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Biographical/Historical Criticism

Assumptions

1. Meaning is contextual.

2. The context for a literary work includes information about the author, his or her historical moment, and the systems of meaning available at the time of writing.

3. Thus, interpretation of the work should be based on an understanding of its context.

Strategies

1. Research the author’s life, and related that information to the work.

2. Research the author’s time (the political history, intellectual history, economic history, etc.), and relate that information to the work.

3. Research the systems of meaning available to the author, and relate those systems to the work.
“When I consider how my light is spent” by John Milton
When I consider how my light is spent,
Ere half my days, in this dark world and wide,
And that one talent which is death to hide
Lodged with me useless, though my soul more bent
To serve therewith my Maker, and present
My true account, lest He returning chide,
"Doth God exact day-labour, light denied?"
I fondly ask; But patience, to prevent
That murmur, soon replies "God doth not need
Either man's work or his own gifts. Who best
Bear His mild yoke, they serve Him best. His state
Is kingly: thousands at His bidding speed
And post o'er land and ocean without rest;
They also serve who only stand and wait."

“Do not go gentle into that good night” by Dylan Thomas

Do not go gentle into that good night,
Old age should burn and rave at close of day;
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Though wise men at their end know dark is right,
Because their words had forked no lightning they
Do not go gentle into that good night.

Good men, the last wave by, crying how bright
Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay,
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight,
And learn, too late, they grieved it on its way,
Do not go gentle into that good night.

Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight
Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay,
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

And you, my father, there on that sad height,
Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray.
Do not go gentle into that good night.
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.
“Annabel Lee” by Edgar Allan Poe

It was many and many a year ago,
In a kingdom by the sea,
That a maiden there lived whom you may know
By the name of Annabel Lee;
And this maiden she lived with no other thought
Than to love and be loved by me.

I was a child and she was a child,
In this kingdom by the sea:
But we loved with a love that was more than love - 
I and my Annabel Lee;
With a love that the winged seraphs of heaven
Coveted her and me.

And this was the reason that, long ago,
In this kingdom by the sea,
A wind blew out of a cloud, chilling
My beautiful Annabel Lee;
So that her high-born kinsmen came
And bore her away from me,
To shut her up in a sepulchre
In this kingdom by the sea.

The angels, not half so happy in heaven,
Went envying her and me - 
Yes! that was the reason (as all men know,
In this kingdom by the sea)
That the wind came out of the cloud one night,
Chilling and killing my Annabel Lee.

But our love it was stronger by far than the love
Of those who were older than we - 
Of many far wiser than we - 
And neither the angels in heaven above,
Nor the demons down under the sea,
Can ever dissever my soul from the soul
Of the beautiful Annabel Lee;

For the moon never beams without bringing me dreams
Of the beautiful Annabel Lee;
And the stars never rise but I feel the bright eyes
Of the beautiful Annabel Lee;
And so, all the night-tide, I lie down by the side
Of my darling -my darling -my life and my bride,
In the sepulchre there by the sea - 
In her tomb by the sounding sea



New Criticism

Assumptions
1. The critic’s interest ultimately should be focused on the work itself (not the author’s intention, nor the reader’s response).
2. The purpose of this attention is to expose the work’s unity; every element should support its unifying theme.

3. The work should also have some sort of complexity; great literature unifies ambiguities, ironies, and tensions.

Strategies

1. Determine what oppositions or tensions or ambiguities are present.
2. Read closely.  You can assume that every aspect is carefully calculated to contribute to the work’s unity – figures of speech, point of view, diction, recurrent ideas or events, etc.

3. Say how the work is unified, how the various elements work to unify it.

“forgiving my father” by Lucille Clifton
it is friday. we have come
to the paying of the bills.
all week you have stood in my dreams
like a ghost, asking for more time
but today is payday, payday old man;
my mother's hand opens in her early grave
and i hold it out like a good daughter.

there is no more time for you. there will
never be time enough daddy daddy old lecher
old liar. i wish you were rich so i could take it all
and give the lady what she was due
but you were the only son of a needy father,
the father of a needy son;
you gave her all you had
which was nothing. you have already given her
all you had.

you are the pocket that was going to open
and come up empty any friday.
you were each other's bad bargain, not mine.
daddy old pauper old prisoner, old dead man
what am i doing here collecting?
you lie side by side in debtors' boxes
and no accounting will open them up.

“Living in Sin” by Adrienne Rich

She had thought the studio would keep itself;
no dust upon the furniture of love.
Half heresy, to wish the taps less vocal,
the panes relieved of grime. A plate of pears,
a piano with a Persian shawl, a cat
stalking the picturesque amusing mouse
had risen at his urging.
Not that at five each separate stair would writhe
under the milkman's tramp; that morning light
so coldly would delineate the scraps
of last night's cheese and three sepulchral bottles;
that on the kitchen shelf among the saucers
a pair of beetle-eyes would fix her own---
envoy from some village in the moldings . . .
Meanwhile, he, with a yawn,
sounded a dozen notes upon the keyboard,
declared it out of tune, shrugged at the mirror,
rubbed at his beard, went out for cigarettes;
while she, jeered by the minor demons,
pulled back the sheets and made the bed and found
a towel to dust the table-top,
and let the coffee-pot boil over on the stove.
By evening she was back in love again,
though not so wholly but throughout the night
she woke sometimes to feel the daylight coming
like a relentless milkman up the stairs.
“My Father’s Martial Art” by Stephen Shu-ning Liu
When he came home Mother said he looked

like a monk and stank of green fungus.

At the fireside he told us about life

at the monastery:  his rock pillow,

his cold bath, his steel-bar lifting

and his wood-chopping.  He didn’t see

a woman for three winters, on Mountain O Mei.

“My Master was both light and heavy.

He skipped over treetops like a squirrel.

Once he stood on a chair, one foot tied

to a rope.  We four pulled; we couldn’t

move him a bit.  His kicks could split

a cedar’s trunk.”

I saw Father break into a pumpkin

with his fingers.  I saw him drop a hawk

with bamboo arrows.  He rose before dawn, filled

our backyard with a harsh sound hah, hah, hah:

there was his Black Dragon Sweep, his Crane Stand,

his Manti Walk, his Tiger Leap, his Cobra Coil…

Infrequently he taught me tricks and made me

fight the best of all the village boys.

From a busy street I brood over high cliffs

on O Mei, where my father and his Master sit:

shadows spead across their faces as the smog

between us deepens into a funeral pyre.

But don’t retreat into night, my father.

Come down from the cliffs.  Come

with a single Black Dragon Sweep and hush

this oncoming traffic with your hah, hah, hah.

Reader Response Criticism
Assumptions
1. An author’s intentions are not reliably available to readers; all they have is the text.

2. Out of the text, readers actively and personally make meaning.

3. Responding to a text is a process, and descriptions of that process are valuable.

Strategies

1. Move through the text in superslow motion, describing the response of an informed reader at various points.

2. Or describe your own response moving through the text.

3. React to the text as a whole, embracing and expressing the subjective and personal response it engenders.

“Front Lines” by Gary Snyder

The edge of the cancer

Swells against the hill – we feel

a foul breeze – 

And it sinks back down.

The deer winter here

A chainsaw growls in the gorge.

Ten wet days the log trucks stop,

The trees breathe.

Sunday the 4-wheel jeep of the 

Realty Company brings in

Landseekers, lookers, they say

To the land,

Spread your legs.

The jets crack sound overhead, it’s OK here;

Every pulse of the rot at the heart

In the sick fat veins of Amerika

Pushes the edge up closer – 

A bulldozer grinding and slobbering

Sideslipping and belching on top of

The skinned-up bodies of still-live bushes

In the pay of a man

From town.

Behind is a forest that goes to the Arctic

And a desert that still belongs to the Piute

And here we must draw

Our line.

“Out, out” by Robert Frost


The buzz-saw snarled and rattled in the yard
And made dust and dropped stove-length sticks of wood,
Sweet-scented stuff when the breeze drew across it.
And from there those that lifted eyes could count
Five mountain ranges one behind the other
Under the sunset far into Vermont.
And the saw snarled and rattled, snarled and rattled,
As it ran light, or had to bear a load.
And nothing happened: day was all but done.
Call it a day, I wish they might have said
To please the boy by giving him the half hour
That a boy counts so much when saved from work.
His sister stood beside them in her apron
To tell them "Supper." At the word, the saw,
As if to prove saws knew what supper meant,
Leaped out at the boy's hand, or seemed to leap—
He must have given the hand. However it was,
Neither refused the meeting. But the hand!
The boy's first outcry was a rueful laugh,
As he swung toward them holding up the hand
Half in appeal, but half as if to keep
The life from spilling. Then the boy saw all—
Since he was old enough to know, big boy
Doing a man's work, though a child at heart—
He saw all spoiled. "Don't let him cut my hand off—
The doctor, when he comes. Don't let him, sister!"
So. But the hand was gone already.
The doctor put him in the dark of ether.
He lay and puffed his lips out with his breath.
And then—the watcher at his pulse took fright.
No one believed. They listened at his heart.
Little—less—nothing!—and that ended it.
No more to build on there. And they, since they
Were not the one dead, turned to their affairs.
Feminist Criticism

Assumptions

1. The work doesn’t have an objective status, an autonomy; instead, any reading of it is influenced by the reader’s own status, which includes gender, or attitudes toward gender.
2. The production and the reception of literature historically has been controlled largely by men; it is important now to insert a feminist viewpoint in order to bring to our attention neglected works as well as new approaches to old works.

3. Men and women are different:  they write differently, read differently, and write about their reading differently.  These differences should be valued.

Strategies

1. Consider the gender of the author, the characters:  what role does gender or sexuality play in this work?

2. Specifically, observe how sexual stereotypes might be reinforced or undermined.  Try to see how the work reflects, or distorts, or recuperates the place of women (and men) in society.
3. Imagine yourself as a woman reading the work.
“Still I Rise” by Maya Angelou
You may write me down in history

With your bitter, twisted lies,

You may trod me in the very dirt

But still, like dust, I’ll rise.

Does my sassiness upset you?

Why are you beset with gloom?

‘Cause I walk like I’ve got oil wells

Pumping in my living room.

Just like moons and like suns,

With the certainty of tides,

Just like hopes springing high,

Still I’ll rise.

Did you want to see me broken?

Bowed head and lowered eyes?

Shoulders falling down like teardrops,

Weakened by my soulful cries?

Does my haughtiness offend you?

Don’t you take it awful hard

‘Cause I laugh like I’ve got gold mines

Diggin’ in my own backyard.

You may shoot me with your words,

You may cut me with your eyes,

You may kill me with your hatefulness,

But still, like air, I’ll rise.

Does my sexiness upset you?

Does it come as a surprise

That I dance like I’ve got diamonds

At the meeting of my thighs?

Out of the huts of history’s shame

I rise

Up from a past that’s rooted in pain

I rise

I’m a black ocean, leaping and wide,

Welling and swelling I bear in the tide.

Leaving behind nights of terror and fear

I rise

Into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear

I rise

Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave,

I am the dream and the hope of the slave.

I rise

I rise

I rise.


“My Life had Stood – a Loaded Gun” by Emily Dickinson
My Life had stood - a Loaded Gun -
In Corners - till a Day
The Owner passed - identified -
And carried Me away - 

And now We roam in Sovereign Woods -
And now We hunt the Doe -
And every time I speak for Him -
The Mountains straight reply -

And do I smile, such cordial light
Upon the Valley glow -
It is as a Vesuvian face
Had let its pleasure through -

And when at Night - Our good Day done -
I guard My Master's Head -
'Tis better than the Eider-Duck's
Deep Pillow - to have shared -

To foe of His - I'm deadly foe -
None stir the second time -
On whom I lay a Yellow Eye -
Or an emphatic Thumb -

Though I than He - may longer live
He longer must - than I -
For I have but the power to kill,
Without--the power to die—

Marxist Criticism

Assumptions
1. Literature reflects social institutions out of which it emerges.
2. Literature is a social institution with a particular ideological function.
3. Literature reflects class struggle and materialism.
4. Marxists view literature as products of the economic and ideological determinants specific to that era.
5. Literature reflects an author’s own class or analysis of class relations.

Strategies

1. Be mindful of issues related to power and money as you read.
2. Look for answers to the following questions:

a. Are there any signs of oppression?  Who is being oppressed by whom?

b. Does the work serve as propaganda for the status quo or does it try to undermine it?

c. Does the work suggest solutions to social conflicts that are being described?

“The Chimney Sweeper” by William Blake
A little black thing among the snow;

Crying weep, weep, in notes of woe!

Where are thy father & mother?  say?

They are both gone up to the church to pray.

Because I was happy upon the heath,

And smil’d among the winters snow:

They clothed me in the clothes of death,

And taught me to sing the notes of woe.

And because I am happy, & dance & sing,

They think they have done me no injury:

And are gone to praise God & his Priest & King

Who make up a heaven of our misery.

“Oil” by Linda Hogan

Men smile like they know everything

but walking in slant heel boots

their butts show they are tense.

Dark shirts.

Blue fire

puts out the sun.  Rock bits

are clenched metal fists.

The earth is wounded

and bleeds.

Pray to Jesus.

An explosion could knock us all

to our knees

while the bosses stretch out,

white ridge of backbone

in the sun.
“Let America Be America Again” by Langston Hughes

Let America be America again.
Let it be the dream it used to be.
Let it be the pioneer on the plain
Seeking a home where he himself is free.

(America never was America to me.)

Let America be the dream the dreamers dreamed-
Let it be that great strong land of love
Where never kings connive nor tyrants scheme
That any man be crushed by one above.

(It never was America to me.)

O, let my land be a land where Liberty
Is crowned with no false patriotic wreath,
But opportunity is real, and life is free,
Equality is in the air we breathe.

(There's never been equality for me,
Nor freedom in this "homeland of the free.")

Say, who are you that mumbles in the dark? 
And who are you that draws your veil across the stars?

I am the poor white, fooled and pushed apart,
I am the Negro bearing slavery's scars.
I am the red man driven from the land,
I am the immigrant clutching the hope I seek-
And finding only the same old stupid plan
Of dog eat dog, of mighty crush the weak.

I am the young man, full of strength and hope,
Tangled in that ancient endless chain
Of profit, power, gain, of grab the land!
Of grab the gold! Of grab the ways of satisfying need!
Of work the men! Of take the pay!
Of owning everything for one's own greed!

I am the farmer, bondsman to the soil.
I am the worker sold to the machine.
I am the Negro, servant to you all.
I am the people, humble, hungry, mean-
Hungry yet today despite the dream.
Beaten yet today-O, Pioneers!
I am the man who never got ahead,
The poorest worker bartered through the years.
Yet I'm the one who dreamt our basic dream
In the Old World while still a serf of kings,
Who dreamt a dream so strong, so brave, so true,
That even yet its mighty daring sings
In every brick and stone, in every furrow turned
That's made America the land it has become.
O, I'm the man who sailed those early seas
In search of what I meant to be my home-
For I'm the one who left dark Ireland's shore,
And Poland's plain, and England's grassy lea,
And torn from Black Africa's strand I came
To build a "homeland of the free."

The free?
Who said the free? Not me?
Surely not me? The millions on relief today?
The millions shot down when we strike?
The millions who have nothing for our pay?
For all the dreams we've dreamed
And all the songs we've sung
And all the hopes we've held
And all the flags we've hung,
The millions who have nothing for our pay-
Except the dream that's almost dead today.

O, let America be America again-
The land that never has been yet-
And yet must be--the land where every man is free.
The land that's mine--the poor man's, Indian's, Negro's, ME-
Who made America,
Whose sweat and blood, whose faith and pain,
Whose hand at the foundry, whose plow in the rain,
Must bring back our mighty dream again.

Sure, call me any ugly name you choose-
The steel of freedom does not stain.
From those who live like leeches on the people's lives,
We must take back our land again,
America!

O, yes, I say it plain,
America never was America to me,
And yet I swear this oath-
America will be!

Out of the rack and ruin of our gangster death,
The rape and rot of graft, and stealth, and lies,
We, the people, must redeem
The land, the mines, the plants, the rivers.
The mountains and the endless plain-
All, all the stretch of these great green states-
And make America again!

Rhythm





Definition


The arrangement of beats in a line of poetry





Example


Each line of the poem contains 10 syllables (5 unaccented, 5 accented)





Sonnet





Definition


A 14-line poem with one of several conventional rhyming schemes





Example


This poem rhyme scheme: ABBAABBA CDECDE





Anaphora





Definition


The repetition of words or phrases





Example


“Rage, rage against the dying of the light.”





Imagery





Definition


The pictures or impressions that writers create in the minds of their readers





Example


The poem uses imagery associated with heaven:  “winged seraphs of heaven” and “angels.”





Mood





Definition


The emotional feeling of a poem, short story, or novel 





Example


The mood of this poem is melancholy and dream-like.





Point of view





Definition


The vantage point from which the author tells a story





Example


The poem is told from the first person point of view.





Free verse





Definition


Poetry written without regular rhyme or rhythm





Example


The poem uses punctuation and rhythm of ordinary language.





Oxymoron





Definition


A combination of seemingly contradictory words





Example


“My Master was both light and heavy.”





* An oxymoron often reveals a paradox.





Personification





Definition


Attributing human qualities to objects, ideas, or animals





Example


“The trees breathe.”





Allusion





Definition


A reference to another literary work, or a person, place, event, or object from history, literature, or mythology 





Example


“Out, out” refers to Macbeth’s famous lines in Act 5.





Rhetorical question





Definition


A question asked for effect not for a reply





Example


“Did you want to see me broken?”





Symbol





Definition


An object that represents something other than itself





Example


“a Loaded Gun”





Tone





Definition


The implied attitude of the writer toward the subject or audience





Example


The tone of this poem has been described as angry and frustrated.





Situational irony





Definition


A situation that is the opposite of what is expected





Example


“The bosses stretch out” as the workers risk their lives.
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