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This document outlines your required summer reading assignment. Please note it is expected that every 

student will come to class on the first day of school having completed these components. 
 

There are three parts to your Summer Reading Assignment: 

 ASSIGNMENT #1:  Buy and read Tennessee Williams’s play The Glass Menagerie.  Try to find a 

copy with the playwright’s notes explaining how the production should be staged.  (It has a black and 

white cover with a modern drawing of glass animals on it. It’s called the Definitive Text with 

Production Notes and the Essay “The Catastrophe of Success” by Tennessee Williams. See image 

below.) This will be helpful to you when it comes to discussion so that we’re literally “all on the same 

page.”  Read the play and annotate the text as you go to help you prepare for the test, discussions, 

presentations, and journaling when you return to school in August. Your annotations are for your 

benefit, not mine.  I will not be assessing these, but you will have a test over the play shortly after 

school begins.  The end goal for this play is that you may be assessed over it as part of your IOC 

(Individual Oral Commentary) in January.  You’ll have to know this play well enough that you can 

answer the questions I pose to you and be able to discuss it for 10 minutes (should you be selected to 

discuss this work).  

 ASSIGNMENT #2: You should also review drama terminology that Mrs. Gabbard shared with you in 

IB English Year 1 and the Conventions of Drama handout I am including below these directions. These 

conventions and the content of the play will be tested over shortly after school begins in August. 

 ASSIGNMENT #3: You need to have a working, solid first draft of your EE completed.  It will be 

submitted electronically by August 7 to the Turnitin dropbox on Canvas Assignments for the course. 

This version due on August 7 is only a draft, but it should be a solid draft, not a last-minute 

compilation.  It must include a title page, table of contents page, introduction, headings, subheadings, 

conclusion, any illustrations/charts/graphs, a completed works cited page, and any appendices if 

required for your research.  All components must be done as a Word document in Arial or TNR, 12-

point font, double-spaced, with page numbers at the bottom.  

 ADDITIONALLY: Review what to look for when reading literature adapted from Thomas C. 

Foster’s How to Read Literature Like a Professor. We will be referencing content from this 

throughout our studies.  (This is included for you at the end of this document after the 

Conventions of Drama.) 
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Conventions of Drama (What you’ll be tested over.) 

(Terms for both the literary lens and the actor’s/director’s lens) 

 
 

 

 

 

Some Thoughts on Drama: 

*Drama is performance literature.   

*Imagination and stage directions are keys to bringing plays to life.  

*When we read a play, the experience tends to be more intellectual and less emotional 

than it is in the theater.  

*When we read a play, we cannot take in more than one impression at a time. As our eyes 

move across the lines, our brain receives each impact separately. When we read the play, 

we run the risk of missing most of the atmosphere and the emotional impact that the 

scene can make.  

*A good reader can hardly ever afford to forget any of the characters who are onstage. 

If they are not speaking, what are they doing?    

*The playwright’s basic problem is filling the space at his/her disposal. 

*Not all playwrights want audiences to identify with characters and situations. 

  
Acoustics-Qualities that evaluate the ability of a theater to transmit clearly sounds from the stage to 

an audience. 

 

Act-One of the major divisions of a play.  Many have 3 acts, but some only have 1 or 2.  Shakespeare’s 

generally have 5. 

 

Action-The physical and psychological action between and inside of characters in a play. 

 

Apron-Front of stage closest to the audience. 

 

Aside-A character’s comment or observation often delivered directly to the audience or themselves.  

 

Backstage-Area reserved behind the stage and in wings for prop and set storage and where actors wait 

for cues. 

 

Caricature-A character consisting of certain selected features exaggerated for comic effect. 

 

Catharsis –The emotional release of the audience achieved through the action and dialogue of the play. 

 

Cast-The characters in a play. 

Climax-It is most effective when an audience has had to wait for it.  

 



Comedy-Any play less serious than a tragedy and commonly having a happy ending. 

 

Comic relief-A comic element inserted into a tragic or somber work to relieve its tension or heighten by 

contrast the tragic emotion. 

 

Costuming-Clothing, jewelry, and other paraphernalia used to help the actor portray a character. 

 

Curtain-The closing of the curtain means the end of a scene or act.  (There was no curtain in Elizabethan 

theatre.)  It can also indicate a change in location or time for the next scene.   

 

Curtain call-The process of actors taking their bows, receiving applause, and/or being reintroduced to 

the audience at the end of the play. 

 

Cyclorama-Backdrop used upstage for scenery.  

 

Deus ex machina-An unexpected power or event saving a seemingly hopeless situation, especially as a 

contrived plot device in a play or novel. 

 

Dialogue-The conversation spoken between characters and the primary vehicle for the playwright 

because how words are spoken produces the greatest effects on the audience.  It is also a major cause 

of dramatic momentum.  To imagine the full impact of the dialogue, we need to imagine the sound of the 

spoken words and the edge they could have to cut against other characters onstage. The meaning of a 

phrase can depend on tone, timing, phrasing, on how she is looking at him, how close he is to her, whether 

her hand touches his, etc. It fans the flames of our curiosity. We base our knowledge of dialogue on what 

we’ve previously read; the actor bases his/her interpretation on the whole play.  

 

Drama-Any serious work designed to be represented on a stage by actors. 

 

Dramatic legerdemain – Personality of a character shown to audience (sincere or not depends on what 

the actor wants to do). 

 

Dramatis personae/cast-Cast of characters in a drama.  The audience focuses on whoever is moving or 

on an upstage character if no one is. 

 

Elizabethan Theatre-It’s the time when Elizabeth I ruled England from 1558-1603. 

 

Epiphany-It is a sudden spiritual awakening or “ah ha!” by a character that is a break with how the 

person had been acting prior to the epiphany. 

 

Episodic play – Found primarily in Shakespeare, Brecht, and Kushner, this traces a character’s journey to 

a final action or understanding about what the journey meant. 

 

Exit/exeunt-This is the stage direction telling an actor (exit) or more than one actor (exeunt) to leave 

the stage. 

 

Fly space-empty space above the stage to attach and story flying scenery.  

 

Foil-This is a character in a play who sets off the main character or other characters by comparison or 

juxtaposition. Much can be learned about each by comparing and contrasting the actions of the two. 



 

Gestures-These bodily movements help convey the urgency behind the dialogue.   

 

“Going up on lines”-Forgetting lines while on stage. 

 

House-The building where the theatre is housed. 

 

Interior world (on-stage) vs. exterior world (off-stage). 

 

In medias res-In the middle—beginning the play with immediate engagement instead of exposition. 

 

Jacobean Theatre-It’s the time when James I ruled England from 1603-1625. 

 

Leitmotif – A dominant and recurring thematic idea (i.e. patterns of escape). 

 

Makeup-Cosmetics, wigs, hair colorings, or other items applied to actors to change their appearance. 

 

Masque-A formal/dramatic entertainment with music, songs, and dance. 

 

Melodrama-A play with exaggerated plot and emotion.  

 

Memory play-It uses a character as a narrator who typically stands off to the side of the stage and 

provides background exposition, clarification, or an explanation of the play.   

 

Middle Ages 1000-1500 CE and Renaissance 1300-1600 CE. 

 

Mise-en-scène-The method a film director uses to stage an event for the camera. 

 

Momentum-This drives the play forward and is associated with increasing tension.  It is when the 

audience wants to know what will happen next.  

 

Monologue-An uninterrupted speech by a character in a performance. The monologue may be to another 

character or the audience. 

 

Oeuvre–All the works of an artist or playwright. 

 

Opening scene-A good one provides an immediate spark of curiosity-whetting vitality.  

 

Pause-An incident introduced just before the climax to mislead the audience. 

 

Plastic theatre – Use of props, noises, music, and stage directions to convey a blatant parallel with the 

characters’ states of mind on stage.  It is symbolic, not realistic. Characters’ minds become stage 

settings 

 

Playwright-A person who writes plays to be staged. 

 

Poetic justice-The term applied to the idea that the good are rewarded and the evil are punished. 

 



Prologue-An opening section of a longer work.  It may establish the situation in which the characters will 

find themselves.  Sometimes it functions as a flashback to earlier events. 

 

Proscenium-part of the stage in front of the curtain. 

 

Proscenium arch-archway above the proscenium stage that resonates sound.  

 

Realistic drama vs. alienation effect-In realism, the audience suspends disbelief and accepts the world 

on stage as realistic and it offers them emotional intensity and release (catharsis).  Alienation uses an 

artifice to keep the audience at a distance from the emotional impact because they know it’s artificial.   

 

Romantic comedy-A play in which love is the central motive of an action that leads to a happy ending. 

 

Runners-side curtains that hide actors and set pieces before cues. 

 

Scene-Subdivision of an act of a play where action takes place in one stage setting.   

 

Scenery-Painted scenes and accessories used to depict the setting of a play. 

 

Scrim-mesh screen used to illuminate actors from the other side. 

 

Set-Artificial setting for a scene in a play, including furniture, scenery, and other items to create an 

illusion of another time and place. 

 

Setting-Usually done with props and scenery, this is where the action of the play occurs. 

 

Soliloquy-A speech given directly to the audience, ordinarily with no one else on stage.  Usually played as 

a direct address to the audience, sometimes played as a character thinking aloud in the audience’s 

presence. 

Sound effects-Like any good buildup, they load the context of expectation with meaningful associations.  

Stage-Where actors play out words and actions of the playwright.  It is the setting of the action. 

Staging-To bring a play to life—all decisions of the play’s productions—positioning actors, their 

movements, construction of the set, position of props, lighting, costume/makeup, and sound effects. 

Stage directions-Information not part of the dialogue of a play given to the actors about where to go 

and how to speak.  These are set apart from the dialogue by using brackets and italics.  (Stage left=left 

side as an actor faces the audience/Stage right=right side as an actor faces the audience.) Directions 

governing action need to be treated no less imaginatively than description of sets.  Pay particular 

attention to pauses.   

 

Tableau–View of stage that looks like a picture. 

 

Talkback-Cast, designers, and directors come on stage for an informal discussion with the audience.  

 



Theatre of the absurd-Non-realistic drama featuring confusion, despair, illogicality, and incongruity to 

disengage audience emotions in favor of the intellect.  By being repetitive and irrational in action, it 

shows the world to be incomprehensible.   

 

Theme-Ideas that express an understanding of some aspect of human nature.  They are expressed in 

sentence form.  Thematic ideas/motifs can be expressed in single words and short phrases (jealousy, 

forgiveness, love, freedom). 

 

Thrust or arena-Known as a platform stage or an open stage that extends into the audience on three 

sides.  

 

Tragedy-Serious dramas or plays that deal with human frailties in which the main character cannot cope 

with his situation, usually ending in his death and that of others.   
 

Wagon-Used to move scenery on and off stage. 

 

Wing-Place where an actor waits to enter stage.  
 
 

GLOSSARY OF ACTING & DIRECTING TERMS  

(What you won’t be tested over.) 

Actions/Intentions: The action verbs the actor uses to fulfill the 0bjective/Driving Question. i.e. to possess. 

Activity: A specific physical task that may or may not be connected to an action, such as a character loading 

a gun or packing a suitcase. 

Ad-Lib: Spoken words (sometimes witty comments) said out loud that are not in the script. They can also be 

given “off the cuff” when another actor forgets a line. 

Adjustment: A direction or modification an actor makes in the playing of material. They are often 

instructions given by the director. 

Affective memory: (Or “Remembered emotion”) Memory that involves the actor personally, so that deeply 

rooted emotional experiences begin to respond. His/her instrument begins to awaken and he/she becomes 

capable of the kind of living on stage which is essentially reliving. 

Animal work: Sensory and body work based on the observation of animals, birds and reptiles. 

Beat: 1. A component of spoken material with a single action. A new beat occurs when the character 

changes what he is doing to attain his objective. 2. In blocking, holding for 1 second=1 beat. 

Blocking: To set the movements of actors on a stage or set. Also, any given movement that enhances the 

scene, such as a specific character gesture.  

Central conflict: The oppositional force between characters that directly affects or motivates the action 

of the plot. 



Characterization: The actor using their craft to explore and develop the specific qualities of a character. 

Cheating or Opening Out: Angling or squaring the body out toward the audience or camera, while still partly 

facing the other actor/character. 

Cold Reading: Unfamiliar material, such as a scene or audition sides. An audition in which you are asked to 

read from copy you are not familiar with, generally with little or no time to prepare. 

Composition: The arrangement of the staging and design elements to create a visual picture. 

Conflict: An essential and vital element of acting that involves the obstacles and struggles (inner and outer) 

that a character must overcome to reach their objective. 

Countering: A blocking movement by an actor to rebalance the stage in reaction to another actor’s 

movement, or change of position. 

Cue: The action, line, or phrase of dialogue that signals your character to move or speak. 

Cue-to-Cue: A tech rehearsal where to save time, action and text is cut out between cues. 

Downstage: The front of the stage or the part closest to the audience. 

Dramaturge: A profession in theatre that deals mainly with the research and development of plays. The 

dramaturge often assists the director in the preparation of a production. 

Driving Question: Always beginning with “How can I…?” It is the rephrasing of the actor’s objective in the 

active and very specific form of a question that needs to be answered in the scene, i.e. “How can I rip the 

blinders from her eyes?” 

Dry tech: The rehearsal and setting of lighting, scenery, and sound cues, in preparation for the full 

technical rehearsal with actors. 

Emotion: The agitation of feelings such as: sadness, power, fear, love, hate and joy. These can be followed by 

responses such as: rapid heartbeat, crying or shaking. 

Emotional Recall: (or Emotional Memory) The emotions from an actor’s memory (long- or short-term) of 

personal experiences that are used to connect the actor to the character and meet the emotional needs of 

the situation in the play or film. 

Endowment: To give physical or emotional attributes to your character, to create more reality and meaning 

to further the needs of the story. Objects can also be endowed with physical, emotional or historical 

attributes: shaving without a blade, removing wet clothing when it’s not wet, drinking water as if it’s vodka. 

Fourth wall: The imaginary wall which separates the actors from the audience, and the audience from the 

stage. The actor uses it to create the reality in the scene, and keep one’s mind in the world of the film or 

play. 

Framing: Crafting and sculpting individual moments for the purpose of highlighting them. 



Given circumstances: The background and current circumstances of a character, ranging from who you are, 

where you are, and why you are doing it. The costumes, sets and lighting—all the circumstances that are 

given to the actor to take into account as they create their role. 

Group Theatre: Founded by Harold Clurman, Cheryl Crawford and Lee Strasberg in the 1930s, the Group 

Theatre based its acting on the innovative teachings of Constantin Stanislavsky. A renowned American 

theatrical company whose members included: Lee Strasberg, Stella Adler, Bobby Lewis, Sandford Meisner 

and Harold Clurman. The company was based on an ensemble approach to acting as first seen in the Moscow 

Art Theater and changed the course of American theatre forever. They created new American plays with a 

vision that spoke to and reflected the common man and to change the troubled times. The traditions of the 

Group Theatre are continued to this day. 

Happiness: (also called The Super Objective) The character’s long term objective or “big dream” in life. The 

“happiness” does not necessarily apply directly to any single scene but has an effect on every scene. It also 

helps in providing conflict and dimension to every scene. 

Improvisation: Setting out to do a scene with no pre-planned or written idea. A process leading to 

spontaneous discovery that allows the actor to find real, organic impulses within themselves. 

Impulse: A natural response that an actor responds to in the moment. 

Indicating: Showing what your character is feeling or doing without really feeling or doing, leading to a false 

and shallow performance. 

Inner Action: A physical action verb chosen by the actor in the pursuit of an objective. It always begins 

with the word “to” i.e. to attack, to soothe, to tickle. 

Inner Life/Inner Monologue: A character’s active, imaginative inner thoughts while the actor is playing a 

role. 

Instinct: A compelling or powerful impulse. 

Instrument: The actor’s collective working of the body, voice, mind, and imagination. 

Intention: Another word for an acting objective, or action, that an actor pursues while onstage. 

Line Cue: The last portion of the last line before your cue begins. 

Magic if/What if ? : Created by Stanislavsky, the actor tries to answer the question, “If this were real, 

how would I react?” 

Meisner Technique: An acting program that uses (among other things) repetitive and in-the-moment 

exercises first devised by Sanford Meisner of the Group Theatre. The technique emphasizes “moment-to-

moment” spontaneity through communication with other actors to generate behavior that is “truthful under 

imaginary circumstances.” Meisner also emphasized using the actor’s imagination to create emotional reality—

the creative “as-if”— over the personal, emotional experience philosophy championed by fellow Group 

Theatre member Lee Strasberg. 



Method,The: A generic term used to describe the acting philosophy of using personal emotional experiences 

in acting, as first introduced to the Western world by Stanislavsky and furthered by members of America’s 

Group Theatre in the 1930s. When used today, “The Method” most often refers to the deeply personal 

emotional work taught by followers of Lee Strasberg, one of the Group Theatre members, and can be 

summed up as: “Training the subconscious to behave spontaneously.” 

Moment-to-moment: The acting process concentrating on the present, not what’s going to happen in the 

future. 

Moscow Art Theatre: Co-founded in 1897 by Constantin Stanislavsky with Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko. 

The theatre was conceived as a venue for naturalistic theatre, as opposed to the melodramatic style which 

was popular in Russia at the time. 

Motivation: The Why? The reason a character pursues a particular objective or super objective. 

Objects: Physical items used by the actor to enhance and give more reality to a character. 

Objective: A character’s pursuit of a specific goal in a scene. Also referred to as the intention or driving 

question. 

Obstacle: The conflict and stumbling blocks to a character’s struggle in pursuit of an action or objective. 

Organic: A natural response that comes (organically) from deep within the character/actor. 

Outer Tactics: The method or “how” an actor/character goes about doing their action in a beat. An active 

verb form preceded with “by” always ending in “ing.” Each beat has both an Inner Action and an Outer Tactic: 

To gain entry (Inner Action)/By honeying (Outer Tactic.) 

Pace: The speed at which you pick up your cue and deliver the next line of your dialogue. Pace can also be the 

speed that creates a style for the piece. 

Pantomime: An art form related to the dance; not to be confused with “silent scenes” or a “scene without 

words.” 

Physical gesture: A specific movement or physical action of a character that expresses the psychology, 

feelings and desires incorporated into one gesture. It is often used by the actor to awaken the essence of 

his character. 

Particularization: The process Uta Hagen taught, making each event, person and place (down to the smallest 

physical object) as exact as possible. These details are explored in great detail to discover how they are 

relevant to the character. 

Physicalization: To express with the body. Showing as opposed to telling. Externals of a character, such as 

how they eat, walk and talk. 

Presentational: An actor’s awareness of the audience through direct address to the audience, by looks, signs 

or gestures. 



Private Moment: A well-known technique developed by Lee Strasberg, based on Stanislavsky’s theory that 

the challenge of the actor is to “act privately in public.” An individual acting exercise (performed in front of 

others) in which the actor does an intensely personal activity while alone, while giving the effect of “being 

private in public.” 

Psychological gesture: If we define gesture to mean a movement that has intention, we could say that the 

Psychological Gesture is a movement that expresses the psychology of the character. 

Props: All objects on a theatrical or film set, used by the actors. Hand Props: often small and hand-carried 

objects used by actors during performance, i.e. glasses, wallet, handkerchief. Practical Props:props that 

actually have to work during performance, i.e. cigarette lighter, flashlight. 

Representational: Represents “realism.” Characters in their real lives that are not aware the audience is 

there. 

Run: 1. A series of brief lines building to a speech or key moment. 2. The number of performances a show 

does. 

Script Analysis: The close study of a play or screenplay. This incorporates all of the dialogue and stage 

directions to find the answers necessary to create a full and rich character and to craft a performance that 

serves the script. The exploration of the script may include the questions of theme, story, character, and 

overall elements of the play and characters. 

Sensory: Connecting the character to the body and mind through the senses; to taste, hear, feel, see, think, 

perceive; to know through the physical inner self, as opposed to the instinctive. 

Sense memory: (emotional recall) The basis for Lee Strasberg’s Method Acting. “Sense memory” is used to 

refer to the recall of physical sensations: sight, touch, taste, smell, and sound.  These physical sensations 

surround an emotional event, instead of the emotions themselves. 

Sides: A portion of a script (pages) selected for an audition that highlights a specific character. 

Speed-through: A rehearsal with actors going through the lines of the play as quickly as possible, picking up 

the cues. Sometimes called a “glib thru.” 

Spontaneity: A free unplanned impulsive moment. 

Stage Business: A stage activity used to accent, intensify, or heighten the manner in which one uses an 

object on stage. 

Stage Directions: The writer’s insertions of blocking, reactions, gestures, or use of props to clarify the 

action. 

Stage Left: In a proscenium theatre, the actor’s left, while facing the audience. 

Stage Right: In a proscenium theatre, the actor’s right, while facing the audience. 

Stakes: The heightened consequences for each character of achieving or failing to achieve their objectives. 



Stanislavsky, Constantin (1863-1938): Russian theatre director, actor, and teacher most responsible for the 

manner and technique in which the craft of acting is taught. Co-founder/director of the Moscow Art 

Theatre in 1897 with Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko. He developed a “system” or “method” by which actors 

could consistently produce superior work by tapping into themselves and their real feelings, to create 

naturalistic acting as opposed to the representational acting style popular at the time. 

Strasberg, Lee (1901-1982): Acting teacher, artistic director of the Actor’s Studio, and developer of what 

came to be known as “Method Acting,” an approach based on early writings of Stanislavsky. His teaching 

method was based on Stanislavsky; but, among other things, Strasberg intensely focused on actors exploring 

past memories to use real emotions to connect them to their character. 

Subtext: The character’s complex thoughts, feelings, motives, etc. created and layered under the actual 

words and actions of the character by the actor. 

Substitution: The recasting of people, objects, and events in the script that the character must react act 

to, with real people, objects and events that the actor has known or experienced in their own life. 

Super objective:  Stanislavsky developed the concept of the super- objective (referred to here as The 

Happiness) that would carry the ‘through line of action,’ mapped out for the character through the entire 

play. 

Tactics: “How” a character goes about achieving their goal. Also, specifically the way a character “masks” 

their inner action or intention, on the outside: i.e. to alarm (inner action) by freaking out (outer tactic). 

Tasks: Pieces of work or functions that need to be done, the total of which comprises an overall activity. 

Tempo; pace; rhythm: The level of speed with which the scene or play is acted out. The general effect 

creates a specific mood or tone to the work. 

Three-Quarters (Actually ¼): A stage position in a proscenium theatre, where the actor is facing half-way 

toward the actor to their side and half-way toward the audience. Thus the audience is essentially seeing a 

three-quarter view of the actor. 

Through line of action or continuity: Stanislavsky’s concept of the inner line of effort that guides the 

actors from the beginning to the end of the play. (An Actor Prepares) 

Transference: Uta Hagen’s term for the actor’s process of making transferences from their own 

experiences to those in the play until they become synonymous with them. 

Trigger: An emotional or physical signal that signals or sparks a bonfire of emotion to break through to the 

surface. 

Upstage: The opposite of downstage; the back part of stage in a proscenium theatre; the farthest part from 

the audience. Derives from the eighteenth century, when the stage was slanted, or “raked” toward the 

audience, with the rear of the stage higher than the front. 

Upstaging: To go upstage of an actor with whom you are sharing a scene. This causes the other actor to be 

in the downstage, weakened position of having to face upstage to maintain the illusion of eye contact. 



Upping the stakes: Increasing and upping the importance on a scene or moment to heighten the dramatic 

tension of the character or scene. 

World of the play: What happens. Where it happens. When it happens. The circumstances affected by the 

society, economics, culture and politics of the time. What we learn from the setting of the play. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Common Things to Look for While Reading 
from How to Read Literature like a Professor (Thomas C. Foster) 

 
 

 

 Be mindful when a character takes a trip or goes on a journey. 

o Ask yourself, who is the person? Where is he/she going? What is he/she looking for? Is it a 

stated reason, or can we infer something? What trials/challenges will they experience along 

the way?  

 

 Food & drink usually symbolize more than basic sustenance or nourishment. 

o Especially when it happens with other people or in groups, it’s something that brings people 

together; think of it as “communion” but with no religious connotation; it’s an act of sharing 

and peace; a failed meal carries negative connotations; you should always be hospitable to 

strangers and never hurt them when they are in your home 

 

 Weather is oftentimes symbolic for something more. Why? It’s a plot device. 

o Rain or Water = think fertility/life, renewal/cleansing, Noah & the flood, maybe even 

drowning. Symbolically, rain is clean (form of purification, baptism, removing sin); rain is 

restorative (can bring dying earth back to life); rain can be destructive (causes pneumonia, 

colds, etc.; hurricances); rainbows represent hope and a promise of peace 

o Fog = can’t see clearly, almost always signals some sort of confusion; mental, ethical, physical 

Snow = negative connotations are cold, stark, inhospitable, inhuman, nothingness, death; 

positive connotations are clean, pure, playful 

 

 On a related note, geography and season matter. Think about the setting of the story and consider 

these questions: 

o What represents home, family, love, security? 

o What represents wilderness, danger, confusion?  

o Low places: swamps, crowds, fog, darkness, fields, heat, unpleasantness, hell/hades 

o High places: snow, ice, purity, thin air, clear views, isolation, life, death, heaven 

o Spring = fertily, birth, early childhood, life, happiness, growth, resurrection  

o Summer = late teens through twenties, sowing wild oats, hot/passions ignited  

o Fall = middle age/adulthood, harvest, reaping what we sow, both rewards and punishments 

o Winter = old age, death, hibernation, lack of growth, punishment 

 

 Look for trends, archetypes, and familiar characters & situations. 

o There is no such thing as a wholly original work of literature—stories grow out of other 

stories, poems out of other poems, etc. There is only one story: of humanity and human 

nature, endlessly repeated. Intetextuality asks us to recognize connections between one story 

and deepens our appreciation and experience.  

 

 Spiritual connotations aside, the Bible influences a lot of works. Some common Bibilical stories with 

symbolic implications: 

o Garden of Eden: women tempting men and causing their fall, the apple as symbolic of an 

object of temptation, a serpent who tempts men to do evil, and a fall from innocence 

o David and Goliath: overcoming overwhelming odds 

o Samson and Delilah: a woman learning your greatest strength and destroying it 

o Jonah and the Whale: refusing to face a task and being “eaten” or overwhelmed by it anyway 

o Job: facing disasters not of the character’s making and not the character’s fault, suffers as a 

result, but remains steadfast. 

o The Flood: rain as a form of destruction; rainbow as a promise of restoration 



o Christ Figures: in 20th-century, oftentimes used ironically; someone who sacrifices themselves  

o Biblical names often draw a connection between the literary character and Biblical character 

 

 Think about how popular fairy tales and children’s literature influence common literature. 

o “Hansel & Gretel”: lost children trying to find their way home 

o Peter Pan: refusing to grow up, lost boys, a girl-nurturer 

o Alice in Wonderland or The Wizard of Oz: entering a world that doesn’t work rationally or 

operates under different rules 

o “Cinderella”: orphaned girl abused by adopted family saved through supernatural 

intervention 

o “Snow White”: evil queen/woman who brings death to an innocent; saved by heroic/princely 

figure 

o Prince Charmings: heroes who rescue women (21st century frequently flips this, where women 

save themselves or men) 

 

 Think about what the possible sociological/political implications are for the work. 

o Literature tends to be written by people interested in the problems of the world, so many 

works have a political element in them. 

o Issues include individualism and self-determination against the needs of society for 

conformity, stability, or “perfection”; power structures; relations among classes; issues of 

justice and rights; interactions between genders and among various racial and ethnic 

constituencies 

 

 Oftentimes, characters can be seen as a Christ Figure, which tends to embody following 

characteristics: 

o wounds in hands, feet, side, and head; often portrayed with arms outstreached; in agony; self-

sacrificing; good with children; known to use humble modes of transportation; might spend 

time alone in the wilderness; creator of many aphorisms and parables; might have disciples or 

followers; comes to redeem an unworthy world 

o As a reader, you must put personal belief system aside and recognize a Christ Figure when 

you see it.  

o Why would authors use a Christ figure? It deepens our sense of the character’s sacrifice, 

thematically has to do with redemption, hope, or miracles.  

 

 Writers frequently use symbols in literature to represent sex. Before the mid 20th-century, coded sex 

helped writers avoid censorship, and the symbols can function on multiple levels, even being more 

intense than the literary descriptions. Some common sex symbols include: 

o Female symbols: chalice/cup, Holy Grail, bowls, rolling landscape, empty vessels waiting to 

be filled, tunnels, images of fertility 

o Male symbols: blade, sword, tall buildings, other phallic symbols 

 Ironically, when authors write directly about sex, they’re typically writing about something else, 

such as sacrifice, submission, rebellion, supplication, domination, enlightenment, etc.  

 

 

 
 

 


