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Call for Papers for the Minnesota English Journal 
For the Winter 86-87 and the 87-88 issues - Open Topics 

We encourage articles on a wide variety of topics of interest to the English profession 
in Minnesota . Here are some suggested topics -

1. Teaching strategies/ classroom 
activities 

2. Rhetoric / teaching composition 
3. Language issues 
4. Literary theory 
5. Children's literature 
6. Literature for young adults 
7. Composition research 
8. Literary criticism/ analysis with an 

awareness of teaching 
9. Censorship issues 

10. Teaching critical thinking 
11. Discussions of unique courses or 

programs in English/ language arts 
12. Reading - research and pedagogy 
13. Non-fiction literature 
14. Professional issues 

15. Writing-across-the-curriculum 
(particularly descriptions 
of programs) 

16. Canadian literature for American 
students 

17. Bibliographies relating to the 
previous topics 

18. Reviews of current books 

We encourage teachers of English/ language arts at all levels to submit their work to 
the Minnesota English Journal for possible publication. See the editorial statement for 
further information. 

Send manuscripts to - Richard Dillman, Editor 
English Department 
St. Cloud State University 

f- St. Cloud, MN 56301 
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Using Fairy Tales to Introduce Medieval Narrative 

at the Undergraduate Level 
by 

David K. Gratz 

1 

The problem is widespread among medievalists, especially those not teaching at large 
universities with graduate programs: how to attract enough undergraduates to justify 
courses on the literature we find so exciting. English majors are scarce, and even they 
sometimes seem unwilling to venture far beyond contemporary American fiction. 
Teaching at a small freshman/sophomore campus of the University of Wisconsin, I 
could see myself never having a course with a significant medieval component again. 

And yet the student wariness is certainly understandable. It is not only that they lack 
context-although how many high school graduates today have even sketchy ideas of 
European history or geography? It is not only the archaic language, the unfamiliar 
allusions, or the glibness with which we often skip centuries between works. The works 
themselves are difficult and unfamiliar in conventions. There is often no realism in the 
action: when one sets out to find something, one just rides in any direction and it 
eventually appears. There is little character development, and even less motivation. 
Frequently there is no logic to the plot or structure, or at least the logic of the relation 
between one action or incident and another is strange and unnatural. It is clear these are 
not modern novels. 

Students need to be provided a handle, a way to approach medieval narratives, to 
understand how they work, and to relate them to each other. One possibility I have 
worked with is a course, taught as Studies in Narrative Literature, which explains the 
above characteristics as stemming from the oral literature which lies behind these 
narratives. I have had real success starting with a collection of Celtic fairy tales to 
discuss the development of characteristic narrative techniques and motifs, and then 
showing how medieval and even modern authors have utilized these stories. 

The cornerstone of the course is a collection of Celtic Fairy Tales, edited by Joseph 
Jacobs (NY: Dover, 1968). After spending a couple weeks with them I move on to 
Beowulf, followed by John Gardner's Grendel. Norma Lorre Goodrich provides clear 
summary versions of several early narratives in Medieval Myths (NY: NAL, 1977); I 
have stopped briefly with "Cuchlain" and "Sifrid" before using "Peredur" as an 
introduction to the Arthurian material which is a major component of the course. We 
read Chretien's Ywain, available in Ungar's Milestone of Thought series (1957), Sir 
Gawain and the Green Knight, and Eugene Vinaver's excellent selection from Malory, 
King Arthur and His Knights (NY: Oxford, 1975). I also use T. H. White's Once and 
Future King, and finish the semester with Peter Beagle's The Last Unicom. 

While the modern works probably help to attract students, the key to the course is 
the fairy tale collection. The Dover collection is unusual and diverse, but it is in part 
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because of its oddities that it provides so effective a preparation for the semester. It is a 
reprint of an 1892 collection edited by an eminent Victorian folklorist, ostensibly aimed 
at children, yet not drastically simplified or rewritten, and with a scholarly apparatus 
of sources and analogues provided. The contents are eclectic, ranging from ancient tales 
of Connla and Dierdra to more modern stories of leprauchans, with variants of 
"Cinderella" ("Fair, Brown, and Trembling" ),"Snow White" ("Gold-Tree and Silver
Tree"), and other widespread tales, and even a shortened version of "Culhwch" and 
"Olwen from the Mabinogion". One story includes an authentic Indian rope trick, 
while another has lifted the entire Cyclops episode from the Odyssey. 

Such variety, with the mixture of familiar incidents in unfamiliar contexts, is natu
rally provocative and leads easily to discussions of the building of oral narratives, the 
spread and transmission of oral literature, and the prehistory of Europe. Students can 
discover themselves how similar incidents are built into different plots and various 
stories are held together by "frame" narratives . They can learn to recognize some 
traditional motifs-the third son, the exploits of the hero as a child, the animal 
helpers-and to see the essential dream logic of some of the plots. We always discuss 
relative dates, and I try to impress the comparative seriousness and sense of danger and 
awe in the most ancient tales, and the greater attention to psychological motivation in 
the more modern. 

I also introduce them to Alwyn and Brinley Rees, who, in Celtic Heritage trace and 
explain many of the repeated themes and incidents in Celtic myths and folk tales . These 
authors see the origins of this literature in attempts to understand and control the 
supernatural: 

In diverse ways myth and ritual loosen the grip of the temporal world upon 
the human spirit. Under the spell of the storyteller's art, the range of what 
is possible in this world is transcended: the world of magic becomes a 
present reality and the world of every-day is deprived of its uniqueness and 
universality. The storyteller, like the juggler and the illusionist, by convinc
ingly actualizing the impossible, renders the actual world less real. When 
the spell is over, the hearer 'comes back to earth', but the earth now is not 
quite so solid as it was before, the cadence of its time is less oppressive and 
its laws have only a relative validity.(342). 

They stress the importance of boundaries and undefined states: the dates of Novem
ber and May first , the joints between the Celtic half years; the thin line which separates 
land and water at a shore; twilight (neither dark nor light), mist (neither air nor water), 
Mistletoe (green, but not a plant of the earth). These states, with stories of multiple 
paternity or multiple deaths and any sort of pun, riddle, or paradoxical word play, by 
undermining the fixed stability of our usual existance-what Rees and Rees call "the 
limitation inherent in definition"(349)-bring us closer to the supernatural powers 
which surround us. 

The Jacobs version of the "Shepherd of Myddvai" can be used to illustrate many of 
these themes. Sitting by the shore of a lake one day, the shepherd sees three fairy 
maidens emerge from the water. He falls immediately in love with one, wins her on the 
third try by a gift of bread which is both baked and unbaked, and picks her out from 
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her identical sisters. She promises to stay with him until he gives her three causeless 
blows, which, of course, he eventually does, for refusing to attend a Christening, 
weeping at a wedding, and laughing at a funeral. At the end she calls the cattle she had 
brought as dower (one of which gets up from the hook where it hangs after slaughter) 
and walks back into the lake. The story as a whole is eerie and rather sad, and her 
actions are totally unexplainable in terms of human motivation. 

The application of the analysis developed through these discussions should be clear 
enough so a few examples will suffice. I follow up with Beowulf as a work clearly based 
in plot on older folk tales, and I have found it is always much more successful when 
prepared in this manner than come at cold in a British survey. One can of course use 
traditional references to Scandinavian stories and Beowulf as the bear's son, and Martin 
Puhvel has recently written an interesting, if rather overstated, book tying Beowulf to 
Celtic analogues . He sees, for example, a probable source for the fight with Grendel in 
the traditional tale of the "Arm and Child," using it to explain anomalies such as the 
way Beowulf watches Hondscioh eaten, the sleepiness of his comrades in such a 
situation, and his curious passivity in the fight itself. Beowulf just grabs an arm and 
hangs on; he neither wrestles nor, eventually, pursues. Puhvel points out that would be 
the limit of his options if all he could see of his opponent was an arm coming through 
the window. (David Dumville has provided a more solid discussion of the possibility of 
a Celtic connection in a recent article for Traditio .) At least the essential unity of the 
Beowulf narrative becomes apparent in the context of the adventure stories already 

read. 

The students find their experience in the development and adaptation of narrative 
elements even more relevant when they begin to follow Arthurian literature from 
"Culhwch and Olwen" through "Peredur" and Chretien's "Ywain" to "Gawain". Not 
only are there elements and situations they have seen before (in "Peredur" the episode 
of the Red, the Black, and the White is directly paralelled in the "Story of 
Dierdra" ), but they can see how each successive author changes the emphasis in 
the narrations to fit his interests. 

Chretien's courtly context, for example, brings him to shift emphasis from action to 
psychology, and to develop elaborate explanations of motivation for actions which in 
earlier versions would probably have been unexplained. And a similar analysis of 
Malory can show how he melds a variety of disparate sources: an early story such ai 
Balin is much closer to fairy tale in its structure and character development than are thE 
later episodes involving Lancelot, Guenivere, and Arthur himself. 

Giving students the confidence and background to make such analysis is, finally, the 
real value of developing a semester in this way. It does help them feel comfortable witl:, 
the narratives, as if they have a handle on what is happening, but the point is no1 
simply to trace analogues or recognize situations. Having established similarities, WE 
can then go on to ask how important they are, what is new, what has been changed, 
added, deemphasized, and what this tells us of an author's viewpoint and sophistica· 
tion. Why does the Beowulf poet spend so much space on the Swedish wars? How doei 
his narrative development compare with traditional oral literature? What are the effect! 
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of courtesy or Christianity on the Arthurian narratives? How do narrative structures 
change with increasing sophistication? 

Although it is a bit outside the scope of this essay, I would also like to note that the 
inclusion of modern works can do more than serve to attract students. Gardner's 
Grendel for example, brings to Beowulf perspectives similar to those provided by the 
fairy tales. Gardner not only makes clear the importance in the traditional work of the 
scop as creator, but in chapters which are at times Freudian or existential, gives us 
different approaches to the roots and contexts of the original. Similarly, T. H. White in 
his narrative not only makes the overall coherence of Malory's work clearer to the 
modern reader, he also provides, through metaphors such as the Gaels and the Gauls, a 
comprehensible description of the different traditions Malory used to build his narra
tive. Finally, The Last Unicorn will illustrate the power these traditional elements can 
still hold for a modern audience. 

I have found that given a context-a way to approach the works-even unprepared 
students can be put at ease with these complex works and maintain a high level of 
interest and intensity. They have also shown an ability to go beyond appreciation to 
meaningful analysis. Students, I believe, will respond if we will provide a sense of unity 
and purpose to courses, especially in areas where they lack the experience to provide 
their own. 

Works Cited 
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Basing the Freshman Research Paper Class 

on Anglo-Saxon Materials 
by 

Deanna Delmar Evans 
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A frequent problem for me is designing the Freshman research paper course. While I 
want to lead students through the research process as painlessly as possible, I also want 
them to produce quality papers that are written in an approved form with proper 
documentation and, above all, are interesting to read. My last goal is by far the hardest 
since it requires that students take a fresh approach to their topics in creative and 
analytical ways. My responsibility as a teacher is to help students find interesting and 
workable topics on subjects I know enough about to be able to direct their research. I 
find this particularly difficult to do when I teach a "traditional" Freshman research 
paper course, using a reader and handbook in the classroom and leaving students on 
their own to forage for topics. Usually they pick an overly broad topic about which 
they know very little, such as the "arms race," or they choose a highly emotional topic, 
such as abortion, about which they cannot be objective. Apparently my students are 
typical, for other teachers report similar problems (Wiggins and Wahlquist 293). 

While I realize that the Freshman research paper course must teach a specific body of 
knowledge, namely how to write a research paper; I believe we can improve the way 
we impart that knowledge. By designing a content-focused course, our classroom 
instruction will contribute to the students' understanding of their individual research 
topics. Our classroom discussions, although not intentionally supplying students with 
data to incorporate into their papers, should provide them with a broader knowledge of 
the research field along with some analytical approaches they can replicate. Surely 
paraphrase or note card exercises will be far more appealing if based on readings in the 
research area . While it is important that we use our classrooms to preach against 
plagiarism and to describe the art of paraphrasing, we also must teach our students that 
the research process involves much more. As David Harrington has observed, "We 
must learn to give them an honest picture of a dynamic, hyperactive thinking process, 
of the initially chaotic maelstrom of activity that goes into original thinking"(ll). I am 
not initiating students to the very necessary critical thinking component of the research 
process if my classroom assignments are unrelated to their research activities; in fact, I 
can sympathize with those students who read assignments only when they anticipate a 
quiz. Worse yet, by not using my classroom as a forum where students can explore a 
field together, discussing their research and growing intellectually, I am exposing them 
to the tediousness of scholarship while denying them a good part of the joy. How can I 
expect them to want to continue in the scholarly process if I do not permit them to 
discover first hand that a large part of the excitement of research is the opportunity to 
exchange ideas with others who share our interests? 
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Last winter at Bemidji State University I had the opportunity to experiment with the 
Freshman research paper course. While part of my immediate motivation was to make 
use of ideas and materials from a NEH summer institute on Anglo-Saxon England 
(SUNY Binghamton 1985), mostly I was curious about whether I could design such a 
course and if it would work. I wondered how students would do with a body of 
knowledge they had few preconceived notions about and if my enthusiasm for the 
subject could stimulate their curiosity. 

While I chose the subject matter of that summer institute for my experimental course, 
my methodology could be adapted for almost any interdisciplinary subject area. What 
is essential is that the teacher possess a modicum of knowledge of the content area and a 
surplus of enthusiasm for sharing it. 

Once I had decided upon a content area, Anglo-Saxon England and the Viking 
World, I still had a major problem-texts. The departmentally-adopted McGraw Hill 
Handbook contained the rudiments of the research paper, but I also needed books in 
the content area. While I wanted students to enjoy a variety of reading experiences, I 
did not want them to feel that the reading assignments took time away from their 
individual research projects (a common problem in research paper classes). I finally 
decided upon the following required books: Orkneyinga Saga, an early thirteenth
century Old Norse saga about the Viking settlement of the Orkney Isles (trans. 
Hermann Palsson and Paul Edwards, Penguin, 1978; rpt. 1982); Alfred the Great, a 
kind of anthology of writings, modern and medieval about and by King Alfred and 
containing a medieval "life" of Alfred written by Asser, Alfred's bishop (translated, 
edited, and introduced by Simon Keynes and Michael Lapidge, Penguin, 1983); The 
Golden Warrior, an historical novel by Hope Muntz with a "Foreward" by G.M. 
Trevelyan (Charles Scribner's Sons, 1949). In addition, I required two short library 
"reserve" readings: these consisted of a few chapters in Bede's History of the English 
Church and People, including the story of Caedmon and his hymn, and the article, 
"The Vikings in England: a review;' by Gillian Fellows Jensen (Anglo Saxon England, 
4, 1975; 181-206). I developed required notecard, paraphrase, and summary exercises 
for the latter. Mid-quarter, during one of my Alfred lectures, I distributed ditto copies 
of the poem, "The Battle of Brunanburh," translated into modern verse by Charles 
Kennedy, and I played the Jess Bessinger recording of the poem in Old English. I 
incorporated my discussion of the poem into a lecture on the topic of Danish attacks on 
England. Except for this poem and Caedmon's "Hymn;' I made no other attempts to 
teach poetry, for I remembered that my purpose was not to teach literature but to direct 
research papers. In addition to the required readings, I placed fifteen other books on 
overnight reserve, including such standard works as Frank Stenton's Anglo-Saxon 
England, Dorothy Whitelock's The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, and H.R. Loyn's The 
Vikings in Britain. Since our library resources in the content area were limited, I wanted 
every student to have access to some. 

I suspect that Anglo-Saxon scholars will wonder why I did not assign all of Bede's 
Ecclesiastical History since it is, of course, an essential text for the study of Anglo
Saxon England. Since I was not teaching a specialty course, I was more interested in 
students knowing about Bede and sampling his work than I was in their knowing the 
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entire work. In class I lectured on Bede, talking about his importance to education and 
the rise of Christianity in Anglo-Saxon England. I also talked about related material
the importance of monasteries, the making of manuscripts, the Ruthwell Cross (and I 
showed my slides of it), early Viking invasions, methods of evangelizing, and the 
Viking destruction of important monasteries. Some students became so. interested in 
this material that they chose research paper topics on Bede, English monasteries, and 
Bede's Life of St. Cuthbert. 

While in the midst of planning the course, I chanced upon an article by James Reither 
that provided some encouragement, for it helped me realize that I was not alone in 
believing that a writing teacher should teach more than "the writing process:' Reither 
draws a relationship between reading and writing, making such bold claims as "dis
course communities are also knowledge communities" and "to 'teach writing' is thus 
necessarily to ground writing in reading and inquiry" (625). He concludes that we must 
refine our notion of "writing as process": 

At the core of composition studies is the virtually unchallenged conviction 
that what we have to study and what we have to teach is 'process not 
product: By process, however, we presently mean something that en
courages in our students the notion that through writing they can ... 
'answer any question that is put to them: Because we routinely put our 
students in arhetorical situations in which they can only write out of 
ignorance, they have little choice but to 'hunt more words than matter' ... 
and we stand open to the charge that we advocate 'mere rhetoric' over 
writing informed by a profound relationship between writers and their 
worlds. It is time to redefine the writing process so that substantive social 
knowing is given due prominence in both our thinking and our teaching. 
(626) 

Inspired by Reither, I knew that I wanted class meetings to provide students with an 
opportunity to broaden their knowledge of the content area and to exercise critical 
thinking skills. After considering the problem, I reasoned that these goals perhaps could 
be achieved in early class meetings if I were to introduce a focal discussion question
some universal theme or problem that we could discuss in relation to the content area. 
Consequently, I adopted the theme "history vs. fiction" and introduced it during our 
first class meeting. I doubted that many students had ever seriously challenged the 
views of historians, so during our first class meeting I reminded them of how American 
history texts, until recently, ignored the contributions of women and Blacks. From there 
we proceeded into a discussion of problems historians face and of problems we face 
when we read history or pseudo-history, such as the Icelandic sagas. The texts I selected 
for the course contributed to the theme: some were texts which medieval authors and 
audiences considered history but we now treat as fiction, and the modern historical 
novel, of course, blends history with fiction. 

In addition to preparing a focal discussion question for the first class meeting, I 
prepared a rationale for my students which I included as a letter on my syllabus. It is 
too long to quote here, but a few passages will demonstrate its tone: 
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I suspect most of you will be unhappy when you first read this syllabus. 
Perhaps you had decided last quarter to write a wonderful paper on 
abortion or grouse hunting. Now you are being told you will be writing on 
some remote time in the Dark Ages . . . It is my challenge to make the 
material interesting and exciting for you . . . I have had many students 
write terrible research papers on topics they chose. Often preconceived 
ideas about a topic prevent us from writing objective, carefully researched 
papers. Moreover, if you choose a topic I know nothing about, I cannot 
help you in your research. While I have limited the material to one era and 
one geographical area, the topics I have suggested cover many fields: 
history, literature, art, archaelogy, technology, religion, military science, 
to name a few ... I am bold enough to believe that if you can produce a 
solid research paper after having started with 'zero,' you will feel confident 
about your research abilities throughout your college career. 

The rationale helped students decide whether they wanted to remain in my sections or 
transfer into more traditional ones. Only two students chose to leave; those who 
dropped the course later did so for personal reasons. Another preparation I made for 
the first class meeting was to draw up a set of forty suggested research topics. When I 
presented them to the class, I took care to point out that these were only suggestions. I 
read through the entire list, commenting about the topics as I went along, trying to 
make each one sound as interesting as possible. Several topics on the list proved 
popular: the religion of the Vikings, Viking shipbuilding, Viking burial customs, the 
roles of women in both societies, the "bog people;' the Minnesota Kensington stone, 
Alfred's laws, and the Battle of Hastings. 

I should mention one advantage I had in planning the library component of this 
course. Obviously, students beginning the library research paper need instruction in 
library use. BSU has a concerned library staff which provides each Freshman research 
paper class with three hours of instruction. The person in charge of these classes, Stuart 
Rosselet, was a history major as an undergraduate and had taught Freshman English as 
a graduate student. I discussed my course with him before the beginning of the quarter, 
and he adapted his lectures to the special needs of my students. In fact, he was so 
enthusiastic about what we were doing that he placed his personal copy of C. Warren 
Hollister's English history text "on reserve" since our library does not own it. I also 
loaned students many of my books, especially books about women in the Middle Ages. 
One of the more amusing incidents of the quarter occured when my personal paperback 
copy of David Herlihy's Medieval Households (Harvard, 1985) arrived fresh off the 
press in mid-January. I unwrapped it and placed it on my desk. Shortly afterward, a 
student working on the topic of Anglo-Saxon women saw it and asked to borrow it. I 
did not see my new book again until the end of the quarter; several students had formed 
a lending chain of their own. 

While I cannot describe every class activity and assignment, I will provide a few 
examples. In my lectures I used maps, photographs, book illustrations, and even 
picture post cards of art works and archeological sites and finds to make the period 
come alive. Slide lectures are most beneficial, although I had only a few slides to show. 
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To arouse student curiosity, I read a few stories from Bede's History aloud. In my 
lectures on Bede, I focused on the characteristics of a saint's life and then had students 
discuss the problem of historical accuracy. We talked about how the hagiographer's 
purpose differed from the historian's. We also talked about possible models Bede had 
for designing his history, particularly the Bible. Many of my students, products of 
Scandinavian-American Protestant Sunday schools, were able to point out parallels in 
accounts of the miracles in the Gospels and in Bede's "histories:' In this way I enabled 
them to discover Bede's methodology and to isolate some of the characteristics of a 
"saint's life:' From Bede we went to our first short essay assignment. In a brief lecture I 
indicated how the technique of "relating the history" of a saint was used to relate the 
deeds of popular heroes as well. I then provided an opportunity for students to use their 
new discovery about "history-writing:' After devoting some class time to a mini-lecture 
on "marshalling evidence," I developed an assignment for a five-hundred word essay 
around the several versions of the story of Alfred and the Cakes found in the appendix 
of Alfred the Great. I asked students to write a short argument in which they drew some 
conclusions about how history is transmitted. In the assignment, I wanted them to 
develop and defend a thesis, drawing evidence from the several versions of the story. 
Moreover, they were confronted with the problem of audience, for one story depicted 
Alfred as a saintly man who needed time away from battle for prayer while another 
indicated that he was fleeing from the Vikings. I used the Alfred book for many other 
assignments throughout the quarter. We read and discussed the medieval life of king 
Alfred by Asser, and I had students draw comparisons between this medieval "biogra
phy" and the saint's lives in Bede's History. The Alfred book also contains some of 
Alfred's legal code. We discussed the laws in class and talked about how the historian 
could make use of this information; from this discussion, I generated one of my final 
exam questions. I took one statute describing various fines for breaking into the houses 
of men of various classes, including among others a ceorl and a bishop; I asked my 
students to write a well-developed paragraph in which they explained what that statute 
revealed about Alfred's society. The better answers commented on class structure and 
the use of fines as punishment. Perhaps the most ambitious assignment I developed was 
an extensive directed reading-writing activity booklet for Orkneyinga Saga. I strongly 
recommend that such activities be planned for any type of content-focused Freshman 
research course. In it students were asked to keep a kind of journal in which they 
answered questions in a variety of written forms-sentences, paragraphs, letters, 
summaries, news items, and short essays. Some questions were factual, such as the 
first, "Who was Nor?" The purpose of this question was to focus attention on the 
legendary founder of Norway so that students could see the fictional elements in the 
saga. Some questions allowed for speculation: "Do you believe the Vikings were 
superstitious?" (This followed a passage in which a man's death is predicted by 
superstition.) Some longer assignments developed skills in summarizing and in develop
ing audience awareness. For example, they had to write a short news item about a 
particular sea battle, which took several pages in the saga, for an imaginary Viking 
newspaper; in another exercise they were to pretend they were Welsh farmers who 
survived the burning of a village after a Viking raid and now were writing about the 
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event in letters to relatives. In my discussion of The Golden Warrior I guided students 
in constructing a definition of the historical novel. I commented on the epic elements in 
this novel and why Harold appears as a kind of tragic hero. Students were asked to 
compare and contrast the characters of Harold and William. Three weeks before the 
papers were due, I cancelled classes and held an individual conference with each student 
to discuss work in progress. 

Perhaps the most exciting part of the course for my students was the opportunity to 
hear an expert in the field. A note in the Medieval Academy Newsletter (Fall 1985) 
announced that Dr. Hans Fix of the Freidrich Wilhelm University in Bonn, Germany 
was a von Humboldt scholar at the University of Minnesota for the year where he was 
working on the Old Icelandic Elucidarius; he was willing to lecture at other universities. 
Happily BSU was looking for international speakers for a lecture series, so I was able to 
arrange for Dr. Fix to visit our campus in February. His public address was on the topic 
of the role of the interpreter in history; I gave my students extra credit for attending and 
writing one-page summaries of this lecture. Dr. Fix also agreed to visit my classes and 
was the guest of honor at an informal afternoon reception which students could attend. 
In talking with him, I learned that he had completed a book on Icelandic Law and 
another on Danish grammar. During his class visit students were able to ask him about 
his research, and he appeared enthusiastic about sharing his knowledge with freshmen; 
for example, he used a map of Europe to show the Viking route to Constantinople. It 
was the first time many students had had the opportunity to meet and talk with an 
international scholar. While I realize that it is not always possible to bring in an expert, 
it certainly motivates students. 

Some teachers will find my approach to the research paper course restrictive. Others, 
I realize, have had considerable success with traditional approaches and have no desire 
to change. But I prefer the content-focused research paper course because I believe it 
enabled me to serve my students better than I have in any other research paper course I 
have taught. I was a more enthusiastic teacher, and many of my students were affected 
in positive ways. I know I will not forget the young woman who tenderly carried our 
library's facsimile edition of the Book of Kells to my office. She had discovered it while 
trying to find the Lindisfarne Gospels. With eyes glowing, she said, "Isn't it beautiful?" 
(Yes, I know it is not an Anglo-Saxon work, and I did let her write her paper about it. 
After all, the library did not have a book about the Lindisfarne Gospels.) This young 
woman was only a "C student" and perhaps will never be a great writer, but she was 
exposed to a world of art, religion, and manuscripts that she had not known existed, 
while learning the research paper process, and she seemed grateful for the knowledge. I 
don't think she will forget what she learned, and, after all, knowledge is the goal of 
research. As George Goodin observes so admirably in a recent article, we English 
teachers have the opportunity and the responsibility to expose students to new ideas 
and expertise in our classrooms: 

Like other parts of the liberal arts, English seeks to liberate students from 
the time and place they're accustomed to so that they do not mistake the 
contingent, conventional, or arbitrary for the necessary .... As one part of 
the humanities, all that we specifically can ask of our students is a certain 

proficiency in reading and writing, and the knowledge of alternative 
worlds which must underlie profitable reflection on any world ... Beyond 
these, our common competence does not extend, but there is one more 
component. We all have special competencies which prevent us from being 
interchangeable. These too ... should serve the students, who also need to 
be different from each other. In a culture which exalts experts, they need to 
know some experts first hand and to develop special expertise of their own. 
(35) 
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While I have indicated that I am not calling for a revolution in research paper 
pedagogy, I am convinced that the content-focused research paper class can be an 
effective way to teach a course that some of us anticipate with anxiety. I encourage any 
teacher not entirely satisfied with the last freshman research paper class taught to 
experiment with a content-focused course, and out of my limited experience, I offer 
these few suggestions: 

1) Remember that the purpose of your course is to teach the process of 
writing a research paper and to guide each student through a successful 
writing experience. Your special content focus is only to provide substance 
for that paper. (Your students and colleagues will be certain to remind you 
of this often.) 
2) Select texts with great care. It is essential that students find the reading 
assignments interesting; otherwise, they will accuse you of being a tyrant. 
Plan to assist students "beyond the call of duty" and remember that 
directed reading activities are helpful; try to incorporate writing practices 
that emphasize research skills. 
3) Make all reading assignments in your most positive and enthusiastic 
"voice"; these are the assignments that will "win" students to the content 
area you find so appealing. 
4) Provide students with a list of suggested research paper topics, but do 
not insist that they use them. Moreover, do not hand them a list, but read 
through the list with them, commenting as you go. Make the topics sound 
fascinating. 
5) Provide students with a "rationale" for what you are doing on your 
syllabus. In this way you show that you credit the students with intelli
gence and at the same time demonstrate that you have designed your 
course carefully and have considered their needs. 
6) Remain positive and enthusiastic throughout the course. Expect students 
to feel intimidated and overwhelmed at first. Later in the quarter some may 
thank you for introducing them to a new world. 
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In studies of early literature, it is understandable that students feel restricted in how 
they react to statements by the poets directed to audiences living from 500-1100 years 
ago. One might guess that occasionally the differences in intellectual and cultural 
background, values, and expectations, to say nothing of language, seem much greater 
than the similarities. For example, the pervasive reminders in Everyman, that one's 
greatest responsibility lies in preparing one's soul for the afterlife, and the assumption 
in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight that even a hasty oral promise necessitates 
commitments that can cost one his life, are commonplaces of an earlier age which are 
not so easily recognizable in modern life. 

One student memorizes the rationale for principles undergirding the sacrament of 
religious confession, but at the same time he is puzzled seeing Chaucer's Friar perverting 
those intended values. Another inexperienced reader reviewing the pleasantly quaint 
notions of "the little people" in her understanding of fairy lore, must then ponder the 
exploitative behavior of the Fairy King in Sir Orfeo or of the Queen of Elfland in the 
ballad of Thomas Rhymer. Such students must feel that there is more mystery than 
familiarity in medieval literature; the temptation may be strong to play it safe, to copy 
down lecture notes, and to wait and see: Why not let the teacher give the right 
explanation for such surprising and unconventional behavior? 

What we must remind students is that at many key points they need to discover the 
right explanation themselves, just as earlier audiences did in the 14th and 15th centu
ries. Imaginatively written works appeal to our imagination because they challenge us; 
they ask us to draw inferences, to fill in gaps, to recognize discrepancies, and to 
reconstruct possible relationships in ways that differ from normal expectations. 

A teacher, with what we might think of as minimal historical and linguistic knowl
edge, can unwittingly overwhelm the beginning students with attention to Middle 
English pronunciation and sound changes, the history of religious practices, 14th 
century economics, folklore, astrology, heraldry, chivalry, courtly love, presumed rules 
for metrical scansion and alliteration, and 15-20 other essential basics for medieval 
study. But somewhere in the midst of studying any literary work, we need to tell 
ourselves to quit reconstructing the whole of medieval life; we need to challenge our 
students to form judgments and to make something of what they are reading, partly in 
their own terms. They need to resolve indeterminacy on their own; they need to size up 
a character's options, the code of values he has revealed so far, and either predict what 
he ought to do or evaluate that character's behavior. They need to form a kind of 
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partnership with the poet. This means searching for the values of an earlier age to see 
how closely they parallel the values students live by in their own contemporary lives. 

The principles of audience-response criticism, especially as defined by the two 
German scholars, Wolfgang Iser and Hans Robert Jauss, with careful selection and 
simplification, are useful for elementary study of medieval literature. In many respects, 
audience-response criticism is much the same as problem-solving. One needs first to 
recognize a problem, something that seems curious, gives us pause, seems out of 
harmony, irritation, perhaps even immoral, so that for our peace of mind, we want to 
resolve it. We generally enjoy solving the problems that we discovered ourselves . 
Audience-response criticism presumes that the best authors shape their works with 
unresolved questions deliberately in the narrative, as gaps or omissions. Sometimes the 
poet explicitly asks us to answer a question he leaves unresolved . We should encourage 
students to propose hypotheses on the basis of their readings and to answer such 
questions and to test out such hypotheses on the basis of a more careful and thorough 
rereading. 

Three of the most useful Middle English genres for encouraging audience response are 
personification-allegories, Breton lais, and popular ballads. All three genres are reason
ably short and manageable. There aren't so very many pure examples of either of these 
first two literary types, but splendid instances of each turn up regularly in anthologies; 
and, as is always possible when dealing with medieval narratives, generic distinctions 
need not be insisted upon very strongly. All three of these genres-at least the shorter 
personification-allegories, and the so-called Breton lais, as well as the popular 
ballads-on the basis of manuscript history must have been presented primarily as oral 
recitations. The ballads, of course, were sung. When a work is read aloud to a group, 
rather than read privately by an individual, one can assume a group response or a 
comparison of responses. In fact, the forms for each of these generic narratives seem 
not only to invite but practically to depend upon audience response. In what follows, I 
will suggest questions turning up frequently in such study which may in fact be 
comparable to questions for the original audiences which depend upon the listeners' 
responses for appreciation of each type of narrative . 

Quite a few anthologies of Middle English include Winner and Waster and The 
Parliament of the Three Ages. Of course, Piers Plowman is the dominant work in the 
genre. For beginning students, however, the two shorter allegories are easier to work 
with. One needs to explain the conventions of the dream vision, of the humble, 
unreliable narrator, of the literary debate, and of the personification itself, as forms of 
artifice that need getting used to, of course . But these connections also need to be 
looked at for their indeterminacy. The reader, or more probably the listener, should be 
encouraged to recognize the presumed (perhaps pretended) innocence of someone 
relating a dream and the narrator's admitted inadequacy in accounting for the meaning 
of such a dream while in the presence of an audience of his social superiors . Each of us 
should also note that literary debaters are usually impossibly one-sided, so much so 
that almost any observer could discover much more intelligently qualified interpreta
tion of the issues argued about than either debater. Perhaps most importantly, one 
needs to recognize the many sides of a personification, that even the most abstract 
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concepts-like Meed, Waster, and Eide (not to mention Death in Everyman)-have 
surprising sides to them. 

In preliminary examination of the poem Winner and Waster, students will recognize 
that the personification Winner seems to live up to his name. He favors good hard work 
and thrift as virtues that enable success. We can see that Winner enjoys the massive 
support of all the leaders of Western Europe, the Pope, all the religious orders, and the 
merchants against a disreputable opponent, Waster, whose total forces can be summed 
up most briefly: 

. . . sadde men of armes 
Bolde sqwyeres of blode, Bowemen many. 

But when the apparent villain, Waster, points out for us the lack of charity in constantly 
striving for gain, Winner's supposedly unchallengeable ideals look much less admira
ble. We should ask students about this conflict by encouraging critical reading and by 
directing students to recognize that the most obvious economic solutions are not as 
satisfying as one might have thought. We can lead our modern readers in the classroom 
into an intellectual environment not very different from the oral presentation by the 
minstrel to an audience of knights and land-owners in the year 1350. Economic and 
social problems of the fourteenth century are a lot like ours. When we identify our own 
contemporary symbols of financial success, we should point out that such persons need 
to be measured as something like personifications. A Middle English personification, in 
many respects, is like a person controlled by an obsession. Winner strives to finish 
ahead of everyone else and probably at the expense of those weaker than he . 

The character Eide in the Parliament of the Three Ages speaks against the worldly 
values of Youth and Middle Eide-chasing girls, buying more land and livestock-but 
probably because he is too feeble to enjoy the pleasures of younger men. He denounces 
the licentious folly of Youth and the selfish striving for goods of Middle Eide . But his 
lecturing on how we should have contempt for worldly values ought to provoke critical 
response . His great concern for reputation as shown by his lectures on the Nine 
Worth:es and other famous persons conflicts with the ideal of Contemptus Mundi . 

The Breton lai as a literary genre seems to have caught on with the English poets and 
minstrels in the early 14th century. The earlier 12th century poet, Marie de France, 
looks like the most influential force. It is hard to say, however, whether any of the 
English poets writing in this style, including the authors of Middle English works like 
Sir Launfal and the Lai de Fresne, obviously derived from Marie's lais, even knew her 
name. But the author of Sir Orfeo described his narrative as a Breton lai and alluded to 

it as coming from an especially rich genre. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is referred 
to in passing as a lay. Chaucer's Franklin Tale is obviously so identified; and one might 
judge the Wife of Bath's Tale as having similar features. It isn't important to identify all 
the lais. What is important is recognizing their appeal for audience-response. 

It seems as though the word lai arouses expectations, as though the audience needs to 
be especially alert and imaginative. When reading a lai we typically feel asked to 
interpret and evaluate the unconventional behavior of well meaning, sympathetic 
characters. These characters get in trouble, are misunderstood, or embarrassed. The 
trouble may be magic or characters from fairy land. There often is a love story, but the 
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lovers face barriers or are illmatched or are severely tested (in a strict sense Sir Gawain 
and the Green Knight is not a love story). In any case, the character's loyalty, patience, 
tolerance, generosity, imagination, sensitivity, or other ideals are tested to the limit. In 
a Breton lai, we generally see characters passing the test of their integrity, though this 
sometimes leads to tragedy or disgrace. We can hardly avoid assuming a character in a 
Breton lai has worthy motives for doing what most of society disapproves of. 

Among the poems mentioned so far, the hero in Sir Orfeo provokes a number of 
questions in readers' minds: Why does he go off in exile after Heurodis was taken 
away? What is the meaning of the visions in the Forest? Why cannot he and Heurodis 
speak together when they finally meet again? What is meant by the folk within the wall 
of the Fairy King's castle that seemed dead but were not? Why did the poet introduce 
the test of the Steward's loyalty? The gaps in the narrative invite such questions as these 
and more. The answers such questions provoke among readers whose responses I know 
are primarily moral, ethical lessons. The poet's early representation of the hero as a 
devoted lover, a generous lord, a musician, and a patron encourages the expectation of 
idealistic behavior. 

Similarly in Chaucer's later Franklin's Tale, the initial emphasis on Dorigen and 
Arveragus' marriage contract prepares us for the subsequent self-sacrificing. The be
havior of Aurelius needs explaining in terms of courtly love conventions; but the 
narrator's concluding question-"Which was the moste free, as thinketh you?" -is 
useful to provoke closer examination of the motives, the feelings, the desires, and the 
sacrifices of each major figure. Even freshman students, for whom Middle English 
causes great difficulty, will struggle to find an answer that fits most closely with their 
own ethical values. 

The characters in the lais, for the most part, combine the most acceptably wholesome 
idealism with highly unconventional behavior. Somehow the poets invite us to look for 
ethical lessons, and usually we can find them. 

Surely the most accessible genre, the popular ballads are praised for their concise
ness. The laconic narrators are thought to have reduced their stories to the barest 
minimum. We are told that no more is said than an alert, imaginative audience needs. 
One can infer what is appropriately left unsaid. Yet what is left unsaid often requires the 
most imaginative filling in or reconstruction . The implications are hardly ever com
monplaces; rather they call forth the most unorthodox or unofficial knowledge. If in 
Barbara Allan, for example, we ask why Sir John, at the drinking party, should have 
"slighted Barbara Allan," it seems fair to speculate that theirs was not a respectable 
romance; perhaps he was ashamed of the lower class woman that he loved. If we ask
How could Barbara Allan have caused Sir John's death?-we might wonder whether 
she poisoned him or cursed him through witchcraft. The answer is not obvious. There 
is much indeterminacy. But we want an answer appropriately fitting the details given us 
so far. 

In most annotated texts for The Wife of Usher's Well, we have notes telling us that the 
three sons must have come back from the dead, for "their hats were o' the birk." We also 
learn that they behave in accordance with ghost lore when they say-"Tis time we were 
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away" -once they hear the first cock crow. We learn more of their current place of 
residence as one son says: 

The channerin' worm doth chide: 
Gin we be missed out o' our place, 
A sair pain we mought bide. 

But, for all that, there is much left to our imagination. It may not be important, our 
knowing how the three sons died. We should wonder, however, about the imag
ined circumstances, or what sort of responsibility divinity responds to the 
mother's wish and enables her to see the "three stout and stalwart sons" again. We 
might speculate also-assuming it to be a dream or a ghost vision-how the 
servant maidens fit into the vision. But most important, we can hardly avoid 
asking about the purpose of such a narrative: Is it to renew a scene of family love 
and warmth? to remind us of the terrors of death? to underline the sorrows of a 
bereaved family? We have choices. Which is the best? 

The ballad of Thomas Rhymer draws, of course, from fairy lore, probably the least 
definite knowledge of all. Fairy legend may even be thought of as accounting for the 
most unaccountable phenomena in otherwise tolerable existences. As we review the 
engaging narrative of Thomas Rhymer, we should note what traits of character by 
implication the story teller grants to both the fairy queen and Thomas. Perhaps one 
could say that the fairy lady in two key passages represents her way of life as boldly in 

contrast, in competition, with the lessons of Christianity. When Thomas incorrectly 
identifies her: 

she answers: 

All hail thou mighty Queen of Heaven 
For thy peer in earth I never did see, 

That name does not belong to me; 
I am but the Queen of fair Elfland, 
That am hither come to visit thee. 

She seems to concede that her powers are more limited; but they are great powers just 
the same. And she wants T!tomas to acknowledge her power. 

In a later passage, where she points out the choice of roads, note how she emphasizes 
contradictions of values between traditional teaching and human desires: 

0 see ye not yon narrow road, 
So thick beset with thorns and briars? 
This is the path of righteousness, 
Though after it but few inquires. 

And see ye not that braid, braid road 
That lies across that lily !even? 
That is the path of wickedness, 
Though some call it the road to heaven. 

We might imagine an audience of earlier times responding as ambivalently as we to the 
conflict of values in human conduct. The poem encourages us to compare our re
sponses; or it helps us recognize that the poet is aware of as many doubts as we may 
have. 
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Especially interesting in this ballad is Thomas Rhymer's responding to the Queen of 
Elfland's warnings. When she says: 

And if ye dare to kiss my lips, 
Sure of your body I will be. 

He kisses her promptly and "all underneath the Eildon Tree:' Boldly he says: "That 
weird shall never daunten me." He willingly takes that risk. But then again, near the end 
of the ballad, when she offers him the magic apple: 

Takes this for thy wages, true Thomas, 
It will give thee tongue that never can lee. 

He refuses to be so controlled, even in an ostensibly moral sense, responding: 
"My tongue is my ain!" 

I like to see students accepting challenges and responding, perhaps even with true 
Thomas's spirit. Sometimes the response is to justify or rationalize the moral symbol
ism of what might at first seem like sheer fantasy. In the Wife of Bath '.s Tale, the old hag 
becomes young and beautiful. Why do we tolerate this magical transformation? 
Thomas Rhymer takes his chances with the Queen of Elfland and disappears for seven 
years. Is there anything that we can identify with in his choice? Everyman wants 
Fellowship, Kindred, Goods, and Beauty to accompany him to the grave. Can we 
imagine having similar desires? The three sons appear as ghosts to the Wife of Usher's 
Well, but must leave again before the cock crows twice. Why do they come and why 
are these ghosts welcomed? In the older literature, it often seems as though the more 
fantastic the episode, the more we sense and sympathize with the human predicament. 
We feel invited more urgently to respond, to try to recognize the implicit lesson in 
human relationships, feelings, desires. 

What is the proper response in the better literature is never easy to say. As one gains 
more knowledge in social and cultural history, one may be able to say more confidently 
what were the more acceptable, contemporary social standards. But many of the 
greatest works imply rebellious, nonconformist tendencies. Or they express desires or 
longings (especially in love) that are impermissible even by the rules of the time. 

The remarkable quality in the most enduring literature is that one does not exhaust 
its indeterminacy in spite of a mass of carefully thought out, carefully documented 
interpretations. Each solidly based explanation seems wonderfully instructive and 
welcome. But it does not exhaust the poem. Rather it somehow stimulates new inquiry, 
new explorations. If one can answer why the old hag becomes young and beautiful in 
The Wife of Baths Tale then someone else will ask, Why did she rescue the Knight
rapist in the first place? Or why would the Queen of Elfland even want Thomas 
Rhymer? Or why did Death give Everyman the chance to consult all his acquaintances? 
Or how could the maidens of the Wife of Usher's Well participate in the vision of her 
three sons returning temporarily as ghosts? It seems as though the critic who finds a 
question that no one has answered satisfactorily before, besides finding the question, 
finds herself caught up in the act of creativity. Such a person becomes something of a 
poet herself and recreates the poem with her own analysis. The success of this recre
ation depends upon its plausibility, its consistency within the structure of the poem 

19 

itself, and the quality of ethical, religious, or emotional interpretation this analysis 

leads to. 
One must readily concede that the average undergraduate student cannot digest as 

confidently the comple; of historical assumptions or generic expectations of our 
hypothetical critic. But we should never underestimate our students' curiosity, or their 
willingness to respond to reasonable challenges, especially to their imagination. And 
they are intrigued by unconventional values and behavior. Iser's definition of indeter
minacy and Jauss's more flexible approach to generic distinctions are useful principles 
for entangling our younger readers in literary interpretation. A few positive, creative 
reading experiences can do much to broaden the horizon of their literary expectations. 

References 

I. Principles of Reader-Response Criticism: 
Iser, Wolfgang. The Implied Reader, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1974. 

"Indeterminacy and the Reader's Response in Prose Fiction;' in Aspects of 
Narrative: Selected Papers from the English Institute. Ed. J. Hillis Miller. 
New York: Columbia, 1971. 

Jauss, Hans Robert. "The Alterity and Modernity of Medieval Literature;' New 

Literary History 10 (Spring 1979):181-227. 

Toward an Aesthetic of Reception. Tr. Timothy Bahti: Minneapolis: Uni
versity of Minnesota, 1982. 

Tompkins, Jane P., ed. Reader-Response Criticism. Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins, 1980. 

II. Poetic Narratives Emphasized in my paper: 

1. Winner and Waster 

2. The Parliament of the Three Ages 

3. Sir Orfeo 

4. Chaucer's Franklins Tale 

5. Barbara Allan 

6. The Wife of Usher's Well 



20 

7. Thomas Rhymer 

III. Accessible Anthologies Containing Some of these Works: 

Abrams, M.L. et al, eds. The Norton Anthology of English Literature, Fourth 
edition. New York: Norton, 1979. (Includes 3,4,5,6,7,but the Fifth Edition 
drops 3,7) 

Ford, Boris,ed. The Age of Chaucer. Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1954. (Includes 
1,2,3) 

Haskell, Ann S. ed. A Middle English Anthology. Garden City, N.Y: Doubleday 
Anchor Books, 1969.(Includes 1,2,3 and "Sir Launfal"). 

Kermode, Frank et al., eds. The Oxford Anthology of English Literature. New 
York: Oxford, 1973. (4,6, but plenty of other ballads) 

All of these anthologies contain "Sir Gawain and the Green Knight" and all but 
Haskell's contain "Everyman:' The selections from Piers Plowman always seem 
inadequate. 

IV. Useful Collections of Breton Lais. 

Hanning, Robert and Joan Ferrante, tr. The Lais of Marie de France. Durham, 
N.C.: Labyrinth, 1978. 

Mason, Eugene, tr. Lays of Marie de France. London, J.M. Dent, 1911. 

Rumble, Thomas C., ed. The Breton Lays in Middle English. Detroit: Wayne 
State, 1965. 

Sands, Donald B., ed. Middle English Verse Romances, New York: Holt, Rinehart 
and Winston, 1966. 

Chaucer's Knight Reconsidered 
by 

Jeannine Bohlmeyer 

21 

When I first began reading Chaucer, my high school English teacher talked about the 
Knight as the ideal paragon of chivalry. Then she pointed out the irony in the portraits 
of most of the other pilgrims en route to Canterbury. That the Knight was ideal beyond 
human possibilities although the other characters were mostly flawed and even scoun
drelly but fascinating human personalities seemed unlikely to me. But the teacher told 
us that Chaucer wanted to present a range of characters running the gamut in social 
status, education, occupation, and morality. So I took the Knight as an unbelievable 
extreme, slightly dull as a result, and read the other characters with increasing interest. 

In graduate school, the professor esentially agreed with my high school English 
teacher-and he'd edited the text in Middle English. Commentaries on the tales also 
assumed the Knight's perfection. So when I taught a Chaucer unit or a Chaucer course, 
I dutifully repeated that the Knight comes first because of his high social status and 
because he is the shining example. Then I moved on to the more interesting discussion 
of the ironic tone in the portraits of the rest of the pilgrims. 

The doctrine of the perfect Knight never felt right; his story of conquest, betrayal, 
and bloodshed did not seem to fit with the perfections of chivalry; his interruptions of 
the Monk's tale seemed discourteous rather than Knightly. But all "mine auctors" held 
the same view, and they all knew more about Middle English grammar, phonemes, and 
history than I know or ever want to know. 

Consequently, when I read an advertisement for Terry Jones's Chaucer's Knight: The 
Portrait of a Medieval Mercenary and found that he proposed to prove that the Knight 
was a hired mercenary with doubtful morals I was interested. I admit to some skepti
cism as to whether anyone who wrote "Monty Python" could also write with scholarly 
credibility, but I read the book. Mr. Jones marshalls evidence that the word Knight had 
varied meanings in Chaucer's day and would likely have suggested a mercenary raider. 
He goes on to show that the battles were not glorious victories for Christendom but 
brutal raids, none of them fought for king and country. The Knight is less like a hero at 
Thermopylae than like a participant in the My Lai massacres. Mr. Jones shows that the 
Knight's attire, his manner, his tone, the allusions he makes, even the brand that the 
Ellesmere manuscript illustrator put on his horse, suggest strongly that the Knight is a 
villain and that Chaucer's audience would have been immediately aware of language 
being used to describe the decay of what had once been a chivalric ideal. Mr. Jones's 
historic evidence would, I believe, be totally convincing to anyone not weighed down 
with years of critical opinion that the Knight was the epitome of chivalry. So after years 
of seeing what critics had directed me to see, I reread the prologue with Mr. Jones's 
evidence in mind. Formalist critical reading of the text itself supports the sociological, 
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historical evidence that the Knight is to be seen ironically, that he is as much a pretender 
to the glories of chivalry as the religious pilgrims are to sainthood. 

Chaucer begins by asserting that the Knight is a worthy man (A 43). Baugh glosses 
worthy as "distinguished, honorable" (n. A 43). Without quarreling with the meaning, 
one can be suspicious of just where Chaucer's tongue is in relation to his cheek. Four 
times the Knight is called worthy (A 43, 47, 64, 68); a fifth mention proclaims his 
worthiness (A 50). Five occurrences within thirty lines either make one think that 
Chaucer had a limited vocabulary or that he wished to call attention to the word. 

Chaucer protests too much. 

Chaucer uses worthy eight times more in the prologue. The Friar was "well beloved 
and familiar" (A 215) with Franklins and with "worthy women of the town" (A 217) 
because he heard confessions so sweetly and gave easy penance in return for gifts. Just 
how respectable were the worthy women who patronized such a Friar is open to 
question; their worthiness seems to lie in their wealth, not in their characters. Later the 
Friar himself is described as such a worthy man that he can deal only with the rich and 
influential food sellers and not with poor beggars (A 240-48). The irony of his descrip
tion intensifies with the conclusion that he is a "worthy limiter" (A 269). His clear 
violation of his religious calling suggests that his worthiness is related to financial worth 
and not to moral character. Perhaps the Knight is a worthy man because he has 
collected booty on his raids when he has ridden out slaying and pillaging. 

The relation of worth to financial standing rather than to knightly virtues continues 
in the description of the Merchant. His obsession with money and his skill in concealing 
his indebtedness are notable. The description concludes that "he was a worthy man" (A 

283), certainly with a large tinge of irony. 

Chaucer calls the Franklin a "worthy vavasour" (A 360). Since the term was archaic 
in Chaucer's day, Baugh's note suggests that the term is "probably mildly humorous" 
(n. A 360). The adjective probably takes its tone from its noun. If it is not ironic, the 

adjective is at least not straightfowardly literal. 

The Wife of Bath "was a worthy woman all her life" (A 459). Worthiness in her case 
involves five husbands and other company in youth according to the continuation of 
the sentence in which she is described as worthy. She seems to have extracted enough 
financial security from her matrimonial and trade ventures to appear well-dressed and 
on a respectable horse for her pilgrim journey. Perhaps her worthiness is at least partly 
financial and partly an admiration of her assertive lifestyle. 

The Manciple manages to dupe his employers to his own profit, even though each 
one of those who employ him is worthy to be a steward of any lord in England (A 579), 
another use of worthy in close connection with money rather than with innate values 
and other connection of worthy with questionable monetary practices. 

In Chaucer's "Tale of Melibee" the connection between worth and money is rein
forced when Prudence concedes the necessity of temporal goods and the possible 
admirable uses of riches but quotes the observation that "they that been thralle and 
bonde of lynage shullen been maad worthy and noble by the richesses" (B 1560). That 
wealth may supply the nobility lacking by birth adds weight to the possibility that the 
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Knight's worthiness is an ironic observation about how efficiently he has acquired 
booty in his career as a raider. 

In the Knight's own tale, the dukes and knights are repeatedly labeled worthy. 
Theseus's cruelty, Palamon and Arcite's quarreling and betrayal of each other although 
they are sworn brothers, and assorted other obvious breaches of the idealized chivalric 
code invest these uses of worthy with at least as great a tinge of irony as Antony's 
insistence that "Brutus is an honorable man:' 

The conclusion of the description of the Knight's personality offers the same possibil
ities for irony as the opening description does. The Knight is labeled gentle, that is, 
according to glosses, he is well-born, noble, worthy (n. A 72). The adjective joins the 
Knight to four other pilgrims, all of whom are traditionally considered to be described 
ironically by the term. 

The Manciple who cleverly makes money under the very noses of the learned men to 
whom he is steward is described as gentle (A 567). The Summoner is called a gentle 
harlot (A647); with him there rode a gentle Pardoner (A 669). The Tabard itself is 
described as a gentle hostlery (A 718), a designation that can hardly be assumed to 
mean that only the well-born patronize it. Later the proprietor of that gentle inn calls 
the unclean and immoral Cook "gentle Roger" (A 4353). The company provided for the 
gentle Knight here certainly adds probability to the suggestion that Chaucer's tone is 
ironic. 

Gentility later becomes a topic of debate in the tale telling. The Wife of Bath, who is 
worthy if not gentle, tells a tale that equates gentility with conduct rather than with 
birth. Gentle is as gentle does; he is gentle who performs the deeds appropriate to noble 
birth and good breeding. The Knight in her tale contrasts, at least in his reformation, 
with the Knight of the prologue and tale. He is not a raider slaughtering people but a 
penitent trying to save his life which stands in jeopardy because he has raped a maiden. 
The loathly lady, perhaps an old wife who makes a point about how the Wife of Bath 
hers~lf would like to be seen, lectures the Knight, condemning as arrogance the notion 
that gentility and riches are related. When the Knight treats the lady in accordance with 
the chivalric code, his pardon and his reformation are complete. 

The gentleness of the Knight in the tale of the Wife of Bath also contrasts with Duke 
Theseus and with Palamon and Arcite who treat Emily (and the other women in the 
tale) as property to be disposed of according to principles they have set up. Palamon 
and Arcite break their vows of sworn brotherhood to quarrel over possession of Emily, 
even when neither is in any position to make a credible claim. Theseus devises an 
elaborate scheme to decide on her destiny; no one asks Emily. She is consistently a 
victim. If the Wife of Bath and her spokeswoman are right in asserting that women 
want to be served in marriage as they are served in love situations and that such 
mutuality leads to joy, then the gentleness of the Knight and of the characters in his tale 
is called into question even more sharply. 

Chaucer's little moral ballad "Gentilesse" repeats the lecture of the loathly lady, 
affirming that gentility must equate with virtue rather than with wealth, rank, or other 
external or inherited quality. 
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Besides the evidence of other uses of the word gentle, Chaucer uses the location of 
his initial description of the Knight to suggest that the word is not to be taken literally. 
He puts the description right after the list of battles, a list that by its very length 
suggests the excesses which are documented by historic accounts of the mortal battles 
and lists in which the foe was killed. Chaucer uses the contrast to set in sharp relief the 
probable irony of the description. 

The line that introduces the Knight as gentle, "he was a verray, parfit, gentil knyght" 
(A 72), is echoed quickly in the prologue. The Physician is described: "He was a verray, 
parfit practisour" (A 422). Right after this assessment of the skill of the Physician, we 
learn that he has set up a profitable practice in kick-backs from apothecaries. A bit 
later, the Physician's love of gold is noted. The Physician, apparently learned enough, 
is tainted by dishonesty and greed. The line that calls him perfect takes its tone of ironic 
over-praise from the surrounding lines. The way the line echoes a similar description of 
the Knight reinforces the possiblity that the surrounding lines similarly dictate an ironic 
tone about the Knight's perfect gentility. 

Other lines about the Knight are also echoed in the prologue in circumstances that 
cast extreme doubt on a straightforward, literal reading. The Knight's bearing is 
described as being "as meeke as is a mayde" (A 69), an apparent assertion of a soft 
interior under the battle armor. However, the outer appearance may be deceiving. In 
the Miller's tale, Nicholas is described as sly and secretive "And lyk a mayden meke for 
to see" (A 3202). His demeanor is a cloak for his reality; perhaps the Knight's meekness 
is similarly ironic. 

The Miller insists on telling his tale right after the Knight has finished, displacing the 
Monk whom Harry Bailly has asked to speak second. The Miller says that his tale will 
match the Knight's. His relation to the Knight's tale tends to be forgotten as his quarrel 
with the Reeve becomes explicit; and, of course, the claims of a self-confessed drunk are 
suspect. But the Miller does posit a specific relationship between the two tales and 
begins by describing his less than ideal hero with a line echoing the description of the 
Knight's meekness. 

When the Monk finally does tell his tale, the Knight interrupts him despite the 
Knight's own injunction to let every man tell his tale and see which one will win the 
supper (A 890-91). Conventionally, the Knight's interruption is supposed to be 
Chaucer's signal that the Monk's tale has turned into a dull string of tragedies. 
However, the fact that Chaucer replaced the Host with the Knight as the one who stops 
the tale (n. B 3957) may be part of the continuing relation between the Knight's tale and 
Monk's tale which is supposed to match with it. The tales do show similarities which 
connect their themes and make more credible the notion that the Knight is less than 
ideal. 

The Monk tells a tale of one tragic fall from power after another. Fortune is 
repeatedly invoked as controlling human lives. The short tales make these falls matter 
of report rather than full dramatization, but the Knight's tale has smiliarly, if at greater 
length, invoked fortune repeatedly. Like the Monk, the Knight has told of falls from 
fortune, beginning with the ladies who greet Theseus with weeping and ask vengeance 
for their wrongs and continuing with the events that befall Palamon and Arcite. The 
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pattern of fall from fortune shows less obviously in the Knight's tale because of the 
welter of detail that the Knight provides. Perhaps the Monk annoys the Knight by 
stripping away much of the detail and repeating over and over the pattern that the 
Knight himself had used. 

In the Knight's tale, the Duke is repeatedly responsible for the fall of other people, 
beginning with his conquest of Hippolyta. He takes vengeance on Creon, who seems to 
deserve his fate. When he comes upon Palamon and Arcite fighting, he substitutes a 
larger battle for a smaller one. His total effect is on the side of violence, although the 
details of gathering fighters, building lists, and invoking gods smother the starkness of 
his violence. Perhaps the Knight sees the Monk reducing to essentials the tale of force 
that the Knight fobbed off as if it were a glorious chivalric story. 

The Knight's tale ends with a long reflection on the mutability of life. The oak tree 
falls at last, the stone wastes away, the river runs dry, the great towns wane, and men 
and women all die. The Monk takes the theme of the Knight's long reflection on 
change-change for the worse-and plays all the changes on it. The Knight may well 
resent having his long, didactic homily illustrated so thoroughly by the Monk. 

But even if the Knight sees his own themes and techniques from his tale used almost 
to the point of parody by the Monk, his unease may reflect not so much concern for his 
tale as for his reputation. If Mr. Jones is right and the list of the Knight's battles raises 
revulsion in the minds of other pilgrims, then his part in causing the overthrow of 
people, often brutal overthrow for monetary gain, is all too obvious. No wonder if a 
list of tragedies seems to imply and criticize his own role in many tragedies. The 
Knight's request for happier stories may be a request to turn the stories away from the 
falls from prosperity with which he is all too familiar because he has been a hired agent 
producing such falls. 

Obviously readers can and have for centuries seen the Knight as wearing the 
proverbial shining armor. However, the historic evidence that gives warrant for seeing 
him as a mercenary of dubious morality may well explain the long list of battles in the 
prologue, the endless battle details in the tale of the tyranny of Theseus and of fortune, 
and the necessity for interrupting the Monk. Irony may begin sooner and be applied 
more heavily in the prologue than readers suspected before Mr. Jones provided a 
different and perhaps more accurate way to read about that gentle, perfect Knight. 
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Text, Language, and the Woman Poet: 

Three Problems in Teaching Emily Dickinson's Poems 
by 

Carol A. Bock 

Unlike other American women poets of the nineteenth century, Emily Dickinson has 
long held a secure position in the accepted canon of "great writers:' As a result, her 
poems are taught with predictable and justified regularity in most freshman literature 
courses. In fact, Dickinson is likely to be the only nineteenth-century American woman 
poet that many students, including English majors, will be asked to read during their 
college careers. This is probably regrettable since Dickinson's experience as a woman 
poet was atypical. Many American women who set out to be "lady poets" in the 
nineteenth century met with popular success and financial reward, so that Dickinson's 
reclusive career presents a distorted notion of what it meant to be a female poet in the 
American past. Nevertheless, no one disputes Dickinson's status as a major American 
writer, and most recognize her importance as an innovator not only in the field of 
poetics but in her understanding of feminine experience as well. For these sound 
reasons, we will continue to teach Dickinson in introductory classes, hoping that our 
students will share our appreciation for her greatness as a poet and thinker-assuming, 
perhaps too complacently, that they will acknowledge her significance as a part of the 
cultural past that has determined their present experience. 

Such hopes and assumptions are not well founded, however, unless we can overcome 
certain obstacles that make the teaching of Dickinson's poems problematic and, some
times, disappointing. A student's failure to appreciate Dickinson is often attributable to 
a combination of factors that the instructor can control. First, we can insure that our 
students read Dickinson's poetry in a text that does justice to her art. Second, we can 
explain her innovative style in a manner that will make poetic language less intimidat
ing to the novice reader. Third, we can rectify the popular conception of Dickinson as 
an eccentric spinster-a myth that portrays her as a socially marginal figure with little 
relevance to the average student's experience-and present her instead as an inspiring 
figure in the history of women's achievements. It is my hope that the following 
discussion of text, language, and the woman poet will be helpful to those of us who 
remain committed to teaching Dickinson's poetry, and who hope to teach it well. 

The most basic and most easily corrected problem in teaching Dickinson is a 
difficulty that is not inherent to the study of her poetry but rather a problem of our own 
making. Or, to put the case in less judgmental terms, it is a consequence of institutional
ized learning. In many of our introductory literature classes we ask students to get to 
know Dickinson by presenting them with a text of poems that is not the text of 
Dickinson's poems. That is, we rely on literature anthologies that provide a small and 
necessarily misrepresentative sample of her work. The use of such anthologies, justified 
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in part by the instructor's need to cover a broad canvas of literary periods, forms, and 
authors in these courses, is nevertheless particularly disadvantageous to the study of 
Dickinson's poetry. Her canon is characterized by a preoccupation with approximately 
seven topics which are explored from a variety of different perspectives . The reader of 
The Complete Poems becomes aware of the complexity and catholicism of Dickinson's 
views on these issues as he or she encounters poems that differ radically in their 
interpretation of the same experience. In contrast, the anthology reader's knowledge of 
Dickinson is restricted in a way that distorts the poet's ideas . My experience suggests 
that the selection of poems included in most anthologies is inadequate in one of two 
ways: the "Dickinson text" offered is either a reflection of the narrow concerns of a 
group of editors rather than a text which accurately presents the comprehensiveness of 
the poet's mind; or, on the other hand, it is a text which attempts to represent fairly the 
poet's catholicity but, in fact , succeeds only in offering students a collection of poems 
which seem inexplicably inconsistent. For an example of the former type of selection
the narrow perspective intended to support the editors' interests or needs-I refer you 
to Gilbert and Gubar's Anthology of Literature by Women , an impressive and much
needed collection of writings which in the case of Dickinson, however, provides what 
might better be called a corrective sample of her poems than a representative selection 
of her work. Gilbert and Gubar give the student a new and most useful perspective on 
Dickinson, but it is nonetheless a narrow perspective, a kind of tunnel-vision approach 
to Dickinson's art. For an example of the second type of anthology, that which seems to 
offer a broader view of Dickinson's work, we can turn to any one of the many literature 
anthologies designed to be used as introductions to the major literary forms . One 
difficulty with these anthologies is that the selection of poems they provide reflects the 
power of Dickinson's poetry only to those who have already read widely in her canon. 
Such readers can place the supposedly representative pieces in a broader context, a 
corpus which, when read in its entirety, demonstrates the remarkably modern flexibil
ity of Dickinson's mind as it grappled with issues that were both personal and pro
found. Terms like "flexible;' "comprehensive;' and "catholic"-though they accurately 
describe an important characteristic of the poet's work-will, however, seem most 
unconvincing to students who have been exposed to only a limited number of poems. 
For example, we may ask our students to read "Faith is a fine invention" and "I never 
saw a moor" as sister poems, in the belief that they will thereby gain an appreciation for 
Dickinson's intellectual integrity, for her ability to remain, as Keats put it, "in uncer
tainties" (261) about the most momentous of issues rather than adopt what she knew to 
be a reductive view of religious faith. More often than not, however, students discus
sing these poems side by side will express the opinion that Dickinson simply could not 
make up her mind to either believe or disbelieve in God; they will be led by such 
reading assignments to see the poet as a victim of indecision, one who did not have 
intellectual control of her feelings about faith. If we point out that the tone of these 
poems belies that view of the poet as indecisive-that "I never saw a moor" is a 
supremely confident expression of faith and that its companion piece looks at the issue 
with cool and humorous detachment-then we unwittingly force students to the 
conclusion that Dickinson is capriciously inconsistent . The reader of a more extensive 
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text of the poems is never pushed to this unsatisfactory view. Such a reader encounters 
not two, or three, or four poems on the question of faith but a whole array of 
perspectives on the issue, so that "I never saw a moor" and "Faith is a fine invention" 
are presented not in stark contrast but as significantly related to each other through a 
long series of poems that are linked together to form a continuum of views on the 
problem of faith . Furthermore, I would argue that one comes to appreciate both the 
style and meaning of Dickinson's poems in a cumulative fashion . Her canon is like a 
musical composition which presents variations on several themes, and it is essential to 
read-not necessarily to analyze-a sufficient number of her poems in order to acquire 
a taste for her art. 

One solution to this problem of the Dickinson text is obvious: I would suggest that 
we not rely on the selections provided through general anthologies but require students 
to purchase and read a more comprehensive text like Final Harvest, which contains 576 
of Dickinson's 1,775 poems. Students should be asked to read extensively in the text, 
say 100 poems or more, but they should also be encouraged to read in a relaxed 
manner. We should help them to adopt an attitude which Wordsworth described as one 
of "wise passiveness" ("Expostulation and Reply"), a mood in which one is alert to 
potential meanings in the work, receptive to potential influences, but never insistent on 
figuring out the poem as if it were a riddle or a mathematical problem. Some class time 
should, of course, be devoted to close reading of selected poems so that students have 
an opportunity to enhance their analytical skills either by following the instructor's 
interpretive- model or by formulating their own readings individually and in small 
groups. But the main point to be stressed is that Dickinson must be read extensively. As 
poem follows poem, the reader gradually gains a feeling for her style, an understanding 
of her issues, and an appreciation for the manner in which her mind plays over the 
questions of faith , grief, love, art, nature, the self, and death. 

If using Final Harvest or The Complete Poems is not practicable for any reason (a 
consideration for the student's pocketbook comes to mind), one can still find ways of 
supplementing an anthology so that the experience of reading Dickinson more closely 
approximates an ideal exposure to her poetry. Though duplicating poems is a compli
cated procedure given current copyright laws, xerox copies can provide students with a 
second Dickinson text to be read along with the anthology selection. Of course, as 
teacher-editors, we will be subject to the same limitations as the anthology editor; that 
is, we will tend to choose poems that reinforce our own interests in Dickinson and this 
second text we create may be just as narrow or self-contradictory as the first . It is 
probable, however, that this new text will at least have a corrective effect since we are 
likely to select poems which will counteract any bias that the anthology editors may 
have. 

A final way of enlarging the Dickinson text we offer our students is through the 
sharing of books and through the creation of a new text edited by the students 
themselves. If the instructor spends several days teaching Dickinson at the beginning of 
the term, copies of Final Harvest or The Complete Poems can then be circulated among 
the students and read over a period of several weeks. Each student would be required to 
read at least 150 poems, and, from those, to select approximately ten that he or she 
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finds particularly intriguing. The student would then make copies of each poem and 
provide commentary by writing marginal glosses and / or annotative footnotes for the 
works chosen. Near the end of the term every student will have submitted a critical 
"edition" of ten Dickinson poems-chapters, if you will-which can be collected by the 
instructor, who acts as a kind of editor-in-chief to form a new, annotated text of 
selected poems by Emily Dickinson. Such a text should more faithfully capture the 
distinctive quality of Dickinson's canon, for the poems selected and the commentaries 
recorded beside them will reflect a variety of perspectives on several themes and will 
thus effectively mimic the catholicity and comprehensiveness of Dickinson's art. 

Implicit in the argument I have made so far is the claim that Dickinson's poems will 
simply teach themselves if they are read properly: that is, in a mood of relaxed 
alertness. The difficulty is that it may be impossible for students to adopt this attitude 
of "wise passiveness" if they feel baffled by the complexities of Dickinson's style. 
Indeed, it has been my experience that even relatively sophisticated students feel a sense 
of frustration and anxiety when confronted with the syntactic ambiguity of her poems. 
It is valid, of course, to point to this stylistic trait as evidence of Dickinson's remarkable 
originality, but this explanation does not make the poems more accessible to students 
and, furthermore, has the unfortunate effect of reinforcing the popular conception of 
Dickinson as a brilliant but "half-cracked" eccentric-a view of the poet that is 
detrimental to an honset appreciation of her genius, as I shall later discuss . Perhaps the 
most productive approach the instructor can take is to put the students at ease by 
acknowledging that Dickinson's style is difficult, and by stressing that it is intentionally 
so. Formalist critical theory-particularly Viktor Shklovsky's notion of defamiliarized 
language-offers us a way of explaining Dickinson's poetic style so that it becomes less 
intimidating. It also has the advantage of qualifying the view of her as an eccentric, an 
aberration in literary history, because it establishes an important place for her in the 
tradition of modern poetics. 

If encouraged to talk about their experience with poetry, introductory literature 
students will often demand to know why poets create works that are so difficult to 
understand. Why, they ask with a good deal of justice, do poets feel compelled to 
express themselves so indirectly? Why do they "bury" their meaning in literary lan
guage? To those of us who have been led into this profession by a love of that language, 
these questions may betray a distressing lack of sensibility to metaphorical expression, 
that responsiveness to imaginative writing that we ourselves acquired mysteriously at 
an early age-not through classroom instruction but in the act of reading itself. To 
assist students in gaining this responsiveness to literature is, I believe, the most difficult 
task a college instructor can undertake. In fact , there are times that I am tempted to 
believe that it is a futile effort precisely because such sensibility is formed at an early age 
and because the adults in our classes have already established sensibilities to other 
modes of expression. But at the very least we can help our students to gain an 
intellectual appreciation of literary language; they can learn to respect poetic expression 
if we explain that there is a purpose behind its indirection. And perhaps they can also 
learn to read poetry in a simultaneously relaxed and responsive manner if they know 
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that their difficulties in reading are the consequence of a deliberately difficult form 
rather than the result of inadequacy on their part. 

In "Art as Technique," a seminal essay of formalist theory, Viktor Shklovsky argues 
that the function of art is to save us from the deadening effects of habitual perception. 
Its purpose, he claims, is to force us to see consciously, to perceive things rather than 
just recognize them. In order to point out the importance of observing life with 
conscious attention, Shklovsky quotes from Leo Tolstoy's diary: 

I was cleaning a room and, meandering about, approached the divan and 
couldn't remember whether or not I had dusted it. Since these movements 
are habitual and unconscious, I could not remember and felt that it was 
impossible to remember-so that if I had dusted it and forgot-that is, had 
acted unconsciously, then it was the same as if I had not. Ifsome conscious 
person had been watching, then the fact could be established. If, however, 
no one was looking, or looking on unconsciously, if the whole complex 
lives of many people go on unconsciously, then such lives are as if they had 
never been. 

Shklovsky explains the views that are implicit in Tolstoy's comments and argues that 
poetic language has the effect of forcing us to perceive consciously so that our lives 
become registered and meaningful: 

As perception become habitual, it becomes automatic .... Art exists that 
we may recover the sensations of life; it exists to make one feel things, to 
make the stone stony. The purpose of art is to impart the sensation of 
things as they are perceived and not as they are known. The technique of 
art is to make objects ' unfamiliar,' to make forms difficult, to increase 
the difficulty and length of perception .... After we see an object 
several times, we begin to recognize it. The object is in front of us and 
we know about, but we do not see it-hence we cannot say anything 
significant about it. Art removes objects from the automatism of per
ception .... The poet's purpose is to create the vision that results from 
that deautomatized perception .... The language of poetry is, then, a 
difficult, roughened, impeded language. (11-13, 22) 

Shklovsky's theories are most useful to a teacher of Emily Dickinson's poetry, 
especially at the introductory level, because they validate the students' experience 
without trivializing the meaning or purpose of her art. Students will agree that her 
poems "make objects 'unfamiliar,' " that the form of her writing is "difficult,'' that the 
language she uses is "rough" to interpret and that it often seems to "impede" rather than 
facilitate understanding. At the same time, they can also appreciate Shklovsky's argu
ment that it is worthwhile to break habitual modes of perception, to find ways of 
regaining the freshness of sensation that we believe we experienced in childhood before 
we intellectually understood what a stone is and only felt most vividly, that a stone is 
"stony:' Exposed to Shklovsky's theories about the goals of poetry and the function of 
poetry's "roughened language,'' students become less anxious about their seeming 
inability to understand Dickinson's poems and more willing to read them with intellec
tual and emotional alertness. 
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One can test this new willingness by conducting a class discussion on "A Route of 
Evanescence," a work that has traditionally been taught in high schools as a "riddle 
poem:' The riddle approach to interpreting "A Route of Evanescence" asks students to 
guess what Dickinson is describing and works on the assumption that the reader's goal 
is to figure out the poem's hidden meaning: that is, to conclude that the poem is about a 
hummingbird. But, of course, the poem is not about a hummingbird. In a sense, it is not 
about anything at all. It is, rather, a recreation of experience. Its goal is to mimic 
through language the poet's response to seeing a hummingbird before, or without, 
knowing the bird as the intellectual abstraction that we signify through the term 
"hummingbird:' Dickinson sees, hears, and feels its presence with all the intensity of 
sensation which accompanies fresh and vital human experience: 

A Route of Evanescence
With a Revolving Wheel
A Resonance of Emerald
A Rush of Cochineal-
And every Blossom on the Bush 
Adjusts its tumbled Head-
The mail from Tunis, probably, 
An easy Morning's Ride-

One can, if one likes, withold the riddle's answer from the students and allow them to 
guess what Dickinson is describing. Indeed, this tactic has the useful effect of engaging 
readers in a close analysis of the poem's extraordinarily precise images. But I have 
found that this strategy usually results in feelings of disappointment and frustration on 
the students' part. Most will not figure the riddle out "correctly" and will therefore 
conclude that they have missed the point of the poem. 

It is, perhaps, more useful to begin an in-class analysis of this poem by discussing 
how we experience startling physical phenomena. Visual aids can be most useful. One 
mighi, for example, pass around an encyclopedia that contains a black and white 
photograph of a hummingbird, an image of the bird that wholly distorts the experience 
of seeing one in its natural state. The poem can thus be scrutinized as a more faithful 
reproduction of sensate experience, and one can emphasize that the goal of Dickinson's 
poem is not to describe a hummingbird but to recreate and preserve an event that 
would otherwise be evanescent and irretrievable. 

Once one has found a satisfactory solution to the Dickinson text, and once one has 
discovered a way of effectively explaining her style, one is still left with what may be 
the greatest obstacle to teaching Emily Dickinson in introductory literature classes 
today. Like other 19th Century women poets including Elizabeth Barrett Browning and 
Christina Rossetti, Emily Dickinson has been made unappealing to current popular 
taste by the very legend that has secured her fame. Her reputation as an eccentric 
spinster has been fostered by biographical studies which emphasize her relationship to 
the unknown "Master" thought to be the object of her unrequited love; such ap
proaches have encouraged us to understand both Dickinson's eventual reclusiveness 
and the power of her poetry as a consequence of this unfulfilled desire. Given the kind 
of biographical data that supports this common approach, students often conclude that 
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the poetry is the product of a deviant individual suffering from a personal dilemma 
foreign to their own experience and consequently of little relevance to them either 
personally or intellectually. To teach Dickinson honestly and successfully, an instructor 
must be able to qualify the "myth of Emily Dickinson" so that students understand the 
actual constraints that she labored under and gain a respect for the psychological 
strength that allowed her to turn, in her words, "Captivity" into "Consciousness" and 

"Liberty:' 

The greatness of Emily Dickinson's poetry has often been explained as the recoil of 
thwarted affective energies: critics like the biographer John Cody and the poet Ted 
Hughes have argued that her writing was empowered by forces that conventionally 
would have been expended in sustaining a relationship with a lover, a husband, a 
family. They see Dickinson as a woman who did not mature in a normal fashion, one 
who was forced by her unmarried and celibate state to redirect her growth inward and, 
as a consequence, to achieve remarkable genius. Implicit in this theory is the 
premise that artistic genius and affective fulfillment are, for women, incompatible. 
Had Dickinson married happily, we infer, she would not have become a great poet 
since her aesthetic accomplishment is a result of disappointed desire and 
pathological retreat. More recently, feminists critics have examined the constraints 
of Dickinson's life more sympathetically, but they, too, present a view of the poet's 
genius which, in the main, reinforces the older assumption that to become an artist 
in a patriarchal culture, a woman must sacrifice her feminine nature. Amy Lowell, 
an admirer of Dickinson's poems, anticipated such feminist readings in 1925 when 
she contrasted her to Elizabeth Barrett Browning, whose genius was, in Lowell's 
word, "fertilized" by her relationship with Robert Browning. Dickinson, on the 
other hand, gave herself only "to cold white paper. Starved and tortured, 

She cheated her despair with games of patience 
And fooled herself by winning. Frail little elf, 
The lonely brain-child of a gaunt maturity, 
She hung her womanhood upon a bough 
And played ball with the stars-too long-too long
The garment of herself hung on a tree 
Until at last she lost even the desire 
To take it down. 

Lowell's poem, "The Sisters;' implies that in the process of becoming a poet, Dickinson 
lost not only her womanhood but her identity as well-"the garment of herself" which 

she sacrificed in order to "play ball" with the universe. 

I think we can argue that the very reverse is true. We can confront Dickinson's 
achievement more honestly and, at the same time, make her example an inspiring one, 
if we pay less attention to biographers, critics, and other poets, and listen to the words 
of the poet herself. It is essential, of course, to map out the contours of the poet's life for 
students: to give them a sense of her relationships and daily life, and particularly, to 
emphasize the constraints that she labored under both as a woman writer in a patriar
chal society and as a daughter of a Puritan lineage. It is dishonest, however, to present 
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her as a victim of these constraints. No doubt she was oppressed, but, as Lowell 
acknowledges, she triumphed over oppression by playing games of solitaire. 

It may be that this word "solitaire" is the key to revising our view of Dickinson so 
that we do justice to the poems she produced rather than reinforce the legend that has 
grown out of biographical studies and literary gossip. As Adrienne Rich has pointed 
out, Dickinson's unmarried state was not the pathological withdrawal that Cody has 
described, nor was it an alternative that she consciously chose (62). It was simply a fact 
of life for her, as it was and continues to be for many people, men and women alike. 
What is important is the use she made of the solitude that her singleness afforded her. 
Poems like "I cannot live with you" suggest that she regretted her single life, that her 
existence was saturated with a powerful sense of affective incompletion and despair. 
And yet, the final lines of the poem also describe that feeling of despair as "sustenance;' 
that which promotes life and health. Since "despair" implies a sense of powerlessness 
and an attitude of resignation, the last two words of the poem ("Sustenance-Despair-") 
are oxymoronic and, like all oxymorons, are intended to have a startling effect. Indeed, 
they stand as a surprising revelation at the end of a poem about affective solitude. They 
reveal, suddenly and unexpectedly, that the speaker of the poem is not bowed down by 
despair but rather sustained by it. She is neither resigned nor powerless because she has 
transmuted the force which might have oppressed her into a source of strength. She has 
not simply channeled her energies in a new direction, "shift[ing] her passion from the 
lost man" onto a spiritual "Master," as Ted Hughs claims (11). Instead, she has drawn on 
the facts of her emotional existence and, by embracing them, found a powerful sense of 
purpose. That purpose, I would argue, was to live an interior life with great intensity, 
her "soul at white heat," as she would say, and to sustain that inner life by writing 1,775 
poems. In fact, the word "sustenance" in its older meaning derived from the French 
"sustenir" means livelihood, the way one earns one's living and occupies one's time. In 
Dickinson, then, our students can see a nineteenth-century woman poet who ultimately 
was not victimized by the constraints of her personal life or oppressed by living in a 
patriarchal society. They can see instead a woman who had the strength and imagina
tion to reject conventional assumptions about feminine self-fulfillment, to become a 
great poet, and, in the process, to create a sense of self identity that was truly regal: 
"With Will to choose, or to reject,/ [she chose] just a Crown" (#508). 
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Arrowsmith is typically read-if it is read at all-as a story of the scientist as hero.' 
Always implicit in the label of 'hero' is a rhetoric of the archetypal quest, according to 
which Martin Arrowsmith would be our knight-errant, facing the dragons that dwell in 
Winnemac College, Wheatsylvania, Nautilus, and the McGurk Institute as he pursues 
the grail of pure science. This sort of reading is apt in that it identifies in Arrowsmith a 
narrative structure motivated by an opposition between the ideal of pure science and 
the threatening forces of practicality, commercialism, boosterism, politics (and even, 
disturbingly, of humanitarianism, in the plague-episode). Yet latent in the narrative 
structure of this quest is a less 'heroic' movement- that of flight. Martin in the end flees 
to the Vermont woods to escape the society which interferes with his pursuit of pure 
science. 

So it is with all explorers, questers, conquerers. To pursue the object of his quest, the 
knight leaves community to wander in the freedom of the wilderness. Quest and flight 
are inextricably interwoven; the thread common to both is the movement away from 
community into the unknown. Consider in this light the myth of the American pioneer 
which Lewis invokes at the opening of Arrowsmith: 

The driver of the wagon swaying through forest and swamp of the Ohio 
wilderness was a ragged girl of fourteen. Her mother they had buried near 
the Monongahela-the girl herself had heaped with torn sods the grave 
beside the river of the beautiful name. Her father lay shrinking with fever 
on the floor of the wagon-box, and about him played her brothers and 
sisters, dirty brats, tattered brats, hilarious brats. 

She halted at the fork in the grassy road, and the sick man quavered, 
"Emmy, ye better turn down towards Cincinatti. If we could find your 
Uncle Ed, I guess he'd take us in:' 

"Nobody ain't going to take us in," she said. "We're going on jus' as long 
as we can. Going West! They's a whole lot of new things I aim to be 
seeing!" 

She cooked the supper, she put the children to bed, and sat by the fire, 
alone. 

That was the great-great grandmother of Martin Arrowsmith (3) . 
After this scene, the novel becomes and remains the story of Martin himself. But it 

seems that Lewis found it necessary in the first few paragraphs of Arrowsmith to 
establish a foundation on which to build. And while for the most part it remains buried, 
this foundation is exposed in a few places-for example when Lewis sets the scene for 
Martin's college days: 



38 

The state of Winnemac is bounded by Michigan, Ohio, Illinois, and 
Indiana, and like them is half Eastern, half Midwestern ... . many counties 
were not settled till 1860 (9). 

The date reminds us that the distance between Martin and Winnemac's original settlers 
is quite small. 

The American pioneer myth can be read in two ways. In terms of a quest reading, the 
pioneers boldly strove westward, settling new lands and embodying the doctrine of 
Manifest Destiny. But the other reading-in terms of flight-is the one Lewis empha
sizes ("Nobody ain't going to take us in") . In the move west, pioneers fled the 
settlements they had established, refusing community in favor of the lure of lands not 
yet contaminated by civilization. This passage also indicates why the movement 
westward continued (until the pioneers reached a physical barrier in the Pacific 
Ocean)-complete escape is difficult to accomplish, because the dirty, tattered, hilari
ous brats a pioneer brought with him were reminders of a former community and the 
start of a new one. 

The opening invocation of the pioneer myth makes it clear that Martin is also to be 
regarded as a pioneer; and as such, there may be a natural tendency to read him as a 
hero, in spite of the later warning by the narrative voice that this is "a biography of a 
young man who is in no degree a hero" (47) . Disregarding this statement, Mark Schorer 
and Charles Rosenberg have built their readings of the novel around the assumption 
that Martin is in fact a hero and that Lewis intended him to be one (Schorer 414, 
Rosenberg 447-449) . To support that assumption Rosenberg cites a letter that Lewis 
wrote to his publisher late in 1921 saying, "I think I shall make my next novel after 
Babbitt no.t satiric at all; rebellious as ever, perhaps, but the central character heroic .. "2 

But the relevance of this letter is questionable. Lewis wrote it while he was contemplat
ing a novel about labor leader Eugene Debs (Schorer 326, 341), two years before he met 
Dr. Paul DeKruif, who finally inspired him to write a novel about a bacteriologist. And 
when Arrowsmith did appear in 1925, it was filled in places with the satire of Babbitt. 
In fact, George Babbitt and Chum Frink reappear very briefly, bringing with them the 
whole world of commercialism, boosterism, etc. portrayed in Babbitt; and from this 
world, Martin feels he must escape. 

In this flight, Martin of course seems heroic, or at least admirable, as he struggles to 
maintain the purity of his quest, while fighting dragons like Pickerbaugh (the health 
booster) , carrying the blessing and prayer given to him by the high priest Gottlieb. The 
prayer, which ends, "God give me the strength not to trust in god;' is essential because 
religion is a central element in any quest narrative (even though it may appear, as it 
does here, as the subject of an ironic inversion). In Arrowsmith, Lewis has set up 
science as the modern transformation of religion, the only object worthy of man's 
devotion . Mechanism has become transcendent. 

Seen from this perspective, a dominant narrative structure appears, an up-down, 
almost wavelike pattern formed by Martin's repeated attempts to pursue his quasi
religious goal, and his repeated failures as the opposing forces of Main Street overpo
wer him- until, in the end, it seems that he has succeeded. Lewis would in fact employ 
this sort of pattern again in his next novel, Elmer Gantry-the story of a preacher who 
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repeatedly achieves grace (or at any rate thinks he does) but immediately falls into 
sinful ways again . In Arrowsmith Lewis provides a clue to such a structure, saying that 
Martin "regarded himself as a seeker after truth yet . .. stumbled and slid back all his 
life and bogged himself in every obvious morass"(47) . The morasses in which Elmer 
Gantry most often bogs himself are women-and the same thing is true to a lesser 
extent of Martin Arrowsmith. It is this feature-Martin's relationships with women
which pulls to the surface of Arrowsmith the structure of flight latent in every quest 
narrative; for Martin's attempts to isolate himself in order to pursue pure science often 
involve an escape from women and the community they are an integral part of, while 
his "failures" and frustrations seem to be at least indirectly attributable to women in 
many cases. In this sense, the structure of Arrowsmith is generated by the same "anti 
domestic myth" that Leslie Fiedler sees as central to so much of American literature.3 

Novels such as The Last of the Mahicans , Moby Dick, and The Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn all present the 'hero's' flight from the community, paternity, and 
responsibility represented by women. Fiedler's psychological reading of this narrative 
structure holds not only for these few novels, of course, but for any mythically similar 
narrative. 

In Arrowsmith, Lewis demonstrates how closely aligned the pioneer myth and the 
anti-domestic myth are in the American consciousness . The pattern is set very early on, 
while Martin is still at Winnemac College. Note what becomes of the quest for pure 
science in the presence of Martin's first love, Madeline (daughter of a "Main Street 
dowager duchess") . Martin tells her 

"Oh. Well. Well, I would like to keep up some research . But thunder, I'm 
not just a lab-cat . Battle o' life. Smashing your way through . Competing 
with real men in real he-struggle . If I can't do that and do some scientific 
work too, I'm no good. Course while I'm with Gottlieb, I want to take 
advantage of it, but afterward- Oh Madeline! " 

Then all reasoning was lost in a blur of nearness to her (50) . 
The movement of the passage dramatizes Martin's struggle: he hesitatingly gives up 
science, at first, and attempts to rationalize the surrender by renaming science in the 
language of the Main Street enemies of the pure science. "He-struggle" and "lab-cat" 
belong to the discourse of Babbitt or Pickerbaugh; thus Martin's speech indicates that, 
influenced by his desire, he has momentarily identified himself with the values of that 
community. The last sentence of the passage, displaying the destruction of reason itself 
in the seductive presence of a woman, makes the conflict explicit. On that evening, 
Martin becomes engaged to Madeline, and promises her mother that he will become 
practical, but two pages later he is off to the North Woods with Cliff Clawson (in spite 
of Madeline's protests) . This movement prefigures Martin's similar flight from Joyce at 
the end of the novel, and also reminds us of Babbitt's escape to the Maine fishing camp 
with Paul-although in Babbitt, the unwelcome wives and families intrude domesticity 
into the peaceful setting, showing Babbitt the futility of flight. 

It might be argued that Martin does not want to leave Leora-that indeed he is quite 
happy with her. But in the Wheatsylvania section of the novel, he does need to flee the 
control of the community of which she is a part, a community where he is known only 
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as Andrew Tozer's son-in-law. He is drawn to Wheatsylvania, and forced into respecta
bility both at medical school and as a practicing (practical) doctor, as a direct result of 
his desire for Leora-he cannot even consummate his marriage until he satisfies her 
father that he can support her. The inevitable flight from the community of Wheat
sylvania moves the narrative to Nautilus, to Chicago and finally to New York, as the 
modern pioneer goes east. Of course Martin brings Leora with him (she has little voice 
in these matters); but even so he begins in these places to isolate himself more and more 
from her. 

In terms of the structure of the narrative it is of little consequence whether Martin is 
conscious of any desire for isolation. For even if Martin does not want (or does not 
know he wants) to flee Leora, it almost seems if Lewis needs to write his way free of her. 
If there appears to be hope for Martin to pursue his goal while Leora is alive, this is 
because Leora is so often absent from the narrative-even when she is nominally 
present. Declining to narrate any but the briefest of domestic scenes involving Martin 
and Leora, Lewis concentrates instead on showing Martin working or studying. Lewis's 
particular way of manifesting the "anti-domestic myth" in Arrowsmith (and this 
differentiates the novel from works like Babbitt and Main Street) is to portray a 
marriage by ignoring domesticity. Thus in the few domestic scenes that are represented, 
Leora is a non-presence or a cancelled presence: 

She had a genius for keeping out of his way, for not demanding to be 
noticed .... Sometimes, at midnight, just as he began to realize that he was 
hungry, he would find that a plate of sandwiches had by silent magic 
appeared at his elbow (114). 

Such scenes imply that Leora-unlike Madeline or Orchid or Joyce-has sense enough 
to realize that the only important thing is Science, which has no place for a woman. So 
long as she allows Martin his retreats into his lab (and sews buttons on his shirts), they 
have a stable relationship. But this relationship threatens to halt the narrative move
ment; at least this may be Lewis's motivation for writing her out of the novel. If Martin 
perceives no explicit tension between his goals and his relationship with Leora, yet the 
fact that she meets her death as a result of Martin's science allows the reader to perceive 
such a tension. Although Mark Schorer claims that Leora was a character "whom 
contemporary readers could .. .love and admire"(414), Lewis's treatment of her is dis
turbing. The timing of her death, for example, is striking-coming as it does just seven 
pages after Martin first meets Joyce, who is a more powerful force, a more seductive 
presence than Leora could ever be. 

Joyce will be the impetus for the final movement to the woods. Her appearance is 
structurally necessary because Leora is in effect too pliable to function any longer in the 
dynamic oppositions which energize the novel; after the Wheatsylvania section, she 
represents no obstacle-but Arrowsmith is a quest narrative, which cannot continue 
unless its hero is faced with obstacles. Joyce Lanyon is different from Leora, and gives 
Martin something to struggle against. She attempts to control Martin, to reform his 
dress, speech, and manners. She attempts to use his passion for his work as a means of 
control by buying him a complete home laboratory. Martin's reply is a demonstration 
of his feeling of entrapment: "And now, curse it, I'll never be able to get away by 
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myself!" (450) . When Leora had taxed him about his antisocial habits, Martin had 
merely replied, "Very few people have the courage to be decently selfish ... [and) 
demand the right to work;' (317) and the matter was dropped. But Joyce is not put off 
as easily, so Martin's only solution is a conscious attempt to escape. We read at one 
point that "Joyce had become used to having him flee her" (449). Martin's desire to 
escape becomes more conscious as he perceives Joyce's demands on him becoming 
greater. When he makes her pregnant, within twenty two pages he is back in the woods 

with Terry. 
Martin's desire to possess Madeline, Leora, and Joyce conflict with his quest

mythically, they become sirens. Even his desire for Orchid Pickerbaugh becomes a 
"compulsion to respectablity" (223) in Nautilus (for Lewis's sirens lure sailors back to 
land, instead of letting them remain at sea). And while on the surface it seems that 
Leora does not have this kind of control over Martin, recall that the opposition between 
the ideal of pure science and the practicality forced on him by Leora's family and 
community motivates the Wheatsylvania section of the novel. Attachment to a woman 
always brings with it some form of the obligations of community that make pure 

science impossible. 
Two oppositional pairs motivate the narrative: community science and community

wilderness. These pairs are transformed into each other by means of equation-not 
only in the ending, where Martin's pursuit of science takes him into the woods, but 
throughout the novel. The connection between pairs of oppositions is metaphorical 
early on. A central metaphor associates science with mountain-climbing, which not 
only gives shape to the idea that science is a lofty pursuit, and aspires to sublime 
heights, but also emphasizes the isolation involved. The "unexplored mountains" (55) 
of science are filled with "unknown valleys, craggy tantalizing paths" (300). The 
narrative proceeds to literalize this metaphorical relation until at the end the pairs 
community-science and community-wilderness are unified, in that the wilderness has 
become necessary to the pursuit of science. Desire for the "tantalizing paths" into the 
unknown gains ascendancy over desire for women, community, and the known. 

If we want to call Martin Arrowsmith a hero, we must come to terms with the 
cultunl implications of that label. The American hero flees community, with its threat 
of paternity and responsibilty. 'Quest' and 'flight' are two labels for the same narrative 
structure, which is motivated by the denial of community. Here it is interesting to note 
that the pursuit of science depends on this community even in its denial. Oppositions 
require two terms . Community is a precondition for the revolt against community; it 
presents a background of impurity against which the figure of pure science stands out in 
its glory. 

Ironically, the Main Street community makes pure science possible in a more direct 
way by supplying the funds necessary for research. Martin's flight to the woods 
involves a further irony as well. Thomas Kuhn, in The Structure of Scientific Revolu
tions, has shown that 'community' is in fact the basis of the possibility of science, its 
necessary precondition.• Scientific discoveries are only meaningful within a community 
of scientists. Thus if Martin finds the grail of pure science in the woods, he will have to 
return to face Main Street-an abhorrent prospect for him because he did not choose to 
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be a scientist in order to apply his scientific discoveries in any way. In fact, during the 
plague episode, he considered himself a failure because he had allowed the practical 
concern of saving lives to interfere with his experiment . In the wilderness, he can retreat 
not only from the practical application of science, but from the scientist's moral 
obligations as well. 

But the narrative has been structured such that community will encroach on the 
wilderness. (The two are necessarily a pair-always opposed, but always joined.) It 
seems that Martin has managed to discourage Joyce from building a house near the 
camp, thereby keeping free the space where he and Terry intend to found a community 
of "maverick and undomestic researchers like themselves" (461). But like the pioneers, 
they see a threat implicit in this community as well, and have already made plans to 
move on: 

When this place becomes a shrine, and a lot of cranks begin to creep in, 
then you and I got to beat it, Slim. We'll move farther back in the woods, 
or if we feel too old for that, we'll take another shot at professorships or 
Dawson Hunziker [ the pharmeceutical company] or even the Rev . Dr. 
Holabird [the director of McGurk] (461) . 

What is especially interesting about the way Lewis structures this narrative-as op
posed to the way the nineteenth-century practitioners of the "anti-domestic myth" 
typically structure theirs-is that the structure of Arrowsmith foresees its own impos
siblity. Community (in this case, Hunziker or McGurk) is inevitable in the twentieth 
century, and the quest/flight must prove futile. 

By contrast, narrative structure in nineteenth-century novels about the solitary 
adventurer remained open-ended. Ishmael escapes to tell his tale, but remains (true to 
his namesake) a wanderer. Huck decides to "light out for the territories." Perhaps the 
difference lies in the fact that by the time Lewis was writing, the frontier had closed; 
whereas "the territories" represented in Twain's time an actual place, to which one 
could escape.5 Thus the ending of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn could remain 
open, although even here the possibility of closure persists. There is no narrative of 
Huck's flight from the female influence that threatened to "sivilize" him, thus his fate 
remains uncertain. Twain started sequels twice, but abandoned both attempts. 6 One 
story was to have described the adventures of Huck, Tom, and Jim on the Oregon trail; 
the other involved Huck's return (from where, we cannot be sure) after fifty years . 
Perhaps in Twain's mind Huck really did manage to escape. But for us he remains 
frozen in that moment between flight and return, between civilization and the frontier. 
Twain's refusal or inability to complete a sequel implies that for some reason he could 
not take Huck out into the wilderness, nor could he bear to picture Huck returning 
from it. In the twentieth century, Lewis supplies a more determinate ending. At the end 
of the novel Martin tells Terry, "I feel as if I were really beginning to work now," but his 
last words are, "-and probably we'll fail" (464). If we do not acknowledge the failure, 
but instead put our faith in the more hopeful, 'heroic' quest reading, this is because the 
pioneer myth and the "anti domestic myth" remain pervasive in our culture, and we are 
not fully aware of their implications. 

43 

NOTES 

1For a contemporary review that seems to have established the tone, see Sherman . 
Rosenberg, as his subtitle "The Scientist as Hero" suggests, reads the novel entirely in 
terms of heroism, while in a recent treatment of the novel by Mary Land, Martin's 
heroism is subordinated to that of Max Gottlieb (but a notion of the heroic still 
motivates the reading). Lewis criticism is so scarce that any summary of "typical" views 

must be based on relatively few accounts. 
2Quoted in part by Rosenberg (447). I have given the full quotation, from Scharer 

(326). 
3Fiedler, What Was Literature? (150). In Love and Death (337-366) the flight from 

female community is identified with a simultaneous homoerotic bonding. This element 
emerges in Arrowsmith as well in Martin's relationship with Terry. 

4Kuhn's whole book is an often implicit but always persuasive argument for this 
claim. For a brief overview of Kuhn's ideas about how a scientific community func

tions, see pp. 10-22, 52-60, 176-181. 
5Melville's equivalent of "the territories" is of course the sea. A comparison might be 

drawn here to one of Lewis's contemporaries, Eugene O 'Neill , whose early plays such 
as "Bound East for Cardiff" and "The Moon of the Caribees" demonstrate that the sea 

can no longer be a place of escape, as it could for Melville. 
6Letters vol.2, 496, 747-748. In his Autobiography (266) Twain says that he destroyed 

a half-finished story in which he tried to resurrect Huck, this time as a narrator of a tale 
about Torn and Jim; but apparently the story did survive in ms form as "Tom Sawyer's 

Conspiracy" (Letters vol. 2, 746n.2) . 
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Addressing the Association of Departments of English of the Modern Language 
Association, Mina Shaughnessy offered a convincing summary of her goals for increas
ing the capacities of basic writers. Her authority for this academic audience derived, of 
course, from the success she was having with the culturally heterogenous students 
provided by the Open Admissions program begun in the early 1970s by the City 
University of New York. For while she had learned a great deal about students, she had 
also come to know her colleagues, teachers of writing in and out of the English 
Department. Improving instruction, she acknowledged, had everyone's support. Yet 
only a few regular faculty members could be recruited to teach in Shaughnessy's 
innovative basic writing program. "Instead of asking how to go about this task," she 
confessed, "I should probably ... have been asking why so many English professors don't 
want to do it-and probably wouldn't even if our methods were to be measurably 
improved:' In her view, therefore, problems in writing instruction reflected as much 
"the English Professor's Malady" as they did the poor preparation and uncertain 
motives of students . Her diagnosis stressed her colleagues' "provincialism;' too many 
professors having "Too 'local' a conception of the subject [they] teach-its processes, its 
history, and its context" (Shaughnessy, 1980). 

Like most professions, teaching pays scant attention to its past, selecting when it 
must particular issues to illuminate as change is needed . There is no comprehensive 
history of English as a profession in the United States, perhaps because, as Wayne 
Booth (1983) has suggested, untangling the facts about the past and the myths the 
profession holds about itself is an unappealing task. Moreover, had one been written as 
recently as ten years ago, when Shaughnessy spoke to her colleagues, it is unlikely that 
it would have paid anything but perfunctory attention to the history of composition as 
an instructional, scholarly and social activity. Richard Lloyd-Jones (1984) has proposed 
the rudiments of such an enterprise, properly stressing the need to account for the 
impact on the teaching of writing of the Morrill Act, the G.1. Bill, and the movement 
for civil rights. Of course he also directs us to the internal dynamics of a profession 
which has grown mightily but incoherently in the past few decades. 

Indeed, according to John Brereton, teaching writing has always been the largest if 
not the dominant activity in American higher education. In part at least to recognize 
this fact he compiled Traditions of Inquiry, portraits of eight exemplary figures in the 
history of composition teaching and research. His book is meant to demonstrate how 
they thought about writing, and taught it, and to provide current practitioners with 
knowledge of the history of their discipline, still in many ways an emerging one since 
"there is no body of knowledge to constitute the center of their study." 
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Reconstructing the history of composition today means providing a past for a field 
whose present is fertile with research problems and teaching opportunities even as it is 
troubled by professional habits and divided goals within the larger (or, as some would 
have it, separate) profession of English. For even the most traditional teachers of 
literature cannot be unaware of the redirection, within both theory and practise of 
instruction in composition, toward realization of the complex relations of writing with 
allied fields of the arts and sciences. Classical and modern rhetoric require attention, of 
course, but so now do psychology and the cognitive and neurosciences, plus sociology, 
linguistics and other social sciences. And a strong claim can be made for the uses of 
literary theory, even and perhaps especially in its recent emphasis, however hermetic at 
times, on social, psychological and rhetorical themes in literature and literary history. 

Brereton's models cannot be said to have anticipated all of these areas of study nor to 
have represented all styles of pedagogy but in different ways each is a point of 
departure for thinking about writing, its sources, structures, meanings and uses. "They 
are people to confront," he says, "to agree with or argue against, to follow or revolt 
against:' They also suggest, he hopes, the diversity of careers possible for teachers and 
scholars in composition. 

The pioneers in composition, not surprisingly, found little institutional support, not 
to mention professional esteem. As Wallace Douglas' essay on Harvard's Barrett 
Wendell (1855-1921) makes plain, the latter's interest in structural principles of compo
sition, even if at times at the expense of substantive ones, deserved better than this 
judgement by his colleague, the philosopher George Santayana: "Had he been thor
oughly educated and a good Latinist like Dr. Johnson, he might have expressed and 
propagated his ideas to better purpose; as it was, his force spent itself in foam. He was a 
good critic of undergraduate essays, but not a fair historian or a learned man; and his 
books were not worth writing. He was useful in the College as a pedagogue, and there 
was moral stimulus in his original personality:' 

In this remark can be found one source of the "status anxiety" (to borrow the 
sociological term) that has been a common feature of composition considered as a sub
discipline of English. Unfairly defined by what they don't know rather than by what 
they do, teachers of writing have been welcomed by colleagues in English and other 
fields for their pedagogical idealism but until recently have often been presumed to be 
without intellectual earnestness. Hence it should comfort contemporary specialists to 
discover in their forebears signs that some of the trendiest of today's literary and 
rhetorical themes were nascent at least in yesterday's classrooms. 

In his essay on the University of Wisconsin's Sterling Andrus Leonard (1888-1931), 
Brereton cites this comment from the farmer's Current English Usage (1932): "The 
problem of communication may be put in the form of a question: 'How can I be sure 
that my reader as he reads will think of the same things I am thinking as I write?' It 
takes at least two to make a meaning; a meaning has not been established until the 
reader has understood:' Leonard's interest in the instability of language and the social 
relations of the text (he would not, of course, have stated them this way) resemble 
today's preoccupations enough to suggest that composition has a usable past in prag
matic and theoretical matters. Brereton finds in Leonard's career evidence that research 
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on language change can be combined with radical innovations in the curriculum and 
that pedagogy can accomodate a wide range of technical and communal themes: hence 
the forgotten English Composition as a Social Problem (1917) anticipates James Mof
fet's influential Teaching the Universe of Discourse (1968). 

A colleague of Leonard's once described him as "impulsive and dramatic;' an unex
pected combination of traits for a scientific grammarian. With no adequate firsthand 
accounts of his teaching we are left to surmise about his impact on students and 
colleagues, a problem that Brereton recognizes as inevitable in any effort to recover the 
past of an activity so transitory. Yet Amherst's Theodore Baird (b.1901) is revered for 
his justification by example of the dignity of instruction in writing. Recalling his 
motives in the 1930s (as his famous freshman composition course was about to be 
replaced in the mid-1960s) Baird said, "I suppose what I wanted was simply to 
demonstrate that the teaching of this course was as engrossing as the teaching of an 
advanced course, that you could make a Life out of it as well as by being a Wordsworth 
man.'' 

As Walker Gibson claims in his affectionate and thoughtful essay on Baird, expe
rience in teaching writing reveals that an effective course is not merely the display of a 
body of knowledge. It is as dynamic in its intellectual demands as any needing to 
balance theory (however concealed) and practice. Gibson says simply but forcefully of 
Baird's course, and any other reflecting similar commitments, "It is an action:' Baird, 

ti too, appears to have quietly pursued challenging problems in language, and even 
epistemology, within the format of freshman instruction. One of his famous sequences 
of assignments concludes this way: "It can be said that the students and the teacher 
have been concerned with what may be called an Ostensible Subject for this course, 
when all the while we are really thinking about its Real Subject. How do you phrase 
this Real Subject? You must understand that this Real Subject exists only as you think of 
it. The question is how to express what everyone may know and yet knows differently." 

Many of Baird's students are now themselves well regarded teachers and theorists. As 
Donald C. Stewart has suggested in the case of Fred Newton Scott (1860-1931), who 
made major contributions in the theory of rhetoric, the legacy of influential scholars 
also includes the pedagogic traditions they initiated. John Dewey paid Scott one of the 
highest of educational compliments when he recognized his gifts for adding great 
vitality and meaning to a course that students dreaded. Gibson notes that one of 
Amherst's brightest students, having been granted permission to skip freshman compo
sition, took Baird's course as an upperclassman in recognition of what he had missed. 

Unlike Baird, of course, I.A. Richards (1893-1979) and Kenneth Burke (b. 1897), set 
out to contribute to rhetorical theory. Richards' work was based on his belief that "all 
studies are language studies, concerned with the speculative instruments they employ:' 
Moreover, Richards' career is an example of the distribution of theoretical goals across 
a great variety of themes in language and pedagogy. In her lucid account of Richards' 
many projects, Ann Berthoff states one of their uses this way: "The smug declaration 
that research in the teaching of English should be undertaken for its own sake or that it 
should be modeled on the -'mission oriented' projects of the natural and social sciences 
are views antithetical to Richards' view of the dialectic of theory and practise in the 



48 

realm of language. The teacher undertaking to make interpretation central will neces
sarily be a researcher, his or her classroom necessarily becoming a 'philosophic labora
tory.' " Richards' cosmopolitan career included enough empiricism (e.g. Practical 
Criticism [1929]) to make it novel and enough interest in interpretation to make it 
durable. 

As Richards himself was aware, problems of pedagogy, and especially in composi
tion, have never claimed a respected place in academic departments, leading to consid
erable vocational uncertainty for those eager to pursue them. Shortly before he died 
Richards' recalJed ruefully the consequences of his devotion to problems in education: 
"I learnt where the academic railway tracks are. I was crossing the railway tracks in the 
most sinister fashion. I was told again and again .. .ln a way you are betraying a cause, 
showing things up.'' Berthoff doesn't accept the strict division of interests implicit here. 
Instead she demonstrates the continuity of Richards career, notably what it demon
strated about the importance of mastery in reading for achievement in writing. For 
good readers, in Richards' view and Berthoff's, understand the provisional aspects of 
meaning. Accordingly, good teachers of writing recognize that classroom assignments 
are always to be considered works-in progress, reflecting intentions at various stages of 
realization. 

The argument for writing as a form of thinking, therefore, can be traced to Richards. 
So too can the critical rigor needed to ground this style of instruction in some of the 
traditions of interpretation, to check, in other words, any excessive reliance on the 
cognitive aspects of writing. "Psychologists," Richards said in Practical Criticism 
"have never resolutely faced [the] question of how we know so much about ourselve~ 
that does not find any way at present into their textbooks. Put shortly, the answer 
seems to be that that knowledge is lying dormant in the dictionary. Language has 
become its repository, a record, a reflection, as it were, of human nature.'' Berthoff 
rightly notes as well the strong moral force in Richards' work, his identification of the 
central theme of scholarly inquiry as "What are we and what are we trying to become?" 

The case of Burke is equally compelling. William Irmscher struggles, with some 
success, to bring order to Burke's productive but diffuse career as an independent 
scholar in several of the disciplines of the humanities and social sciences. His claims for 
Burke reflect as well an argument for the priority of composition in the curriculum. "If 
we acknowledge one definition of rhetoric as a study of paradigms - the organizing 
principles of human relations; the implicit but inviolable rules of living in social 
harmony; the assumptions on which human communication, understanding, and iden
tification depend - then Burke assumes a special role as the master rhetorician of this 
age." Irmscher argues that composition pedagogy has overemphasized utility at the 
expense of viewing writing as "a form of complex behavior" in the manner of Burke. 

Through his method of "dramatism" and the famous "pentad," of course, Burke has 
influenced many teachers. But very little instruction in writing, I suspect, reflects a 
grasp of his communicative theory as a whole. Irmscher's essay, unlike Berthoff's, does 
not demonstrate the unity of its subjects' own complex behavior in' language. Nonethe
less his essay does suggest why Burke's range and insistence on the social and philo
sophic meanings of rhetoric (the backdrop of the daily classroom enterprise) have 
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fortified morale in composition teaching and research. Irmscher might have asked why 
it took someone working outside the academy to provide one of the most appealing 
intellectual models for those working in it. To answer that question would have taken 
him further into historical themes needing attention in the study of composition 
instruction as a vocation. 

Ironically, as Brereton observes, Sterling Leonard himself neglected the historical 
dimensions of his subject, even in his study of popular grammars, Doctrines of 
Correctness in English Usage (1929). For when he looked at the rise of rigidity and 
authority in the late Eighteenth Century in England, Brereton says, "He never connects 
this outburst of grammar with social changes occurring at the time: the rise of popular 
education and increased literacy rates, the increased opportunity for upward mobility, 
the expansion of the middle classes.'' This is a crucial point; for if today's historians of 
composition are to recover a tradition that will contribute to contemporary theory and 
practice then they will have to account not only for individual achievements but the 
circumstances - political, economic, institutional that helped to advance or impede 
change. How else can we learn from the history of composition to evaluate in our own 
time the opportunities for innovation? 

Lloyd-Jones account of the career of his University of Iowa colleague Richard 
Braddock (1920-1974) is especially timely because he places his contributions in the 
context of major institutional changes in higher education. The co-author of the 
landmark study Research in Written Composition (1963) and the founding editor of 
Research in the Teaching of English, Braddock also demonstrated how to manage some 
consequences of mass education: training graduate students (and hence socializing them 
into the profession), evaluating the uses of testing, and finding and maintaining fruitful 
relations with the public schools. He displayed, in Lloyd Jones' view, the tools needed 
to get things done in his own infrequent but still significant scholarly work: "He defined 
exactly, illustrated his definitions, was explicit in reporting his methods and results, and 
wrote plainly.'' Yet by insisting on an empirical base for composition studies he may 
have needlessly limited the resources for research in a field whose relations with other 
disciplines - in the form of programs in "writing across the curriculum" - were soon to 
become critical. Noting that Braddock was no theorist, Lloyd-Jones says, "He was 
practical, reponsible, industrious, and open-minded .... But although he was liberally 
educated and humane, he probably was not a humanist.'' 

In the diversity of its presentations, and despite its stress on composition research, 
Traditions. of Inquiry resembles Masters, the collection of portraits of famous profes
sors that appeared in the American Scholar in the 1970s (Epstein, 1981). Both belie 
Lionel Trilling's claim that "pedagogy is a depressing subject to all persons of sensibil
ity" (Trilling, 1979a). He had in mind, presumably, the procedural interests of educa
tional research. Traditions of Inquiry demonstrates the contributions of innovative 
scholarship to good teaching. Indeed, Booth's account of how he became a teacher and 
scholar indicates how vital it is to know more about their relations, and how desirable 
it would be to have more first-hand accounts of them in any field (a model from history, 
for example, can be found in Duberman, [1969]). And it was Trilling himself who also 
paradoxically proposed where to find what was stimulating in the study of teaching. 
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The best teacher, he said, "does most for his students not by speculating about what 
shape and disposition their minds ought to have, but by simply pressing upon them the 
solid substance and the multitudinous precisions of their own particular intellectual 
disciplines" (Trilling, 1979b). 

There is in this ideal the appearance at least of some moral diffidence, and surpri
singly so given Trilling's strong claims for the moral force of literature. As is plain in the 
closing portrait in Traditions of Inquiry, Robert Lyons' essay on Mina Shaughnessy 
(1927-79), the most influential of today's teachers and scholars think of their subjects as 
moral activities because they are as meaningful and demanding as any other form of 
experience. Students - especially Shaughnessy's and likely even those with fewer 
obstacles to overcome - will change and grow in school, and writing can be taught in 
ways that fortify both without converting instruction to therapy. For these reasons she 
never doubted the possibility of showing that English and composition instruction were 
a unified vocation, awaiting greater efforts to help today's teachers to "learn to want to 
do the work that waits to be done" (Shaughnessy, 1980). Traditions of Inquiry itself 
displays the sources of such ambitions and where neglected historical resources for 
realizing them may be found. 
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As a teacher of English or of composition, how do you encourage students to want to 

write? 
At my high school and college one method was to give students the classics to read

Shakespeare, Dickens, Orwell, etc.-literary models that suggested the highest stan
dards for imitation. The only problem with this approach was that it didn't work. My 
reaction (and that of many students) to such "models" was to freeze up from intimida
tion and to proceed with my writing self-consciously and awkwardly. The combination 
of the classics and a few stern teacherly comments (always in red ink) on my papers was 

almost enough to make me give up writing forever. 
I would like to recommend Thomas Mallon's A Book of One's Own: People and 

Their Diaries to the people who taught me high school and college writing. I would like 
to recommend it as an auxiliary text for any composition classroom, especially 
freshman or lower division composition. Though not a writing text per se, this book 
does what many writing textbooks fail to do-direct students to writings that will make 

them want to write. 
A Book of One's Own is a vastly entertaining book about diarists and diaries-a 

compendium of reviews, by Mallon, of hundreds of diaries written and printed over the 
past 400 years. It tells how ordinary, and therefore, interesting, people have used words 
instead of being used by words. Mallon divides the book into seven chapters: "Chroni
clers;' "Travelers;' "Pilgrims;' "Creators;' "Apologists," "Confessors;' and "Prisoners:' 
As the chapter headings suggest, the persons described in these pages have used their 
writing for an almost unlimited variety of purposes: to chronicle their daily activity; to 
keep records of journeys (outer and inner); to jot down notes or make sketches for 
creative projects; to explain or justify themselves or their beliefs; to unburden them
selves emotionally-or (as Alice James put it) to "lose a little of the sense of loneliness 
and desolation"; to confront the stresses of imprisonment-physical, mental, social or 
political. Through such examples, A Book of One's Own illustrates-as few standard 
writing texts can-that writing is a tool, a way of thinking, and a means towards 
accomplishing something else (rather than always simply an end in itself). This is a 
message that student writers-especially beginning ones geared to thinking of "writing" 
only in terms of polished sentences, perfect grammar, and model punctuation-need to 
hear. The book also suggests that writing is not simply the exclusive domain of literary 
giants but a democratic pursuit, available and potentially useful to anyone. While the 
famous-Leonardo da Vinci, Pepys, Boswell, Sand, Gauguin, Kafka, Nin, Woolf -
appear in Mallon's pages, they are outnumbered by lesser known (but not necessarily 



52 

less interesting) people: Amelia Stewart Knight, George Templeton Strong, Ellen 
Weeton, Bruce Cummings (a.k.a. Barbellion), Eve Wilson, Laurel Lee, Chaim Kaplan, 
etc. 

Amid all this variety, students can find diarists that particularly interest them; and 
then turn from Mallon to the diaries. A solid nine-page bibliography (well-thumbed in 
my copy) provides all the information one needs to read more about the diarists in their 
own words. 

The classics-induced "deep freeze" on student writing need not be a problem. Mal
Ion's book suggests some of the rich variety of uses to which writing can be put, and 
does so in an enticing fashion. As a bonus, one can find good philosophical insights on 
writing in Mallon and in his diarists. Here, for instance, is William Soutar's entry for 
August 23, 1933: 

The cry of the writer to-day ought to be: "How can I achieve simplici-
ty?" .... The world is now at every door-and, even if we admit that the needs of the 
human spirit are constant-the complexity of modern sensation tempts the writer to be 
complex; and to assume that "difficult" writing is axiomatic with profundity. But may 
we not learn from nature ... that simplicity of structure is the secret of survival (and by 
simplicity is not meant bareness-but directness, clean-cutness, harmoniousness; the 
smooth action of a bone in its socket, which is not without much subtle adaptation). Lei 
us seek to make thought and impression fit thus-so that a poem may be as communi
cative as a gesture. 
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BOOK REVIEW 
Writing in the Liberal Arts Tradition: A Rhetoric with Readings 
James L. Kinneavy, William J. McCleary, and Neil Nakadate. New York: 
Harper & Row, Publishers, 1985. 

by 
Nancy MacKenzie 

The authors of Writing in the Liberal Arts Tradition claim their book is "significantly 
different from any textbook for writing [that instructors and students) have used 
before." The claim is justified. 

Noteworthy features of this writing text include a focus on training the well-rounded 
writer, with a holistic overview of the interrelationship between perceptive reading and 
effective writing, including methods of prereading through guided analysis, as well as 
exercises in prewriting. There is guidance in combining both the product and process 
approaches, with an emphasis on the creativity in language appropriate to all writing, 
including but not limited to poems and stories. 

The text organization moves from less difficult to more complex, and includes 
sequenced assignments. The authors are concerned with teaching the thinking skills 
which underlie all writing, and incorporate a variety in type as well as length and 
complexity of exercises and readings. There are also numerous helpful charts and 
diagrams and an attractive two-color format-black with red headings .. 

Writing in the Liberal Arts Tradition provides examples and exercises in a range of 
Writing tasks, from research to stories and poems. In fact, chapter 7 ( 25 pages) is 
devoted to discussion of literary discourse, with sample stories and poems to 
better enable students to understand and incorporate logic, organization, and style 
in what is traditionally referred to as "imaginative writing." This text emphasizes, 
however, that reports, narratives, and evaluations also call for creative and imagi
native use of language. 

As the authors point out, the arrangement of the book calls for a sequential course 
arrangement-whether a single quarter, semester or more. However, instructor prefer
ence, course requirements, and student needs can determine the sequence most appro
priate. 

The book is divided into two parts, both reflecting Kinneavy's definition of the aims 
and modes of discourse as he developed them in Theories of Discourse. The six aims of 
writing are identified as expressing oneself, persuading, informing, explaining and 
proving, exploring, and writing poems and stories (chapters 2 through 7). Kinneavy's 
four modes of discourse are description, narration, defining and dividing, and evalua
tion (chapters 9 through 12). 

The familiar reader-writer-subject triangle provides the basic coherence for all these 
separate issues and strategies. The inside cover handily illustrates how each of the six 
aims and four modes is organized around a writer, reader, and subject-matter issue. For 
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example, if the aim is to inform, the writer issue is "factuality," the reader issue is 

"surprise value;' and the subject-matter issue is "comprehensiveness:' 
The authors effectively combine the process and product approaches by providing a 

variety of product examples (by both professional and student writers) at the beginning 

of each chapter. Through questions and exercises students are guided through the 

prereading and on to the analysis phases of reading and thinking about those sample 
writings. Then students are taken step-by-step through the subsequent phases such as 

choosing a topic, inventing things to say about it, organizing the paper, and finally 

reshaping and polishing it. 
Each separate phase of the overall process is dealt with in the individual aims and 

modes chapters with a variety of exercises and suggestions. These exercises range from 

listmaking to interviewing to identifying the (1) method of evaluation, (2) hierarchy of 

values, and (3) faculties of evaluation in a sample piece of evaluative writing. 
Especially helpful to writing teachers, as well as students, with limited training in the 

forms and formats of non-humanities disciplines are some features of chapter 5, 

"Explaining and Proving:' This chapter includes discussion of statistical reports and 

case studies with exercises on identifying population, identifying rules of interpretation, 

and methodology for statistical studies, for example. 
Drawing on their own impressive scholarly research and combined years of expe

rience at different universities, Kinneavy (University of Texas at Austin), McCleary 

(~enesee Community College in New York) and Nakadate (Iowa State University) have 

produced a unique, attractively packaged, and eminently usable writing text 

BOOK REVIEW 

Writer's Block: The Cognitive Dimension. Mike Rose. 

Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1984. 

When a Writer Can't Write. Mike Rose, Ed. 

New York: The Guildford Press, 1985. 

by 

Linda Hunter 
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These two most recent books from Mike Rose bring some new perspectives to an old 

problem. In Writer's Block Rose notes that 10% of college students report that they 
block frequently (1). We have all listened to students with this complaint (not to 

mention colleagues) who claim first hand experience with writer's block. Rose describes 

his study of the cognitive problems of ten UCLA undergraduates, five high-blockers, 

five low-blockers, including a detailed analysis of two contrasting writers. The second 

book, edited by Rose, is a collection of essays from a variety of contributors ranging 

from a developmental psychologist to an applied linguist. 

In his research for Writer's Block Rose first videotaped, then interviewed students 

about their writing process as he and a student watched the video to stimulate recall. 

He measured blocking by the passage of time with "limited productive involvement" 
with the writing task, as opposed to delay for the purposes of weighing ideas about 

the writing. His analysis focuses primarily on cognitive issues, assuming that the 
writers have the requisite writing skills that are blocked and "some degree of alertness 
or effort" (3). 

The reasons for students' blocking are not surprising: "(1) the rules by which they 
guide their composing processes are rigid, inappropriately invoked, or incorrect; (2) 

their assumptions about composing are misleading; (3) they edit too early in the 
composing process; (4) they lack appropriate planning and discourse strategies or rely 

on inflexible o.r inappropriate strategies; (5) they invoke conflicting rules, assumptions, 

plans, and strategies; and (6) they evaluate their writing with inappropriate criteria or 

criteria that are inadequately understood:' Simply reading the list suggests strategies for 
teaching to avoid that kind of serious blocking as well as to remedy the condition. 

He points out that low-blockers also use rules, but their type of rules are those that 

spark fluency and flexibility. Not so with the high blockers. The variety of inflexible, 

unproductive rules internalized from nameless texts and teachers is predictable. A high 
blocker reports rules such as, "You're not supposed to have passive verbs;" word choice 

should not be "too easy;" "if you can singsong, it's not good stylistically:' I have heard 

similar "rules" from my college freshmen who seem to have taken in general guidelines 
as clay tablet equivalents. Conflicting rules were also a problem-faced eight times more 
often by high blockers. 
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While Rose sees the adherence to inflexible rules as a cognitive matter, I suspect that 
the high blockers' reliance on the rigid rules may be a non-cognitive developmental 
problem. This stage of writing development seems to be analogous to the dualist in 
William Perry's ethical developmental stages. Perry's dualists see the world primarily in 
terms of an external locus of control, the authority. Evidence of dependence on 
authority emerges in the high blockers' absolutist assumptions about how writing 
should occur, and in negative evaluations of their work. Rose's students, too, seem to 
be unable to recognize and deal with legitimate multiplicity of opinions and values, let 
alone relativism, at this stage of development, at least in writing. This parallel between 
Perry's dualists and Rose's high blockers is worth further investigation. 

Rose's collection, When A Writer Can't Write, looks beyond the cognitive ap
proaches. He acknowledges in the preface that the problem is multi-faceted, not just 
cognitive . Contributors write about elementary students through adult writers seeking 
psychiatric help for their writer's block. They also offer a wide spectrum of approaches. 

Specialized chapters deal with second language composing and application of speaking
aloud protocol analysis. 

In a chapter on research, John Daly summarizes studies on "writing apprehension;' 
emphasizing a multi-dimensional view of writing. His self-reporting instrument 
measuring writing apprehension has been used by grade-schoolers through adults. He 
reports on studies relating writing apprehension to various other factors including 
gender, standardized tests, and self-esteem. Two of the studies most interesting to me 
involved teachers. Claypool's research on secondary teachers found a high correlation 
between the infrequency of writing assignments and high writing apprehensive teach
ers. These teachers reported making only 7 writing assignments yearly as opposed to 
19.9 by low apprehensive teachers (52). In the second study, Gere, Schuessler, and 
Abbott found that "teachers' writing apprehension was positively related to their 
concerns that students use standard English (especially among female teachers and 
teachers in higher education), and inversely related to their judgment of the importance 
of linguistic maturity or the use of a wide variety of instructional techniques in the 
teaching of composition" (53). These findings have important implications for teacher 
education. 

Chapters by Reed Larson, a developmental psychologist, and Robert Boice, an 
experimental psychologist, take different approaches to the problem. Larson examined 
high school juniors' writing research papers, finding that enjoyment of the process was 
a strong, independent predictor of grades, regardless of basic abilities and experience. 
He related their enjoyment to the tightrope between boredom and anxiety: anxiety if 
students felt the performance requirements to be beyond their abilities, boredom if 
those requirements were beneath them. Boice described his behavioral treatment of 
adults with writing apprehension focusing on self-rewarding of writing behavior. Both 
approaches surely are transferrable to classrooms. 

Perhaps the most provocative chapters come from Donald Graves and Donald 
Murray who see writing blocks as more benign than the other contributors. Graves 
examines blocking in 6-9 year olds, concluding that it may be caused by a combination 
of developmental and environmental variables. He sees writer's block as arising "out of 
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children's development as writers" (2), particularly as children change their concepts of 
what is important to them in the writing process; use of page, process and information; 
and understanding of audience. He sees writer's block as a problem to be solved as 
children grow. For instance, he describes the way children change in their use of 
information as students move from complete egocentricity and a paucity of explanation 
to a complete narrative that Graves calls a "bed-to-bed-story:' Because teachers affect 
the environment in which students solve the problems, their understanding of the 
general order of development can be significant. He also cautions against overemphasis 
of one problem at the expense of the child's strengths. 

Perhaps viewing Rose's high blockers in his earlier study through Graves' and Perry's 
developmental models can alter teaching approaches to them. If indeed their develop
mental stage corresponds to Perry's dualists, we can help students move toward more 
mature attitudes. As Graves comments, "Teachers who know how writers change can 
help (students) through the normal pangs of composing and rejoice with them when 
they reach the other side of the impasse"(18). 

Murray also describes blocking as a stage, one which writers may experience with 
each piece of writing. His title, "The Essential Delay: When Writer's Block Isn't;' points 
to his premise that writers need five elements before they can write: information, 
insight, order, awareness of need both internal and external, and voice. Murray points 
out that writing cannot be hurried. Rather than feared, delay should be recognized as 
an essential element. This piece of wisdom is one frequently neglected in school-based 
writing. As difficult as the classroom management can be, we must provide for that 
kind of healthy delay. 

Rose's second volume, _even more than the first, makes an important contribution to 
our knowledge about writing. In his closing essay, he reminds us, "More than most 
other fields, ours-because of the complexity of the phenomena it studies and because 
of its many connections with both theoretical and applied concerns - demands the 
convergence of insight and method from multiple disciplines." (252) I found this 
conclusion a healthy antidote to the narrow focus of the first book. 
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CAROL BOCK is a member of the English Department at the University of Minnesota 
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DEANNA DELMAR EVANS is a member of the English Department at Bemidji State 
University, Bemidji, Minnesota. 

DAVID GRATZ teaches English at the University of Wisconsin Center in Manitowoc, 
Wisconsin. 

DAVID HARRINGIDN is a member of the English Department at Gustavus Adolphus 
College, St. Peter, Minnesota. 

LINDA HUNTER teaches in the Academic Support Center at St. Olaf College, 
Northfield, Minnesota. 

NANCY MACKENZIE is a member of the English Department at Mankato State 
University, Mankato, Minnesota. 

JOHN SCHWIEBERT is a graduate student in English at the University of Minnesota, 
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ANNOUNCEMENTS 

1. Call for Nominations - MCTE requests nominations for a new Executive Secre
tary to begin duties with the 1987-88 school year. The secretary serves a 3 year 
term that is renewable and is paid a stipend. To nominate someone or for more 
information, contact Terry Flaherty, English Department, Mankato State Univer
sity, Mankato, MN (507-389-2570) or Sister Angela Schreiber, English Depart
ment, College of St. Catherine, St. Paul, MN (612-690-6612). 

2. MCTE Spring Convention - The annual spring convention will be held from 
April 23 to 25 at the Holiday Inn in Fargo, North Dakota. It will be a joint 
conference sponsored by The Minnesota Council of Teachers of English and the 
North Dakota Council of Teachers of English. Canadian English teachers from 
Manitoba are also being invited to participate. For more information on the 
conference sessions, please contact the coordinators listed below. 

A. College Literature ...... Douglas Leonard, Department of English 
Gustavus Adolphus College 
St . Peter, Minnesota 56082 
(507) 931-7396 

B. College Composition ... Sister Ann Redmond, Department of English 
College of St. Catherine 
St. Paul, Minnesota 55105 
(612) 690-6793 

C. Secondary Sessions . . . . Jean Vinton, English Department 
Wayzata Senior High School 
305 Vicksburg Lane 
Plymouth, Minnesota 55447 
(612) 884-8132 

D. Elementary Sessions .... Roberta Douglas Gale 
807 N.E. Broadway 
Minneapolis, Minnesota 55413 
(612) 925-4947 

3. Call for Reviewers - The Minnesota English Journal needs book reviewers. If you 
wish to review one or more books for us, please contact Richard Dillman, Editor, 
the Minnesota English Journal, English Department, St. Cloud State University, 
St. Cloud, Minnesota 56301, (612) 255-3188. Letters of inquiry with proposals 
for potential reviews are appreciated. 
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4. Awards for Best Articles - Two cash prizes of $75.00 each will be awarded for the 
two best articles of 1986-87. The awards will be presented at the annual spring 
conference. Authors should follow the standard Minnesota English Journal sub
mission rules. The MCTE publications board will serve as judges. All articles 
published in ME! will be considered eligible, although the publications board 
reserves the right not to grant an award if, in its judgement, none of the published 
articles meet the Publication Board's criteria or its standard of excellence. 

5. Yearly Calendar of Language Events - We are all aware that the notification we 
receive about events and deadlines is fragmented at best. MCTE is considering 
publishing a large, poster-size "Yearly Calendar of Events" for the Language Arts . 
If you have an event for 1987-1988 and you would like wider publicity than you 
now have, please send information to Betty Baldwin, 2038 Flanders Road , 
North St. Paul, MN 55109. 
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