how to read literature like a
professor by thomas foster

how to read literature like a professor by thomas foster offers a
transformative approach to understanding literature, moving beyond
superficial plot summaries to reveal the deeper meanings and intricate
patterns that shape our reading experiences. This comprehensive guide delves
into the core principles outlined by Thomas C. Foster in his acclaimed book,
empowering readers to unlock the richness of literary works. We will explore
the essential tools and techniques that enable a more profound engagement
with novels, poems, and plays, transforming how you perceive narratives and
characters. From understanding symbolism and archetypes to recognizing
intertextuality and the significance of geography, this article will equip
you with the knowledge to read literature with the insight and discernment of
a seasoned academic.
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Understanding the Professor's Perspective on
Literature

Reading literature like a professor, as articulated by Thomas Foster, is not
about pedantry or overly academic jargon, but rather about developing a
critical and analytical mindset. It involves looking beyond the immediate
story to understand the underlying structures, cultural contexts, and
authorial intentions that imbue a text with its power and meaning. This
approach encourages readers to ask "why" and "how" questions, probing the
choices authors make and the effects those choices have on the reader's
experience.

A professor’s perspective recognizes that literature is rarely just a simple



narrative. Instead, it is a complex tapestry woven with layers of meaning,
allusion, and cultural significance. This involves an awareness of literary
history, common tropes, and the psychological underpinnings of human
experience that authors often tap into. By adopting this perspective, readers
can elevate their understanding from passive consumption to active
intellectual engagement, uncovering the subtle nuances that make literary
works enduring and impactful.

The core of this perspective lies in the belief that every element within a
literary work, from a single word choice to the overarching plot, serves a
purpose. It’s about recognizing that authors make deliberate decisions to
evoke specific emotions, convey particular ideas, or create particular
effects. To read like a professor is to become a literary detective, piecing
together clues to construct a richer and more comprehensive interpretation of
the text.

The Professor's Toolkit: Key Concepts for
Deeper Reading

Thomas Foster equips aspiring literary scholars with a robust toolkit of
concepts essential for profound analysis. These tools are not merely academic
exercises but practical methods for unlocking the hidden dimensions of any
literary work. Understanding these concepts allows readers to move beyond a
surface-level appreciation and engage with literature on a more intellectual
and insightful level.

The Power of Allusion and Intertextuality

One of the most significant tools in the professor's arsenal is the
understanding of allusion and intertextuality. Allusions are references to
other works of literature, history, mythology, or popular culture that enrich
the text and add layers of meaning. Intertextuality, a broader concept,
recognizes that all texts are in dialogue with other texts, borrowing,
transforming, and responding to existing literary traditions. A professor
will actively seek out and analyze these connections, understanding how they
shape the current work's themes and messages.

Recognizing Symbolism and Allegory

Symbols are objects, people, or events that represent something beyond their
literal meaning. Professors are adept at identifying recurring symbols and
understanding their potential connotations within the context of the work and
broader cultural understanding. Allegory, where characters and events
represent abstract ideas or moral qualities, is another key area of focus,
revealing deeper moral or philosophical arguments embedded within the
narrative.

Understanding Character Archetypes

The professor’s approach involves recognizing common character archetypes -
recurring character types such as the hero, the mentor, the trickster, or the



shadow. By identifying these archetypes, readers can gain insight into the
psychological and symbolic roles characters play within the narrative,
understanding their motivations and their impact on the story's development.

The Significance of Irony and Tone

Irony, in its various forms (verbal, situational, dramatic), is a crucial
element that professors meticulously analyze. It involves a discrepancy
between expectation and reality, often used for humorous, critical, or
dramatic effect. The author's tone, the attitude conveyed towards the subject
matter and audience, is also a vital clue in understanding the author's
intent and the overall message of the work.

Decoding Symbolism and Archetypes: The
Professor's Eye

To read literature like a professor is to possess a keen eye for symbolism
and archetypes, recognizing that these elements are not arbitrary but serve
deliberate purposes in constructing meaning. Foster emphasizes that literary
works are often rich with symbolic language, where objects, actions, or even
colors can represent abstract concepts or deeper truths. Understanding these
symbolic layers is key to unlocking the author's intended message.

The Multifaceted Nature of Symbols

Symbols in literature can be universally recognized, like a dove representing
peace, or they can be specific to the particular work and its context. A
professor will consider both the common connotations of a symbol and how it
functions uniquely within the narrative. For instance, a journey can
symbolize personal growth, a quest for knowledge, or even a descent into
madness, depending on the specific details of the literary context.

Foster highlights that writers often employ recurring symbols to create
thematic coherence and deepen the reader's understanding. Identifying these
patterns allows readers to see how the author is building a complex argument
or exploring a particular idea from multiple angles. It's about looking for
what is said through what is shown, and often what is shown carries a greater
symbolic weight.

Archetypes: The Universal Patterns of Storytelling

Archetypes, as described by Carl Jung and applied to literature, are
primordial images and patterns that resonate across cultures and time. These
are the fundamental character types and plot structures that humans
instinctively recognize. Recognizing archetypes, such as the hero’s journey,
the wise old man, or the temptress, allows readers to tap into a deeper,
collective understanding of the story being told.

For a professor, identifying an archetype is not about pigeonholing
characters but about understanding their functional role within the



narrative. A character might embody aspects of multiple archetypes, or
subvert traditional archetypal roles, all of which are significant
interpretive points. The archetype provides a framework for understanding
character motivations and thematic development, offering a lens through which
to view the universal human experiences depicted in literature.

Intertextuality: How Literature Speaks to
Itself

A fundamental tenet of reading literature like a professor is the
understanding of intertextuality - the intricate web of connections that
exists between literary works. Foster argues that no text exists in a vacuum;
rather, every piece of literature is in conversation with the texts that came
before it, and often, with the texts that are contemporary to it. This
interconnectedness enriches meaning and provides a deeper context for
interpretation.

Tracing Literary Lineages

Intertextuality manifests in various forms, including direct quotation,
allusion, parody, and pastiche. Professors are trained to identify these
connections and trace literary lineages, understanding how authors engage
with, respond to, or even challenge established literary traditions. For
example, recognizing that a modern novel is an homage to or a critique of a
classic work immediately adds a significant layer of understanding to the
contemporary text.

This involves recognizing how authors borrow themes, character archetypes,
plot structures, or even specific stylistic elements from earlier works. By
understanding these borrowings, readers can appreciate the author's creative
choices and the implicit commentary they are making on the source material.
It’s like recognizing a shared vocabulary or a recurring motif across a body
of work, revealing a deeper artistic dialogue.

The Impact of Allusions on Meaning

Allusions, a common form of intertextuality, are brief, indirect references
to persons, places, things, or ideas of historical, political, or literary
significance. When an author alludes to Shakespeare, the Bible, or a Greek
myth, they are inviting the reader to bring their existing knowledge of those
sources to bear on the current text. This can add thematic depth, ironic
contrast, or symbolic resonance.

A professor’s skill lies in discerning the purpose and effect of these
allusions. Are they used to elevate the subject matter, to create a sense of
irony, or to draw parallels between the contemporary characters and
historical figures? The specific context in which an allusion appears 1is
crucial for its accurate interpretation. By mastering the art of intertextual
analysis, readers can unlock a richer and more nuanced understanding of
literary works.



The Significance of Setting and Geography in
Literary Analysis

Foster places a significant emphasis on the importance of setting and
geography in literary analysis, arguing that a character’s environment is
never merely a backdrop but an active force that shapes narrative, character
development, and thematic resonance. To read like a professor is to recognize
that the “where” of a story is as crucial as the “who” and the “what.”

Geography as More Than Just a Map

Geography in literature can be understood in a literal sense, referring to
specific physical locations, but more importantly, it operates on a symbolic
and psychological level. The landscape, climate, and even the political or
social geography of a region can reflect the internal state of characters,
the prevailing themes of the work, or the author’s commentary on societal
structures. A desolate wasteland might symbolize despair, while a lush garden
could represent fertility and hope.

Professors analyze how settings influence character motivations and actions.
A character trapped in a confined space might exhibit claustrophobia or a
desperate desire for freedom, while a character who thrives in an expansive
wilderness might embody independence and self-reliance. The interaction
between character and environment is a fertile ground for interpretation.

The Symbolic Weight of Places

Certain locations carry inherent symbolic weight within literary traditions.
Mountains can symbolize challenges or spiritual ascent, rivers can represent
the flow of time or the Jjourney of life, and cities can symbolize
civilization, corruption, or anonymity. Recognizing these established
symbolic associations, and then observing how an author utilizes or subverts
them, is a hallmark of sophisticated literary analysis.

Furthermore, the economic and social geography of a place - its class
structures, political climate, or cultural norms - significantly impacts the
characters and the plot. Understanding the historical context of a setting,
such as industrial London or rural America, can unlock deeper layers of
meaning related to social commentary, historical events, and the human
condition.

Character as a Mirror: The Professor's Approach
to Characterization

A professor’s approach to characterization goes far beyond simply identifying
protagonists and antagonists. It involves a deep dive into the complexities
of human nature as depicted by the author, recognizing that characters often
serve as mirrors reflecting broader societal issues, psychological truths, or
thematic concerns. Foster encourages readers to view characters not just as
fictional beings, but as carefully constructed representations.



Unpacking Character Motivation and Psychology

Understanding why characters act the way they do is central to literary
analysis. Professors analyze character motivations, exploring the internal
conflicts, desires, fears, and past experiences that drive their actions.
This often involves delving into the psychological nuances of characters,
recognizing that their behavior may not always be rational or
straightforward.

The concept of the “unreliable narrator” is a prime example of how professors
dissect character. When a narrator’s perspective is biased, flawed, or
deliberately deceptive, the reader must constantly question the information
presented, inferring truths that lie beneath the surface of the narrative.
This critical engagement with the narrator’s psyche is a sophisticated
reading strategy.

Character Arcs and Transformation

A significant aspect of character analysis is the study of character arcs -
the transformation a character undergoes throughout the course of a story.
Whether a character experiences growth, decline, or remains static, this
development is usually tied to the central themes of the work. Professors
look for the catalyst for change, the stages of transformation, and the
ultimate outcome of the character’s Jjourney.

Examining a character’s relationships with others also provides crucial
insights. How a character interacts with friends, family, enemies, or even
inanimate objects can reveal their core values, their insecurities, and their
place within the social fabric of the narrative. These relational dynamics
are often key to unlocking the deeper meaning of their existence within the
story.

Themes and Motifs: Uncovering the Undercurrents

Reading literature like a professor involves the crucial skill of identifying
and analyzing themes and motifs. These are the underlying currents that give
a literary work its depth and enduring significance. Themes are the central
ideas or messages that the author explores, while motifs are recurring
elements - images, symbols, or ideas — that contribute to the development of
these themes.

Identifying the Central Themes

Themes are rarely stated explicitly; instead, they emerge from the interplay
of plot, character, setting, and symbolism. Professors are adept at
discerning these overarching concepts, such as love, loss, Jjustice, betrayal,
or the human struggle against nature. The process involves looking for
patterns in the narrative and considering what universal truths or questions
the story seems to be grappling with.

A key aspect of theme analysis is understanding how the author presents
different facets of a particular theme. For example, a theme of “freedom”



might be explored through different characters’ desires, their struggles
against oppression, and the consequences of their pursuit of liberty. The
complexity of these explorations often reveals the author’s nuanced
perspective.

The Role of Motifs in Reinforcing Themes

Motifs act as the building blocks for themes. A recurring image of a wilting
flower might, for instance, reinforce a theme of decay or lost youth. By
consistently reappearing, these motifs draw the reader’s attention to
specific aspects of the narrative, gradually building towards a more
comprehensive understanding of the work’s central ideas. Recognizing these
recurring patterns is essential for a complete analysis.

Professors also consider how motifs can be varied or subverted throughout a
text, creating subtle shifts in meaning or highlighting evolving thematic
concerns. The repetition of a motif, along with its variations, offers a rich
source of interpretive material, allowing readers to understand the intricate
ways in which authors craft their messages and engage their audiences on a
deeper intellectual and emotional level.

The Professor's Approach to Poetry: Beyond the
Surface

The principles of reading literature like a professor extend robustly to the
realm of poetry, where the concise and evocative nature of language demands
an even more meticulous approach. Foster's methodologies are invaluable for
unraveling the layers of meaning, sound, and structure that characterize
poetic expression. Poetry, in this view, is not just about pretty words, but
about carefully crafted linguistic structures designed to evoke specific
emotional and intellectual responses.

Analyzing Poetic Structure and Form

Professors pay close attention to the formal elements of poetry,
understanding that form is intrinsically linked to content. This includes
analyzing rhyme scheme, meter, stanza structure, and the use of enjambment or
caesura. These structural choices are not arbitrary; they shape the rhythm,
pace, and overall impact of the poem, contributing significantly to its
meaning and emotional resonance.

For instance, the rigidity of a sonnet’s structure might contrast with the
emotional turbulence it describes, creating a powerful tension. Similarly,
the use of free verse might reflect a sense of liberation or chaos, depending
on the poem’s context. Understanding these formal constraints and freedoms
allows for a more profound appreciation of the poet’s artistry.

Deconstructing Imagery and Figurative Language

Imagery, the use of vivid and descriptive language that appeals to the



senses, 1s paramount in poetry. Professors analyze the specific images
created, considering their connotations, their relationships to other images
within the poem, and the overall sensory experience they evoke. Figurative
language, such as metaphors, similes, personification, and hyperbole, is
equally important.

These figures of speech are not mere decorative devices; they are tools that
poets use to create new associations, express complex ideas succinctly, and
challenge conventional ways of seeing the world. A professor will investigate
how these linguistic devices contribute to the poem's themes, its emotional
impact, and its overall aesthetic effect, revealing the intricate artistry at

play.

Conclusion: Embracing the Professor's Way of
Reading

Embracing the principles of reading literature like a professor, as
illuminated by Thomas Foster, transforms the act of reading from a passive
pastime into an active, intellectually stimulating pursuit. This methodology
equips individuals with the analytical tools necessary to engage deeply with
texts, uncovering the intricate layers of meaning, symbolism, and cultural
context that authors embed within their works.

By understanding concepts such as intertextuality, archetypes, the
significance of setting, character development, and the nuanced analysis of
themes and motifs, readers can unlock a richer and more profound appreciation
for literature. Whether delving into a classic novel or a contemporary poem,
the professor’s approach fosters a critical mindset that encourages
questioning, exploration, and the continuous discovery of new insights.

This way of reading encourages a lifelong engagement with the literary world,
fostering a deeper understanding not only of the texts themselves but also of
the human experience they so often reflect and refract. It is a journey of
continuous learning and intellectual growth, where each book becomes an
opportunity to expand one’s perspective and engage with the complexities of
art and life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary purpose of 'How to Read
Literature Like a Professor' by Thomas C. Foster?

The primary purpose of the book is to equip readers with tools and concepts
to deepen their understanding and appreciation of literature, moving beyond

surface-level reading to recognize recurring patterns, symbols, and
archetypes.

What does Foster mean by 'Every work of literature



refers back to something else'?

Foster emphasizes that literature is in constant conversation with other
literary works, historical events, myths, and cultural references.
Recognizing these interconnections (intertextuality) unlocks deeper layers of
meaning.

According to Foster, why is it important to
understand the 'quest' narrative archetype?

Foster highlights the 'quest' as a fundamental narrative pattern in
literature. Understanding its stages (the quester, the destination, the
stated reason, the trials, and the actual purpose) helps readers identify and
analyze many stories, from ancient myths to modern novels.

How does Foster explain the significance of weather
in literature?

Foster argues that weather is rarely just background. It often symbolizes a
character's emotional state, foreshadows events, creates mood, or reflects
deeper themes within the narrative. It's a powerful literary device.

What is Foster's advice on interpreting symbols in
literature?

Foster advises readers to be cautious and look for context. While symbols can
be rich, they are not arbitrary. He suggests considering the author's
potential intent and the repeated use of an object or image within the work
to determine its symbolic meaning.

What is the 'myth' that Foster discusses in relation
to literature?

Foster explains that myths, including archetypes (universal patterns of human
behavior and character) and common plot structures, are deeply ingrained in
our collective consciousness and frequently appear in literature, providing a
framework for understanding human experience.

How does Foster suggest readers approach 'irony' in
literature?

Foster encourages readers to be attentive to the possibility of irony, which
involves a contrast between expectation and reality. He outlines different
types of irony (verbal, situational, dramatic) and stresses that recognizing
irony is crucial for grasping the author's nuanced message.

What is Foster's core message about the reader's role
in interpreting literature?

Foster's core message is that the reader is an active participant in creating
meaning. By learning to identify literary devices, patterns, and references,
readers can engage more thoughtfully and uncover the complex layers of a
text, rather than passively consuming it.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to How to Read Literature Like a Professor,
each beginning with and using only italics for the title itself:

1. Irony's Edge: Understanding the Nuances of Literary Tone

This book delves into the multifaceted nature of irony in literature,
exploring how authors use it to create humor, critigque society, and evoke
complex emotions. It would guide readers beyond simple definitions to
recognize subtle forms of dramatic, verbal, and situational irony, enhancing
their understanding of authorial intent and character development. By
analyzing a range of texts, it illuminates how irony shapes meaning and
challenges reader expectations, much like Foster's approach to uncovering
deeper literary layers.

2. Symbolism's Language: Deciphering the Hidden Meanings in Stories

This title focuses on the art of interpreting symbols, moving from common
archetypes to more specific cultural and literary associations. It would
provide readers with a framework for identifying recurring motifs and
understanding how they contribute to a story's thematic depth. The book would
likely offer practical methods for unlocking symbolic significance,
empowering readers to see beyond the literal narrative and engage with the
richer, allegorical dimensions of literature.

3. Mythos & Meaning: Connecting Stories Across Time and Culture

This book would explore the pervasive influence of mythology on literature,
examining how ancient stories and archetypes continue to resonate in
contemporary works. It would guide readers in recognizing these mythological
patterns, such as the hero's journey or the trickster figure, and
understanding their universal significance. By drawing connections across
diverse texts, it would demonstrate how understanding myth enhances one's
ability to interpret literature as a reflection of enduring human experiences
and concerns.

4. Setting's Soul: The Power of Place in Literary Narrative

This title would investigate how setting transcends mere backdrop, becoming
an active participant in shaping plot, character, and theme. It would offer
insights into how authors use geographical locations, historical periods, and
even the weather to evoke mood, symbolize internal states, and drive
narrative conflict. Readers would learn to appreciate the intricate ways in
which setting contributes to the overall meaning and emotional impact of a
literary work.

5. Character's Crucible: Forging Identity Through Literary Trials

This book would explore the development of characters, focusing on how
authors use adversity and internal struggles to reveal their true nature and
motivations. It would guide readers in analyzing the forces that shape
characters, whether internal conflicts, societal pressures, or the influence
of other figures. By examining how characters are tested and transformed,
readers would gain a deeper appreciation for the psychological complexity and
thematic relevance of literary protagonists and antagonists.

6. The Art of Allusion: Weaving a Tapestry of Literary References

This title would illuminate the practice of allusion, explaining how authors
incorporate references to other literary works, historical events, or
cultural touchstones. It would equip readers with the skills to identify
these allusions and understand their function in adding layers of meaning,
irony, or context to a text. The book would showcase how recognizing these
intertextual connections enriches the reading experience and reveals the



author's dialogue with tradition.

7. Theme's Tapestry: Unraveling the Threads of Literary Meaning

This book would focus on the identification and analysis of literary themes,
providing strategies for uncovering the underlying messages and ideas that an
author explores. It would guide readers in recognizing recurring motifs and
concepts that contribute to the overall thematic structure of a narrative. By
demonstrating how themes are developed through plot, character, and imagery,
it would empower readers to engage with literature on a deeper, more
intellectually stimulating level.

8. Narrative's Lens: Perspective and Point of View in Storytelling

This title would delve into the crucial role of narrative perspective in
shaping how readers understand and interpret a story. It would explore
different points of view, from first-person intimacy to omniscient
detachment, and how each affects our perception of characters and events.
Readers would learn how the "lens" through which a story is told influences
bias, reliability, and the overall meaning conveyed, offering a critical tool
for literary analysis.

9. Figurative Language's Flight: Mastering Metaphor and Meaning

This book would offer a comprehensive guide to understanding and appreciating
figurative language, focusing on metaphors, similes, and other rhetorical
devices. It would explain how these techniques go beyond mere decoration to
convey complex ideas, evoke emotions, and create vivid imagery. Readers would
learn to actively seek out and interpret figurative language, unlocking its
power to enrich their comprehension and enjoyment of literature.
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