
College Lit 
Jan. 6, 2014 



AGENDA 

• What’s this class? 

• Why should I care? 

• Who are you? 

• Who am I? 

• WHY ISN’T IT STILL BREAK? 



First up: 

• Last semester is over.   

▫ At long last, I graded ALL THE THINGS. 

▫ Do you want specific feedback on a 

particular piece of your work from last 

semester?  Ask.  I’m happy to give that 
feedback if you really want it, and intend to 

learn/grow from it! If not, I’m going to assume 

you’re as ready to put it behind you as I am. 



Testing the waters… 

• Go to collegelit2014.wordpress.com on your 

phones or whatever. 

• Vote in the three polls in the only post on the 

page! 



So it’s Lit now.  What exactly does 

that mean? 
• Well, there are connections between last 

semester and this one. 

▫ Analysis 

▫ Work 

▫ Shenanigans 



You’re already familiar with the shenanigans, 

so let’s talk about the analysis. 

• We did rhetorical analysis last semester. 

▫ Audience, purpose, context 

 These are still important in the study of literature! 

 But they’re only ONE WAY of looking at a text. 

 (And, I think, a way that’s much too dependent 

on trying to guess what the author intended.  

More on that later.) 



So, there are other ways of looking 

at literature, or, er, ANYTHING, really. 
• For starters, there are as many ways of looking 

at literature as there are people. 
• Every time you read, you bring something to the 

text: 
▫ Insecurities 
▫ Insights 
▫ Experiences 
▫ Beliefs 
▫ Prejudices 
▫ Attitudes 
▫ Your EVERYTHING, basically 

 This is why people say “There’s no accounting for 
taste!” 



There’s a theory for that. 

• Reader-Response Theory! 

▫ Meaning doesn’t exist on a page until a 

reader gives it life by, well, reading it. 

▫ Reading’s not passive.  It’s an act of creation. 

▫ Insert MegaBlocks metaphor here 



This is a cool theory that makes people feel 
good about themselves as readers, and also 
makes them feel like they’re right when they 
think a book is about ____________. 

 
I do think it’s a legitimate and powerful 

theory, and that’s why this class is going to 
be a lot more about what YOU take from 
the literature than what I take from the 
literature. 
 



And yet, in the words of the 

immortal Bob Dylan, 
• “If something’s not right, it’s wrong.” 

 

• If you can’t support an interpretation with a 

reasonable, convincing argument based on 

specific evidence from the text, it’s probably 

wrong, and you need to try again! 

• A big part of this class is working on that skill: 

making reasonable interpretations supported 

by specific evidence from the text. 

▫ Frankly, that should be nothing new. 



Let’s practice that! 

• Let’s read this poem.  We need to hear it in two 
voices: one a gal, one a guy. 
 

• What is the gender of the speaker?  (Speaker =/= 
Poet, so don’t try to cheat and look up the author’s 
name.) 
▫ Left half of class: Provide evidence from the poem to 

make a convincing argument that the speaker is A 
GUY. 

▫ Right half of class: Same task, but prove it’s a WOMAN 
speaking. 

▫ THINKERS! ATTEMPT TO AVOID TERRIBLE GENDER 
STEREOTYPES!  THEY ARE NOT, AS IT TURNS OUT, 
EVIDENCE! 



What was the point of that? 

• I know what I think about who the speaker 

is, but that’s boring; I already know what I 

think. 

• If your interpretation is a supportable and 

valid one, the conversation we have about  

BOTH our interpretations is sure to make 

BOTH of our understandings of the text more 

rich and nuanced. 



NUANCED 

• Adj. 
• Displaying attention to “very small difference in 

color, tone, meaning, etc.” (Thanks, Merriam-
Webster online dictionary, the best dictionary in 
the world ever!) 
 

• You might say that NUANCE is another 
objective of this class.  In order to have 
nuanced understandings of literature, you have 
to  
PAY 
ATTENTION 



Annotation 

• One way of paying attention 



Looking for connections 

• In the text, to other texts, to the world, to 

your own life 

• Another way of paying attention 



Stopping to think while reading 

• Another way of paying attention 



Along the lines of looking at 

literature closely, and with an eye to 

perspective… 
 

• We’re going to be trying out different literary 

theories/approaches to reading and analyzing. 

• Some of these you’ll be familiar with! 

• Some of them will be new. 

• Experimenting with a  variety of perspectives 

makes for a richer reading experience, a more 

useful toolbox for thinking about what you read, 

and, at the risk of overstating the case, makes 

you better at LIFE. 



There’s this image that’s popular on 

the internet… 



And the basic idea behind it is 

• “OMG, WHY DO WE HAVE TO ANALYZE, WHY 

DON’T WE JUST READ THE STORY AND ENJOY 

IT, DO YOU WANT ME TO HATE LITERATURE 

ON PURPOSE, LIKE IS THAT YOUR ACTUAL 

INTENT IN BEING AN ENGLISH TEACHER, TO 

MAKE PEOPLE HATE READING FOREVER, 

BECAUSE FOR SERIOUS, WHAT IS WRONG 

WITH YOU” 



I don’t want you to hate literature. 

• But one of the things that makes reading 

literature different and (I think) cool is the 

fact that there’s some richness there, and 

we get to explore it. 

• Let me let this guy explain, since he and I 

are basically on the same page: 

 

• (In case you’ve read The Fault in Our Stars, 

this guy wrote that.) 

 



• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MSYw5

02dJNY 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MSYw502dJNY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MSYw502dJNY


Here’s a way he sums it up that rings 

pretty true to me: 
• “Critical reading can be a way into thinking quite 

deeply about questions that are difficult and 
complicated, and not in some like boring and abstract 
way, like, ‘Oh, in Moby Dick, white is a symbol for 
nature’s ambivalence to man,’ but instead in a 
concrete and totally interesting way, like, ‘nature’s 
complete indifference to you, as expressed by the color 
white in Moby Dick, is something that you had better get 
your head around or else you’re going to end up like 
Captain Ahab.’ So it’s not so much about uncovering 
secret mysteries for the sake of uncovering secret 
mysteries, it’s about using story as a way into thinking 
about our actual lives and how we’re actually living 
them.” 
 



My advice, then? 

• When you’re reading, LOOK for the 

relevance.  LOOK for what you can take 

away from it.  LOOK for its usefulness.  

ENGAGE, in other words. 

• Ultimately, the decision of whether what we 

read is important to you lies in YOUR 

decision to engage in it…or not. 



I’m talking a lot.  But I want to talk 

about WHAT we’re going to read a 

little… 
 

• Hamlet, which is totally worth whatever 
close attention you can pay to it 

• A buncha short stories that I’m still cherry-
picking in order to maximize variety, 
representativeness, and interest 

• Invisible Man, which will be a challenge 
worth taking on if you truly engage with it 

• Some postmodern books which will be fun 
for your brain 



Oh yeah, and poetry. 

• More on that later. 



Let’s talk Hamlet. 

• Hamlet is the first (?) anti-hero, and Hamlet 

(the play) is one of the most philosophical 

and complex of its time. 

• It raises a lot of questions and answers few. 

• (This is JUST the sort of thing I’m into, btw, so 

get ready for more of that!) 



BUT MS. MITCHELL THIS ISN’T EVEN 

WRITTEN IN ENGLISH! 
• Actually, it’s considered modern English. 

▫ OLD ENGLISH (450-1150) 

▫ MIDDLE ENGLISH (1150-1500) 

▫ MODERN ENGLISH (1500 AND COUNTING) 



• The Lord's Prayer in Old English 
Fæder ure 
ðu ðe eart on heofenum 
si ðin nama gehalgod 
to-becume ðin rice 
geweorþe ðin willa on eorðan swa swa on 
heofenum. 
Urne ge dæghwamlican hlaf syle us to-deag 
and forgyf us ure gyltas 
swa swa we forgifaþ urum gyltendum 
ane ne gelæde ðu us on costnunge 
ac alys us of yfle. 



Middle English 

Whan that aprill with his shoures soote 
The droghte of march hath perced to the 
roote, 
And bathed every veyne in swich licour 
Of which vertu engendred is the flour; 
Whan zephirus eek with his sweete breeth 
Inspired hath in every holt and heeth 
Tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne 
Hath in the ram his halve cours yronne, 
And smale foweles maken melodye, 
That slepen al the nyght with open ye 
 (so priketh hem nature in hir corages); 
Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages, 



So be thankful that we’re not 

reading Beowulf (O.E.) or 

Canterbury Tales (M.E.). 
 

• That said, Shakespeare’s language really ISN’T 
ours.  You need an annotated version of the 
text if you’re going to get much out of it. 

• If you read a translation, you’re reading a 
translation AND an interpretation—so use the 
“translation” as a reference, but push yourself 
to read the original text.  Then you’re not 
handing over the interpretive reigns to 
someone else, when you really ought to be 
driving that horse yisself. 



Our protagonist 

• Hamlet is sad.  Hamlet is suspicious.  Hamlet 

is worried.  Hamlet cares.  Hamlet is angry.  

Hamlet is a THINKER. 

• Here’s what he’s up against: 

▫ Dad (king) just died. 

▫ Uncle marries his mom within a month of 

dad’s death. 

▫ Uncle becomes king. 

 

 



First Look: Hamlet’s mind 

• Read and annotate Hamlet’s first soliloquy! 

• Troublesome words/phrases?  Let’s talk them 

through. 



For Next Time 

• Next time, you’ll get policy statements and UNC 
registration sheets. 

• Before class next time, read and annotate Act 
1, Scenes 1-2 of Hamlet.   
▫ Not reading your own copy?  That’s what sticky 

notes are for.   

▫ Take your time and read carefully; I’ve reduced 
the reading load for this first assignment so you 
have time to get used to the language a little. 

▫ Come ready to discuss and hash out what’s 
happened so far! 


