

English 197G



Michelle LaFrance


What is Close Reading?

A close reading “opens” a particular passage for a more complex understanding of what’s at work within the text.  It may focus on the figurative language within a passage, the historical or cultural context of characters, events, or sensibilities expressed in a passage, or provide an argumentative sense of how it is important to read the text with a particular understanding in mind.  .  .  

Close reading entails using the passage as a “key hole” of sorts:

· A summary of what’s important in the passage: characters, events, secrets, underlying philosophies, etc;  

· A connection to the text at large: it may answer the question of why this passage is important to understanding something else—character motivation, what comes next, a sense of how the text presents a world view or sense of ideology;

· Analysis of the active parts of a passage—why and/or how does the passage at hand offer a sense of the problematics at the heart of the novel?;

· Argument(s) about how the passage reflects a cultural/historical understanding of the text or how figurative language works within the text; 
· As a persuasive and argumentative exercise, it will use STRONG and ACTIVE verbs such as: argues, claims, suggests, defines, determines, opens for consideration, analyzes, interrogates, provides a lens, understands, makes a case, provokes, demonstrates, reveals, lays bare, establishes, validates, expounds, protests, etc.  .  . 
Your goal is to extend and deepen the initial summary you may produce by connecting the dots that are announced in 202 lectures, class discussions, and secondary readings.  

Note: If you are “stuck” with a simple summary when producing a close reading, ask yourself why you think a particular passage may have been chosen for you to think through.  .  . or is there something in the passage that strikes you as particularly beautiful, charged, demonstrative of the mechanics in a particular text, or otherwise significant.  .  .   after that, you follow your nose, digging, unraveling and considering the multiple ways you could explicate the passage.    

Especially when a close reading is produced for an essay exam or a “formal, graded exercise, ” this form of critical reading will often include:

· A statement—similar to an argumentative claim—that clues your reader (your TA who will grade your exam; your fellow classmates) into your thinking about the over all significance of the passage. 
Example: This passage argues that the Morroccan views whiteness as a form of status; in fact, in this passage he demonstrates that race acts as a social form akin to property.   
· A sense of how the passage is important in relationship to the rest of the text.  Does it offer an understanding of sensibilities, prejudices, philosophies, relationships, or events in the text at large or in other key scenes. 

Example: As this scene occurs early in the play, it helps to establish the racial landscape that later dealings with racial difference will continue to question.   

· Detailed analysis of what is “active” within the passage—this may be language, style, a cultural/historical contextualization, or other features.  It may even be a combination of these.  
Example: The word “haint” in this passage demonstrates a crucial understanding of the haunting of Bluestone Road.  “Haint” is a choice that resonates with the folkloric sensibilities of the novel, immediately rooting readers in the rich atmosphere of the late 19th century, negro spirituals, and folk belief.  
· Strong connections between your reading of key terms and/or events and larger themes or movements in the novel.

Example: And unlike terms, such as haunting, ghost, or apparition, it conjures a sense that this ghost is “venomous” (3).  Because it rhymes with “taint”, “ain’t” and is somehow distant or removed from the more familiar “haunt,” it echoes disenfranchisement, poison, and fear.  But more importantly, as “taint” can be understood as a discoloration or a ruinous incursion of color and substance, a “haint” in this instance is clearly a marker for color.  This ghost, from its beginning is black.

And now, back to Woolf’s To the Lighthouse:
Strife, divisions, difference of opinion, prejudices twisted into the very fibre of being, oh, that they should begin so early, Mrs Ramsay deplored. They were so critical, her children. They talked such nonsense. She went from the dining-room, holding James by the hand, since he would not go with the others. It seemed to her such nonsense--inventing differences, when people, heaven knows, were different enough without that. The real differences, she thought, standing by the drawing-room window, are enough, quite enough. She had in mind at the moment, rich and poor, high and low; the great in birth receiving from her, half grudging, some respect, for had she not in her veins the blood of that very noble, if slightly mythical, Italian house, whose daughters, scattered about English drawing-rooms in the nineteenth century, had lisped so charmingly, had stormed so wildly, and all her wit and her bearing and her temper came from them, and not from the sluggish English, or the cold Scotch; but more profoundly, she ruminated the other problem, of rich and poor, and the things she saw with her own eyes, weekly, daily, here or in London, when she visited this widow, or that struggling wife in person with a bag on her arm, and a note-book and pencil with which she wrote down in columns carefully ruled for the purpose wages and spendings, employment and unemployment, in the hope that thus she would cease to be a private woman whose charity was half a sop to her own indignation, half a relief to her own curiosity, and become what with her untrained mind she greatly admired, an investigator, elucidating the social problem (8-9).
