Analytic Tools for Deconstructing Literary Texts

by Marilyn Patton

"Close Reading" --Note significant details in a short passage, preferably one or two paragraphs.  Circle words that stand out for you and connect (even with lines) those words and phrases that can be associated with each other, which relate to similar themes.  List the themes of the whole text which are important in this passage (at least three), and suggest how this passage is related to those themes.  That is, does this passage subvert, reinforce, or add a new dimension to themes worked out in other parts of the text?  How?  What connections can you make to the whole text?  Style: Define the style and suggest a relationship between that style and the content (meaning) of the passage.  Think about the structure/ progress/ movement of the passage, and how that structure connects to the structure of the whole work.  Think about the metaphoric possibilities within the passage -- for example, the setting or a person is a metaphor for ___________.  Work out the implications of the details in the passage for the metaphoric equivalents.  

Imagery:  Trace a set of images through a whole text.  Note the metonymic associations in each instance in which the image is used;  this may mean deciding what is happening in the PLOT every time the image is used.  Note the CHANGES in the image, and if there is a "shape" to the use of the images.  What sort of "plot" or story does this series of images tell?  Does this "subplot" or "subtext" reinforce or contradict the overt plot of the text?  What would a discrepancy imply?  Specify the relationship between the imagery you've studied and the whole text.

Oppositional categories:  Divide the whole text into oppositional categories such as Good/ Evil, Past/ Present, Inside/ Outside, Male/ Female, Subjective/ Objective, Powerful/ Powerless, etc.  Then attempt to line up characters, objects, and events on either side of the opposition.  THEN analyze which characters, objects, or events RESIST inclusion into a specific category, or whose characteristics suggest that they belong on both sides of the "divide."  How and why do they transgress the boundaries?  What does the resistance to categorization do to the "meanings" of the text?  Think of the most divided character as a sort of "Christ hung upon the cross."  [For more, see Barbara Johnson's "Opening Remarks" in The Critical Difference.]
Overlay your text onto a "larger" or older story, such as the Bible, the Trojan War, the Odyssey, Greek or other myths, fairy tales, Star Wars, Native American "trickster" stories, or Afro-American voodoo and other stories -- or other ethnic legends as appropriate.  Paradise Lost and Pilgrim's Progress are commonly used to structure later plots.  Which characters in your text play which roles?  Which places and events serve as substitutes for places and events in the "mythic" story?  What deviations from the pattern do you notice?  The deviations are often the most interesting points to pursue -- why does your author suddenly work against the older story?

Frames:  Check the epigraphs, introductions, prefaces, codas, afterwards, and other apparatus surrounding the text.  What relationship does that apparatus, the "frame," have to the text itself?  Think about whether the frame serves as a miniature, or a foreshadowing of plot or theme or characterization in the whole text OR whether it seems in some way to work against the text.  Why?  Fictionality and truth are often issues here.

Interpolated Stories:  If a story is told or read or in some other way placed "inside" of the text you are studying, think about it as a comment upon the text in the same ways as you would do with frames, above.  It if works against the text, in tone or content or plot, think about why that would be.

Maps:  As you read the text, make a sketch of it.  This can be either quite subjective (according to your private criteria) or it can be simply a geographical outline of the movements of the main characters.  Insides and outsides, islands, bodies of water, public and private spaces, movements south, north, east, and west, movements to high and low geographical formations:  all should be noted.  Then you can analyze the text using other criteria developed through other analytic tools.

Metaphors:  Certain objects, especially if they occur repeatedly, often are being used metaphorically, to indicate other levels of "meaning" beyond the simple concrete idea that, for example, the House of Usher split apart.  I suggest watching out for Houses/ Buildings (public and private spaces), Bodies, Landscapes, Seasons, Addictions, Colors, Animals (and people with animal characteristics), Writing, Theater, and sub-categories of each of these.  Then use this chart to see if the metaphors work at any of these levels, and what the implications are for the text:

	Level
	Metaphoric implications of the object

	Object (the non-metaphoric)
	House

	Psychological
	Attic = Thoughts (super-ego), Hearth = Heart, Cellar = Desires (Id)

	Physical
	Windows = Eyes, Door = Mouth, Attic = Brain

	Historical
	Family line as in a royal family ("The House of Windsor")

	Political
	One's nation, a "house divided against itself cannot stand" (Lincoln)

	Religious
	Heaven or Hell?  (see esp. Uncle Tom's Cabin)

	Art
	The book itself as a "house," "built" by the author


Greimas machine:  Use a "Greimas machine" to work out dynamic relationships within the text.  This machine can reveal absences as well as presences.  Remember that "S" should be a positive quality, not a person or thing.  See Hayden White's The Content of the Form for more, pp. 158-9.

Burke's Pentad:  Use Burke's Pentad to check yourself to make certain that you have covered all possible approaches to the text.

