
AP Lit. Mrs. Schuler 2014 ~ Page 1 

 

Dear AP Lit students,                        June 2014                                                                    

 

One of the great gifts literature offers is insight into common human experiences.  Stories, novels, poems, 

plays, essays – in fact, all forms of art – have something to say about the meaning of life. That’s why AP 

Literature is as exciting as it is demanding. In this course, you will learn to: 

read slowly & enjoy the details 

ask questions & seek meaning 

discover & discuss doubt & irony 

develop well-founded conclusions 

 

Here are your SUMMER SUMMATIVE assignments ALL DUE THE FIRST DAY OF CLASS: 

 

I. Google “AP Free Response Titles.”  From the list, choose a book or play new to you - one that you have 

not studied before. Read and record in the book log (p. 2 & 3). Follow the instructions for the log.  

 

II. Underline new or interesting insights from How to Read Literature like a Professor (pgs. 5-10 of the 

packet) and annotate, which means writing, detailed notes in the margins. On a separate paper, 

handwrite answers to the following questions: 

 

1)   Structurally, what five things must every quest include? 

2) What is the real reason for every quest, and why is this important to the deeper understanding of literature? 

3) In Tim O’Brien’s Vietnam war book, Going After Cacciato, what event takes place that reminds the reader of Alice in Wonderland?  

4) In the same book, who does the female character, Sarkin Aung Wan, represent and why is her character important for the story? 

5) Explain the term, intertextuality. 

 

III. Read for fun. Research shows that students who read for pleasure enjoy greater academic success and 

significantly increased scores on college entrance exams such as the SAT, ACT & AP exams. Research also 

shows that students who do not read over the summer, can drop an entire grade level. With that in 

mind, choose a book to read for fun. It can be, but doesn’t have to be, on the AP list. It does not 

have to be challenging or above your reading level. It simply needs to be a book you really want to read. 

Plan to share about your book in class – why you chose it; what you enjoyed about it; what surprises it 

offered. (without spoilers)  

 

Following is a recap of the SUMMER SUMMATIVE requirements DUE THE FIRST DAY OF CLASS: 

Check off each item as you complete it: 

 

Done Assignment 

 Attend Schuler’s Summer Intro 

 Read an AP Lit novel or play (that I have not read or studied before) 

 Complete the attached book log, including the analysis summary at the end 

 Read AND annotate the excerpts from How to Read Literature Like a Professor 

 Handwrite answers to the question on How to Read Literature Like a Professor 

 Read a book for pleasure and come to school ready to discuss it 

 

Enjoy your summer and happy reading! 

Mrs. Schuler 

camille.schuler@medford.k12.or.us 

 

The following authors and poets will be returning to class next year: 

Homer, Sophocles, Socrates, Aristotle, Plato, Twain, Shakespeare, Stoppard, Shelley, Bronté, Keats, Donne, Fitzgerald, 

Conrad, Wordsworth, Ibsen, Byron, Austen 

mailto:camille.schuler@medford.k12.or.us
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Name _____________________________ Per ______ 

 

Summer Reading Log – AP Book or play 

 

This book log is meant to help you keep track of your reading.  

 Column 1: Track the dates 

 Column 2: Record number of pages and minutes 

 Column 3: Summarize plot 

 Column 4: Analyze an element: significant event, quote, irony, recurring symbol or theme, changes in character, 

setting or the weather, marriages, funerals, meals. 

 

Follow additional directions throughout the book log, and then write a practice analysis paragraph found on page 4. 

 

Book Title: ______________________________________ Author ________________________ Total pages ______ 

 

Date # pages 

read/ # 

minutes 

Summary Observations: Element to analyze  

Example 

 

6/20 

 

 

 

30/40 

The Awakening  opens with Mr.(Leonce)  Pontellier 

smoking a cigar and watching his wife Edna hang out 

with a guy named Robert. They try to share a funny 

story but he’s not interested. He walks away and the 

boys want to go but they can’t. Robert and Edna are 

spending a lot of time together. The cigar is Leonce’s. 

Hmmm… 

Symbol: A sqwaking parrot, in a cage, shouting in French to get 

out. A caged, screaming bird. Possibly symbolic for someone 

who feels trapped or who is screaming, or who is just 

annoying. Look for more birds. 

 

Marriage: Not sure there is a marriage. She’s much more 

interested in Robert.  

  

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

   

Pause here. Write a few sentences on any emerging theme, effects on, or changes in, the main character, or any other observations. 
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Final thoughts about the work:   
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Analysis practice: Pick one element of your literary work and write a paragraph detailing how that 

element directly affects the whole meaning of the work. Use textual detail from the work as evidence to 

prove your point, with at least two quotes with page numbers. A student sample follows. 

 

Title of Book _____________________________________________  Author   _______________ 

 

 

Circle One:    Character      Setting(s)          Weather           Symbol          Theme        Significant Event      Other 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Title: Lord of the Flies         Author: William Golding   For the future: Handwrite this section. 

 

Circle One:    Character      Setting(s)          Weather           Symbol          Theme        Significant Event      Other 

 

 

One of the most important and most obvious symbols in Lord of the Flies is the pig's head. Golding's description of the 
slaughtered animal's head on a spear is very graphic and even frightening. The pig's head is depicted as "dim-eyed, 

grinning faintly, blood blackening between the teeth," and the "obscene thing" is covered with a "black blob of flies" that 
"tickled under his nostrils" (p. 137, 138). As a result of this detailed, striking image, the reader becomes aware of the 

great evil and darkness represented by the Lord of the Flies, and when Simon begins to converse with the seemingly 

inanimate, devil-like object, the source of that wickedness is revealed. Even though the conversation may be entirely a 

hallucination, Simon learns that the beast, which has long since frightened the other boys on the island, is not an 
external force. In fact, the head of the slain pig tells him, "Fancy thinking the beast was something you could hunt and 

kill! Ö You knew, didn't you? I'm part of you?" (p. 143). That is to say, the evil, epitomized by the pig's head, that is 
causing the boys' island society to decline is that which is inherently present within man. At the end of this scene, the 

immense evil represented by this powerful symbol can once again be seen as Simon faints after looking into the wide 
mouth of the pig and seeing "blackness within, a blackness that spread" (p. 144).  
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Name _____________________________ Per ______ 

 

 

Excerpts from: How to Read Literature Like a Professor 

by Thomas C. Foster 

 

Read the following chapters from Foster’s book.  

Underline interesting or new thoughts. 

Annotate by making detailed notes in the margins about those new or interesting thoughts. Ask questions. 

Handwrite answers to the following questions on a separate sheet of paper. 

 

1)  Structurally, what five things must every quest include? 

2) What is the real reason for every quest, and why is this important to the deeper understanding of literature? 

3) In Tim O’Brien’s Vietnam war book, Going After Cacciato, what event takes place that reminds the reader of 

Alice in Wonderland?  

4) In the same book, who does the female character, Sarkin Aung Wan, represent and why is her character 

important for the story? 

5) Explain the term, intertextuality. 

 

How to Read Literature Like a Professor 

by Thomas C. Foster 

 

Chapter 1: Every Trip is a Quest (Except When It’s Not)  

Okay, so here’s the deal: let’s say, purely hypothetically, you’re reading a book about an 

average sixteen-year-old kid in the summer of 1968. The kid – let’s call him Kip – who hopes his 

acne clears up before he gets drafted, is on his way to the store. His bike is a one-speed with a 

coaster brake, and therefore deeply humiliating, and riding it to run an errand for his mother and 

riding it to run an errand for his mother makes it even worse. Along the way he has a couple of 

disturbing experiences, including a minorly unpleasant encounter with a German shepherd, topped 

off in the supermarket parking lot where he sees the girl of his dreams, Karen, laughing and horsing 

around in Tony Vauxhall’s brand-new Barracuda. Now Kip hates Tony already because he has a 

name like Vauxhall and not like Smith, which Kip thinks is pretty lame as a name to follow Kip, and 

because the ‘Cuda is bright green and goes approximately the speed of light, and also because Tony 

has never had to work a day in his life. So Karen who is laughing and having a great time, turns and 

sees Kip, could stop laughing and it wouldn’t matter to us, since we’re considering this structurally. 

In the story we’re inventing here, though, she keeps laughing.) Kip goes on into the store to buy the 

loaf of Wonder Bread that his mother told him to pick up, and as he reaches for the bread, he 

decides right then and there to lie about his age to the Marine recruiter even though it means going 

to Vietnam, because nothing will ever happen to him in this one-horse burg where the only thing 

that matters is how much money your old man has. Either that or Kip has a vision of St. Abillard 

(any saint will do, but our imaginary author picked a comparatively obscure one), whose face 

appears on one of the red, yellow, or blue balloons. For our purposes, the nature of the decision 

doesn’t matter anymore than whether Karen keeps laughing or which color balloon manifests the 

saint.  

 

 

 What just happened here? 

 

 If you were an English professor, and not even a particularly weird English professor, you’d 

know that you’d just watched a knight have a not very suitable encounter with his nemesis. 

 

 In other words, a quest just happened. 

 But it just looked like a trip to the store for some white bread. 
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 True. But consider the quest. Of what does it consist? A knight, a dangerous road, a Holy Grail 

(whatever one of those may be), at least one dragon, one evil knight, one princess. Sound about right? 

That’s a list I can live with: a knight (named Kip), a dangerous road (nasty German shepherds), a Holy 

Grail (one form of which is a loaf of Wonder Bread), at least one dragon (trust me, a ’68 ‘Cuda could 

definitely breathe fire), one evil knight (Tony), one princess (who can either keep laughing or stop). 

 

 Seems like a bit of a stretch. 

 

 On the surface, sure. But let’s think structurally. The quest consists of five things: (a) a quester, 

(b) a place to go, (c) a stated reason to go there, (d) challenges and trials en route, and (e) a real reason 

to go there. Item (a) is easy; a quester is just a person who goes on a quest, whether or not he knows 

it’s a quest. In fact, usually he doesn’t know. Items (b) and (c) should be considered together: someone 

tells our protagonist, our hero, who need not look very heroic, to go somewhere and do something. 

Go in search of the Holy Grail. Go to the store for bread. Go to Vegas and whack a guy. Tasks of 

varying nobility, to be sure, but structurally, they’re all the same. Go there, do that. Note that I said the 

stated reason for the quest. That’s because of item (e). 

 

 The real reason for a quest never involves the stated reason. In fact, more often than not, the 

quester fails at the stated task. So why do they go and why do we care? They go because of the stated 

task, mistakenly believing that it is their real mission. We know, however, that their quest is 

educational. They don’t know enough about the only subject that really matters: themselves. The real 

reason for a quest is always self-knowledge. That’s why questers are so often young, inexperienced, 

immature, sheltered. Forty-five-year-old men either have self-knowledge or they’re never going to get 

it, while your average sixteen-to-seventeen-year-old kid is likely to have a long way to go in the self-

knowledge department. 

 

 Let’s look at a real example. When I teach the late-twentieth-century novel, I always begin with 

the greatest quest novel of the last century: Thomas Pynchon’s Crying of Lot 49 (1965). Beginning 

readers can find the novel mystifying, irritating, and highly peculiar. True enough, there is a good bit of 

cartoonish strangeness in the novel, which can mask the basic quest structure. On the other hand, Sir 

Gwain and the Green Knight (late fourteenth century) and Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Queen (15960, two 

of the great quest narratives from early English Literature, also have what modern readers must consider 

cartoonish elements. It’s really only a matter of whether we’re talking Classics Illustrated or Zap Comics. 

So here’s the setup in The Crying of Lot 49: 

 

1) Our quester: a young woman, not very happy in her marriage or her life, not too old to learn, not too 

assertive where men are concerned. 

 

2) A place to go: in order to carry out her duties, she must drive to Southern California from her home 

near San Francisco. Eventually she will travel back and forth between the two, and between her past (a 

husband with a disintegrating personality and a fondness for LSD, an insane ex-Nazi psychotherapist) 

and her future (highly unclear). 

 

3) A stated reason to go there: she has been made executor of the will of her former lover, a fabulously 

wealthy and eccentric businessman and stamp collector. 

 

4) Challenges and trials: our heroine meets lots of really strange, scary, and occasionally truly dangerous 

people. She goes on a nightlong excursion through the world of the outcasts and the dispossessed of San 

Francisco; enters her therapist’s office to talk him out of his psychotic shooting rampage (the dangerous 

enclosure known in the study of traditional qust romances as “Chapel Perilous”); involves herself in what 

may be a centuries-old postal conspiracy. 

 

5) The real reason to go: did I mention that her name is Oedipa? Oedipa Maas, actually. She’s named for the 

great tragic character from Sophocles’ drama Oedipus the King (ca. 425 B.C.), whose real calamit is that he 

doesn’t know himself. In Pynchon’s novel the heroine’s resources, really her crutches—and they all happen 

to be male—are stripped away one by one, shown to be false or unreliable, until she reaches the point 
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where she either must break down, reduced to a little fetal ball, or stand straight and rely on herself. And 

to do that, she first must find the self on whom she can rely. Which she does, after considerable struggle. 

Gives up on me, Tupperware parties, easy answers. Plunges ahead into the great mystery of the ending. 

Acquires, dare we say, self-knowledge? Of course we dare. 

 

Still… 

You don’t believe me. Then why does the stated goal fade away? We hear less and less about the will and 

the estate as the story goes on and even the surrogate goal, the mystery of the postal conspiracy, remains 

unresolved. At the end of the novel, she’s about to witness and auction of some rare forged stamps, and 

the answer to the mystery may appear during the auction. We doubt it, though, given what’s gone before. 

Mostly, we don’t even care. Now we know, as she does, that she can carry on, that discovering that men 

can’t be counted on doesn’t mean the world ends, that she’s a whole person. 

 

 So there, in fifty words or more, is why professors of literature typically think The Crying of Lot 49 

is a terrific little book. It does look a bit weird at first glance, experimental and superhip, but once you get 

the hang of it, you see that it follows the conventions of a quest tale. So does Huck Finn, The Lord of the 

Rings, North by Northwest, Star Wars. And most other stories of someone going somewhere and doing 

something, especially if the going and the doing wasn’t his idea in the first place. 

 

 A word of warning: if I sometimes speak here and in the chapters to come as if a certain statement 

is always true, a certain condition always obtains, I apologize.  

“Always” and “never” are not words that have much meaning in literary study. For one thing, as soon as 

something seems to always be true, some wise guy will come along and write something to prove that it’s 

not. If literature seems to be too comfortably patriarchal, a novelist like Angela Carter or a poet like the 

contemporary Eavan Boland will come along and upend things just to remind readers and writers of the 

falseness of our established assumptions. If readers start to pigeonhole African-American writing, as was 

beginning to happen in the 1960s and 1970s, a trickster like Ishmael Reed will come along who refuses to 

fit in any pigeonhole we could create. Let’s consider journeys. Sometimes the quest fails or is not taken up 

by the protagonist. Moreover, is every trip really a quest? It depends. Some days I just drive to work—no 

adventures, no growth. I’m sure the same is true in writing. Sometimes plot requires that a writer get a 

character from home to work and back again. That said, when a character hits the road, w should start to 

pay attention, just to see if, you know, something’s going on there. 

 

Once you figure out quests, the rest is easy. 

 

 

Chapter 5: Now Where Have I Seen Her Before?  

One of the great things about being a professor of English is that you get to keep meeting old 

friends. For beginning readers, though, every story may seem new and the resulting experience of reading 

is highly disjointed. Think of reading, on one level, as one of those papers from elementary school where 

you connect the dots. I could never see the picture in a connect- the–dot drawing until I’d put in virtually 

every line. Other kids could look at a page full of dots and say, “Oh, that’s an elephant,” “That’s a 

locomotive.” Me, I saw dots. I think it’s partly predisposition—some people handle two-dimensional 

visualization better than others—but largely a matter of practice. The more connect-the-dot drawings you 

do, the more likely you are to recognize the design early on. Same with literature.  Part of pattern 

recognition is talent, but a whole lot of it is practice: if you read enough and give what you read enough 

thought, you begin to see patterns, archetypes, recurrences. And as with those pictures among the dots, it’s 

a matter of learning to look. Not just to look but where to look, and how to look. Literature, as the great 

Canadian critic Northrop Frye observed, grows out of other literature; we should not be surprised, then, 

that it also looks like other literature. As you read, it may pay to remember this: there’s no such thing as 

wholly original work of literature. Once you know that you can you can go looking for old friends and 

asking the attendant question: “now where have I seen her before?” 

 

One of my favorite novels is Tim O’Brien’s Going After Cacciato (1978). Lay readers and students 

generally like it, too, which explains why it has become a perennial strong seller. Although the violence of 

the Vietnam War scenes may turn some readers off, many find themselves totally engrossed by something 

they initially figured would just be gross. What readers sometimes don’t notice in their involvement with 
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the story (and it is a great story) is that virtually everything in there is cribbed from somewhere else.  Lest 

you conclude with dismay that the novel is somehow plagiarized or less than original, let me add that I 

find the book wildly original, that everything O’Brien borrows makes perfect sense in the context of the 

story he’s telling, even more so once we understand that he has repurposed materials from older sources to 

accomplish his own ends.  

 

The novel divides into three interwoven parts: one, the actual story of the war experience of the 

main character, Paul Berlin, up to the point where his fellow soldier Cacciato runs away from the war; 

two, the imagined trip on which the squad follows Cacciato to Paris; and three, the long night watch on a 

tower near the South China Sea where Berlin manages those two very impressive mental feats of memory 

on the one hand and invention on the other. The actual war, because it really happened, he can’t do much 

about. Oh, he gets some facts wrong and some events out of order, but mostly, reality has imposed a 

certain structure on memory. The trip to Paris, though, is another story. Actually, it’s all stories, or all those 

Paul has read in his young lifetime. He creates events and people out of the novels, stories, histories he 

knows, his own included, all of which is unwitting on his part, the pieces just appearing out of his memory. 

O’Brien provides us with a wonderful glimpse into the creative process, a view of how stories get written, 

and a big part of that process is that you can’t create stories in a vacuum. Instead the mind flashes bits and 

pieces of childhood experiences, past reading, every movie the writer/creator has ever seen, last week’s 

argument with a phone solicitor—in short, everything that lurks in the recesses of the mind. Some of this 

may be unconscious, as it is in the case of O’Brien’s protagonist.  Generally, though, writers use prior texts 

quite consciously and purposefully, as O’Brien himself does; unlike Paul Berlin, he is aware that he’s 

drawing from Lewis Carroll or Ernest Hemmingway. O’Brien signals the difference between novelist and 

character in the structuring of two narrative frames.  

 

About halfway through the novel, O’Brien has his characters fall through a hole in the road. Not 

only that, one of the characters subsequently says that the way to get out is to fall back up. When it’s 

stated this baldly, you automatically think of Lewis Carroll. Falling through a hole is like Alice in 

Wonderland (1865). Bingo. It’s all we need and the world the squad discovers below the road, the 

network of Vietcong tunnels (Although nothing like the real ones), complete with an officer condemned to 

stay there for his crimes, is every bit as much an alternative world as the one Alice encounters in her 

adventure. Once you’ve established that a book—a man’s book, a war book—is borrowing a situation 

from Lewis Carroll’s Alice books, anything is possible. So with that in mind, Readers must reconsider 

characters, situations, events in the novel. This one looks like it’s from Hemmingway, the one like “Hansel 

and Gretel,” these two from things that happened during Paul Berlin’s “real” war, and so on down the 

line. Once you’ve played around with these elements for a while, a kind of Trivial Pursuit of source 

material, go for the big one: what about Sarkin Aung Wan? 

 

Sarkin Aung Wan is Paul Berlin’s love interest, his fantasy girl. She is Vietnamese and knows the 

tunnels but is not Vietcong. She’s old enough to be attractive, yet not old enough to make sexual demands 

on the virginal young solider. She’s not a “real” character, since she comes in after the start of Berlin’s 

fantasy. Careful readers will find her “real” model in a young girl with the same hoop earrings when the 

soldiers frisk villagers in one remembered war scene. Fair enough, but that’s just the physical person, not 

her character. Then who is she? Where does she come from? Think generically. Lose the personal details, 

consider her a type, and try to think where you’ve seen that type before: a brown-skinned young woman 

guiding a group of white men (mostly white, anyway), speaking the language they don’t know, knowing 

where to go, where to find food. Taking them west. Right. 

 

No, not Pocahontas. She never lead anyone anywhere, whatever the popular culture may suggest. 

Somehow Pocahontas has received better PR, but we want the other one. 

 

Sacajawea. If I need to be guided across hostile territory, she’s the one I want, and she’s the one 

Paul Berlin wants, too. He wants, he needs, a figure who will be sympathetic, understanding, strong in the 

ways he’s not, and most of all successful in bringing him safely to his goal of getting to Paris. O’Brien plays 

here with the reader’s established knowledge of history, culture and literature. He’s hoping that your mind 

will associate Sarkin Aung Wan consciously or unconsciously with Sacajawea, thereby not only creating her 

personality and impact but also establishing the nature and depth of Paul Berlin’s need. If you require a 

Sacajawea, you’re really lost. 
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The point isn’t really which native woman figures in O’Brien’s novel; it’s that there is a literacy or 

historical model that found her way into his fiction to give it shape and purpose. He could have used 

Tolkien rather than Carroll, and while the surface features would have been different, the principle would 

have remained the same. Although the story would go in different directions with a change of literacy 

model, in either case it gains a kind of resonance from these different levels of narrative that begin to 

emerge; the story is no longer all on the surface but begins to have depth. What we’re trying to do is learn 

to read this sort of thing like a wily old professor, to learn to spot those familiar images, like being able to 

see the elephant before we connect the dots.  

 

You say stories grow out of other stories. But Sacajawea was real. 

As a matter of fact, she was, but from our point of view, it doesn’t really matter. History is a story, 

too. You don’t encounter her directly, you’ve only heard of her through narrative of one sort or another. 

She is a literary as well as a historical character, as much a piece of the American myth as Huck Finn or Jay 

Gatsby, and very much as unreal. And what is this about, finally, is myth which brings us to the big secret. 

 

Here it is: there’s only one story. There, I said it and I can’t very well take it back. There is only 

one story. Ever. One. It’s been going on and it’s everywhere around us and every story you’ve ever read 

or heard or watched is part of it. The Thousand and One Nights. Beloved. “Jack and the Beanstalk.” The 

Epic of Gilgamesh. The Story of O. The Simpsons. 

 

T.S. Eliot said that when a new work is created, it is set among the monuments, adding to and 

altering the order. That always sounds to me a bit too much like a graveyard. To me, literature is 

something more alive. More like a barrel of eels. When a writer creates a new eel, it wriggles its way into 

the barrel, muscles a path into the great teeming mass from which it came in the first place. It’s a new eel, 

but it shares its eelness with all the other eels that are in the barrel or have ever been in the barrel. Now, if 

that simile doesn’t put you off reading entirely, you know you’re serious. 

 

But the point is this: stories grow out of other stories, poems out of other poems. And they don’t 

have to stick to genre. Poems can learn from plays, songs from novels. Sometimes influence is direct and 

obvious, as when the twentieth-century American writer T Coraghessan Boyle writes “The Overcoat II,” a 

postmodern reworking of the nineteenth-century Russian writer Nikolai Gogol’s classic story “The 

Overcoat,” or when William Trevor updates James Joyce’s “Two Gallants” with “Two More Gallants” or 

when John Gardner reworks the medieval Beowulf into his postmodern masterpiece Grendel. Other times, 

it’s less direct and more subtle. It may be vague, the shape of a novel generally reminding readers of some 

earlier novel, or a modern-day miser recalling Scrooge. And of course there’s the Bible: among its many 

other functions, it too is part of the one big story. A female character may remind us of Scarlett O’Hara or 

Ophelia or even, say, Pocahontas. These similarities—and they may be straight or ironir or comic or 

tragic—bigin to reveal themselves to reders after much practice of reading. 

 

All this resembling other literature is all well and good, but what does it mean for our reading? 

 Excellent question. If we don’t see the reference, it means nothing, right? So the worst thing that 

occurs is that we’re still reading the same story as if the literary precursors weren’t there. From there, 

anything that happens is a bonus. A small part of what transpires is what I call the aha! factor, the delight 

we feel at recognizing a familiar component from earlier experience. That moment of pleasure, wonderful 

as it is, is not enough, so that awareness of similarity leads us forward. What typically takes place is that we 

recognize elements from some prior text and begin drawing comparisons and parallels that may be 

fantastic, parodic, tragic, anything. Once that happens, our reading of the text changes from the reading 

governed by what’s overtly on the page. 

 

Let’s go back to Cacciato for a moment. When the squad falls through the hole in the road in 

language that recalls Alice in Wonderland, we quite reasonably expect that the place they fall into will be a 

wonderland in its own way. Indeed, right from the beginning, this is true. The oxcart and Sarkin Aung 

Wan’s aunties fall faster than she and the soldiers despite the law of gravity, which decrees that falling 

bodies all move at thirty-two feet per second squared. The episode allows Paul Berlin to see a Vietcong 

tunnel, which his inherent terror will never allow him to do in real life, and this fantastic tunnel proves 

both more elaborate and more harrowing than the real ones. The enemy officer who is condemned to 
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spend that remainder of the war down there accepts his sentence with a weird illogic that would do Lewis 

Carroll proud. The tunnel even has a periscope through which Berlin can look back at a scene from the real 

war, his past. Obviously the episode could have these features without invoking Carroll, but the 

wonderland analogy enriches our understanding of what Berlin has created, furthering our sense of the 

outlandishness of this portion of his fantasy. 

 

 This dialogue between old texts and new is always going on at one level or another. Critics speak 

of this dialogue as intertextuality, the ongoing interaction between poems or stories. This intertextual 

dialogue deepens and enriches the reading experience, bringing multiple layers of meaning to the text, 

some of which readers may not even consciously notice. The more we become aware of the possibility 

that our text is speaking to other texts, the more similarities and correspondences we begin to notice, and 

the more alive the text becomes. We’ll come back to this discussion later, but for now we’ll simply note 

that newer works are having a dialogue with older ones, and they often indicate the presence of this 

conversation by invoking the older texts with anything from oblique references to extensive quotations. 

 

 Once writers know that we know how this game is played, the rules can get very tricky. The late 

Angela Carter, in her novel Wise Children (1992), gives us a theatrical family whose fame rests on 

Shakespeare performance. We more or less expect the appearance of elements from Shakespeare’s plays, so 

we’re not surprised when a jilted young woman, Tiffany, walks onto a television show set distraught, 

muttering, bedraggled— in a word, mad— and then disappears shortly after departing, evidently having 

drowned. Her performance is every bit as heartbreaking as that of Ophelia, Prince Hamlet’s love interest 

who goes mad and drowns in the most famous play in English. Carter’s novel is about magic as well as 

Shakespeare, though, apparently dead Tiffany shows up later, to the discomfort of her faithless lover. 

Shrewdly, Carter counts on our registering “Tiffany=Ophelia” so that she can use her instead as a different 

Shakespearean character, Hero, who in Much Ado About Nothing allows her to teach her fiancé a lesson.  

 

Carter employs not only materials from earlier texts but also her knowledge of our responses to 

them in order to double-cross us, to set us up for a certain kind of thinking so that she can play a larger 

thick in the narrative. No knowledge of Shakespeare is required to believe Tiffany has died or to be 

astonished at her return, but the more we know of his plays, the more solidly our responses are 

locked in. Carter’s sleight of narrative challenges our expectations and keeps us on our feet, but it also 

takes what could seem merely a tawdry incident and reminds us, through its Shakespearean parallels, that 

there is nothing new in young men mistreating the women who love them, and that those without power 

in relationships have always had to be creative in finding ways to exert some control of their own. Her 

new novel is telling a very old story, which in turn is part of the one big story. 

  

But what do we do if we don’t see all these correspondences? 

 First of all, don’t worry. If a story is no good, being based on Hamlet won’t save it. The characters 

have to work as characters, as themselves. Sarkin Aung Wan needs to be a great character, which she is, 

before we need to worry about her resemblance to a famous character of our acquaintance. If the story is 

good and the characters work but you don’t catch allusions and references and parallels, then you’ve done 

nothing worse than read a good story with memorable characters. If you begin to pick up on some of 

these other elements, these parallels and analogies, however, you’ll find your understanding of the novel 

deepens and becomes more meaningful, more complex.  

  

But we haven’t read everything. 

 Neither have I. Nor has anyone, not even Harold Bloom. Beginning readers, of course, are at a 

slight disadvantage, which is why professors are useful in providing a broader context. But you definitely 

can get there on your own. When I was a kid, I used to go mushroom hunting with my father.  I would 

never see them, but he’d say, “There’s a yellow sponge,” or “There are a couple of black spikes.” And 

because I knew they were there, my looking would become more focused and less vague. In a few 

moments I would begin seeing them myself, not all of them, but some. And once you begin seeing morels, 

you can’t stop. What a literature professor does is very similar: he tells you when you get near mushrooms. 

Once you know that, though (and you generally are near them), you can hunt for mushrooms on your 

own. 

 

Make sure to handwrite answers to the 5 questions on Page 5 on a separate sheet of paper, due the 1
st
 day of class. 
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