
quotes from how to read literature
like a professor
quotes from how to read literature like a professor offer invaluable insights
into the art of literary analysis and interpretation. This acclaimed book by
Thomas C. Foster has become a fundamental resource for readers, students, and
educators seeking to unlock the deeper meanings behind texts. By exploring
key quotes from How to Read Literature Like a Professor, one can better
understand literary devices, symbolism, themes, and the importance of
context. These quotes serve as guiding principles to recognize patterns and
connections that enrich the reading experience. This article delves into
notable quotes from the book, explains their significance, and demonstrates
how they apply to various literary works. Included is a detailed exploration
of Foster’s approach to literature, along with practical tips on how to apply
his teachings to enhance comprehension and critical thinking skills.

Understanding the Role of Symbolism

The Importance of Intertextuality
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Key Quotes Explaining Literary Themes

Applying Foster’s Insights to Modern Reading

Understanding the Role of Symbolism

One of the central themes in quotes from how to read literature like a
professor is the emphasis on symbolism as a vital tool in literary
interpretation. Foster highlights that symbols are not always obvious but are
essential to uncovering deeper layers of meaning. Symbolism transcends the
literal narrative, allowing readers to engage with abstract concepts through
concrete images or motifs.

Identifying Symbols in Literature

Foster’s observations encourage readers to look beyond the surface to
identify recurring images, objects, or actions that carry symbolic weight.
For example, a journey might symbolize personal growth or transformation,
while weather conditions such as rain or snow can signify emotional states or



foreshadow events. Recognizing these symbols enriches the reading experience
and promotes a more nuanced understanding of the text.

Quotes Highlighting Symbolism

One of the notable quotes from how to read literature like a professor on
symbolism is: “Never, ever think that the author is being lazy. Symbolism is
never a matter of guesswork.” This stresses the intentionality behind
symbolic details and invites readers to engage actively with the text to
decode meaning.

The Importance of Intertextuality

Intertextuality, or the relationship between texts, is another key concept
emphasized through quotes from how to read literature like a professor.
Foster insists that no work exists in isolation; every text is influenced by
and responds to others. Understanding these connections allows readers to
appreciate the layered complexity of literature.

Recognizing Literary Allusions

Foster’s work teaches that allusions to myths, historical events, religious
texts, or other literary works are deliberate and enrich the narrative.
Awareness of these allusions helps readers to contextualize themes and
characters, often revealing additional meanings. For instance, a reference to
classical mythology might illuminate a character’s motivations or foreshadow
a plot development.

Key Quote on Intertextuality

Foster asserts, “Literature is a game of allusions.” This succinctly captures
the idea that understanding literature involves recognizing the dialogue
between texts across time and genres, making reading a dynamic and
interconnected experience.

Recognizing Patterns and Archetypes

Quotes from how to read literature like a professor also emphasize the
significance of patterns and archetypes in literature. Foster identifies



recurring narrative structures, character types, and thematic elements that
resonate universally. These patterns help readers anticipate meanings and
interpret stories on a more profound level.

Common Archetypes in Literature

Foster discusses archetypes such as the quest, the mentor, the sacrificial
figure, and the coming-of-age journey. Recognizing these archetypes allows
readers to understand character functions and thematic concerns beyond the
plot. For example, a mentor character often symbolizes wisdom and guidance,
while a quest typically represents a search for identity or truth.

Quotes Illustrating Patterns

One influential quote from the book states, “A quest always involves a
quester, a destination, a stated reason to go there, challenges and trials,
and a real reason for the quest.” This quote outlines the essential
components of one of literature’s most enduring patterns, helping readers
identify and analyze quests in various texts.

Key Quotes Explaining Literary Themes

Besides symbolism and intertextuality, Foster’s quotes from how to read
literature like a professor shed light on major literary themes such as
death, violence, and morality. These themes often recur in literature and
invite readers to consider broader human experiences and ethical questions.

Exploration of Death and Violence

Foster frequently highlights how death and violence are not merely plot
devices but serve to symbolize transformation, change, or the inevitable
passage of time. He encourages readers to interpret these elements as
metaphors rather than just literal events. Understanding this can reveal the
text’s deeper philosophical or emotional resonance.

Memorable Quotes on Themes

A powerful quote from the book regarding death is, “Every trip is a quest
(except when it’s not).” This paradoxical statement invites readers to think



critically about the presence and purpose of death and other themes,
prompting deeper reflection on the narrative’s underlying messages.

Applying Foster’s Insights to Modern Reading

The practical application of quotes from how to read literature like a
professor extends to both academic study and casual reading. Foster’s
guidance equips readers with analytical skills that enhance comprehension and
enjoyment of diverse literary forms. His approach encourages active reading
and critical thinking.

Strategies for Readers

Readers can adopt several strategies inspired by Foster’s quotes to improve
their literary analysis:

Always consider the symbolic significance of characters, settings, and
events.

Look for patterns and archetypes that recur within and across texts.

Be alert to allusions and intertextual references to enrich contextual
understanding.

Reflect on how themes such as death, violence, and morality shape the
narrative.

Engage with the text as a dialogue rather than passive consumption.

Impact on Literary Education

Foster’s quotes and methodology have influenced how literature is taught,
making the study more accessible and engaging. By demystifying complex
literary concepts and encouraging curiosity, readers gain confidence in
interpreting a wide range of works. This approach fosters lifelong skills in
critical reading and appreciation of literature’s multifaceted nature.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is a key idea about symbolism in 'How to Read
Literature Like a Professor'?
A key idea is that symbols in literature often have multiple meanings and are
context-dependent, encouraging readers to look beyond the obvious to
understand deeper layers of significance.

How does 'How to Read Literature Like a Professor'
suggest readers approach recurring themes?
The book suggests that recurring themes, such as quests or seasons, are not
just plot devices but carry symbolic weight that reflect universal human
experiences and cultural patterns.

What role do meals play in literature according to
'How to Read Literature Like a Professor'?
Meals in literature often symbolize communion, conflict, or social dynamics,
serving as a microcosm of relationships and power structures among
characters.

How does Thomas C. Foster explain the concept of
intertextuality in the book?
Foster explains intertextuality as the way texts reference or echo other
literary works, enriching meaning by creating a dialogue between texts across
time and culture.

What does 'How to Read Literature Like a Professor'
say about the significance of geography and setting?
The book highlights that geography and setting are not merely backdrops but
are symbolic and influence character behavior, themes, and the story's
emotional impact.

Additional Resources
1. How to Read Literature Like a Professor by Thomas C. Foster
This book serves as an accessible guide to literary analysis, helping readers
recognize patterns, symbols, and themes in literature. Foster breaks down
complex concepts into clear explanations, enabling readers to uncover deeper
meanings in texts. It's an essential read for students and anyone interested
in enhancing their literary comprehension.



2. The Elements of Style by William Strunk Jr. and E.B. White
A classic manual on writing and style, this concise guide provides
fundamental rules and principles for clear and effective communication.
Though focused on writing, it complements literary reading by helping readers
understand authorial choices and stylistic nuances. It’s invaluable for both
writers and readers aiming to appreciate language craft.

3. Reading Like a Writer by Francine Prose
Prose emphasizes close reading and attention to detail, encouraging readers
to learn from the techniques of great authors. The book explores elements
such as sentence structure, word choice, and narrative strategies to deepen
understanding. It’s a practical companion for those who want to read with a
writer’s insight.

4. The Anatomy of Criticism by Northrop Frye
This influential work offers a systematic approach to literary criticism,
categorizing literary forms and archetypes. Frye’s theories provide tools for
interpreting texts through myth, symbolism, and genre conventions. It’s
recommended for readers interested in a more theoretical framework for
analyzing literature.

5. Literary Theory: An Introduction by Terry Eagleton
Eagleton’s book introduces various schools of literary theory, from formalism
to post-structuralism, in an engaging and accessible manner. Understanding
these theories can enrich a reader’s perspective on texts and deepen
interpretive skills. It’s a foundational text for those exploring the
academic study of literature.

6. Why Literature Matters by John Sutherland
Sutherland explores the enduring value and relevance of literature in society
and personal life. The book discusses how literature shapes our understanding
of human experience and culture. It’s a thoughtful reflection on the
importance of reading and interpreting literary works.

7. How to Talk About Books You Haven't Read by Pierre Bayard
Bayard challenges conventional ideas about reading and literary knowledge,
suggesting that not reading a book doesn’t preclude meaningful discussion
about it. The book combines humor and insight to rethink how we engage with
literature and cultural texts. It’s an intriguing read for those interested
in literary discourse.

8. The Hero with a Thousand Faces by Joseph Campbell
Campbell’s seminal work explores the universal patterns and archetypes in
myths and stories across cultures. His concept of the “monomyth” or hero’s
journey is widely applied in literary analysis to uncover narrative
structures. It’s essential for readers looking to understand mythic symbolism
in literature.

9. Metaphors We Live By by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson
This book investigates how metaphors shape our thinking, language, and
perception of reality. Understanding metaphorical language can deepen



literary interpretation, revealing hidden meanings and conceptual frameworks
in texts. It’s a valuable resource for readers interested in the cognitive
aspects of literature.
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