
language from another’s. William
Faulkner and Ernest Hemingway, two
major modern writers, had very differ-

ent styles.

e Develop your own system of shorthand.
Annotating a text, while it obviously takes
time, shouldn’t become a burden or slow your
reading too much, so keep your notes and
questions short and to the point. Sometimes all
you need 1s an exclamation point to indicate an
important passage. An underlined term com-

-
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bined with a question mark in the margin can
remind you that you didn’t immediately under-
stand what a word meant. Be creative, but try
also to be consistent, so you’ll know later what

you meant by a particular symbol or comment.

Student Jarrad Nunes was assigned to read Emily
Dickinson’s poem “Because I could not stop for
Death.” Here are some of the annotations he made
as he read the poem:

EMILY DICKINSON [1830-1886]

Because I could not
stop for Death

Death personified: kind;
not the grim reaper.

Because I could not stop for Death
He kindly stopped for me

The Carriage held but just Ourselves
And Immortality.

a driver that drives the
speaker and Immortality.

S —
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Strange punctuation, esp.
all the dashes.

We slowly drove — He knew no haste
And I had put away

My labor and my leisure too,

For His Civility

Most nouns capitalized.
Why?

We passed the S chool, where C hildren strove

At R ecess — in the R ing

How does grain “gaze”?

We passed the Fields of Gazing Grain

We passed the Setting Sun

Who is “he”? The Sun?

Or rather — He passed Us

Repeated sounds —
dews/drew, efc.

The D ews d rew quivering and chill
For only G ossamer, my G own
My T ippet — only T ulle

_—_—mmm
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This “house” seems like a
grave.

We paused before a House that seemed
A Swelling of the Ground

The Roof was scarcely visible

cornice = horizontal pro-
jection from a wall (

)

The Cornice in the Ground

Since then —’tis Centuries — and yet
Feels shorter than the Day

[ first surmised the Horses’ Heads

Eternity and Immortality,
but no reference to God or
religion.

Ends with a dash, not a
period. Not a final ending?

Were toward Eternity
[ c. 1863; 1890]

Jarrad’s annotations cover everything from major
points of content, like the personification of the

character Death and the absence of overt religiosi-

ty, to small notations on style. He asks lots of ques-

tions and sometimes provides tentative answers.

Having annotated the poem in this way, he was
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ready to participate in discussions both in the class-
room and online, and later he had some good start-
ing notes when he decided to write a paper on the

poem.

Note Taking

It’s a good idea, especially if you are reading a dif-
ficult text or one about which you expect to be
writing, to keep a notebook handy as you read, a
place to make notes that would be too long or com-
plex to fit in the margins. What should these notes
contain? Essentially, they should be more extensive
versions of your marginalia. Note any unusual rep-
etitions or juxtapositions, as well as anything that
surprises you or frustrates your expectations as you
read. Note passages that seem particularly crucial,
or particularly confusing (using page numbers, and
perhaps placing an asterisk or other symbol in the
margins), and write a few sentences explaining
why these stood out for you. Ask plenty of ques-
tions, as explained later in this chapter.

You might want to use the same notebook that
you keep with you in class so that you can make
reference to your class notes while reading at home
and bring the insights from your reading to your
class discussions. In class, write down any informa-
tion your instructor writes on the board or projects
using PowerPoint or other presentation software. If
he or she thought it was important enough to write
down, you probably should too. Your class notes
should include new terminology or vocabulary, as
well as any point the instructor repeats more than
once or twice. Also take note of comments by your

classmates that seem especially salient to your
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evolving understanding of the literature, particu-
larly points you disagree with or would not have
thought of on your own. Just be sure to distinguish
which ideas in your notes are yours and which you
read or heard from someone else. It may be obvi-
ous to you now, but can you guarantee that a month
from now, when you’re writing a paper, you’ll
remember who produced that gem of insight?
Remember that the best note takers are not nec-
essarily those who have amassed the most pages of
notes at the end of the term. Good notes need not
be well-reasoned paragraphs or even complete sen-
tences. In fact, they seldom are. The key to taking
good notes is to take them quickly, with minimal
interruption to your reading or participation in a
discussion. As with annotating texts, try to develop
your own shorthand for note taking. Just be sure
that you write enough to jog your memory when
you return to the notes days, weeks, or even months
later. Try to be consistent in what and how you
abbreviate. One specific piece of advice, though:
it’s a good idea to jot down page numbers in your
notes, referring to the specific lines or passages
under discussion. That way, you’ll have no problem
matching up the notes with the texts to which they

refer.

Journal Keeping

You may be assigned to keep a reading journal for
your class. Of course, you should follow your
instructor’s guidelines, but if you aren’t sure what
to write in a reading journal, think of it as a place to
go a step further than you do in your annotations

and notes. Try out possible answers, preferably
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several different ones, to the questions you have
raised. Expand your ideas from single phrases and
sentences into entire paragraphs, and see how they
hold up under this deeper probing. Although a
reading journal is substantially different from a per-
sonal journal or diary, it can at times contain reflec-
tions on any connections you make between a piece
of literature and your own life and ideas. Some
instructors ask students to respond to their readings
with Web resources, including discussion boards, e-
mail messages, or blog entries. These platforms
allow you to build an archive of your responses so

that you can easily return to them when you begin

writing a draft of your paper; in addition, you can

respond to other students as they develop their
ideas. Here is an example of a Blackboard discus-
sion board response to “Because I could not stop
for Death™:

Forum: Because | could not stop for Death
Date: 10 Feb 2015 22:15

Author: Nunes, Jarrad

Subject: Hymn Meter

We read some Emily Dickinson poems in high
school, and | remember my teacher saying that
Emily Dickinson wrote all her poems in “hymnal
stanzas,” which are the typical meter used in
hymns. My teacher used “Amazing Grace” as an
example of a hymn in this style. “Because | could
not stop for Death” follows this meter exactly,
except in the first two lines of stanza 4, which
reverses the scheme. According to Britannica
Online , Dickinson was raised in a religious family,
but she herself had a lot of questions and doubts
about Christianity. It's notable that in this poem

_—m
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she never mentions God or associates death with
heaven the way you might expect from a Christ-
ian. Is this maybe a sign of her religious doubts?
She must have grown up singing hymns and
associating that particular rhythm with church. |
wonder why someone who was skeptical about
religion would write her poems in a form that is so
strongly associated with the church.

In this brief response, the student explores ques-
tions about both form and content. He connects his
reading of the poem with insights gleaned from
both previous experience in high school and some
online research.

This kind of response will serve Jarrad well
when it’s time to generate a thesis for his paper on
the subject. Even if your instructor doesn’t require
online forum participation or a journal for your
class, many students find keeping a journal a useful
tool for getting more out of their reading, not to
mention a wealth of material to draw from when

they sit down to write a paper.

Using Reference Materials

Many students are reluctant to use the dictionary or
encyclopedia while reading, thinking they should
be able to figure out the meanings of words from
their context and not wanting to interrupt their
reading. But the simple truth is that not all words
are definable from context alone, and you’ll get
much more out of your reading if you are willing to
make the small effort involved in looking up unfa-
miliar words. If you are reading John Donne’s “A
Valediction: Forbidding Mourning” ( )

and you don’t know what the word valediction
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means, you obviously start at a big disadvantage. A
quick look in a dictionary would tell you that a
valediction is a speech given at a time of parting
(like the one a valedictorian gives at a graduation
ceremony). Armed with that simple piece of infor-
mation, you begin your reading of Donne’s poem
already knowing that it is about leaving someone or
something, and understanding the poem becomes
much simpler. Notice that the annotations for the
Dickinson poem earlier in the chapter include a
definition of cornice .

An encyclopedia like Britannica Online (an
online subscription service available at most uni-
versity libraries) can also be a useful tool. If, as
you’re reading Dickinson’s poem, you want to read
her biography, Britannica Online can provide bio-
graphical and cultural context for her life and work.
Or, if you want to learn more about the meter of the
poem, you could look up “hymnal stanza™ to
develop an understanding of its use, or “personifi-
cation” to understand how the poet makes charac-
ters out of Death and Immortality. Britannica
Online often provides a bibliography for further
reading, so it can be a good place to start your

research.

ASKING CRITICAL QUESTIONS OF
LITERATURE

As mentioned, one important part of active, critical
reading is asking questions. If you are reading well,
your textual annotations and notes will probably be
full of questions. Some of these might be simple

inquiries of fact, the sort of thing that can be
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answered by asking your instructor or by doing
some quick research. But ideally, many of your
questions will be more complex and meaty than
that, the sort of probing queries that may have mul-
tiple, complex, or even contradictory answers.
These are the questions that will provoke you and
your classmates to think still more critically about
the literature you read. You need not worry at
least not at first about finding answers to all of
your questions. As you work more with the text,
discussing it with your instructor and classmates,
writing about it, and reading other related stories,
poems, and plays, you will begin to respond to the
most important of the issues you’ve raised. And
even if you never form a satisfactory answer to
some questions, they will have served their purpose
if they have made you think.

Questions about literature fall into one of four
categories questions about the text, about the
author, about the cultural context of the work, and
about the reader. We’ll discuss each of these in the

next few pages.

Questions about the Text

Questions about a text focus on issues such as

language, and style. Queries
regarding the text can sometimes, though not
always, be answered with a deeper examination of
the story, poem, or play at hand. You might ask
about the presence of certain images or about
their absence, if you have reason to expect them
and find that they are not there. Sometimes authors
juxtapose images or language in startling or unex-
pected ways, and you might ask about the purpose

-y
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and effect of such . You might won-
der about the meanings of specific words in the
context of the work. (This is especially true with
older works of literature, as meanings evolve and
change over time, and a word you know today
might have had a very different definition in the
past.) When looking at a poem, you might inquire
about the purpose and effect of sound, rhythm,

rhyme, and so forth.

Genre
A type or form of literature. While the
major literary genres are fiction , drama ,
poetry , and exposition, many other sub-
categories of genres are recognized,
including comedy , , tragicom-
edy , romance , melodrama , epic, lyric ,

pastoral , novel , short story , and so on.

Structure
(1) The framework — the general plan,
outline, or organizational pattern — of a
literary work; (2) narrower patterns within

the overall framework. Cf. form .

Juxtaposition
Placement of things side by side or
close together for comparison or contrast,

or to create something new from the union.
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Your previous experiences are a big help here,
including both your experiences of reading litera-
ture and your experiences in everyday life. You
know from personal rerience how you expect
people to think and act in certain situations, and
you can compare these expectations to the litera-
ture. What might motivate the characters or persons
to think and act as they do? Your previous reading
has likewise set up ctations for you. How does
the text fulfill or frustrate these expectations? What
other literature does this remind you of? What
images seem arresting or unexpected? Where do
the words seem particularly powerful, strange, or
otherwise noteworthy?

Notice some of the questions one reader asked in
his annotations upon first reading Ben Jonson’s
“On My First Son.”

BEN JONSON [1572-1637]

On My First Son

Farewell, thou child of my right hand, and joy;

Why is hope for his child a
“sin”?

My sin was too much hope of thee, loved boy:

_—m
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The rhyme in ll. 1-2 aligns
“joy” with “boy.”

Why does the speaker trea
the son like a bank trans-
action?

Seven years thou’ wert lent to me, and I thee

pay ,

The word just has two
meanings: exact and fair.
Which does the poet
mean?

Exacted by thy fate, on the just day.

What does he mean by this
line? (confusing)

O could I lose all father now ! for why

Will man lament the state he should envy,

To have so soon ’scaped world’s and flesh’s
rage,

And, if no other misery, yet age?

Here the poem works as a
kind of epitaph on a tomb-
stone. Is it actually the
boy’s epitaph?

_—m
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Rest in soft peace, and asked, say, “Here doth
lie

Ben Jonson his best piece of poetry .”

For whose sake henceforth all his vows be such

As what he loves may never like too much.

The questions the student asks of the poem are, for
the most part, substantial and difficult, and they
will require a good deal of thinking and interpreta-
tion to get to an answer. These are the sorts of
questions that prompt good discussions and good

writing.

Questions about the Author

When thinking about the connection between
authors and the works they produce, two contradic-
tory impulses come into play. One is the desire to
ignore the biography of the author entirely and
focus solely on the work at hand, and the other is to
look closely at an author’s life to see what might
have led him or her to write a particular poem, sto-
ry, or play. It is easy to understand the first impulse.
After all, we are not likely to be able to ask an
author what is meant by a certain line in a play or
whether an image in a story is supposed to be read
symbolically. The work of literature is what we
have before us, and it should stand or fall on its
own merits. This was, in fact, one of the principal
tenets of , a method of interpreta-
tion that dominated literary criticism for much of

the twentieth century and is discussed on

New Criticism

—.
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A kind of formalism that dominated
Anglo-American literary criticism in the
middle decades of the twentieth century. It
emphasized close-reading, particularly of
poetry, to discover how a work of literature
functioned as a self-contained, self-refer-

ential aesthetic object.

We cannot deny, however, that a writer’s life
does affect that writer’s expression. An author’s
age, gender, religious beliefs, family structure, and
many other factors have an impact on everything
from topic choice to word choice. Therefore, it is
sometimes appropriate to ask questions about an
author as we try to come to a better understanding
of a piece of literature. It is crucial, however, that
we remember that not everything an author writes
is to be taken at surface value. For instance, if the

narrator or principal character of a story is beaten

or neglected by his parents, we should not jump to

the conclusion that the author was an abused child.
And if this character then goes on to justify his own
actions by pointing to the abuse, we should also not
assume that the author endorses this justification.
[n other words, we must distinguish between narra-
tive voice and the actual author as well as between
what is written and what is meant.

This separation of biography and narrative is rel-
atively easy with stories and plays that we know to
be fiction; just because a character says something
doesn’t necessarily mean the author believes it.
Poetry 1s a little trickier, though, because it has the
reputation of being straight from the heart. Not all

poetry, however, is an accurate representation of

Y
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the author’s thoughts or beliefs. To give just two
examples, T. S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred
Prufrock™ ( ) voices the thoughts of
the fictional Prufrock, not of Eliot himself, and
many of the poems of Robert Browning are
delivered by speakers very
different from Browning himself, including mur-
derous noblemen and corrupt clergy. (An example
of such a monologue is “My Last Duchess” on
.)

Dramatic monologue

A poem with only one speaker, over-
heard in a dramatic moment (usually
addressing another character or characters
who do not speak), whose words reveal
what is going on in the scene and expose
significant depths of the speaker’s tem-
perament, attitudes, and values. See Robert
Browning’s “My Last Duchess” ( )
and T. S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J.
Alfred Prufrock” ( ).

Questions about the Cultural Context

We are all creatures of a particular time and place,
and nobody, no matter how unique and iconoclas-
tic, is immune to the subtle and pervasive force of
social history. Many appropriate questions about
literature, then, involve the of the
work. What was going on in history at the time a
piece of literature was written? Were there wars or
other forms of social disruption? What was the

standard of living for most people in the author’s

-
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society? What was day-to-day life like? What were
the typical religious beliefs and traditions? How
was society organized in terms of power relations,
work expectations, and educational possibilities?
How about typical family structure? Did extended
families live together? What were the expected
gender roles inside (and outside) the family? All of
these issues, and many more besides, have an
impact on how authors see the world and how they

respond to it in their writing.

Cultural context
The milieu that gives rise to a work of

literature.

As you read and ask questions of literature, you
have another cultural context to be concerned with:
your own. How does being a resident of twenty-

first-century America affect your reading and

understanding? We are every bit as influenced by

issues of history, culture, and lifestyle as were
authors and readers of the past, but it is harder for
us to see this, since the dominant way of living
tends to seem “natural” or even “universal.”
Indeed, one of the great benefits of reading litera-
ture is that it teaches us about history and helps us
understand and appreciate diverse cultures, not the
least of which is our own.

In asking and answering the following questions
about Ben Jonson’s culture (seventeenth-century
England), an attentive reader of “On My First Son”
will also note features of our own present-day soci-

ety, in which childhood death is relatively rare,

F——Y
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family roles may be different, and religious atti-

tudes and beliefs are considerably more diverse.

e How common was childhood death in the sev-
enteenth century? What was the life
expectancy?

Typically, how involved were fathers in young
children’s lives at the time?

[s the quotation in the poem (lines 9-10) the
boy’s epitaph?

How difficult was life then? What exactly does
Jonson mean by the “world’s and flesh’s
rage”?

How common was poetry on this topic? How
“original” was Jonson’s poem?

What attitudes about God and heaven were
common then? What was the conception of

sin?

Questions about the Reader

Except in the case of private diaries, all writing is
intended to be read by somebody, and an intended
audience can have a big influence on the composi-
tion of the writing in question. Think about the dif-
ferences in tone and structure between a text
message you send to a friend and a paper you write
for a course, and you’ll get some idea of the impact
of intended audience on a piece of writing. It is
therefore worth considering a work’s originally
intended readers as you seek to understand a piece
more fully. Who were these intended readers? Were
they actually the people who read the literature
when it was first published? How are readers’

expectations fulfilled or disappointed by the struc-
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ture and content of the literature? How did the orig-
inal readers react? Was the work widely popular, or
did only certain readers enjoy it? Did it have
detractors as well? Was there any controversy over
the work?

Of course, in addition to the original readers of
any work of literature, there are also contemporary
readers, including yourself. It is often said that
great literature stands the test of time and can cross
cultures to speak to many different sorts of people,
but your reaction to a work may be very different
from that of its original audience, especially if you
are far removed from the work by time or culture.
In earlier centuries in Europe and America, nearly
all educated people were very familiar with the
Bible and with stories and myths from Greek and
Roman antiquity. Writers, therefore, could assume
such knowledge on the part of their readers and
make liberal reference in their work to stories and
characters from these sources. Today many readers

are less familiar with these sources, and we often

need the help of footnotes or other study aids to

understand such references. So what might have
been enjoyable and enlightening for the original
readers of a work might sometimes be tedious or
frustrating for later readers. If we are to read a
work critically, we must keep both past and present
audiences in mind.

The first three of the following questions deal
with the original audience of “On My First Son,”
while the final two compare this audience and a

contemporary one.
e [f childhood death was common in the seven-

teenth century, how would Jonson’s readers

-
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have related to the subject of his poem?

Did Jonson write this for wide circulation, or
was it meant just for family and friends?
Where was the poem first published, and who
was likely to read it?

Do readers with children of their own read the
poem differently? Would 1?

Now that childhood death is fairly uncommon,
do we take this poem more seriously than past

readers? Or less seriously?

Looking over these questions about Jonson’s
poem — about the text, the author, the cultural con-
text, and the reader you will note that there are
many differences among them. Some can be
answered with a simple yes or no ( Is the quotation
the boy's epitaph? ), while others require much
more complex responses ( What was the conception
of sin in Jonsons time? ). Others are matters of
conjecture, opinion, or interpretation ( Do contem-
porary readers take this poem more seriously? ).
Some can be answered simply by rereading and
considering ( How can a child’s death ever be con-
sidered fair? ), while others require discussion ( Do
readers with children respond to the poem differ-
ently? ) or research ( Where was the poem first pub-
lished? ).

For some inquiries, you may have tentative
answers, as did the reader who asked these ques-
tions when she proposed both God and fate as
potential candidates for who “lent” the child to the

father. Others you won’t be able to answer at first.

[f you are genuinely curious about any of them, do

a little informal research to begin formulating

answers. Some basic information can be found in
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the brief biographies or notes about authors that
appear in most textbooks. There you could learn,
for instance, the dates of Jonson’s birth and death
and some basic facts about his life and family. A
quick look at a reputable reference work or Web
site could provide still more valuable background
information, like the fact that Jonson also lost his
first daughter and that he wrote a poem about her
death as well.

CHECKLIST FOR GOOD
READIN

Questions to ask as you read and
think about literary te

. Have you slowed down and reread

complex passages several times?

B Are you looking up difficult words in

the dictionary to see if they have sec-
ondary meanings?

Are you annotating the text by under-
lining key phrases? Writing questions
or concerns in the margins ?

Are you taking your reading to the next
level by asking how or why these pas-
sages are compelling to you?

Are you marking those places in the
text that make you feel uncomfortable,
or present a worldview that feels
strange to you?

After you read, are you taking notes so

that you can keep track of your ideas?

—.
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B Have you identified the genre of the
? Have you described its style and

9

Tone

The implied attitude, or
“stance,” toward the subject
and toward the reader or audi-
ence in a literary work; the
“tone of voice” it seems to
project (serious or playful;
exaggerated or understated;
formal or informal; ironic or
straightforward; or a complex
mixture of more than one of
these). For example, the tone
of Toni Cade Bambara’s “The
Lesson”™ ( ) 1s streetwise
and tough, the voice of its first-

person narrator.

B Have you checked Britannica Online or

other reference sources to learn more
about the author and his or her cultural
context?

Have you reflected on your perspective
as a twenty-first-century reader , and
how that might affect your interpreta-
tion of literature from another time

period?

Having simply formulated some questions,

you’ve already gone a long way toward under-
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EDGAR ALLAN POE [1809-1849]

The Cask of
Amontillado

The thousand injuries of Fortunato I had borne as I
best could; but when he ventured upon insult, I
vowed revenge. You, who so well know the nature
of my soul, will not suppose, however, that I gave
utterance to a threat. A7 length 1 would be avenged;
this was a point definitely settled but the very
definitiveness with which it was resolved precluded
the idea of risk. I must not only punish, but punish
with impunity. A wrong is unredressed when ret-
ribution overtakes its redresser. It is equally unre-
dressed when the avenger fails to make himself felt
as such to him who has done the wrong.

[t must be understood, that neither by word nor
deed had I given Fortunato cause to doubt my
good-will. I continued, as was my wont, to smile in
his face, and he did not perceive that my smile now
was at the thought of his immolation.

He had a weak point this Fortunato
although in other regards he was a man to be
respected and even feared. He prided himself on his

connoisseurship in wine. Few Italians have the true

—o
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virtuoso spirit. For the most part their enthusiasm is
adopted to suit the time and opportunity — to prac-
tise imposture upon the British and Austrian mil-
lionaires . In painting and gemmary Fortunato, like
his countrymen, was a quack — but in the matter of
old wines he was sincere. In this respect I did not
differ from him materially: I was skilful in the Ital-
1an vintages myself, and bought largely whenever I
could.

[t was about dusk, one evening during the
supreme madness of the carnival season, that I
encountered my friend. He accosted me with exces-
sive warmth, for he had been drinking much. The
man wore motley. He had on a tight-fitting parti-
striped dress, and his head was surmounted by the
conical cap and bells. I was so pleased to see him,
that I thought I should never have done wringing
his hand.

[ said to him: “My dear Fortunato, you are luck-

ily met. How remarkably well you are looking to-

day! But I have received a pipe ° of what passes for

Amontillado, and I have my doubts.”

Pipe:

A large cask.

How?” said he. “Amontillado? A pipe? Impos-
sible! And in the middle of the carnival!”

“I have my doubts,” I replied; “and I was silly
enough to pay the full Amontillado price without
consulting you in the matter. You were not to be
found, and I was fearful of losing a bargain.”

“Amontillado!”

—o
Back to p.26 109 of 2690




A A Q]

“I have my doubts.”

“Amontillado!”

“And I must satisfy them.”

“Amontillado!™

“As you are engaged, I am on my way to
Luchesi. If any one has a critical turn, it is he. He
will tell me

“Luchesi cannot tell Amontillado from Sherry.”

“And yet some fools will have it that his taste is
a match for your own.”

“Come, let us go.”

“Whither?”

“To your vaults.”

“My friend, no; I will not impose upon your
good nature. I perceive you have an engagement.

hesi

“I have no engagement; — come.”

“My friend, no. It is not the engagement, but the
severe cold with which I perceive you are afflicted.
The vaults are insufferably damp. They are

encrusted with nitre.”

Nitre:
Potassium nitrate, or saltpeter; believed
at the end of the eighteenth century to be
an element in air and plants.

“Let us go, nevertheless. The cold is merely
nothing. Amontillado! You have been imposed
upon. And as for Luchesi, he cannot distinguish
Sherry from Amontillado.”

Thus speaking, Fortunato possessed himself of

my arm. Putting on a mask of black silk, and draw-
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ing a roquelaire ° closely about my person, I suf-

fered him to hurry me to my palazzo.

Roquelaire:
A cloak.

There were no attendants at home; they had
absconded to make merry in honor of the time. I
had told them that I should not return until the
morning, and had given them explicit orders not to
stir from the house. These orders were sufficient, I
well knew, to insure their immediate disappear-
ance, one and all, as soon as my back was turned.

[ took from their sconces two flambeaux, and
giving one to Fortunato, bowed him through sev-
eral suites of rooms to the archway that led into the
vaults. I passed down a long and winding staircase,
requesting him to be cautious as he followed. We
came at length to the foot of the descent, and stood
together on the damp ground of the catacombs of
the Montresors.

The gait of my friend was unsteady, and the bells
upon his cap jingled as he strode.

“The pipe?” said he.

“It is farther on,” said I; “but observe the white
web-work which gleams from these cavern walls.”

He turned toward me, and looked into my eyes
with two filmy orbs that distilled the rheum of
intoxication.

“Nitre?” he asked, at length.

“Nitre,” I replied. “How long have you had that

cough?”
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“Ugh! ugh! ugh! — ugh! ugh! ugh! — ugh! ugh!

ugh! ugh! ugh! gh! ug

My poor friend found it impossible to reply for

many minutes.

“It is nothing,” he said, at last.

“Come,” I said, with decision, “we will go back;
your health is precious. You are rich, respected,
admired, beloved; you are happy, as once I was.
You are a man to be missed. For me it is no matter.
We will go back; you will be ill, and I cannot be
responsible. Besides, there is Luchesi

“Enough,” he said; “the cough is a mere nothing;
it will not kill me. I shall not die of a cough.”

“True — true,” I replied; “and, indeed, I had no
intention of alarming you unnecessarily; but you
should use all proper caution. A draught of this
Medoc will defend us from the damps.”

Here I knocked off the neck of a bottle which 1
drew from a long row of its fellows that lay upon
the mould.

“Drink,” I said, presenting him the wine.

He raised it to his lips with a leer. He paused and
nodded to me familiarly, while his bells jingled.

“I drink,” he said, “to the buried that repose
around us.”

“And I to your long life.”

He again took my arm, and we proceeded.

“These vaults,” he said, “are extensive.”

“The Montresors,” I replied, “were a great and
numerous family.”

“I forget your arms.”

“A huge human foot d’or, ° in a field azure; the
foot crushes a serpent rampant whose fangs are
imbedded in the heel.”
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“And the motto?”
“Nemo me impune lacessit.”

Nemo me impune lacessit:
No one wounds me with impunity
(Latin); the motto of the Scottish royal
arms.

“Good!” he said.

The wine sparkled in his eyes and the bells jin-
gled. My own fancy grew warm with the Medoc.
We had passed through walls of piled bones, with
casks and puncheons intermingling into the inmost
recesses of the catacombs. I paused again, and this
time I made bold to seize Fortunato by an arm
above the elbow.

“The nitre!” I said; “see, it increases. It hangs
like moss upon the vaults. We are below the river’s
bed. The drops of moisture trickle among the
bones. Come, we will go back ere it is too late.
Your cough

“It 1s nothing,” he said; “let us go on. But first,
another draught of the Medoc.”

[ broke and reached him a flagon of De Grave.
He emptied it at a breath. His eyes flashed with a

fierce light. He laughed and threw the bottle

upward with a gesticulation I did not understand.

[ looked at him in surprise. He repeated the
movement — a grotesque one.

“You do not comprehend?” he said.
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“Not I,” I replied.

“Then you are not of the brotherhood.”

“How?”

“You are not of the masons.”

“Yes, yes,” I said; “yes, yes.”

“You? Impossible! A mason?”

“A mason,” | replied.

“A sign,” he said.

“It 1s this,” I answered, producing a trowel from
beneath the folds of my roquelaire .

“You jest,” he exclaimed, recoiling a few paces.
“But let us proceed to the Amontillado.”

“Be it so,” I said, replacing the tool beneath the
cloak, and again offering him my arm. He leaned
upon it heavily. We continued our route in search of
the Amontillado. We passed through a range of low
arches, descended, passed on, and descending
again, arrived at a deep crypt, in which the foulness
of the air caused our flambeaux rather to glow than
flame.

At the most remote end of the crypt there
appeared another less spacious. Its walls had been
lined with human remains, piled to the vault over-

head, in the fashion of the great catacombs of Paris.

Three sides of this interior crypt were still orna-

mented in this manner. From the fourth the bones
had been thrown down, and lay promiscuously
upon the earth, forming at one point a mound of
some size. Within the wall thus exposed by the dis-
placing of the bones, we perceived a still interior
recess, in depth about four feet, in width three, in
height six or seven. It seemed to have been con-
structed for no especial use within itself, but
formed merely the interval between two of the

colossal supports of the roof of the catacombs, and
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was backed by one of their circumscribing walls of
solid granite.
[t was in vain that Fortunato, uplifting his dull

torch, endeavored to pry into the depth of the

recess. Its termination the feeble light did not

enable us to see.

“Proceed,” I said; “herein is the Amontillado. As
for Luchesi

“He 1s an ignoramus,” interrupted my friend, as
he stepped unsteadily forward, while I followed
immediately at his heels. In an instant he had
reached the extremity of the niche, and finding his
progress arrested by the rock, stood stupidly bewil-
dered. A moment more and I had fettered him to
the granite. In its surface were two iron staples, dis-
tant from each other about two feet, horizontally.
From one of these depended a short chain, from the
other a padlock. Throwing the links about his
waist, it was but the work of a few seconds to
secure it. He was too much astounded to resist.
Withdrawing the key 1 stepped back from the
recess.

“Pass your hand,” 1 said, “over the wall; you
cannot help feeling the nitre. Indeed it is very
damp. Once more let me implore you to return.
No? Then I must positively leave you. But I must
first render you all the little attentions in my
power.”

“The Amontillado!” ejaculated my friend, not
yet recovered from his astonishment.

“True,” I replied; “the Amontillado.”

As 1 said these words I busied myself among the
pile of bones of which I have before spoken.
Throwing them aside, I soon uncovered a quantity
of building stone and mortar. With these materials
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and with the aid of my trowel, I began vigorously
to wall up the entrance of the niche.

[ had scarcely laid the first tier of the masor

when 1 discovered that the intoxication of Fortu-

nato had in a great measure worn off. The earliest
indication I had of this was a low moaning cry
from the depth of the recess. It was not the cry of a
drunken man. There was then a long and obstinate
silence. I laid the second tier, and the third, and the
fourth; and then I heard the furious vibrations of
the chain. The noise lasted for several minutes, dur-
ing which, that I might hearken to it with the more
satisfaction, I ceased my labors and sat down upon
the bones. When at last the clanking subsided, I
resumed the trowel, and finished without interrup-
tion the fifth, the sixth, and the seventh tier. The
wall was now nearly upon a level with my breast. I
again paused, and holding the flambeaux over the
masonwork, threw a few feeble rays upon the fig-
ure within.

A succession of loud and shrill screams, bursting
suddenly from the throat of the chained form,
seemed to thrust me violently back. For a brief
moment [ hesitated [ trembled. Unsheathing my
rapier, [ began to grope with it about the recess; but
the thought of an instant reassured me. I placed my
hand upon the solid fabric of the catacombs, and
felt satisfied. I reapproached the wall. I replied to
the yells of him who clamored. I reechoed I
aided [ surpassed them in volume and in
strength. I did this, and the clamorer grew still.

[t was now midnight, and my task was drawing
to a close. I had completed the eighth, the ninth,
and the tenth tier. I had finished a portion of the last

and the eleventh; there remained but a single stone
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to be fitted and plastered in. I struggled with its

weight; I placed it partially in its destined position.

But now there came from out the niche a low laugh
that erected the hairs upon my head. It was suc-
ceeded by a sad voice, which I had difficulty in rec-
ognizing as that of the noble Fortunato. The voice
said

“Ha! ha! ha! he! he! a very good joke
indeed an excellent jest. We will have many a
rich laugh about it at the palazzo — he! he! he!
over our wine — he! he! he!”

“The Amontillado!” I said.

“He! he! he! he! he! he! yes, the Amontil-
lado. But is it not getting late? Will not they be
awaiting us at the palazzo, the Lady Fortunato and
the rest? Let us be gone.”

“Yes,” I said, “let us be gone.”

“For the love of God, Montresor!”

“Yes,” I said, “for the love of God!”

But to these words I hearkened in vain for a
reply. I grew impatient. I called aloud:

“Fortunato!”

No answer. I called again:

“Fortunato!”

No answer still, I thrust a torch through the
remaining aperture and let it fall within. There
came forth in return only a jingling of the bells. My
heart grew sick on account of the dampness of
the catacombs. I hastened to make an end of my
labor. I forced the last stone into its position; I plas-
tered it up. Against the new masonry I r ted the
old rampart of bones. For the half of a century no

mortal has disturbed them. /n pace requiescat!
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WILLIAM FAULKNER [1897-1962]

A Rose for Emily

When Miss Emily Grierson died, our whole town
went to her funeral: the men through a sort of
respectful affection for a fallen monument, the
women mostly out of curiosity to see the inside of
her house, which no one save an old manservant

a combined gardener and cook had seen in at
least ten years.

It was a big, squarish frame house that had once
been white, decorated with cupolas and spires and
scrolled balconies in the heavily lightsome style of
the seventies, set on what had once been our most
select street. But garages and cotton gins had
encroached and obliterated even the august names
of that neighborhood; only Miss Emily’s house was
left, lifting its stubborn and coquettish decay above
the cotton wagons and the gasoline pumps an
eyesore among eyesores. And now Miss Emily had
gone to join the representatives of those august
names where they lay in the cedar-bemused ceme-

tery among the ranked and anonymous graves of
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Union and Confederate soldiers who fell at the bat-
tle of Jefferson.

Alive, Miss Emily had been a tradition, a duty,
and a care; a sort of hereditary obligation upon the
town, dating from that day in 1894 when Colonel
Sartoris, the mayor he who fathered the edict
that no Negro woman should appear on the streets
without an apron — remitted her taxes, the dispen-
sation dating from the death of her father on into
perpetuity. Not that Miss Emily would have
accepted charity. Colonel Sartoris invented an
involved tale to the effect that Miss Emily’s father
had loaned money to the town, which the town, as
a matter of business, preferred this way of repay-
ing. Only a man of Colonel Sartoris’s generation
and thought could have invented it, and only a
woman could have believed it.

When the next generation, with its more modern
ideas, became mayors and aldermen, this arrange-
ment created some little dissatisfaction. On the first
of the year they mailed her a tax notice. February
came, and there was no reply. They wrote her a for-
mal letter, asked her to call at the sheriff’s office at
her convenience. A week later the mayor wrote her
himself, offering to call or to send his car for her,
and received in reply a note on paper of an archaic
shape, in a thin, flowing calligraphy in faded ink, to
the effect that she no longer went out at all. The tax
notice was also enclosed, without comment.

They called a special meeting of the Board of

Aldermen. A deputation waited upon her, knocked

at the door through which no visitor had passed

since she ceased giving china-painting lessons
eight or ten years earlier. They were admitted by
the old Negro into a dim hall from which a stair-
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way mounted into still more shadow. It smelled of
dust and disuse a close, dank smell. The Negro
led them into the parlor. It was furnished in heavy,
leather-covered furniture. When the Negro opened
the blinds of one window, they could see that the
leather was cracked; and when they sat down, a
faint dust rose sluggishly about their thighs, spin-
ning with slow motes in the single sun-ray. On a
tarnished gilt easel before the fireplace stood a
crayon portrait of Miss Emily’s father.

They rose when she entered a small, fat
woman in black, with a thin gold chain descending
to her waist and vanishing into her belt, leaning on
an ebony cane with a tarnished gold head. Her
skeleton was small and spare; perhaps that was
why what would have been merely plumpness in
another was obesity in her. She looked bloated, like
a body long submerged in motionless water, and of
that pallid hue. Her eyes, lost in the fatty ridges of
her face, looked like two small pieces of coal
pressed into a lump of dough as they moved from
one face to another while the visitors stated their
errand.

She did not ask them to sit. She just stood in the
door and listened quietly until the spokesman came
to a stumbling halt. Then they could hear the invisi-
ble watch ticking at the end of the gold chain.

Her voice was dry and cold. “I have no taxes in

Jefferson. Colonel Sartoris explained it to me. Per-

haps one of you can gain access to the city records
and satisfy yourselves.”

“But we have. We are the city authorities, Miss
Emily. Didn’t you get a notice from the sheriff,
signed by him?”
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“I received a paper, yes,” Miss Emily said. “Per-
haps he considers himself the sheriff.... I have no
taxes in Jefferson.”

“But there is nothing on the books to show that,
you see. We must go by the

“See Colonel Sartoris. I have no taxes in
Jefferson.”

“But, Miss Emily

“See Colonel Sartoris.” (Colonel Sartoris had
been dead almost ten years.) “I have no taxes in
Jefferson. Tobe!” The Negro appeared. “Show

these gentlemen out.”

11

So she vanquished them, horse and foot, just as she
had vanquished their fathers thirty years before
about the smell. That was two years after her
father’s death and a short time after her sweetheart

the one we believed would marry her had
deserted her. After her father’s death she went out
very little; after her sweetheart went away, people
hardly saw her at all. A few of the ladies had the
temerity to call, but were not received, and the only
sign of life about the place was the Negro man — a
young man then — going in and out with a market
LEN G

“Just as if a man any man could keep a
kitchen properly,” the ladies said; so they were not
surprised when the smell developed. It was another

link between the gross, teeming world and the high

and mighty Griersons.

A neighbor, a woman, complained to the mayor,

Judge Stevens, eighty years old.
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That was when people had begun to feel really
sorry for her. People in our town, remembering
how old lady Wyatt, her great-aunt, had gone com-
pletely crazy at last, believed that the Griersons
held themselves a little too high for what they
really were. None of the young men were quite
good enough for Miss Emily and such. We had
long thought of them as a tableau. Miss Emily a
slender figure in white in the background, her
father a spraddled silhouette in the foreground, his
back to her and clutching a horsewhip, the two of
them framed by the backflung front door. So when
she got to be thirty and was still single, we were
not pleased exactly, but vindicated; even with
insanity in the family she wouldn’t have turned
down all of her chances if they had really
materialized.

When her father died, it got about that the house
was all that was left to her; and in a way, people
were glad. At last they could pity Miss Emily.
Being left alone, and a pauper, she had become
humanized. Now she too would know the old thrill
and the old despair of a penny more or less.

The day after his death all the ladies prepared to
call at the house and offer condolence and aid, as is
our custom. Miss Emily met them at the door,
dressed as usual and with no trace of grief on her
face. She told them that her father was not dead.
She did that for three days, with the ministers call-
ing on her, and the doctors, trying to persuade her
to let them dispose of the body. Just as they were

about to resort to law and force, she broke down,

and they buried her father quickly.

We did not say she was crazy then. We believed
she had to do that. We remembered all the young
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men her father had driven away, and we knew that
with nothing left, she would have to cling to that

which had robbed her, as people will.

She was sick for a long time. When we saw her
again, her hair was cut short, making her look like
a girl, with a vague resemblance to those angels in
colored church windows sort of tragic and
serene.

The town had just let the contracts for paving the
sidewalks, and in the summer after her father’s
death they began the work. The construction com-
pany came with niggers and mules and machinery,
and a foreman named Homer Barron, a Yankee
a big, dark, ready man, with a big voice and eyes
lighter than his face. The little boys would follow
in groups to hear him cuss the niggers, and the nig-
gers singing in time to the rise and fall of picks.
Pretty soon he knew everybody in town. Whenever
you heard a lot of laughing anywhere about the
square, Homer Barron would be in the center of the
group. Presently, we began to see him and Miss
Emily on Sunday afternoons driving in the yellow-

wheeled buggy and the matched team of bays from

the livery stable.

At first we were glad that Miss Emily would
have an interest, because the ladies all said, “Of
course a Grierson would not think seriously of a
Northerner, a day laborer.” But there were still oth-
ers, older people, who said that even grief could not
cause a real lady to forget noblesse oblige — with-

out calling it noblesse oblige . They just said, “Poor
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Emily. Her kinsfolk should come to her.” She had
some kin in Alabama; but years ago her father had
fallen out with them over the estate of old lady
Wyatt, the crazy woman, and there was no commu-
nication between the two families. They had not
even been represented at the funeral.

And as soon as the old people said, “Poor Emi-
ly,” the whispering began. “Do you suppose it’s
really so?” they said to one another. “Of course it
is. What else could....” This behind their hands;
rustling of craned silk and satin behind jalousies
closed upon the sun of Sunday afternoon as the
thin, swift clop-clop-clop of the matched team
passed: “Poor Emily.”

She carried her head high enough even when
we believed that she was fallen. It was as if she
demanded more than ever the recognition of her
dignity as the last Grierson; as if it had wanted that
touch of earthiness to reaffirm her imperviousness.
Like when she bought the rat poison, the arsenic.
That was over a year after they had begun to say
“Poor Emily,” and while the two female cousins
were visiting her.

“I want some poison,” she said to the druggist.
She was over thirty then, still a slight woman,
though thinner than usual, with cold, haughty black
eyes in a face the flesh of which was strained

across the temples and about the eye-sockets as you

imagine a lighthouse-keeper’s face ought to look.

“I want some poison,” she said.

“Yes, Miss Emily. What kind? For rats and such?
[I’d recom

“I want the best you have. I don’t care what

kind
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The druggist named several. “They’ll kill any-

thing up to an elephant. But what you want is

“Arsenic,” Miss Emily said. “Is that a good
one?”

“Is ... arsenic? Yes, ma’am. But what you want

“I want arsenic.”

The druggist looked down at her. She looked
back at him, erect, her face like a strained flag.
“Why, of course,” the druggist said. “If that’s what
you want. But the law requires you to tell what you
are going to use it for.”

Miss Emily just stared at him, her head tilted
back in order to look him eye for eye, until he
looked away and went and got the arsenic and
wrapped it up. The Negro delivery boy brought her
the package: the druggist didn’t come back. When
she opened the package at home there was written

on the box, under the skull and bones: “For rats.”

IV

So the next day we all said, “She will kill herself”;
and we said it would be the best thing. When she
had first begun to be seen with Homer Barron, we
had said, “She will marry him.” Then we said, “She
will persuade him yet,” because Homer himself had
remarked he liked men, and it was known that
he drank with the younger men in the Elks’ Club

that he was not a marrying man. Later we said,
“Poor Emily” behind the jalousies as they passed
on Sunday afternoon in the glittering buggy, Miss
Emily with her head high and Homer Barron with
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his hat cocked and a cigar in his teeth, reins and
whip in a yellow glove.

Then some of the ladies began to say it was a
disgrace to the town and a bad example to the
young people. The men did not want to interfere;
but at last the ladies forced the Baptist minister
Miss Emily’s people were Episcopal to call
upon her. He would never divulge what happened

during that interview, but he refused to go back

again. The next Sunday they again drove about the

streets, and the following day the minister’s wife
wrote to Miss Emily’s relations in Alabama.

So she had blood-kin under her roof again and
we sat back to watch developments. At first noth-
ing happened. Then we were sure that they were to
be married. We learned that Miss Emily had been
to the jeweler’s and ordered a man’s toilet set in
silver, with the letters H.B. on each piece. Two
days later we learned that she had bought a com-
plete outfit of men’s clothing, including a night-

irt, and we said, “They are married.” We were
really glad. We were glad because the two female
cousins were even more Grierson than Miss Emily
had ever been.

So we were not surprised when Homer Barron
the streets had been finished some time since
was gone. We were a little disappointed that there
was not a public blowing-off, but we believed that
he had gone on to prepare for Miss Emily’s com-
ing, or to give her a chance to get rid of the
cousins. (By that time it was a cabal, and we were
all Miss Emily’s allies to help circumvent the
cousins.) Sure enough, after another week they
departed. And, as we had expected all along, within

three days Homer Barron was back in town. A
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neighbor saw the Negro man admit him at the
kitchen door at dusk one evening.

And that was the last we saw of Homer Barron.
And of Miss Emily for some time. The Negro man
went in and out with the market basket, but the
front door remained closed. Now and then we
would see her at the window for a moment, as the
men did that night when they sprinkled the lime,
but for almost six months she did not appear on the
streets. Then we knew that this was to be expected
too; as if that quality of her father which had
thwarted her woman’s life so many times had been
too virulent and too furious to die.

When we next saw Miss Emily, she had grown
fat and her hair was turning gray. During the next
few years it grew grayer and grayer until it attained
an even pepper-and-salt iron-gray, when it ceased
turning. Up to the day of her death at seventy-four
it was still that vigorous iron-gray, like the hair of
an active man.

From that time on her front door remained

closed, save during a period of six or seven years,

when she was about forty, during which she gave
lessons in china-painting. She fitted up a studio in
one of the downstairs rooms, where the daughters
and granddaughters of Colonel Sartoris’s contem-
poraries were sent to her with the same regularity
and in the same spirit that they were sent to church
on Sundays with a twenty-five-cent piece for the
collection plate. Meanwhile her taxes had been
remitted.

Then the newer generation became the backbone
and the spirit of the town, and the painting pupils
grew up and fell away and did not send their chil-

dren to her with boxes of color and tedious brushes
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and pictures cut from the ladies’ magazines. The
front door closed upon the last one and remained
closed for good. When the town got free postal
delivery, Miss Emily alone refused to let them fas-
ten the metal numbers above her door and attach a
mailbox to it. She would not listen to them.

Daily, monthly, yearly we watched the Negro
grow grayer and more stooped, going in and out
with the market basket. Each December we sent her
a tax notice, which would be returned by the post
office a week later, unclaimed. Now and then we
would see her in one of the downstairs windows
she had evidently shut up the top floor of the house

like the carven torso of an idol in a niche, look-
ing or not looking at us, we could never tell whi
Thus she passed from generation to generation
dear, inescapable, impervious, tranquil, and
perverse.

And so she died. Fell ill in the house filled with
dust and shadows, with only a doddering Negro
man to wait on her. We did not even know she was
sick; we had long since given up trying to get any
information from the Negro. He talked to no one,
probably not even to her, for his voice had grown
harsh and rusty, as if from disuse.

She died in one of the downstairs rooms, in a
heavy walnut bed with a curtain, her gray head

propped on a pillow yellow and moldy with age

and lack of sunlight.

The Negro met the first of the ladies at the front
door and let them in, with their hushed, sibilant
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voices and their quick, curious glances, and then he
disappeared. He walked right through the house
and out the back and was not seen again.

The two female cousins came at once. They held
the funeral on the second day, with the town com-
ing to look at Miss Emily beneath a mass of bought
flowers, with the crayon face of her father musing
profoundly above the bier and the ladies sibilant
and macabre; and the very old men some In
their brushed Confederate uniforms — on the porch
and the lawn, talking of Miss Emily as if she had
been a contemporary of theirs, believing that they
had danced with her and courted her perhaps, con-
fusing time with its mathematical progression, as
the old do, to whom all the past is not a diminish-
ing road but, instead, a huge meadow which no
winter ever quite touches, divided from them now
by the narrow bottleneck of the most recent decade
of years.

Already we knew that there was one room in that

region above stairs which no one had seen in forty

years, and which would have to be forced. They

waited until Miss Emily was decently in the ground
before they opened it.

The violence of breaking down the door seemed
to fill this room with pervading dust. A thin, acrid
pall as of the tomb seemed to lie everywhere upon
this room decked and furnisl as for a bridal:
upon the valance curtains of faded rose color, upon
the rose-shaded lights, upon the dressing table,
upon the delicate array of crystal and the man’s toi-
let things backed with tarnished silver, silver so tar-
nished that the monogram was obscured. Among
them lay a collar and tie, as if they had just been

removed, which, lifted, left upon the surface a pale
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crescent in the dust. Upon a chair hung the suit,
carefully folded; beneath it the two mute shoes and
the discarded socks.

The man himself lay in the bed.

For a long while we just stood there, looking
down at the profound and fleshless grin. The body
had apparently once lain in the attitude of an

embrace, but now the long sleep that outlasts love,

that conquers even the grimace of love, had cuck-

olded him. What was left of him, rotted beneath
what was left of the nightshirt, had become inextri-
cable from the bed in which he lay; and upon him
and upon the pillow beside him lay that even coat-
ing of the patient and biding dust.

Then we noticed that in the second pillow was
the indentation of a head. One of us lifted some-
thing from it, and leaning forward, that faint and
invisible dust dry and acrid in the nostrils, we saw a
long strand of iron-gray hair.

[1931]
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