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Routledge, 1998 (xiv + 148 pp). ISBN: 0415-169879.

A Shakespeare specialist from Spain and a Twentieth-century Fiction specialist
from Luxembourg havejeined forces [o put [heir knowledge and teacbing experience
at the service of students and teachers of English. The result is Tite Literature
Workbook, an intreductery ceurse in Literary Studies and Critical Analysis, whicb is
as encompassing, as varied, and as comprehensive in cbronological and generic scope
as could be expected frem such a team of disparate experts (perhaps it wilI become
increasingly usual te find textbooks written by non-Hritish academics, since 1 believe
textbooks rate zero in [he researcb assessment exercises in Britain). As Calve and
Weber suite in [beir preface, their beok is intended for beginning students of Englisb
literature and can be used either fer independent study or as pali of a taught class,
since it uses a bigbly practical approach, which constantly calís for group discussion
or cross-checking with fellow students. Througheut [he [bree main palis of [be bock,
tbc authors suggest a set of analytical techniques whicb drive us through several kinds
of peetry, drama and fiction. Cbapters 1 [o 3 deal witb poetry, moving chronolegically
from “Miniature Poems” ([he Elizabetlxan sonnet), via Milton and the Romantics, te
twentietb-century wemen’s poetry. The three following chapters are devoted te
drama, and the last section explores several aspects of fiction, ranging ibis time from
Jane Austen and [be Victerian novelists, te contemporary autlxors like Erian Moere.
AII [he chapters begin with a few paragraphs of [heoretical explasiation asid historical
contextualization of texts, followed by set sections wbich effer tbree kinds of
exerc¡ses: “Activities” (intended [o work en and discuss the texts featured in the
bock); “Project Work “, whicb requires going beyend [he book and deing several
types of research-work, and “Discussion” exercises, which raise various problems of
literary criticism. The book dees not follow any systematic appreach te each of [be
genres, nor dees it explain why it begins with poetry and finishes with fiction,
sometbing which elsewbere tends [o appear in [he reversed erder for reasons of
linguistic complexity. On [be contrary, eacb type of text is exploited te put into
practice different interpretative skills in a rather eclectic marner which, nevertheless,
is, te my view, successful in its eclecticism.

Let us new go threugh alí [bree parts, commenting en some of the issues raised.
The chapter devoted te [he analysis of Sennets is the longest, since not only does it
provide extensive explanations of [he sennet ferm from Petrarch te [be present (Edna
St Vincent Millay), but it also provides glossaries te help students understand
Elizabethan English. The chapter is very illuminating indeed and provides a higbly
condensed summary of virtually everything a non-specialist student needs te knew
about the sonnet: its European seurces; its historical raison d’etre in [he ceurt of
Elizabeth 1; its main English practitioners (with examples from Thomas Wyatt, Henry
Howard, Michael Drayton Richard Barnfield and, of ceurse, Shakespeare and
Wordswertb, among others); and prosodic issues such as rbyme, metre, rhytbm,
sound, or ¡opol. Characteristic subject-matters of sonnets are alse scanned ir a soc¡o-
histerical perspective (net alí sennets are about leve!) and [be practice of scansson Is
never neglected. The authors have opted for [he original version of Elizabethan
sonnets. 1 am afraid, hewever, tbat far from being a “gift” for [be student, such a
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choice censtitutes a hindrance, at least fer the non-native speaker of English. It is
difficult enough te analyze a sonnet in which every werd is fully understood en af¡rst
reading, wi[heut adding te it further linguistic difficulties. Moreover, [be anthologized
adaptations of sennets te modem English are, en the whole, se accurate tbat [he poems
do net lose any of their original grandilequence.

The fellowing two cbapters depart from [be mere traditional appreach te the sonnet
[bat we found ir [be flrst chapter, and meve te very different matters, still around [be
interpretation of peetry. Chapter 2, entitíed “What’s Syntax Got te De wit Poetry”,
speaks for itself: te paragraphs devoted te syntax as a refraction of a particular “mmd-
style” sbould be welcemed by any teacher of literature, fer it is here [bat [he student
understands [he petential usefulness of syntactic analysis in fermalistic literary
commentaries, and net as an end in itself This does not mean [bat [he chapter
censtitutes an overall sumrnary of English syntax (in fact, [be network of syntactic
cheices is extremely simplified). buí it does, quite cenvincingly, íollew the new
connnon practice of examining topics at [he literatu¡-ellanguage interface in [be teaching
context. The syntactic optiens of Milton and te Romantic poets are, [bus, reviewed in
[be light of tIxeir tematic and political cencems, as expressed in their poetry.

Asid frem here we move en te a title as promising as “Women’s Peetry: Same or
Different?”. Obviously, te questien is not answered —feminists bave used rivers of
ink for decades new, and have net yet reached un agreement en [he saisie question—
but [he chapter dees provide sorne useful guidelines te appreach wemen’s poetry. Still,
te temes preposed as “typical” of female poetry seem te be toe restricted: sisterhood
or female friendship, mental disturbance and death, und [be rewriting of myths. Re
title is, perhaps, toe wide-ranging for enly a few pages which conduct a thematic
analysis of a selectien of poems by Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton from [be twentieth
century, and by Christina Rosseti as representative of carlier peetical traditions, One
very positive activity found in this chapter, and elsewhere, is [he one that fosters
cemparative literature; in [bis case, gender comparison and contrast: [he myth of Eve is
explored in bo[b maje and female-authored poems (Aemilia Lanyer’s and Milton’s Eve
are cunningly surveyed, even from the resisting reader’s peiní of view. Since [he myth
el Leda is discussed as viewed ir Yeat’s peem Tite Tower, 1 missed havirg it
centrasted wi[b, say, St. Vincent Millay’s sonnel “1 dreamed 1 moved...”), in an attempt
te amplify [he subject of “wemen’s poetry” and include alse “peetry about women

Frem poetry [he book proceeds te drama. Chapter 4 focuses en tragedy er, more
particularly, en tbe great tragedies of death and revenge, exploring and exemplifying
issues like catarsis, patos, death and its metaphors, black humeur, and power, in
fragments taken from Hamlet, Tite White Devil, or Tite Duchess of Malfl. Since “alí
tragedies are finisbed by a dea[b” and “alí co¡siedies are ended by a marriage”, as Lord
Byron says in Don Juan, frem deatb [be book tums te marriage and education as [he
most frequent subject-matter of comedies. Chapter 5 devotes several pages te
Sheridan’s Tite Rivals as [he cemedy which encapsulates most of the “musís” of
comedies: marriage, wemen’s education, the cenfusion of identity, irony, and lexical
humeur threugh malaprepism and hyperbele. Finally, twentiet-century drama is dealt
with in chapter 6, through the critique of certain plays written by tbe main
representatives of te Irish Literary Revival, and te cultural stereoíypes tbey seek te
undermine in [beir works. After un explanatien of concepts sucb as e[berness, ideology,
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reíf¡cation or denaturalization, [biscbapter plunges [hestudent inte [henot-so-canonical
Irisb plays of [be flrst decade of eur century, and [be streng pelitical conteut of Synge’ s
Tite Playboy of tite Western World er Yeats’ s Catitleen ni Hooliitan. 1 bave just new
praised [he inclusien of less canonical texts, and it is evident [bat ene of [be aulhors’
major cencems is te insert writers and texts tbat are seldom envisaged in intreductory
ceurses. However, [be great dilemma of selection is [bat it is hard [o decide what te
incorporate and what te leave out. In [be case of [be drama cbapters, [be overview is
arranged in sucb a way [bat it can produce [be misleading idea [bat [bere is a particular
genre for eacb period: tragedy for the Elizabe[han asid Jacebean age, comedy for tbe
Enlightmen[, and political drama fer [he contemperary age. Perbaps —since [bebeok
constantly prompts cross-references between cbap[ers, au[bers, genres asid perieds— a
revision of tragedy [brougb, say, Arthur Miller’ s plays, or an inclusion of seme bint of
[beTbeatre of [be Absurd would bave made [be beundaries between [be three chapters
mere flexible. Te be fair, [he activities do elicit such interconnectiens (in fact,
Elizabethan asid Restoration cemedy are mentiened as “project Werks”) but, as 1 will
explain below, seme of [bese activities have been designed witb wbat 1 would
eupbemistically cal! exceedingly eptimistie expectatiens.

Fiction follows, in the last feur chapters. Characterizatien is studied through
Austen’s Emma (Chapter 7); simile asid metaphor are amply discussed, as exploited
by Dickens in !-Iard Times (Chapter 8); concepts as varied as lexical repetition,
intertextuality and post-celonialism are exemplified in Jean Rbys’s Wide Sargasso
Sea (chapter 9), and peint of view is illustrated with references te Henry James’s Tite
Turn of tite Screw (chapter 10). In Ml cases, [be key terminology is always defined
wi[b un impeccably precise language, asid constantly typified ir [be appropriate text.

So much for a brief descriptien of [be con[en[s of each chapter. 1 have net referred
te [he activities, though, which comprise ever fifty percent of [be boek, since it is a
Workbook, ra[ber [han a textbeok, altbouglx it really can be considered a mixture of
beth. As far as its practical aspect is concemed, [he boek constitutes a remarkable
concentration of well-chosen passages and of interesting tasks te be done by [be student
(and it is here thai [be Workbook is most reseurceful and innovative, if cempared witb
otrier “approacb te literature” textbooks of a same, introductery kind); indeed, Calvo
and Weber have previded us wi[b a substantial variety of analytic and interpretative
skills thai are essential for a ]iterary evaluation. The most outstanding virtue of [bese
prepesed activities is [bat, as 1 have already stated aboye, [bey enceurage cemparative
analysis and incorporate cross-references, se [bat ver>’ efien [he activities proposed filí
sorne of the gaps left by oversimplified [beoreticalintreductions asid [be sharp chapter
division. There are, hewever, two observations 1 weuld like te make, since [hey bave
worried me during my reading. The first is [bat it is a werkbook whose “homewerk” is
done fer [he student in many cases. In fact, [he sections called “Discussion”, are
petential answers te [he exercises [bat fellow [be reading of a given text. TEe au[bers
are aware of [bis, and explair in [beir preface [bat [bese discussion notes are only ¡iteir
hints and suggestiens interded te “make you [bink about [be literary texts, asid certainly
noí [be final word”. Ideally, [bis is how it should work, but in actual fact, having [be
selutiens so near at band probably steers [be student’s response te [he texts in tbe
direction suggested by [be authers, and, [herefore, inhibits [be more personal,
impulsive, unbiased impressions of [he “innocent” reader (or of [he “resisting” reader,
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fer [bat matter). A possible solution would be te previde a suggested “Key” at ¡te end
of [he Werkbeok, or even a separate addenda te te Workbook itself, ir [he ferm,
perbaps, of a Teacher’s guide. The secend observatien cencerns the “Projec¡ Work”
activities. If tbe Werkbook is intended and submitted as an introductor>’ ceurse en
literar>’ interpretation, some of [bese assignments are far toe demanding for the
intended audience. Let me give just a few examples: Chapter 2, whicb presents basic
syntax as expression of a “mind-style”, proposes the following project: “Read seme
other Remantic poems and... try [o decide whetber there is a characterisrically
Romantic world-view. If yes, define ...what it consists in; and if no, explain why you
find it impossible te talk about a unitar>’ Romantic world view”. Similarly, Chapter 6
(en [he transgression of cultural stereetypes in Irish drama) proposes [be expleration of
class, race or gender ni several “Condition-of-England Noveis” as ene pessibility, and
of “tbe changing nature of racial representatiens from Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko via
Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, te Teni Morrison’s Beloved”, as a secend
preject. Needless te say, mest suggestions are appealing, comprehensive, far-reaching
asid engaging, but not fer first or secend-year undergraduates: in an introductory ceurse
en text interpretatien we cannot expect our students te read several nevels, or te have
te selective maturity recessary te bwild up a corpus of Romantic poetry, ard come up
with conclusiens or with a [hesis [bat could even fit [he requirements of a monegraph
er a BA. dissertation, but that certainí>’ surpass those of an assignment fer an
undergraduate whe is still learning te find bis way through texts. Still, it is worth
considering the projects asid using them for ea upper level students. One further merit
of [be boek is [bat [be chapters are not follewed by un endless, anedyne bibliegraphy:
since [bis book is aimed at students, it simply gives [be references, and is cencerned
with [be very valuable and significant suggestiens for further reading, always annetated
as te their contents and [heir usefulness for each particular chapter. Anether
cbaracteristic in its faveur is its user-friendí>’ layout: [be reader constantly encounters
visual aids in [he ferm of capitalized key terms, íettering in bold, itaíics, different fonts
fer different parts of [he beek, and so en, The Werkboek closes with a glessary of key
terminology, and asubject and name mdcx.

Te cenclude, ami ir spite of [be very few objections 1 huye put forward aboye, 1
find Tite Literature Workbook quite an original idea in its case-study appreach te the
teaching/ self-leaming of literature. And in so far as it enceurages the opening up of
strict canons, cemparative appreaches te literature, its histerical and cultural
centextualization, and [be going “beyond” [be examples [bey previde (i.e. “reading”,
¡nstead of accepting tbe experts’ opinions as a substitute for [be reading of primary
texts, seme[bing which happens far toe often [bese days wi[b student-otiented boeks),
it is net only ver>’ valuable, but a very captivating “Workbook”.

Isabel Durán Giménez-Rice

Universidad Complutense de Madrid
Departamento de Filología Inglesa

Facultad de Filología
28040 Madrid (SPAIN)

Fax: 3491 3945478
E-Mail: flingOó@sis.ucm.es

Estudios Ingleses de la Universidad Complutense 322
1999, nY 7: 3¡ 9-322


