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I ONCE MANAGED TOQ LIVE FOR A
long sime, and wirh 0o apparent stress, a
secret life with literature. Publicly, i the reading: an experience in which rhe words
books I'd written and in the classroom, T worked af someone else filled me up and made it irrel-
as an hiatorian and polemicist of Heeary tweory, wha ‘ evimt fo talk about mv reading o expericnce that 1°d
could speak with passion, and without noticeable impedi-  had for as Tong as Tean ramember being a reader. This secrer
ment, about liverature as a policieal instroment. [ once wrore life implicicy deoivd thar any walk about whar 1 had under-
that the literary word was like o knife, a hammer, o gone b gone could ever e authentic, My silenr encounters wich lic-

The seerat me was
mesthe-reader, in the act of

bBecame 4 koown and someswhan colorfully controversial e crature are ravislmely pleasurable, ke ermotic transport.
ure, repularly excoriated in neon-comservative Jaments about Iy privares Towas wanguillity personiticd; in public, an
the academy, acter in the endless siile ol divisiveness of argument, the
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IN MY SECRET LIFE
AS A READER, |
WAS TRANQUILITY
PERSONIFIED. IN
MY PUBLIC LIFE AS
A CRITIC, | WAS AN
ACTOR IN THE
ENDLESS STRIFE
AND DIVISIVENESS
OF ARGUMENT,
THE “DIRTY MARRY
OF LITERARY
THEORY."

OF EMGLISH 3834928984

“Dirty Iarry of literary theory,™ as
one revicewer put it My secret life
eventually was to be shared wigh stu-
dents in my undergraduate classroom,
while my public life as literary intelleg-
tual continued to be played out in the
graduate classroom, Two types of
<lassroom; two sclves unhappy with
one another,

ONCE, AND ONLY ONCE,

T posed the following question to
undergraduate majors in a course I
teach at Duke University on modern
literature: “Anybody here like livera-
ture?” Looks of puzzlement and con-
cern: Iy fe stoned? T like my undergrad-
uatcs, with whom 1 sharc a bond of
stubborn haiveré, We believe that liter-
atore is pleasurable and imporrant, as
literatare, and not as an illustraticn of
something clse. I've poscd the same
question in graduvare seminars. The
ICcsponsc nover varics: knowing laughs,
disturbing nods of recogniton, a few
starcs of impatience and hostlity. They
assume I'm onc of them. They say,
“You don’t believe that literature is
important as literature.” Then they
point to the damaging cvidence of
some of my work in the ficld, usnally to
2 book called Criticism and Social
Change. 1 want to reply, “You need w
understand the context.” T say nothing.
They believe that the book is clear, that
no cohtext can modify its essentdal
meaning, and thev're right. When
Criricismn and Social Change appeared
in 1983, 1 was convinced thar a literary
critic, ar g lirerary eritic, could be an
agent of soclal transformation, ao
actvist whe would show his studenes
that, in its form and style, literature had
a strategic role to play in the world's
various arrangements of power; that lit-
erature wasn’t to be relepated o the
Arts and Leisure section of the Sunday
paper, as if it were a thing for weekend
amuscment only. I would show my stu-
dents that whar is called “lirerature™ ig
nothing but the most devicus of
rhetorical discourses (writing  with
political designs upon us all), either in
opposition 1o or ih complicity with the
power in place. In rither gase, novels,
prems, and plavs deserved to be includ-
ed iy the Sunday secrion called Mews of
the Week in Review.
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(ver the last ten years, I*ve pretey
much stopped vceading literary crid-
cism, because most of it isn’t literary.
Bur eotcism it is of a sort—the sort
that stems from the sense that one js
inorally superior to the writcrs that onc
is suppasedly describing. ‘This posture
of superiority is assuined when those
writers represent the major islands of
Western literary eracdition, the central
cultural engine—so it goes—of racism,
poverty, scxism, homophobia, and
imperalism: a cesspool that literary
critics would exposc for mankind’s
benefit, Tust what ir would avail us to
learn that Flavbert was a sexist is not
clear, It is impessible, this much is
clear, w cxaggerate the hereic self
infladon of academice literary criticism,

To be certified as an acsdemic lit-
crary critic, you need to believe, and
be willing o assert, that Ezra Pound’s
Cantes, 3 work twice the length of
Paradise Lost, and which 99 pereent
af all scrious students of litcrature
find too difficult to read, artwally for-
wards the cause of worldwide anti-
Scmitism. You need to tell vour stu-
dents that, despite what almost a cen-
tury's worth of smart rcaders have
concluded, Joseph Conrad’s Hears of
Darkness iz a subtle celebration of the
desolarions of imperialism. My objec-
tien is not that literary study has been
politicized, but thar it proceeds in
happy indifference to, often in uncon-
scionahle innocence of, the protocols
of literary competence, Only ten to
fifteen years ago, the vicws T*ve cited
on Pound and Coorad would have
received barely passing grades had
they been submitted as cssavs in an
undergraduate course, Now, such
views circulate at the highest levels of
my profession in the essays of disdn-
guished literary critics.

T've never believed that writers had
to be superdor in anything, except
writing. The fundamental, if’ only
implied, message of much literary crit-
icismt is self-righteous, and it takes this
form: “T.5. Eliot is a homophobe and
Tam not. Therefore, T am a better per-
som than Eliot, Imitate me, oot Elioe.”
To which the praper respanse 15 “Bur
T.5. Eliot could really write, and you
can’t. Tell us truly, is there no filth in
vour soul:™



JU-1-2@E2 13:09 FROM:UC DEPT. OF ENGLISH 3@345289e4  T:ssele Pi9/13

WHEN IT'S THE REAL THING,
literature enlarges us; stips the film of
familiarity from the world, creates
bonds of sympathy with all kinds, even
with evil characters, who we jearn are
all in the family. Bach of these points
has been made long ago in response to
the question, What iz literature for?
With no regraes, | tell you that 1 have
nothing new to offer to the ficld of lit-
crary theory.

I confess to never having been able
to get cnough of the real thing. I worry
incessantly about wsing wp my stash and
spending the last years of my life in
gloom, having long ago mainlined all the
ireat, vedl-piercing books, Great becanse
veil-piercing. Rooks propelling me out of
the narrow life shat 1 lead in my own lit-
e wotld, offering me reveladons of
strangers, who turn out 0ot be totally
strange; a variery of real worlds, unveiled
for me, for the firse dme,

I vou should happen to enjoy the
lirerary experience of liberation, it’s not
likely that vou do so because you're able
to take apart the formal resources of lit-
eratare. All that you know is that you
live where you live and that you are who
vou are. Then you submit to the text,
vou relinguish yourself, because you
need 1o be angported, You know with
complete certirude that, when you are
vourself, yuu are only, at best, half alive.
Even if vou can't say what it is, you
krow when vou're in the thrall of real
lirerature. You can't get yvour fix from
reading the (p-Ed page or, for thar
matter, any other pages in discourscs
vou think of as sor fzerary, Tf asked to
define “Miterary.” you could nor deit, If
prossed, vou'd sy, “[*m e interested
in the question,™ It's like asking me
who God is. You mighe say, as 1 wold,
“The guestion ‘What i literaturc? 15 a
guestion for those who secretly hare lit-
craturc.” If vou put a gun 1o my head,

1M say, “All literature is travel literasure,
all true readers shut-ing.”

The firse time that 1 traveled it was
1956 and 1 was sixteen. 1 was i bed.
Ever sinee, | like wo do it in a bed, or
ceclining on a couch, or on the floor,
with my knees drawn up— just like the
Grat titne, the book leaning sgainsl my
thikhs, nestled inomy wroin. The first
booking was arranged by a high. schoel
reacher named (honesty LaBella, whe
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said to me out of the blue, “Live fast,
die young, and have a good-looking
corpse.” He tofd me that he was quot-
ing 2 linc from a novel that I should
read, Knock on Any Dvor by Willard
Motley, T tied to take out the book
from my hometown public Jibrary but
was informed that 1 could have it only if
I brought them a letter from my moth-
or saying that it was okay, which my
indulgent mother was happy to #rite.

After supper, 1 withdrew tw my
room, shut the door, and read deep into
the night. Next morning, I didn’t both-
er with breakfast. My mother looked in
try ask iF T was sick, 1 kept on going inta
the early aftcrnoon, when 1 finished,
still in my pajamas, unwashed and
nnshaven, Too bad I couldn’t bave
hooked up a catheter. ‘

1 was living in the world of Mick
Romano, a good Italian-American
Catholi¢, an altar boy, who thiough a
terrible unfairacss is cast down into the
mean streets of Chicagoe's West Side
and, cvenmmally, at twenty-one, into the
clectric chair for » murder that he in fact
committed and that T wanted him 1o get
away with, Live fast, dic young, and
have a good-looking corpse was Hick’s
mottp. He loved a pil named
Rosemary, who loved him back passion-
atcly, They acruaily did it.

1 was alsn a good ltalian-American
Catholic, crazy for a girl named
Rasernary, bur whom I never raiked 10,
never mmind the other thing, which
almost nobody in my teen world did. I
lived in Utica, New York, a small ethnic
tonwnl, where parcnis Were strict, where
the steects were not mean. 1 had {and
have) a dramatic tife in hooks, not on
rhe sirecis.

A couple of years ago, 1 learned that
the lare Willard Motley was pay and
black, and that he only rarely wrote
about Backs, Occasionally 1 @y to fac-
tor Motley's race and scxual aricptatdon
into what I experienced when I read his
novel. T can’t do it. Recently, T learncd
that Motley gaid, in response to an
obvious question, that he considercd
himself to be a member of the huntan
race. In the current academy, there™s no
passibility of accepring that statcment
a anything but a pathetic dodge.

When [ grew up and became a lit-

erary critic, | fearned to keep silent

CILET SR,

M A TEACHER
WHO BELIEVES
LITERATURE CAN'T
BE TAUGHT, IF BY
TEACHING WE
MEAN HAVING A
DISCIPLINE, A
METHOD, AND
RULES FOR
ENGAGING THE
OBJECT OF STUDY.
I'M A MAN

FLYING FROM
IDEAS, INCLUDING
MY OWN.
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CASE STULDIES IN
CONTEMPORARY CRITICISM
Series Bditor: Ross C Murfin,
University of Miami

m highly praised and widely adopre
serics B each volume repints an

| anthoritatve text of 2 classic literary
| work with § critieal essays represent-

[ ing 5 conemporary critical sapproaches
® cach cssay, especially written or
edited for undergraduates, is preceded
by an introdueton (with bibliogra-
phy) to the perspective m the work
itaclf iz preceded by an introduction
with biographical and histories!
contexts and followed by a survey of
critieal responses

| Joseph Conrad

Fdited by

Daniel R. Schwarz,
Cornell Utiversity

Sept, 1996/paper
256 pagee/$7.50 nee

Psychoanalytic Criticism:
aniel B. Schwarz

Reader-Response Critclsm:
James Phelan -

The MNew Historicism: Michacl
L.evenson

Feminist Cridcism: Bonnie Kime
Scott

Deconstaction: T. Hillag Miller

HOWARIDS

EMNI

E. M. Forster

Edited by Alistair

M. Duckworth,
Univorsity of
{oride

Sept. 1996/paper
432 pages/58 pet

Psycheanalytic Criticism:
J. 1T, Smape

Freminise and Gender Crideism:
Elizabeth Tangland

Cultural Criticism: Peter
Widdowson

Marxist Croticism: Judith Weaissinan

Deconstruction: T. Hillis Miller

about the reading cxperfences of liber-
ation that 1'd enjoved since childhood.
With many of my generation, I
believed thar my ability to say the
words “politics™ and “litcrature™ in
the sarme breath was the only socially
responsible way to affirm the value of
literary study.

Then, seven years ago, T lost my
professional beating and composure.
The actual crisis occurred in a graduare
class, just as I was about to begin a lec-
ture on Faulkner. Before I could get a
word cut, a student said, “The first
thing we have to understand is that
Faulkner js a racist.” I responded with
4 starc, but he was not intrmidated, 1
was. Tle wanted to subvert me with
what I thought crude versians of ideas
that had made my academic reputa-
den, and that had (as he told me
before the semester began) drawn him
to my class. And now I was refusing to
be the critic he had every right to think
I was. And I felt subverted, Later in
the coutse, another student attacked
Don DicLillo’s White Nodse for whar he
called its insensiivity to the Third
World. T said, “But the novel docsn't
concern the Third World. Its set in a
small town in Middle America. It con-
cerns the technological catastrophes of
the First World.” The sudent replied,
“Vhar’s the problem, It ethnocentric
and clidst.” 1 had been, befors that
class, working hard to be generous.
After that class, | didn’t want to be
generous anymore and tried o com-
municare how unspeakably stupid I
found these views, but had trouble
staying fully ratonal. There was an
cxplosion or two of operabic <imen-
sion, I wasn't the tenor herog T was the
baritone villain.

S0 I gave up tcaching graduate
students, I escaped into the under-
graduate classroomi-—in other words,
slipped happily underground in order
to talk to people who, like me, need to
read great literature just as much as
they need to cat.

I'M A TEACHER WHO

believes that literature can'’t be taught,
if by teaching we mean being in lucid
possession of a discipling, a method,
and rules for the engagement of the
abject of study. 1 believe that the finest
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examples of the object of study cannot
be ruled and thar, therefore, profession-
al literary study i& 2 contadicton in
terms. Great writing is a literally seopsely,
one-of-a-kind thing, somecthing new
and odginal in the world of literature,
which (like all cultural worlds) is domi-
nated by the conventional and the rule-
driven: the boringly second-rate. Where
then is the teacher? In my classroom, 1
assume, but cannot prove, that there
can be illuminatng conversadon abour
the peaks of unruly onginality, from
Homer and Dantc to Joyee and Proust.
I assume that such conversation cannot
be replaced by what goes on in the soci-
ology or the economics classroom.

We do not, after all, tell economists
that all economic data and systems are
actually disguised examples of novels,
poems, and plays. Yet this is precisely
the form of absurdity thar the profes-
sional study of literature has taken. The
simardon in the literary wing of the
academy is that those who (when
teenagers) spent the days and nights of
their tives with their noses happily
buried in imaginatve literature now
believe that they musr look elsewhere,
to academic disciplines, for the under-
standing and values of their happiness.
And lock elsewhere they do, with holy
zeal, They cmbark upon a course and
leave their happiness far behind.

I believe that what is now called lit-
erary criticism is a form of Xcroxing.
Telt me your theory and T'H tell you in
advance what you'll say about any work
of literature, cspecially those you
haven’t read. Texts arc not read; they
ate prercad. All of literature is » and
nothing but x, and literary study is the
naming (exposurc) of x For x, read
imperialism, sexism, homophaohia, and
50 on. All of fiterary history is said to be
a display of x, because human history is
nothing but the structure of x. By nam-
ing %, we supposedly name the social
order (ordure) as it is, and always has
been. The peint of naming it
Presumably to produce a contagion of
truc understanding (the critic as soctal
interventionist), from which would fol-
low appropriate social change in whole-
some dircetions, though it has w be
noted that the literary academy has
long been staffed by people with ripght-
eous understanding, who assiducusly

F:168-13
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disscrinate that understanding in the
classroom, and sl the world remains
governed by sexism and so on. In the
hearts of those who study literacure lies
the repressed but unshakable convie-

tion that the study of literature serves

no socially valued purpose. Too bad
academic litcrary critics can’t accept
their amatour status—that is, their sta-
tus as lovers.

If the anthedty of a contemporary
Jitcracy eritic lies in his theory of x, then
wherein lics the authoriy of the theory
itself? In disciplines in which he has lit-
tle expericnce and less training. The
typical literary eritic who wiclds a theo-
rv is not himself a sociologist, historian,
or economist, as well as a student of fit-
erature, A scandal of professional
impersonation? No, because the imper-
sonators speak only into the mirror of
other impersonators and rarcly to those
in a position to test their theories for
frandulence. An advanced literature
departmene is the place where you can
write a disserration on Wittgenstein
and never have to face an cxaminer
from the philosophy department. An
advanced literature department is the
place where you may speak cndlessly
about gender and never have to face
the serutiny of a biologist, because gen-
der is just a social constructon, and
nature doesn’t exist,

My reader has the right w posc
some questions: You say that litcrature
of original character can’t be taught. So
what is it that you do in your ctassroom?
And you are obviously weary of the
pounding chatter about sexism and so
on. Are you saying that those subjects of
acaderie litcrary cosicism are not
jmportant just because they are fasbuon-
able? Is not literature significantly about
such subjects, whether or not licerary
critics take them up! My answers:
Literarure i3 abour homophobia and so
on, but only becausc literature is about
everything real and imaginable under
the sun, including man as a political ani-
mal, Imperialism and so on are subjects
for imagination, not agendas ot ideas to
be illusiated, Tmaginative writers have
but one agenda: to write heautifully, rv-
ctingly, unforgertably.

What [ see¢ in the academy is an
cager flight from literature by those
whir refuse to wake the Hterary measute

of the subject, whatever the subject
may be. The literature student sees the
objects that historians and sociologists
see, but be ought to see them through
the special lens of literature as objects in
stylized and imaginative landscapes.
The authentc literary type believes
with Oscar Wilde that life is an imita-
Hon of art. Sociologists don't believe
that; philosophers don’t either. Why
should they? They're sociologists and
philosophers, who know that life is an
imitaton. of sociology and philosophy.

T wonld rake it as a sign of renewed
health in literary studies if crities would
recognize the value and authority of
other disciplines, in which they have
{for the most part) but cockrail party
acquaintance, disciplines practiced by
serious people, many of whom do nat
take literature seriously, but perhaps
more scriously than they take literary
critics, whom they think of as charla-
tans deluxe. I wounld take it as a mirac-
ulous sign of full recovery if contempeo-
rary literary critics would recognize the
impicus ¢omedic dimenson of the
maost serious and weighty works of the
literary tradition.

THE FIRST THING | DO

in my classroom js shut the door and
then make sure it’s shut tight
(Unfortunately, on the windows of my
classroom there are oo shades.) Since ]
do not believe that, as a literary crivie, I
can have homest recourse to method,
theory, and discipline—original writing
being, by my definition, the antithesis
of thosc things—I'm uneasy about
what I do on university grounds, where
those in charge have every right to
expect that professors convey knowl-
edge in systematic fashion, su that stu-
dents might come away with an “edu-
cation®—rules of investigation that
they might apply to texts that I haven't
taught them. The academy doth make
scientific impersonators of literary ¢rit-
ics, who should rather be anarchists.
Behind ciosed doors, with only
undergraduates  in  atrendance, 1
become something of a rhapsode. As
Plato says in the Jen, rhapsodcs are
enthusiasrs. We're out of our minds,
Like all thapsodes, 1 like to recite fenm
the texe. I tell my students that in true
recitation, we're possessed, we are the

WE DO NOT,
AFTER ALL, TELL
ECONOMISTS THAT
ECONOMIC
SYSTEMS ARE
ACTUALLY
DISGUISED
EXAMPLES OF
NOVELS, POEMS,
AND PLAYS.

YET THIS 15
EXACTLY THE FORM
OF ABSURDITY
THAT THE
PROFESSIONAL
STUDY OF
LITERATURE HAS
TAKEN.
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TOO BAD
ACADEMIC
LITERARY

CRITICS CAN'T
ACCEPT THEIR
AMATEUR STATUS—
THAT 1S, THEIR
STATUS AS -
LOVERS.

medium for the writer’s voice. T speak
the text as the writer would speak it—
this is my radical and unverifiable
claim—and the phrases and sentences
flow ot of me as they flowed from him
in the process of creating the text. The
writer flows inre me and cut of me: my
mouth his exit inte our world.

My listener-studemts, in  the
moment of vecitation, arc infused, taken
over by the writer’s original voice
embodicd in me. They too become pos-
sessed. Rhapsode and andiznce assume
a single strange consclousness, Dot their
own: “living,” not “knowing,” the text.
We arc simply, and collectively, mad.

Becausc 1 am an imperfect rhap-
sode, I bring to my studenis what T
know about literary history, the
author’s life and times, literary forms,
types, and styles: real knowledge, slanv-
ly and sometimes painfully gained over
a lifctime, which takes me to the brink
of the rext itself My doctorate in liter-
ature helps, but it docs not rake me
inside. 1 share this knowledge with my
students, but it docsn’t substirure for
an honest act of reading, Then we face,
let us say, James Joyce's Ulysses, and

TireD OF MINDLESS RHETORIC AGAINST POOR
WOMEN AND CHILDREN?
DON'T JUST GET MAD—GET SMART.

What are the facts about welfare? Who will be affected by welfare cut backs?
And what are the politicians really doing? The Women's Committee of One
Hundred urges students and facully to:

__sponsor a Teach-In on Welfare this Pre-Election Fall

__learn the facts and hoid the politicians accountable!

Contact the Women's Committee of One Hundred for a “HowTo” packet with sample materials.
Tolephone; (202) A36-8345. Fax: (202) 336-B3149.

E-Mail: wormen100@naswde.org

quickly tearn that, when we confront
the pape itself, calling Ulysses a novel, or
a comic cpic In prose, or an odd
instance of satire, or a modernist exper-
iment, doesn’t do us much good, cven
if we have a sophisticated understand-
ing of whar these things mean. At the
level of the page itself, all I have is my
relatively informed sensibility and a
number of years of reading, as T fumble
in the dack of onginality. We oy
deseribe what is on the page. That's all.
In my classes we creep along (2
whole semester, for cxample, on
Tifysses). We tend 1o have difficulty gee-
ting through reading lists. I am a slow
reader, We tend not to come to large
vonclusions. We don’t know, at the end
of the semester, what Ulyees means. We
even have a hard tfime with the ques-
tion, What is Ulyses about? A harder
time, ['m pleased to say, at the end of
the scmester than at the beginning, 'm
nat comfortable with questions about
meaning or subject matter. T am a man
Aying from ideas, including his own.
Muost of all, we get lost in the partdc-
ulars of Juyce's wnting, We like t wal-
low., We try to scc “characters,”
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*Dublin,” “parrative,” but what we only
sce {8 writing, Again and again we ke
the reader’s equivalent of the discovery
that Maree] Proust made when he final-
ly knew that he was 2 writer. The young
Proust was hurdened with a sense that a
mystery lay concealed behind eertain
objects of the world which he could not:
get out of his mind, His sense of con-
cealed significance coincided with his
despair of finding a literary vocation.
Then one fine day the rind of things
peeled away and he saw that the myste-
rious significance was a phrase, perhaps a
word, maybe a fragment of a sentence,
And these were s words, first froits of
hizs wanting o writc. Proust found his
own writing as the sccret concealed
behind things. So the reader of Joyee, or
of any writer of foree, Inoking for the big
things behind the text, will in the end
find the only big thing, the wrdting in its
specific shape and rexture, and all that
the woting incarnates, thanks to its spe-
cific shape and texture, I'he reader stays
happily, then, at the surface of the rext,
where all the deep sroff resides, trving to
describe the surface—feeling abount
the dark, then reporting back from the

dark in words that would deseribe the

engounter with stranpe combinations ol

words.

My classes are an attempt to sharc a
text in this way. The text so shared is
memorable, we remember it long,
because we haover over the surface untir-
ingly; low-flying readers we are. We
would memortize Uwer Teacher and
students texcually bonded for abour fift
teen weeks; becoming something cohe-

- stve and intimate, an enweorded eommu-

mity. Later, when we must part our ways
{they graduate and go away fur good,
only a few return), we will occasionally
{in our privacy) see our lives through
the world-bearing words of Ulyses, and
we'll recall cach other and ourselves in
that classroom, and we'll be united
again in a way, in Joyee's writing, as we
travel again together in 2 world made by
Joyee. 1 think that's a good enough rea-
son to teach literature, in any classroom.

Frank Lentricchia teachas literature at
Duke University. His nowvels, Jehnny
Critefii and The Knifemen, will be pub-
lished together in one wvolume by
Seribner’s in November.

MY CLASSES HAVE
A HARD TIME WITH
THE QUESTION,
WHAT IS LILYSSES
ABOUT?

A HARDER TIME,
I'M PLEASED TO
SAY, AT THE END
OF THE SEMESTER
THAN AT THE
BEGINNING.

¢ English Stage
istofy of Drama and Perfor

tyan

‘ playwrighes—Marlows
ripeare, Jonson, and Shaw-::
discusses their smgperaft in-detail
ESES6B-  Paperhack d1105
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