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4.Forgrounding Vs Backgrounding

The throwing into relief ,Of the linguistic sign 
against the background of the norms Of ordinary 
language.

Devices Used to foreground 

1. Unusual and Unreliable narrators. 

A deranged person in Poe’s The tell tale heart. 

2. Language 

Neologism 

Complex and simple 

Lack of punctuation 

3. Disrupted narratives 

Eg.virginia Woolf stream of consciousness. 

4.Vulgarity of expression 

5.Unconventional beginning and finals. 



Early Spring Aubade

The branches outside this office window
too often block the light, but today the early

morning sun wavers, then prevails, stippling
this space with a tentative dawn that crawls

toward an even more fragile day. All the 
failures
of my life on earth are erased in this quivering

grace that works its lacy way through its own
curious birth. This is the one appointed hour

that comes and gives and goes again—too 
soon—
the briefest visit, that leaves this faltering glow,

the gift of a faint, definite urging, the finest
power we have—so close, this close to Love.

-Mary M. Brown

• Level 1: Sketch the scene with 
specific attention to setting

• Level 2: Take note of poetic 
devices: What are they and why 
are they used?

• Level 3: What else catches your 
attention? Why?

• Level 4: Outline main topics in a 
Formalist essay about this 
poem.



DE familiarization

• In “Early Spring Aubade” by Mary M. Brown, the first
two lines of the poem depict a mundane image of life at
work and the details that follow are supposed to
describe the speaker’s experience relevant to the
poem’s early spring subject. The reader may feel
strange, however, on the use of the phrase ‘the prevails’
which by frequent usage refers to a verb in singular
form synonymous to the terms ‘dominate’ and ‘control’.
At a point, one may be caught pondering on whether
‘the prevails’ as a plural noun should constitute what
can be concretely seen at the sight of a ‘wavering
morning sun’. Somehow, the connection among
‘quivering grace’, ‘tentative dawn’, and the ‘briefest
visit’ mentioned is defamiliarized by the ambiguity in
‘the prevails’ (Bressler, 51 & 52).
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Early Spring Aubade  

by Mary M. Brown

The branches outside this office window
too often block the light, but today the early

morning sun wavers, then prevails, stippling
this space with a tentative dawn that crawls

toward an even more fragile day. All the failures
of my life on earth are erased in this quivering

grace that works its lacy way through its own
curious birth. This is the one appointed hour

that comes and gives and goes again—too soon—
the briefest visit, that leaves this faltering glow,

the gift of a faint, definite urging, the finest
power we have—so close, this close to Love.

-Mary M. Brown
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Critical Questions

• What is the meaning of the title?

• What is the title's relation- ship to the rest of the poem?

• Where is the office located in line 1?

• What is the meaning of the word stippling in line 3?

• Are there other words in the text that need to be defined?

• In line how can the down "crawl toward an even more fragile day"?

• What is the relationship that Brown establishes between failures and grace?

• What kind of birth occurs in the poem?

• What is the gift referred to in the penultimate line of the poem?

• How is Brown defining the word Love in the poem's last line?

• What relationships between words or concepts is Brown establishing in the text?
What of the poem's physical structure?

• Does the arrangement of the words, phrases, or sentences help establish
relationships among them?

• What is the poem's tone?

• How do you know this is the tone, and what devices does Brown employ to
establish this tone?

• What tensions does Brown create in the poem?

• What ambiguities?

• Does Brown successfully resolve these tensions by the poem's end?

• Based on the answers to all of these questions, what does the poem mean?

• In other words, what is the poem's form or its overall meaning?
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Methodology

Upon close examination of these discussion questions, a
distinct pattern or methodology quickly becomes evident.

1. This particular interpretive model begins with a
close analysis of the poem's individual words,
including both denotative and connotative
meanings,

1. then moves to a discussion of possible allusions
within the text.
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Methodology

Close Reading

Allusions
(within a text)



Close Reading

• In literary criticism, close reading is the careful, sustained
interpretation of a brief passage of a text. A close reading emphasizes
the single and the particular over the general, via close attention to
individual words, the syntax, the order in which the sentences unfold
ideas, as well as formal structures.

6



Connotation vs Denotation

7



Allusion

8
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Looking for Patterns 
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words

phrases

clauses

sentences

figures of speech

allusions

symbols

point of view

tone

any other poetic devices

Following this discussion, the teacher/critic 
searches for any patterns.
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The Poem’s Meaning

After ascertaining how all the aforementioned information interrelates and
finally coalesces in the poem, the critic can then declare what the poem.
means.

The poem's overall meaning or form depends almost solely on, the text in
front of the reader.

No library research, no studying of the author's Russian Formalism and life
and times, and no other extra textual information is needed, except, per-
haps, a dictionary.

The poem itself contains all the necessary information to discover its
meaning.

This method of analysis became the dominant school of thought and
interpretative methodology during the first two-thirds of the twentieth
century in most high school and college literature classes and in both
British and American scholarship.
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Definition/ New Criticism (a 
dominant school)

This approach to literary analysis provides the reader with a 
formula for arriving at the correct interpretation of a text using-

for the most part-only the text itself. 

Using New Criticism's clearly articulated methodology, any 
intelligent reader, say its adherents (called New Critics), can 

uncover a text's hitherto so-called hidden meaning.



The New Criticism
by John Crowe Ransom

12

John Crowe Ransom

The term New Criticism came 
into popular use to describe 
this approach to 
understanding literature with 
the 1941 publication of John 
Crowe Ransom's The New 
Criticism, a work that 
contained Ransom's personal 
analysis of several of his 
contemporary theorists and 
critics. 
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FURTHER READING

Bressler, E., C., 2011. Literary Criticism_ An Introduction to 
Theory and Practice (ed 5th). NY: Pearson.
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formula for arriving at the correct interpretation of a text using-
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John Crowe Ransom

The term New Criticism came 
into popular use to describe 
this approach to 
understanding literature with 
the 1941 publication of John 
Crowe Ransom's The New 

Criticism, a work that 
contained Ransom's personal 
analysis of several of his 
contemporary theorists and 
critics. 
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“Young Goodman Brown”
By Nathaniel Hawthorne
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“Young Goodman Brown”
By Nathaniel Hawthorne
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Reader- Oriented Criticism
METHODOLOGY 

Adherents of reader-oriented theory and practice fall into three distinct 
groups:

• Structuralism (Gerald Prince)

• Phenomenology (Hans Robert Jauss) & (Wolfgang Iser)

• Subjective Criticism  (Norman Holland) & (David Bleich)
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Structuralism – Student ‘B’s

• Student 'B's interpretation at the beginning of this chapter
represents the focus of the first group.

• Similar to all reader-oriented critics, this group believes that
the reader must be an active participant in the creation of
meaning.

• For these critics, however, the text has more control over the
interpretative process than does the reader.

• A few of these critics lean toward New Critical theory,
asserting that some interpretations are more valid than others,
while others differentiate between a text's meaning and its
significance.

• For them, the text's meaning can be synonymous with its
author's intention, while its significance can change from one
context or historical period to another.

• Notwithstanding these variations, the majority of critics in
this first group belong to a school of criticism known as
structuralism.
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Structuralism – Student ‘B’s

“Young Goodman Brown”
By Nathaniel Hawthorne



7

Structuralism - Adherents
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Structuralism – Jonathan Culler 

• Jonathan Culler in his early works-look for specific
codes within a text that allow meaning to occur.

• These codes or signs embedded in the text are part of
a larger system that allows meaning to occur in all
facets of society, including literature.

Codes Signs Meaning



Traffic Signs

• For example, when we are 
driving a car and we see a red 
light hanging above an 
intersection, we have learned 
that we must stop our car.

Ambulance

• Or when we hear a fire engine 
or an ambulance siren, we 
have learned that we must 
drive our car to the side of the 
road.

9

Structuralism - Jonathan Culler: 
Example

• Both the red light and the sirens are signs or codes in our 
society that provide us with ways of interpreting and 
ordering our world.
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Structuralism - Assumptions

• According to structuralist critics, a reader brings to the text a
predetermined system for ascertaining meaning (a complex
system of signs or codes like the sirens and the red
light) and applies this sign system directly to the text.

• The text becomes important because it contains signs or
signals to the reader that have preestablished and acceptable
interpretations.

• Many structuralists are, therefore, more concerned about the
overall system of meaning a given society has developed
(called langue by linguists) than with textual analysis itself
and concentrate their efforts on what a reader needs to know
about interpreting any sign (such as a road sign or a word) in
the context of acceptable societal standards.
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Structuralism 
Linguistic Theory  of 

Communication and Interpretation

• Because of this emphasis, structuralists seem to push
both the text and the reader to the background and
concentrate their attention on a linguistic theory of
communication and interpretation.

• Since structuralism has become a springboard for many
other twentieth- and twenty-first-century theories of
literary criticism, its significance to literary theory and
practical criticism will be explored at length in the next
chapter. Meanwhile, the ideas of one leading
structuralist, Gerald Prince, will illustrate the
methodology of structuralism.
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Methodology of Structuralism – Gerald 
Prince (1970s)
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narrator

voice

style

verb tense

Personal pronouns

audience

etc.

Gerald Prince
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Methodology of Structuralism –
Gerald Prince

• Prince noted that critics often ask questions about the
story's point of view-omniscient, limited, first person,
and so on--but rarely do they ask about the person to
whom the narrator is speaking, the narratee.

• Usually, the narratee is not the actual person reading
the text, for Prince argues that the narrative itself—that
is, the story-produces the narratee.

• By first observing then analyzing various signs in the
text, such as pronoun reference; direct address ("Dear
reader"); gender, race, and social class references; and
writing style, Prince believes it is possible not only to
identify the narratce but also to classify stories based on
the different kinds of narratees created by the texts
themselves.
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Methodology of Structuralism –
Gerald Prince

Such narratees may include

• the real reader (the person actually reading
the book),

• the virtual reader (the reader to whom the
author believes he or she is writing), and

• the ideal reader (the one who explicitly and
implicitly understands all the nuances,
terminology, and structure of a text).
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Methodology of Structuralism –
Conclusion

• Although such an approach relies heavily on textual
analysis, Prince's concerns about the reader place him
in the reader-oriented school of criticism.

• Other structuralists such as Jonathan Culler who
distance themselves from Prince and this kind of close
reliance on the text to generate meaning will be
discussed in Chapter 5.
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FURTHER READING

Bressler, E., C., 2011. Literary Criticism_ An Introduction to 
Theory and Practice (ed 5th). NY: Pearson.



17


	Russian Formalism - DE familiarization.pdf (p.1-12)
	New Criticism 2 - History & Assumptions.pptx.pdf (p.13-26)
	New Criticism 1.pptx.pdf (p.27-39)
	Reader-oriented criticism - Structuralism.pdf (p.40-56)

