2 INTRODUCTION

that matter. what makes a published, canonical story like Herman Melville's
“Bartlebs. the Scrivener” (“Reading More Fiction”) both like and unlike the sorts
of stories we tell each other every day? What about so-called oral literature, such
as the fables and folktales that circulated by word of mouth for hundreds of years
before they were ever written down? Or published works such as comic strips and
graphic novels that rely little, if at all, on the written word? Or Harlequin romances,
television shows, and the stories you collaborate in making when you play a video
game? Likewise, how is Shakespeare’s poem “{My mistress's eyes are nothing like
the sun]” (chapter 16) both like and unlike a verse you might find in a Hallmark
card or even a jingle in a mouthwash commercial?

Today, literature departments offer courses in many of these forms of expres-
sion, expanding the realm of literature far beyond the limits of the dictionary
definition. An essay, a song lyric, a screenplay, a supermarket romance, a novel
by Toni Morrison or William Faulkner, and a poem by Walt Whitman or Emily
Dickinson—each may be read and interpreted in literary ways that yield insight
and pleasure. What makes the literary way of reading different from pragmatic
reading is. as scholar Louise Rosenblatt explains, that it does not focus “on what
will remain . . . after the reading—the information to be acquired, the logical
solution to a problem, the actions to be carried out,” but rather on “what happens
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