
Ms. Skalkottas: English 3-4 CP/A
Why Do We Study Literature?
One reason is to tell us who we are. Literature provides a mirror to us, reflecting our values, beliefs, customs, and mores. It tells us stories about our community and our world. It sheds light on our thoughts and feelings, illuminating ways that we can express and communicate our inner worlds. Socrates said “Know thyself,” an aphorism that reflects an ideal—the idea that the better we know ourselves, the better we can understand other people as well. 
Reading can be a magic carpet ride. With a little imagination, literature can take us places we’ve never been to and could never go to, different parts of the world or different time periods. So literature expands the realm of our personal experience, and ideally makes us more understanding of the universal human condition, more aware of what unites us as people.
When we think of Literature, with a capital L, we might first think of the canon of literature, the established body of works, the classics—the doorstops. But literature can cover an incredibly broad range of texts, from classic novels to contemporary graphic novels. It is created out of language, which is in itself a living, breathing medium that is always changing and growing. So literature is not a fossil. You are encouraged to find your own books, both through your outside reading in this class and in life in general. There is surely something out there to capture your interest! 

Another thought we may have about literature is that it is just words on a page. In fact, every book that has been bound and printed does not stand in a vacuum. Behind every book there is the writer and that person’s life, the specific time and place, the milieu, the writer lived and worked in. The biographical or historical circumstances a work was created in are its context. Knowing the context can enhance our understanding of a book. In addition, every writer is influenced by, builds on, or reacts to writings that came before. One of the goals of this course is gain knowledge about widely recognized works in our cultural past, to acquire cultural literacy. Another goal is to become better writers. In order to do that, we must become better readers and we must read our collective, cultural pasts. 
Finally, a work of literature – without an active reader – is only a collection of words. Literature needs a reader to interact with those words—with the ideas and emotions contained in the work. No book read by two people will be exactly the same—that is because we each bring our own unique knowledge, background, personalities, and life experiences to the text. Some will ring your bell more than others. Likewise, a book you read now will not be the same book if you read it ten years from now. You might not immediately or directly be able relate to everything you read. But reading is often an experience that bears fruit much after the fact. Many of you are just going to have to trust me on that one. On the other hand, I am sure that many of you have already had an experience with a book that has come to mean different things for you over time. 
The readings that start off the curriculum this year go back to the original sources of literature in English (Beowulf, Chaucer, and Shakespeare). They are works that have been incredibly influential and many later writers reference them. The Bible is a perfect example. You may not be Christian—or religious at all—but the truth is that much of our language and our culture have been influenced by the Bible. With that in mind, we will be approaching it as a rich body of literature with the goal of understanding the allusions, or cultural references, to Biblical stories and figures in later works of literature. 
