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How to Read Literature Like a Professor is not just a book; it is an essential guide for
anyone who wishes to deepen their understanding and appreciation of literature. Written by
Thomas C. Foster, this book breaks down the complex layers of literary analysis into
digestible concepts, making it accessible for students, casual readers, and literature
enthusiasts alike. In this article, we will explore key themes from the book, practical tips for
reading literature, and how to apply these insights to enhance your literary experience.

Understanding the Basics of Literary Analysis

To appreciate literature fully, one must first understand the foundational elements of
literary analysis. Here are some basic concepts that Foster emphasizes:

* Symbolism: Objects, characters, or events that represent larger ideas.

e Theme: The underlying message or main idea of a work.

e Motif: A recurring element that has symbolic significance in a story.

e Character Development: The process by which characters evolve throughout the
narrative.

Foster encourages readers to look beyond the surface and consider what these elements
contribute to the overall narrative. Understanding these basics sets the stage for a deeper
exploration of literary texts.

Key Takeaways from "How to Read Literature
Like a Professor"”

Foster organizes his insights into a series of chapters that cover various aspects of
literature. Here are some of the key takeaways:

1. The Importance of Context

Every text exists within a historical, cultural, and social context. Understanding the
background of a piece can significantly enhance your interpretation. Foster illustrates this
idea through examples from various works, showing how context influences themes,



characters, and even plot development.

2. Intertextuality: The Texts Within Texts

Foster introduces the concept of intertextuality, which refers to how different texts
reference or echo each other. This can be seen in allusions, quotes, and thematic parallels.
When reading, consider how the work you are engaging with connects to other literature
and cultural artifacts.

3. The Role of Myth and Archetype

Literature often draws on mythological themes and archetypes to convey universal truths.
Foster discusses how understanding these archetypes can reveal deeper meanings within
texts. For instance, the hero's journey is a common narrative structure that resonates
across cultures and time periods.

4. The Significance of Geography

Foster emphasizes the role of setting in literature. The geographic location of a story can
influence its characters and themes. Analyzing the significance of place can reveal insights
into the narrative's conflicts and resolutions.

5. Reading Beyond the Literal

One of the central ideas of Foster's book is to encourage readers to look beyond the literal
meaning of the text. This includes recognizing irony, metaphor, and allegory. By doing so,
readers can uncover layers of meaning that enhance their understanding and enjoyment of
the work.

Practical Tips for Reading Literature Like a
Professor

To apply Foster's teachings effectively, consider the following practical tips:

1. Annotate as You Read

Take notes in the margins of your book or use a separate notebook to jot down your
thoughts. Annotations can include:



e Personal reflections on themes and characters
e Questions that arise during reading
e Connections to other texts or historical contexts

e Symbols and motifs you notice

This practice will help you engage with the text on a deeper level.

2. Discuss What You Read

Join a book club or engage in online discussions about literature. Sharing your thoughts and
hearing others' perspectives can lead to new insights and interpretations.

3. Reread and Reflect

Don’t hesitate to revisit texts, especially those that resonate with you. Each reading can
reveal something new, and reflecting on your reactions over time can deepen your
understanding of the work.

4. Explore Literary Criticism

Reading critical essays and analyses can provide additional layers of context and
interpretation. Familiarize yourself with various schools of literary criticism, such as
feminist, psychoanalytic, or post-colonial criticism, to see how different lenses can inform
your reading.

5. Keep a Literary Journal

Maintain a journal dedicated to your literary explorations. Document your thoughts on
books you’ve read, characters that stood out, and themes that resonated with you. Over
time, this journal can become a valuable resource for reflecting on your literary journey.

Applying Foster's Concepts to Your Reading List

To put Foster’s ideas into practice, consider applying them to your current reading list. Here
are some popular works to analyze using Foster's insights:



1. "The Great Gatsby" by F. Scott Fitzgerald

Explore the symbolism of the green light and how it relates to the American Dream.
Consider the historical context of the Jazz Age and how it influences character motivations.

2. "Pride and Prejudice" by Jane Austen

Examine the themes of class and marriage in the context of 19th-century England.
Recognize the archetypal characters and how they fulfill specific narrative roles.

3. "Beloved" by Toni Morrison

Analyze the significance of memory and trauma in the context of slavery. Discuss how
Morrison uses intertextuality to connect her narrative to historical events.

Conclusion

In conclusion, How to Read Literature Like a Professor offers invaluable tools for
anyone looking to delve deeper into the world of literature. By understanding the basics of
literary analysis, applying Foster's key concepts, and utilizing practical reading strategies,
you can transform your reading experience. Remember, literature is not just about the
words on the page; it's about the meanings, connections, and insights that emerge when
we engage with it thoughtfully. So pick up a book, annotate your thoughts, and read like a
professor!

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main purpose of 'How to Read Literature
Like a Professor'?

The main purpose of the book is to provide readers with tools and insights to interpret and
appreciate literature more deeply, emphasizing the connections between texts and the
broader cultural and historical contexts.

How does the author, Thomas C. Foster, suggest
readers approach symbolism in literature?

Foster suggests that readers should pay attention to recurring motifs and symbols,
understanding that they often represent larger themes or ideas, and that they can vary in
meaning depending on context within the narrative.



What role does context play in reading literature,
according to Foster?

Foster emphasizes that context—historical, cultural, and biographical—plays a crucial role
in understanding a text, as it provides essential background that can illuminate the author's
intentions and the text's deeper meanings.

Can you explain the significance of the concept of
intertextuality in the book?

Intertextuality refers to the idea that texts are interconnected and that understanding one
text often requires knowledge of others. Foster highlights this concept to show how authors
draw on previous works to create layers of meaning.

What tools does Foster provide for identifying themes
in literature?

Foster provides a variety of analytical tools, such as looking for patterns in character
development, plot structure, and recurring images, as well as considering the author's
background and the historical period in which the work was written.

How does Foster address the idea of reading literature
as a form of personal growth?

Foster argues that reading literature can lead to personal growth by fostering empathy,
broadening perspectives, and encouraging readers to confront complex moral dilemmas,
ultimately enhancing their understanding of themselves and the world.
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