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;- an. qually sad s1tuatlon-, Desplte the general lntel_?VTW

I clte a s1tuat10n to deflne a.pattern.. In hlgh school when

1

belSSlSSlppl as'almystlcal SYmbol a "browh god. : To me the 1dea wasafv;ZM

B

‘,a_startllng (We were conV1nced that our teacher, llke Don Qulxote,
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l~credit”is'given but I believe.thesprevailing ‘tendency inpthe'teachingl“‘

"of llterature‘today 1s to rely too heavlly on.secondary materlal

,TVNaturally there are certaln beneflts, as Professor~Canby had valuable
= 1n51ght lnto Twaln. But there Ls the problem that weaknesses develop
-”lln the teacher who av01ds grappllng with the work 1tself., That
approach to teachlng cannot develop confldence in “the taacher's own f
capablllty as lnterpreter, and good teachers need that confldence.

' —"' Imaglne a hypoth1cal-s1tuatlon. The hlgh school or college
survey teacher dlscovers that he must teach three poems Keats._i

In all llkellhood, where will. he go first?  To a brlef blography,

then to a short evaluatlon, then on to a Crltlcal essay or perhaps

F oW

hlS undergraduate notes (two ‘pages on Keats). fnally, and perhaps

:half an. hour hefore7class,.he:advances to(} , works-themselves, skim- 5‘:f
‘ming them'for'the‘first Eime in:fiVe'Years.. Whatever-the cause of
- this unprofesslonal pattern, and whatever the excuses for it, the_
teacher who follows 1t comes to class with few (1f any) 1deas of hlsf-‘

own about the Keats poems. Plainty he functlons in a world apart

from that of his students. they are expected to: see the poems through
'71the1r own eyes. : In contrast - the teacher has not Just been -

YA
Wlth ‘the master, so . to speak but Wlth 1nterpreters of the master,

thus “his ekperlence is at least once removed. As a result the
,teacher and- the- class talk of the poems on different wavelengbhs. | ,.p
Moreover, the teacher who now faces the class, lacklng the close_ : |
‘touch wlth the poems themselves, is likely to be embarrassede1th

a questlon such as, "What does lihe 9. mean”" If he. actually teaches
lblography and’ hlstory rather than llterary art he m;ght reply Wlth
bsome confldence,,"How should I know: what such an obécuregllne means?

‘ .

The ninth llne in many. poems 1s obscure. Not to chang; the subJeot
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;"but dl ~you know that Keats attended medlcal school and in fact we

Admlttedly, knowledge

- own'two"'feet ana' work it out in his own mind, without having to run
to the 11brary for commentary on every challenglng work. “Oniy such
tvtralnlng builds confldence in a young teacher that he can cope w1th
b;the problem of line 9, gnd I afflrm'that.he-hasﬂa profess10nal obli-
gation to that line. If a ﬁootnote:helps, fine; but if not,- soon
or late he must face a line 9 on his own. »Aftertall,.the'purpose
: of‘a{course'in 1iterature is to cope with the difficulties;‘to -
‘illuminatevthrough 1ecture'andvddscussion_thehdifficulties and p

ilmpllcatlons ot the art. | |
In tralnlng majors to expllcate and to evaluate on thelr own’
‘(and I attempt to prov1de some tralnlng in every maJors course I

teach), I have found that many lack a basic concept of what 11tera—

ture is and what 1t is not. Therefore, I often begln with several

. key prlnclples such as these: &) therature is not very often auto~
blographical' thus, the speaker of a poem or the narrator .of a novel.
seldom is the writer himself. ThlS concept should draw the student

3faway from that somewhat true but-mostly false doctr1ne of "If you

original intent, which caniseidom be determined anyway, is not

fundamental to our understandlng of the works. So ishit'with‘the

)
1

;’?,nggow the author's life, you know the author's art." b) The writer's

freshman essay.-"But Mr. Woodward, you. m1s1nterpret what/} meant to

.
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"2ttsa§‘“ .An undergraduate teacher of mlne once’ asked Robert Frost

what “The Road Not Taken" orlglnally meant to hlm.} Frost responded

ﬂiW1th, "Well, what does- it mean to you?"‘ She gave her 1nterpretatlon,v

"to whlch he replled, "Never thought of that, but from now on, that's

\

N what 1t'1l mean to- me.“ Our students should remember-dgat. They

'tjshould be aware that once the work has left the writer'$ mind in-thew
symbollsm of language, 1t must be percelved by others 1n terms of

“hwhat those language symbols tonvey. c) The writer (and there are

‘}}few exceptlons) should be glven credit for some 1ntelllgence. Evi-

. W : .
>g~dence;of masterful artlstry and astonlshingvlngenulty, at least in

"
3

our major writers,'comes from the university presses every year.: An .

R

' especially convincingfdefense, t0<cite'an %;ample, isAm Kent Hieatt's

ymbollsm 1n Spenser'S"

o

wbook on the 1ncred1ble 1ntr1cac1es of time

‘"Eplthalamlon" (Short Tlme's Endless’ Mbnument Columbla Unlver51ty

Press, 1960) What we sometlmes forget, and our students often fail

fully to comprehend, 1s that there exists SUCh a thlng as brllllance.

‘ Most of us not possesslng that g1ft we find it dlfflcult to compre-

hend 1ts posse551on by others. Joseph Summers said of Milton that .,;.~“

he had a finer grasp of language than any of his crltlcs. If stu- .

dents can be- persuaded of such a fact, persuaded. that great l:t.te'.ea:'al--‘-“‘"'*ki

',ture ls usually a product,of a brllllant and acutely sensmtive mind -

worklng ‘with great dellberatlon, I belleve they wmll rise more
Q.v1gorously to the 1nv1tatlon to probe 1ts depths.' Otherwise, they

tend to respond to complex;ty WLth.skbpthlsm.’

Hav;mg la:.d a foundatlon of concepts such as ﬂ:hese, I proceed,

'nggto traln my- magors to read closely, to re—read, to examlne and £

1»'L.fv1nnovate as they attempt on thear own to understand a work. 'Iftryi

-

: W\
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'to'use exercises that foCus the@discussion on:explication and on
-evaluation, giving students the challange to think on the spot
and as a group to solve a given problem. I oftén center‘term
‘paper assignments on close evaluation of the text rather than

) reporting on the published Crlthlsm. I do insist, however,
that after the student has reached his own conclusions, he must

.

survey the criticism and summarize it to place his own work in

perspective. Altogether, these simple techniques have producedv o .
.gratifyingvresults;' I am proud of the student “who feels confidence
dn his owh experience Wlth "the real thing," who can stand on his\wal‘.

»

QWn_twovfeet, and,who has something_in ‘his mind that has originated

there, not elsewhere. | ) | |
"Allow me to antiéipate an objection: certainly.the'stUdent ‘

sometimes~willvmisinterpret when he is pushed‘to explain on'his

own. Yet if he is.taught tovsubstantiate hiSuidGQS‘With evidence

~and is trainded to use whatever reference'materials are appro-

priate ~-=that old-fashioned source of many virtues, the dictionary,-

, p1US the Oxford English Dictionary,a handbook on mythology, the

Bible—-his accuracy and his confidénce will increa e in direct

proportion.

To illustrate what our ﬁgjors need to be able to do, I draw
attention to the following contemporary poem originally published
‘v in 1967. )

N ' DARK STREET |

’v.\‘g o , . =James Tate (be1943) ' _ Co T
ﬂ!\n . ’// . ' ’ i C®




So this-is the dark street
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(from Shake {:he Kalen.doscope. A New Anthology of Modern Poetry,

&

ﬁt{7~, ed. Mmlton KlonskY: New york*' Pocket Eooks, 1973, P- 279)
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“If° the class is presented, say, with the problem of establlshlng
where the "dark street" is and thus what lives'" are ahead for
the speaker and the angel , they come  to understand w1thout much.’
dlfflculty that a) the problem is no simple one, and b) it cannot
be’ solved very handlly w1thout worklng out several other difficulties
‘ flrst.‘ I use a work llke thlS as ev1dence that more often than
;};u: not the student must start at the bottom and work up. - In FDark
» ' Street" the vocabulary must be clarlfled—-burgeonlng of w1ngs,
frontal lobes, languorous leaves, shards on the shoulders. then,_
evldence must be located that establlshes the’ characterlstlcs
;5tf of the street-~the lifeless leaves, and so'forth. Tone, 1magery,
, connotatlon, even structure and sound pattern can be a Slgnlfl—
cant part of the close appreciation of the art of,"Dark Street. -,
I believe that the investment of effort in a good piece of | |

-,

11terature like this Wlll be amply repaid. “

It is for us, then, to 1nv1te future teachers of litérary

' art«~our Engllsh maJors—~to be thelr own 1nterpreters, to look
closely at what they read, and to train them to see, to hear,
‘*A to smell and taste, to feel what is there and what is not, .

'in short, to be users of their own two feet their own hands,

and their own minds.




