Kate Chopin, Selected Works and Mary Wilkins Freeman, “A New England Nun”:

We are turning our attention to American literature written between 1865 and 1914 or so (the start of WWI). Most of the literature of this time could be classified as “realism”—or an offshoot of realism. For now, think of realism as writing that tries to show the world as it really is. Realists saw themselves as almost photographers. They were also concerned with ordinary, everyday people, everyday situations, and realistic settings.

The two pieces you are reading for tomorrow are specifically “regionalist” stories (again, we’ll talk about this label in class). Read the introductions to each writer to get some important background information that should help you understand their writings. You should know that the regionalists were also concerned with representing everyday people, but from distinct regions of the United States. This literature was extremely popular for a number of reasons. Think, though, about the damage done by the Civil War to the nation’s psyche. Why might these kinds of stories (of quaint villages and people) be attractive to readers in the aftermath of the War?

Now for some specifics: 

For both of these stories: What ties them together? How are they concerned with topics not usually treated in literature? What value do they find in ordinary women’s lives? Why does each author include dialect in her story? How does each writer give readers a taste of her region?

Chopin: “At the Cadian Ball,” “The Storm,” “Desiree’s Baby”

· Gender/Sexuality: What about Chopin’s treatment of these issues surprises you (if anything?)

· Land/Nature/Region: How does the land, the region, even the weather seem to play a role in each of these stories?

· Race/Class: Especially with “Desiree’s Baby,” but in considering the other stories as well, what does Chopin seem to be saying about race and about hierarchies in general?

· Symbolism: Pay attention to how Chopin plays with colors (light and dark, black and white) in each story. What is she up to here?

Freeman: “A New England Nun”

· Louisa: Describe her daily life and routines. What gives her pleasure in life? 

· Joe Daggett: Describe his character. What are some signs he is out-of-place in Louisa’s life?

· Caesar: You could have a lot of fun trying to figure out what Caesar is supposed to represent. What do you make of this chained dog that Louisa has—and her fears about what will happen if he is ever freed?

· Louisa as a nun: The last sentence refers to Louisa as an “uncloistered nun.” How is that true? How is her life nun-like (beyond her chastity, which is one obvious answer)? 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, “The Yellow Wallpaper”:

“The Yellow Wallpaper” is a great story. If you have time, read it twice, just to try to pick up on the various clues Gilman gives you as you try to figure out what is going on with our narrator.

Some more specific things to read for:

· The narrator’s relationship with John. How would you describe the way he treats her? The way she feels about his treatment? And why is it significant that he is both her doctor and her husband? How does her attitude toward him change as the story moves on?

· Her “treatment”: What seems to be wrong with the narrator? What treatment is John prescribing? How does the narrator feel about these decisions? If she could make the decisions about her treatment/cure, what would she do?

· Setting, especially the narrator’s room: Pay special attention to the descriptions of the narrator’s bedroom. What is unusual about it and the furniture in it? If you had to guess who previously lived in or used that room, what would you guess?

· The wallpaper: Pay attention the narrator’s various descriptions of the paper. (She describes it in great detail in at least three different passages. How does her attitude toward it change? What does she think she sees trapped behind that paper? And why is this significant?

· Finally: Who is Jane? (Referred to in the last couple of paragraphs.) Hint: she’s not the housekeeper, the nanny, or the narrator’s sister.

Jack London, “To Build a Fire”:

· This story is a great example of naturalism. If you don’t remember what that is, check the notes from earlier in the week. What elements of naturalism can you see in this story?

· Take a look at the opening paragraphs of the story. What is their effect on you as a reader? What impression of the landscape emerges here? How does the description London gives us set us up for the introduction of the man and what will eventually happen to him?

· The man: Why doesn’t he have a name? Why is his lack of imagination such an important flaw? What else does he do that dooms him? And what is out of his hands? How much control is London saying we have over what happens to us?

· The dog: What is the dog’s role in this story? What is his relationship to the man? How is the dog, guided by instinct, in a better position than the man? What does the dog do in the end, and why does that matter? 

Robert Frost, Selected Poems:

So we are getting ready to get into some serious Modernist literature, starting with Robert Frost. Frost actually serves as good transitional figure between late 19th-century poetry (realism, naturalism) and Modernism. That is, we can see lots of traditional things about his poems and lots of very Modernist ideas. As you read the poems, though, look for areas where Frost does seem quite old-fashioned and traditional and ways that he seems to be doing and saying something new. 

Specific poems: 

· “Mending Wall”: Two important lines here, both of them repeated twice—“ Something there is that doesn’t love a wall” and “Good fences make good neighbors.” Try to understand each line. They are, in fact, opposite statements, right? What is the “something” that doesn’t like a wall? And what do you think our narrator thinks of his neighbor’s assertion that “good fences make good neighbors?” 

·  “The Road Not Taken”: About this poem, Frost warned readers, “You have to be careful of that one; it’s a very tricky poem, very tricky.” So true! This might be one of the most misinterpreted poems in the English language! Read it carefully, folks. So much depends on those last lines. Ask yourself if there really *is* a less traveled road? Doesn’t Frost argue earlier that they are basically identical roads? If that’s the case, then what do those last lines mean? Why does he imagine sighing one day when he talks about this choice? (In other words, PLEASE do not write a paper explaining how this is a poem celebrating taking the less popular path in life and being a non-conformist. That’s not what’s going on here).

· “Design”: This poem is a sonnet—a very traditional form. Basically, the first eight lines set up the scene and the last six ask questions about it. What does the narrator conclude about “Design” that disturbs him so much? 

T.S. Eliot, “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”: 

· In general, this poem and the ones by Pound and Williams are a good introduction to the complexities of modernist poetry. Take a look at the notes I’ve posted about modernist literature and see if you can relate them to the poems. 

· Think about this poem’s tone and images. How are these different kinds of poetic images?

· Look at the first few sections and the images that emerge. Pay attention to colors and sounds.

· Think about what kind of person Prufrock is (age, description, personality). How is he an atypical (unusual) character to base a poem on?

· Why is this called a “love song?”
Ezra Pound, “In a Station of the Metro,” “The River-Merchant’s Wife: A Letter”: 

· “In a Station of the Metro”: This is an imagist poem—entirely concerned with image alone. Think about how the images Pound has created here. How does it work? How is it modern? Think about how many words you would need to paraphrase what Pound is saying here and what that reveals about the power of his simple words.
· “The River-Merchant’s Wife: A Letter”: This is a poem Pound “translated” (but not in a traditional sense) from a Chinese poet. Why might Pound be interested in this kind of a poem? How is it modern?
William Carlos Williams, “The Red Wheelbarrow” and “This is Just to Say”:
·  “The Red Wheelbarrow” and “This is Just to Say”: These poems are very short—deceptively short, perhaps. “The Red Wheelbarrow” might just be the most famous (infamous?) American poem of the twentieth century. Think about why. What’s going on in this poem, if anything? Why is the first line, “So much depends”, so important? Think about line breaks, images, and overall purpose. For “This is Just to Say,” again, think about the shortness of the poem, along with the line breaks, the images, and the purpose. Is the speaker apologizing? Also realize that this is a very funny poem. How do both of these poems take ordinary, everyday slices of life and make them poetic?

Langston Hughes, Selected Poems:

· Hughes in general: I’ve posted some helpful biographical notes on the class website. In general, think about the look and sound of his poems. Read them out loud to yourself, if you have to. What’s different about them? What is Hughes trying to do by writing this way? Hughes’ poems might seem quite simple on the surface, but dig a little deeper and you will see that he’s doing interesting and new things (at least for his time) in them. You also might think about connecting Hughes to a poet like Walt Whitman. 

· “Mother to Son”: Again, read this one out loud--or at least pay attention to the use of dialect. Why does Hughes portray his speaker’s voice this way? (Think about what he’s saying poetry can look like/sound like/be about.) And why is it important that this is a mother speaking to her son? 

· “I, Too”: You can draw some smart connections to Walt Whitman here, I think. What does it mean to “sing America,” and why does the poet want you to realize he does it, too? Even just thinking about the title is useful here. 

· “Song for a Dark Girl”: How does Hughes combine forms in this poem (“way down South” comes from the classic song “Dixie”—a celebration of the South)? How does the body of the lynched man figure into this poem? What about the title? Can you see any Christian symbolism in the poem? 

Countee Cullen, Selected Poems:

· Cullen in general: Again, I’ve put some short notes online that you might take a look at—or you can just stick to the editor’s introduction. Think about how he wanted to be seen first and foremost as a poet (not a “black poet”). How does he manage that (or does he?) in this poem? 

· “Yet Do I Marvel”: This poem is a sonnet—a very old-fashioned and respected form of poetry. Why is that significant? Why does Cullen use the mythological references in the beginning of his poem? What is the function of the first ten lines of this poem? An easy answer is that they explain what he does not marvel about. So what does he marvel about, and why? 

· “Incident”: Think about how the tone of this poem changes after line 8. Why does this incident stick with the speaker for so long? Why does this poem resonate with readers so well even 75 years later? 
Tennessee Williams: A Streetcar Named Desire:
· Blanche: As your introduction explains, Williams originally intended to focus more on Stanley than Blanche, but in the end, she really is the focus of the play. Of Blanche, Williams said, “She was a demonic creature; the size of her feeling was too great for her to contain.” What do you make of this idea?

· Desire as a theme. Consider what Blanche says about desire being the opposite of death. How does that explain her actions in the play (and the actions of others)?

· Blanche and Stella: What kind of world did they come from? Why is Blanche so disappointed with Stella’s life? What does their old house, Belle Reve, symbolize?

· Stella and Stanley: Describe their relationship. Why do they stay together? 

· Stanley and Blanche: In the end, Stanley tells Blanche, “We’ve had this date with each other from the beginning.” What does he mean there? Why are they so aggressive towards each other? 

· Lighting: how does Williams use lighting as theme? Also consider the bare light-bulb versus the paper lantern. Think about how Blanche doesn’t like to go out with Mitch during the day.

· Music: The music in this play is almost like another character. Consider the role of the waltz that haunts Blanche, the music from the piano bar, etc.

· Setting: What difference does it make that this play is set in New Orleans?

· The ending: What happens in the end? How does this ending comment on the greater theme of reality versus romance? 

Gwendolyn Brooks, “kitchenette building,” “the mother,” “We Real Cool”:

· Brooks in general: Pay attention to her style—even her use of line breaks and capitalization. Think about how these are political/socially-minded poems.

· “kitchenette building”: Pay attention to the words in quotation marks. What (according to the people in the poem) is the difference between a word like “dream” and a word like “rent”?  Does this poem relate to other works we’ve read about hopes and dreams?

· “the mother”: Certainly this is poem that jumps right into what continues to be a controversial subject in America. How does Brooks treat this subject? Describe her speaker. Compare the idea of “mother” in this work to other works we’ve read.

· “We Real Cool”: Read this poem several times. Pay attention to line breaks and repetition. How does the tone shift at the very end? How is Brooks interrogating the concept of “cool” in this poem? How is this a political poem—that is, a poem that offers a criticism of a problem in society?
William Faulkner, “A Rose for Emily”:

· The narrative voice: Who is telling this story? Do you imagine one voice or many voices? In what setting/context do you imagine this story is being told? Why does Faulkner use this narrative voice?
Chronology: A big part of why this story is so powerful is that it is not told in chronological order. We learn of Miss Emily’s death first, for instance, and we learn about the smell long before we figure out what had caused it. Why does Faulkner do this? 

· The theme of the past: Miss Emily certainly represents “The Old South.” How do we know this? How does the town’s reaction to her circumstances reflect their conflicted and changing attitude towards the Old South? 

· Emily’s power/authority: How does Emily get away with so much? Consider when she refuses to pay taxes, when no one will confront her about the smell, or when she refuses to say what she needs the rat poison for. Why doesn’t anyone ever really stand up to her? What might Faulkner be saying here about how a woman like Miss Emily can exercise power? 

· Emily’s actions: Why does Emily do what she does after her father dies (refusing to admit he’s dead)? How does it connect to the discovery in the locked bedroom at the end? Consider this passage from page 2220: “…we knew that with nothing left, she would have to cling to that which had robbed her, as people will.” 

· The “negro servant”: He might seem like a minor character, especially since we know so little about him. But that is part of what makes him so interesting. What is his role in the story? Why is he important? 

Flannery O’Connor, “Good Country People”:

· This is certainly a strange story and gives us a great example of what makes Flannery O’Connor such a memorable and famous writer. You might find yourself wondering just who you are supposed to sympathize with or relate to in this story—if anyone. Why does O’Connor create these kinds of characters? It might help to know that she once wrote, “For the almost-blind you draw large and startling figures”—that is, as one critic writes, “she wanted to shock the reader into recognizing the distortions of modern life that we have come to consider natural.” 

· O’Connor also once said, “Extreme situations best reveal what we are essentially.” Does that apply to this story? 

· O’Connor was a devout Christian (a Catholic) her whole life, but her writings often show the darker side of humanity, especially of self-righteous people who are rather ugly on the inside (and sometimes the outside, too). How do we reconcile these ideas? One critic has written that in her stories, O’Connor seems “happily on the side of the Devil.” Does this seem true? 

· Consider the way Mrs. Hopewell thinks and speaks in clichés. She says, for instance, “It takes all kinds of people to make the world go round,” but does she really believe that? What happens when you speak this way? 

· Compare and contrast Mrs. Hopewell and her daughter. Joy/Hulga would like to think that she and her mother are very different people, but are they really? 

· What does the title mean? Why does the phrase “good country people” come up so often and how does O’Connor interrogate its meaning? 

· Another trait of an O’Connor story is its humor, and this story is no exception. Yet stop and think what you are laughing at and how that makes you feel. Are you uncomfortable with this kind of humor—even as you laugh at it—and why is that important? 

· Think about the dominant symbols in this story and how they work: Joy/Hulga’s leg, Pointer’s suitcase and Bibles. 

· Think about the characters’ names: Hopewell, Freeman, Joy/Hulga, Manley Pointer (!). 

Maxine Hong Kingston, “No Name Woman”:

· This is our first (and only) encounter with Chinese-American literature. What about this text seems distinctly Chinese? Consider how Kingston’s voice is different from—and similar to—other voices we’ve read. 

· Mother/daughter connections and storytelling: what does the narrator’s mother tell her this story?

· Why does the ghost of her aunt haunt the narrator?

· Why is the title so important? 
Elizabeth Bishop, “One Art”: 

· Form: This poem is a villanelle, a traditional and challenging form to use. You might read this entry from Wikipedia if you want to know more about villanelles. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Villanelle Basically, it is a form that demands a lot of control from a writer. Why does Bishop use this form in a poem about mastering loss? 

· What words does Bishop repeat? What is the effect of those repetitions?

· How does this poem build up towards its last verse and the parenthetical demand to “Write it!”? Again, what does this show us about attempting to control loss?

· Other poets (including Rich and Plath) criticized Bishop for not being personal enough in her poems. How might you defend her against this charged based on what you read in a poem like “One Art”?

Allen Ginsburg, “A Supermarket in California”:

Ginsberg is a Beat poet. We’ll talk about what this means in class, but if you want to know more before than, in addition to reading the introduction to Ginsberg in your book, you can also do some reading online. The Wikipedia entry on the Beat Generation is actually pretty good: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beats. Think about how being part of the Beat Movement influenced Ginsberg in this poem.

About the poem itself:

· Think about Walt Whitman’s role in this poem. Go back and look at the Whitman stuff we read this semester, especially “Song of Myself.” Why do you think Ginsberg picks Whitman has his influence and his guide in this poem? 

· Form: Technically, this is a 12 line poem. It looks much longer, though, right? It actually doesn’t even look very much like a poem. What is going on there? Can you see the influence of Whitman here too? Ginsberg, it’s worth noting, wrote in what he called “single-breath units”—this poetry was meant to be read aloud and sound like what people’s thought would sound like if they voiced them. He also once said, “When you approach the Muse, talk as frankly as you would with yourself and your friends.” Do you see that kind of frankness here?

· Setting: Why does Ginsberg set this poem in a supermarket? What are supermarkets such American places? And why does he pick California?

· The American Dream: What does Ginsberg seem to be saying about the American dream in this poem? How does Whitman play a role in this?

· Outsiders: Ginsberg, Whitman, and Lorca (the Spanish writer he mentions at the end of line 4) were all writers, homosexuals, and outsiders in their societies. Why is this worth noting for understanding this poem?

· Finally, Ginsberg once said about his writing, “I don’t have any craft and I don’t know what I’m doing. There is absolutely no art involved, in the context of the general use of ‘art’ and ‘craft.’ Such craft of art as there is, is in illuminating mental formations, and trying to observe the naked activity of my own mind. Then transcribing that activity down on paper.” Does this quotation help you understand the poem any better?

Jhumpa Lahiri, “Sexy”: 

· Consider what the editor’s introduction says about Lahiri writing and its global implications. What difference does it seem to make that she lives and writes in an age where globalization and multiculturalism is almost a given?

· Think about the role maps, travel, and geography play in this story.

· Describe Miranda. How old is she? Why is that important? How do her expectations for her relationship with Dev change?

· What role do Laxmi and her cousin play in this story? What about Rohin, the cousin’s son?
· Think about the story’s title. Why is it so important? Also think about what Rohin says “sexy” means: “loving someone you don’t know.” Why does this definition bother Miranda so much?

