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WHAT DO GOOD READERS (CRITICAL READERS) DO?

V. Nabokov’s Good Readers and Good Writers

1.  They reread.

2. They linger in the details, allowing them to pile up BEFORE they make a generalization. “If one begins with a readymade generalization, one begins at the wrong end and travels away from the book before one has started to understand it.”

3. They always remember “that the work of art is invariably the creation of a new world, so that the first thing we should do is to study that new world as closely as possible, approaching it as something brand new, having no obvious connection with the worlds we already know. “ Only after this new world has been studied d o they “examine its links with other worlds, other branches of knowledge.”

4. They do not read literature for the history of a time period.

5. They do not concentrate on the social-economic angle when reading literature.

6. They understand that a story with action and dialogue is not preferable to one without action and dialogue.

7. They consult a good dictionary when necessary.

8. They have—or try to cultivate with appropriate note-taking—a good memory.

9. They do not identify with a character (which is reading emotionally) because they understand that this can cause serious misreadings.

10. They recognize that identifying with a character is not reading the text, but reading themselves, and is an example of a “lowly imagination, one that relies on simple emotions and is of a definitely personal nature.”

11. They read with their spines: a combination of the heart and the mind. In other words, they use the authentic instrument of  “impersonal imagination and artistic delight. They establish an artistic harmonious balance between the reader’s mind and the author’s mind.”

12. They have patience.

13. They try to meet the author of a piece of literature half-way.

14. They understand that they “ought to remain a little aloof and take pleasure in this aloofness while at the same time [they] keenly enjoy—passionately enjoy, enjoy with tears and shivers—the inner weave of a given masterpiece.”

15. They understand that “to be quite objective in these matters is of course impossible. Everything that is worthwhile is to some extent subjective.”

16. They understand that “the best temperament for a reader to have, or to develop, is a combination of the artistic and the scientific one. “(“The enthusiastic artist alone is apt to be too subjective in his attitude towards a book, and so a scientific coolness of judgment will temper the intuitive heat. If, however, a would-be reader is utterly devoid of passion and patience—of an artist’s passion and a scientist’s patience—he will hardly enjoy great literature.”)

17. They understand that the good reader “must know when and where to curb his imagination and this he does by trying to get clear the specific world the author places at his disposal.”

Flannery O’Connor’s “Writing Short Stories” from Mystery and Manners

18.  “When you can state the theme of a story, when you can separate it from the story itself, then you can be sure that the story is not a very good one. The meaning of a story has to be embodied in it, has to be made concrete in it. A story is a way to say something that can’t be said any other way, and it takes every word in the story to say what the meaning is. You tell a story because a statement would be inadequate.”  That means that good readers do not violate this ideal; instead, they are kind to the writer and never reduce the story’s meaning by turning it into a simple and obvious moral statement.

19.  “If you want to say that the wooden leg is a symbol, you can say that. But it is a wooden leg first, and as a wooden leg it is absolutely necessary to the story. It has its place on the literal level of the story, but it operates in depth as well as on the surface. It increases the story in every direction, and this is essentially the way a story escapes being short.” Good readers recognize that symbols exist, but they always operate as a necessary literal element of the story.

L. Perrine’s “The Nature of Proof in the Interpretation of Poetry”

20.  “For any given poem there are correct and incorrect readings. A correct interpretation, if the poem is a successful one, must be able to account satisfactorily for any detail of the poem. If it is contradicted by any detail it is wrong. Of several interpretations, the best is that which must fully explain the details of the poem without itself being contradicted by any detail. (2) If more that one interpretation satisfactorily accounts for all the details of the poem, the best is that which is most economical, i.e. which relies on the fewest assumptions not grounded in the poem itself.” (Remember the monkey stealing the silverware story.)

21.  “A poem-in fact, any pattern of words-defines an area of meaning, no more. Any interpretation is acceptable which lies within that area.” Context determines the limitation. (Remember that a horse can never by a cow.)

22.  “The essential difference between a metaphor and a literary symbol is that a metaphor means something else than what it is, a literary symbol, means something more than what it is.” 
