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Intro

The following is a culmination of  various Advanced 

Placement approaches to the use of  Thomas Foster’s 

book. The images are considered open for free use and 

sharing for a non-profit educational approach. The 

information itself  has been available for AP teachers for 

several years, but most of  this has been revised to fit this 

instructor’s approach based on years of  teaching this to a 

variety of  students.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to HTRLLAP/  
Learn How to Read

Advanced Placement English teachers love omas Foster’s book How to Read 
Literature like a Professor, primarily because it allows students a chance to think 
about analysis in a different way and have a standard for analysis. A disclaimer, of 
course, there are exceptions, and any teacher worth their salt knows this. But for 
a majority of literature and #lm, these concepts are tend to be as common as ar-
chetypal symbols (we will look brie$y at those later).

Teachers would love their charges to actually read this whole book, but we also 
know that in a world of standards, added credit requirements, extracurricular ac-
tivities, and other demands, this may not happen.

us this guide is designed to give students something to quickly review as they 
attack their own literature. ere is a nice supplemental lesson plan for teachers if 
they wish to test these concepts on their charges.

As Foster states in one of his key points, 

DON’T READ WITH YOUR EYES!
I will let Foster summarize: “(One) must enter the reality of the book; don’t read 
from your own #xed position in 2013 (current year…just in case). Find a reading 
perspective that allows for sympathy with the historical movement of the story, 
that understands the text as having been written against is own social, historical, 
cultural, and personal background.

Basically, a reader does not have to accept the culture, but we can step into it and 
recognize what Foster calls “the universal qualities present there”.

Now, if I may…
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Intertextuality is indeed a word…

“ere is no such thing as a wholly original 
work of literature” – Foster

Foster states that stories grow out of other stories and poems out of other poems, 
and that there is only one story —of humanity and human nature, endlessly re-
peated.

Which brings us to the de"nition of intertextuality: 
Recognizing the connections between one story and another deepens our appre-
ciation and experience, brings multiple layers of meaning to the text, which we 
may not be conscious of. e more consciously aware we are, the more alive the 
text becomes to us. 
Now let us begin our trip…

Chapter 2: Road Trip (Cue Questing Music)

Going on a trip is important (except when it is not, but authors generally 

make this clear).  Journeys are not simply going aer a ring, looking for Volde-

mort, learning the Force, and the like. Oen it is self-knowledge or "nding 

one’s self. Trips do not always go well (Grapes of Wrath), or are quite painful 

(Kite Runner).
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Foster says journeys follow one or more of these ideas:

•A quester
•A place to go
•A stated reason to go there
•Challenges and trials

“A journey is a person in itself; no two are 
alike. And all plans, safeguards, policing, and 
coercion are fruitless. We !nd that aer years 
of struggle that we do not take a trip; a trip 
takes us.” -John Steinbeck 
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/keywords/journey.html#SgICL0uBKGxIWMqg.99

Chapter 3: Nice to Eat With You
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Eating and drinking together is communion. Not sure about 
this? Just check out a Buffalo Wild Wings ad. e coffee 
shop? A diner? Communion, as Foster states, is usually not 
religious but an act of sharing and peace.

But have someone stomp off from the dinner table, and all 
bets are off. It usually means there is a FAILED or FLAWED 
relationship. 

UNLESS YOU ARE ON THE PLATE ...
Nice to Eat You

We generally get the basic vampire concept. Like Snickers, 
apparently one way to get rid of the undead’s bad mood is to 
put a bite on someone. Unless it is Twilight, where everyone 
gets all sparkly and all (except Bella…sorry just an 
observation).

In the “old” days (and in some of our contemporary diary 
days), the idea of vampirism was to steal innocence or, as in 
the 19th century, make an allusion to sex, because then, a di-
rect reference pretty much meant no mass publication, even 
if it was not overtly suggestive.

However, readers oen neglect symbolic vampirism: As sum-
marized by Foster, “sel$shness (20th century literature has 
plenty of offerings), exploitation, refusal to respect the 
autonomy of other people (Animal Farm), using people to 
get what we want (Daisy, Great Gatsby), and the like. 

us the vernacular “sucking the life out of someone” takes 
on a whole new meaning.

ere is plenty of 20th and 21st century music that goes 
along these lines. Catch a Taylor Swi song sometime.
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Chapter 4: To Shakespeare or not to Shakespeare

Shakespeare, according to this portrait found in recent 
years, apparently had hair at one time, but all the human 
angst he put into his tragedies, comedies and sonnets must 
have been thinned the scalp a bit.

However, as Foster mentions, Shakespeare is pervasive 
thanks to his common themes of humanity, such as jealousy, 
power, angst, revenge, family relationships (or family “is-
sues”), indecision, melancholy, and yes, hormones.

ink Macbeth (political ambition gone awry, like we’ve 
never seen that before). Othello (“Hey, that’s my girl/guy, I 
guess chaos must ensue).   Julius Caesar (power corrupts, ab-
solutely power corrupts absolutely).

Consider plays as patterns, either in plot or theme or both, 
according to Foster

Hamlet: heroic character, revenge, indecision, melancholy na-
ture

Henry IV—a young man who must grow up to become king, 
take on his responsibilities

Othello—jealousy

Merchant of Venice—justice vs. mercy

King Lear—aging parent, greedy children, a wise fool
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Chapter 5: Bible, Baptism, and Christ-Like Figures

ere is no need to get into a court battle here: writers all the way to the mid-
20th century knew people were familiar with Biblical stories, which made it an 
easy place to make connections. is was whether the writer believed or not…
it did not matter.

ink Garden of Eden (Poisonwood Bible, though a paradox situation), David 
and Goliath (any sports or action movie pretty much "ts), Jonah and the 
Whale (reluctant hero- Montag, Fahrenheit 451, Katniss (Hunger Games), the 
Flood (Grapes of Wrath), or the Apocalypse (Walking Dead, 2012, etc.

Biblical names are important. (HINT: ALWAYS CHECK NAMES…THEY 
MIGHT MEAN SOMETHING, THEY MIGHT NOT, BUT IF THE NAME IS 
SYMBOLIC, IT EITHER REFLECTS THE CHARACTER OR WILL BE 
IRONIC)

Christ-Like Figures are "gures who experience some form of redemptive and/
or sacri"cial situation in their lives. If you have a faith-based student, it is im-
portant to make sure the “like” is made clear, as there will be a struggle with 
the concept of a pure sinless Jesus and one marred as much as characters in 
this genre tend to be.

Foster makes this clear: PUT ASIDE BELIEF SYSTEM!!!  

Characteristics of a Christ-LIKE Figure:
r cruci"ed, wounds in hands, feet, side, and head, oen portrayed 

with arms outstretched in agony
r self-sacri"cing
r good with children
r good with loaves, "shes, water, wine
r thirty-three years of age when last seen
r employed as a carpenter
r known to use humble modes of transportation, feet or donkeys pre-

ferred
r believed to have walked on water
r known to have spent time alone in the wilderness
r believed to have had a confrontation with the devil, possibly 

tempted
r last seen in the company of thieves
r creator of many aphorisms and parables
r buried, but arose on the third day
r had disciples, twelve at "rst, although not all equally devoted
r very forgiving
r came to redeem an unworthy world

Charles Dickens uses this in his classic Tale of Two Cities novel. Kingsolver’s 
Ruth May (Poisonwood Bible), Beowulf. Dumbledore. e list goes on.
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Chapter 6: Fairy Tales
anks to Once Upon a Time (ABC) and Grimm (NBC), 
fairy tales have made a signi$cant return to the scene. One 
may argue that Once Upon a Time has played on the origi-
nal concept of these morality tales and mixed them with cur-
rent social issues, such parenting, abandonment, rejection, 
revenge, and of course, bad decisions.

e list is long: Peter Pan (refusal to grow up), Little Red 
Riding Hood (hey, vampire concept again!), Alice in Won-
derland or Wizard of Oz (a world that does not play by the 
rules). Sleeping Beauty (a girl maturing to womanhood…let 
your teacher explain this one, however, as it gets a little 
“icky”.

Oh, and Prince Charming (though in the late 20th and 21st 
century, Prince Charming is replaced by Princess Charming 
(Enchanted, Black Widow in e Avengers)

(Hint: Research a few of the fairy tales and compare/
contrast to what you may know about that fairy tale and 
what you discover about it. For example, read “e Little 
Mermaid”. e Disney version will not be the same for you 
again.)

8



Chapter 7: Greeks and Politics

Greek (and later) Roman myth are critical (especially consid-
ering our American and European cultures have connec-
tions to both).

Foster states that “myth is a body of story that matters- the 
patterns present in mythology run DEEPLY in human psy-
che”

Writers echo myth—because there’s only one story: Not sure 
of that? Ask Marvel and DC comics about the success of 
modern myths such as Batman, Iron Man, X-Men, Spider-
man, e Avengers, and or. 

Look at e Odyssey: Man’s struggle with a woman, the jour-
ney (there is again), pride and dignity. e Underworld (the 
ultimate challenge, facing the darkest parts of our nature. 
Can we count the ways this is used? Harry Potter, Star Wars, 
Hunger Games, Kite Runner, to name a few). Transforma-
tion (Kaa again!) 

Oh, and the wronged woman seeking revenge (X-Men’s Jean 
Grey, Elphaba in Wicked). Family dysfunction? Oedipus.

POLITICS
Foster states that “Literature tends to be written by people 
interested in the problems of the world, so most works have 
a political element in them.”  Writers love to go aer power 
structures (Fahrenheit 451, Crucible, Brave New World, etc.) 

Foster also lists a few issues:
• Individualism and self-determination against the needs of 

society for conformity and stability.
• Power structures
• Relations among classes
• Issues of justice and rights
• Interactions between the sexes and among various racial 

and ethnic constituencies.
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Chapter 8: Symbols, Weather, Geography, 
and Seasons
One item all of my students from ninth grade receive every 
year is an handout on archetypes and symbols, as well as a 
nice color chart. Archetypes are universal.

Look at rain, which represents fertility and life, but if the 
rain is cold and/or heavy, it generally represents sadness or 
mourning, or as we formally call it, an element of “pathetic 
fallacy”, which is where nature represents the mood of the 
story. Rain either restores…or destroys (Grapes of Wrath).

Fog almost always signals confusion.

Snow can be negative (cold, stark, inhospitable, isolation), 
or purity and playfulness. J.K. Rowling uses both effectively 
in her Harry Potter novels.

Lightning tends to be volatile emotions (Shakespeare uses 
this oen).

Remember that symbols are connotative, so the meanings 
may vary. Take time to think before formally assigning a 
meaning to a symbol!

Geography can be critical. For example, in Great Gatsby, even where Gatsby 
lives shows that he may be out of place. Yes, he has a nice house, but on the 
“wrong” side of the inlet. 

Foster asks several questions of readers to consider when examining geogra-
phy:
• What represents home, family, love, security?

• What represents wilderness, danger, confusion? i.e. tunnels, labyrinths, jun-

gles

Geography can represent the human psyche (Heart of Darkness)
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e Four Seasons

Pay attention to seasons, not only what seasons they are, but how writers use 

them. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s “Winter Dreams” is a powerful short story and 

ironic in its own right (it is also the story that launched Great Gatsby). 

Ponder these concepts:

Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter=youth, adulthood, middle age, old age/death.

Spring=fertility, life, happiness, growth, resurrection (Easter)

Fall=harvest, reaping what we sow, both rewards and punishments

Winter=hibernation, lack of growth, death, punishment

Color Chart

11



Chapter 9: Getting Medieval (Violence in Lit)

Violence in literature needs interpretation. Foster states that 
violence can be symbolic, thematic, biblical, Shakesperean, 
Romantic, allegorical, or transcendent. 

Foster says there are questions to ask:
• What does this type of misfortune represent thematically?
• What famous or mythic death does this one resemble?
• Why this sort of violence and not some other?

Chapter 10: Make me a Bird so I can &y, far, far away

As our allusion from Forrest Gump illustrates…&ight is sym-
bolic for freedom, escape, imagination, spirituality, or re-
turning home. As one might expect, interrupted &ight gener-
ally is a bad thing (Daedalus and Icarus). THUD!

As will be discussed soon enough, irony trumps everything, 
so having the power of &ight or gaining freedom may not al-
ways be a good thing (Into the Wild…and that’s non-$ction. 
Ouch).
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Chapter 12: Scarred or Beastly

Foster states that physical marks and imperfections symboli-
cally mirror MORAL, EMOTIONAL, OR PSYCHOLOGI-
CAL scars or imperfections. (Harry Potter’s scar combines 
all three, for example). 

Landscapes can be scars  (T.S. Eliot, F. Scott Fitzgerald, the 
movie Blade Runner, to name a few).

Oh, and watch for those monsters. 

Frankenstein’s monster is the maker, not the monster itself. 
Godzilla? Represents atomic power gone awry. Jekyll and 
Hyde? Nothing like a dual personality to make one’s day. 

And of course, Beauty and the Beast, Quasimodo: Ugly on 
the outside, but beautiful on the inside. Ironically, the world 
is the ugly side.
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Chapter 13: Blinded, Heart Problems, and Disease

Foster states that physical blindness mirrors psychological, 
moral, intellectual (and more) blindness.  

It can also be ironic, the blind see and the sighted are blind.

However, watch for metaphorical blindness (the failure to 
see reality, love and truth). Forrest Gump again is  a great ex-
ample of this.

Foster: darkness=blindness; light=sight

HEART PROBLEMS:

Nothing like the novel Heart of Darkness to drive home this 
point that socially, there is something amiss. Kingsolver cop-
ies this with Poisonwood Bible, but the movie Apocalypse 
Now does it as well.

Heart disease = bad love, according to Foster, or loneliness 
(“he died of a broken heart”), cruelty, disloyalty, cowardice, 
and lack of determination.

“It is not the broken heart that kills, but broken pride, mon-
seigneur.” - Gilbert Parker
h"p://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/keywords/broken_heart.html#JXOEJFb5wHCBwfaU.9
9

ILLNESS:

Illnesses need to be picturesque and have strong symbolic or 
metaphorical possibilities, according to Foster. 

ink “Masque of the Red Death”. Plagues can be divine 
wrath, suffering, isolation, puniness (hmmm…zombies?)
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Chapter 14: Irony Trumps Everything (Conclusion)

It is that simple. Look for it.
Example: Waiting for Godot—journeys, quests, self-knowledge turned on its 
head. Two men by the side of a road they never take and which never brings 
anything interesting their way.
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