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In this course we will discuss backgrounds of literary theory , and we 

will analyze a variety of critical approaches. Our objectives are to 

understand what is currently happening in literary theory and to assess 

how literary theories develop in response to and reaction against one 

another. The course presupposes extensive reading of literature and 

familiarity with literary terms. 

This was the brief course description that I wrote for English 441 / 541, 

Literary Criticism, when I first taught the course several years ago. That first 

time out, I approached the subject matter from the Great Theories perspective; 

my intent was to select the most influential literary critics, introduce my under

graduate and graduate students to these critics' theories, and present a historical 

overview of how literary criticism had developed. 

Never having taken a course in literary criticism at either the under• 

graduate or graduate level, I felt a moment or two of trepidation as I typed out my 

first English 441 / 541 course syllabus. "Will I have any idea what I'm talking 

about when I teach this course?" I asked myself. "At least," I responded, "I'll 

know more than the people who are taking this course." 

I decided to choose a textbook that would convey the seriousness of the 

subject, The Critical Tradition: Classic Texts and Contemporary Trends (1989), 

edited by David Richter. The book reminded me of the Norton anthologies I 

used to have in my survey courses as an undergraduate English major: it was, 

quite literally, a heavy book, with thousands of onionskin pages, each filled with 

essays by such notables as Plato, Aristotle, Pope, James, and Eliot. If I got 

especially courageous, I reasoned, I could move on to essays by Derrida, Barthes, 

Foucault, Kristeva, lrigiray, Spivak, and others-all too contemporary for me to 

judge with certainty whether they would some day belong to the ages. 
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I envisioned the course as a series of erudite lectures, and I arranged to 

use a formal classroom with rows of desks screwed to the floor, an imposing oak 

podium behind which I could stand, and a huge blackboard on which I could 

explicate even the most circuitous of critical positions. I made plans to wear my 

most professional attire to the first class meeting, a simple yet elegant white 

blouse, a sedate silk skirt in muted tones, a black blazer, and stylish yet practical 

black pumps. I reasoned I could dress down as the readings progressed to the 

late twentieth century. 

Next, I spelled out the course requirements: regular attendance (no 

more than four absences), participation in class discussions, completion of all 

reading assignments, and timely completion of three essay examinations. Each 

graduate student would write an additional 4 - 5 page typed paper assessing the 

usefulness of one critical approach to a work of literature he or she had selected. 

The essays in the course textbook served as the basis for the assessment. All 

course work was to be completed by the final class meeting, and no incompletes 

were to be given. 

Then I created this syllabus: 

Week 1: Critical backgrounds. Plato, Republic Book X; Aristotole, 

Poetics: Pope, "An Essay on Criticism"; de Stael, "Essay on 

Fiction" 

Week 2: Critical Backgrounds. James, "The Art of Fiction"; Eliot, 

"Tradition and the Individual Talent"; Burke, "Literature as 

Equipment for Living"; Langer, "Poetic Creation"; Sontag, 

"Against Interpretation" 

Week 3: Formalism/ New Criticism. Emphasis on Shklovsky, Richards, 

and Brooks 

Authorial Intention. Emphasis on Wimsatt and Beardsley, 

Hirsch 
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Week 4: Review for take-home exam to cover Critical Backgrounds, 

Formalism, and Authorial Intention 

Week 5: Psychological Criticism. Emphasis on Freud, Jung, Frye, Lacan, 

Bloom 

Week 6: Structuralism. Emphasis on Levi-Strauss, Genette, Todorov, 

Culler 

Post-Structuralism. Emphasis on Derrida, Foucault, Kristeva, 

Barthes, Said 

Week 7: Review for an in-class exam on Psychological Criticism, Struc

turalism, Post-Structuralism 

Week 8: Feminist Criticism. Emphasis on Woolf, Showalter, Gilbert 

and Gubar, Kolodny, McDowell, Baym, Cixous 

Week 9: Reader-response Criticism. Emphasis on Iser, Holland, Fish, 

Bleich, Flynn 

Week 10: Issue under debate-the canon. Emphasis on Leavis, 

Herrnstein Smith, Baker 

English 541 papers due 

Week 11: In-class exam on Feminist Criticism, Reader-response Criti

cism, the Canon 

The course was coming along nicely until the morning of the first class 

meeting. En route to my office from the student union, I felt the heel break off 

one of my stylish pumps. I managed to re-attach it with Super Glue, but not 

before accidentally gluing two of my fingers together. While attempting to 

unlock my office door with the unglued hand, I tipped over the cup of coffee I 

was carrying. My simple yet elegant white blouse now displayed unusual motifs 

of chestnut, ginger, and sienna. 
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Gathering my copy of The Critical Tradition and my course handouts to 

my breast, I walked gingerly down the hall to the classroom. Just as I observed 

the thirty-five docile students immobilized behind their desktops, the fire alarm 

went off. Through the classroom door we all scrambled, down the stairs and out 

into the biting winds and the yellow snow of a Minnesota March. My students 

huddled around me as more squinting teachers and students joined us on the 

sidewalks. 

I tried to figure out what to do next. Yes, I explained to my class, we 

were participating in that rite of spring, The Bomb Threat, enacted annually on 

our campus with engaging and enraging predictability. From the distance came 

the strains of "Tequila Sunrise." Just how postmodern could this get? 

My students shuffled about. One dropped his copy of The Critical 

Tradition into a puddle. Another yawned and walked away. I stamped my feet 

against the cold concrete. "How much longer do we have to stand out here in 

this damned cold?'' I wondered. "I won't even get through my lecture on the 

course requirements today, much less get to Plato's Republic. And how will I be 

able to lecture about Aristotle tomorrow? I wish we could go right to Sontag's 

"Against Interpretation." By then the local fire department had arrived. The 

bulbous chief roared into his bullhorn, "Do not go back into the building. Please 

evacuate the area immediately." That pronouncement marked the end of my 

first day of teaching literary criticism. 

Now, when I meet with my students for the first day of our literary 

criticism class each spring quarter, I recount this Bomb Threat anecdote to 

illustrate three lessons of literary criticism: first, things are not predictable; 

second, things are not always what they might seem, and finally, things can 

never make complete sense. I don't think there is one correct way to interpret 

literature, and my goal is to get students thinking about just how divergent are 

the ways in which theorists conceive of the purposes of a work of literature, the 

author's intentions, the intended audiences, the implied messages, and the 

effects of critical jargon on readers of critical theory. 
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I no longer include the sentence from my first course description that 

read, "This course presupposes extensive reading of literature and familiarity 

with literary terms," because many of the students who take the literary criti

cism course have studied literature as I first studied it, from instructors whose 

approach emphasized the text, the whole text, and nothing but the text. 

New Critics, all of us, we have learned meanings of only basic literary 

terms such as character, plot, action, and symbolism. We have had little 

experience, however, with critical debate over such concepts as the ideal reader 

or the narratee, the issue of work vs. text, the ongoing debate over questions of 

canonicity, the poststructuralist destabilization and deconstruction of meaning, 

and ultimately, the Big Question: who gets to decide what a work of literature 

really means. 

My course has evolved from a whirlwind tour of Great Moments in 

Literary Criticism to something far more open-ended and indeterminate. 

Perhaps its title should be changed to Literary Criticisms, or, Whom Do You 

Trust? My objective in offering this course has also evolved. I no longer 

emphasize the importance of The Great Tradition of Literary Criticism. 

Rather, when I come to the classroom each day, I bring along a good deal of 

humor and a touch of cynicism about the notion that any theory of literary 

criticism can account for everything that has ever been written or read. I no 

longer wear stylish pumps or carry a cup of coffee. I suppose you could say that 

getting high on haute theorie. whether on heels or on caffeine, is no longer my 

classroom style. 

On the first day of class, I set an "Inquiring minds want to know" tone 

for the class by writing these two quotations on the board: 

"To read a text as literature is not to make one's mind a 
tabula rasa and approach it without preconceptions; 
one must bring to it an implicit understanding of the 
operations of literary discourse which tells one what to 
look for." 

38 

"And behind all these questions, we would hear hardly 

anything but the stirring of an indifference: 'What 

difference does it make who is speaking?"' 

Then J explain to the students that I'm not going to tell them which critics said 

these things (can you guess?), but that I hope they will discover that information 

as we move through the course, and that I hope they will question the context, 

motives, and suppositions underlying each take on how to read and interpret 

literature. 

When I develop periodic examinations for the course, I invite students 

to select quotations from the essays that we've been discussing. Each examina

tion is comprised of the quotations that the students have chosen. Students can 

choose to work singly or collaboratively to create analyses that accomplish these 

goals: first, identify each quotation; second, paraphrase what the quotation says; 

third, analyze how each quotation reflects important aspects of a particular 

critic's theory, and finally, evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of that theory. 

When I develop a final exam for the course, I like to create one like this: 

Sonnet 116 by Shakespeare 

Let me not to the marriage of true minds 
Admit impediments: love is not love 
Which alters when it alteration finds, 
Or bends with the remover to remove. 
Oh no! it is an ever-fixed mark 
That looks on tempests and is never shaken' 
It is the star to every wandering bark, 
Whose worth's unknown although his height be taken. 
Love's not Time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks 
Within his bending sickle's compass come' 
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks, 
But bears it out even to the edge of doom. 

If this be error and upon me proved, 
I never writ, nor no man ever loved. 
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Advice to students about this exam: First, I'd suggest that you read the sonnet 

and consider the variety of critical approaches from which this poem can be 

interpreted. Then, take a careful look at the names of the critics listed below, 

and choose three author functions. 

Your mission, should you choose to accept it: Construct a three-way 

conversation or discussion or debate among the three critics you have chosen. 

Show how the three would engage in dialogue about the meaning of 

Shakespeare's poem. Your response needs to be long enough to say what you 

believe needs to be said. 

Aristotle Jacques Derrida 

T. S. Eliot Roland Barthes 

Carl Jung Annette Kolodny 

Cleanth Brooks David Bleich 

Jonathan Culler Alexander Pope 

Michel Foucault Harold Bloom 

Virginia Woolf I. A. Richards 

Wolfgang Iser Gerard Genette 

Madame de Staci Julia Kristcva 

Sigmund Freud Helene Cixous 

Northrop Frye Norman Holland 

Mikhail Bakhtin Elizabeth Flynn 

When the end of the quarter looms near, I ask students to complete self

evaluations: 

This is your own evaluation of how you have performed in English 441 / 541, 

Literary Criticism. This evaluation will be weighed heavily when you and I 

meet to determine your course grade. Therefore, it's important for you to take 

time to complete it carefully and thoroughly before the two of us get together to 

talk about your course grade: 

• The course requirements included regular participation. How 

did you participate? 
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• The course requirements included the completion of two 

examinations. How would you evaluate your performance on 

the first exam? How are you preparing for the second exam? 

• For 541 students: the course requirements included one 

analytical paper. What is the topic of your paper? How would 

you assess your progress on it? What challenges have come up 

as you've worked on it? 

• Generally speaking, what would you say that you've learned 

about yourself as a writer and critic as the result of taking this 

course? 

• Wh~t course grade would you give yourself? Why? 

• Are there additional factors that have entered into your 

performance in this course? If so, what are they? How have 

they influenced your performance? 

• Any other comments you'd like to make will be accepted in 

the spirit in which they are offered. 

My plans for future Literary Criticism courses are still evolving. Re

cently, our department decided that the subject would be better taught as two 

separate courses, one for graduate students, the other for undergraduate students. 

This directive for separation of the conjoined literary criticism students will be 

implemented over the coming years. However this delicate procedure turns out, 

I suspect that it might be time for me to bring an element of performance art into 

the course when I teach it next. Just now I'm considering guest appearances by 

various critics--past and present-who could be inveigled into a virtual Karaoke 

experience. 
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