
THE OLD SCHOOL (in-text information):
Setting: The Backdrop

• Physical Setting (the scenery, the geo-
graphical features, the weather)

• Psychological Setting (the mood, the 
pathos-based appeal of the setting)

• Cultural Setting (the habits of the inhabi-
tants, the religious or social patterns they 
exhibit

 Character: The Players in the Play
• Protagonist (the main character, who often 

has a goal)
• Antagonist (the opposing force to the main 

character, who tries to prevent the pro-
tagonistʼs quest for the goal)

• The Alazon (the helping character(s) who 
assist the protagonist)

 Plot-conflicts: The Heightening of Tension
• Human-vs-human;  (Darth Vader fights Obi 

Wan Kenobi)
• Human-vs-society;  (Anakin Skywalker 

feels isolated and apart from other Jedi)
• Human-vs-nature;  (Luke Skywalker almost 

freezes to death on Hoth, the Ice Planet)
• Human-vs-self;  (Anakin and Luke are 

tempted by the Dark Side; the father suc-
cumbs)

Symbols: Larger Meanings from Smaller 
Images

• Universal symbols that embody univer-
sally recognizable meanings wherever 
used, such as light to symbolize 
knowledge, a skull to symbolize death, 
etc., 

• Constructed symbols that are given 
symbolic meaning by the way an author 
uses them in a literary work, as the 
white whale becomes a symbol of evil 
in Moby Dick.

Theme: The Ultimate “Core” of your Text
• The theme can ultimately lead to your the-

sis statement;
• It is generally a one-word or two-word con-

cept or an emotion (mercy, prejudice, 
domination, etc)

THE NEW SCHOOL (out-of-text information):

HISTORICAL CONTEXT:  What does the work reveal 
about the time and place in which it was written?  
Does  the work appear to promote or undermine a 
philosophy or event  that was shocking or newswor-
thy in its time, such as the events of 9/11?

Class:  How does membership in a particular social 
class affect the characters’ choices and their suc-
cesses or failures?  How does class affect the way 
characters view—or are viewed by—others?  What 
do economic struggles reveal about power rela-
tionships in the society being depicted?  How are 
people being commodified in the texts?  (forms the 
backbone of Marxist criticism)

Race and culture:  Are any characters portrayed as 
being caught between cultures: between the cul-
ture of home and work or school, for example, or 
between a traditional and an emerging culture?  
Are any characters engaged in a conflict with so-
ciety because of their race and ethnic back-
ground?  To what extent does the work celebrate a 
specific culture and its traditions (good question for 
local words of literature)?  (forms the backbone of 
race criticism).

Gender:  Are any characters’ choices restricted 
because of gender?  What are the power relation-
ships between the sexes and do these change 
during the course of the work?  Do any characters 
resist the gender/sexual roles that society has as-
signed to them?  Do other characters willingly 
choose to conform to those roles?  How is gender 
depicted in the text?  (forms the basis of feminist 
criticism)

Archetypes:  Does a character, image, or plot fit a 
pattern—or archetype—that has been repeated 
throughout history and across various cultures?  For 
example, nearly every culture has stories about 
heroes, quests, redemption, and revenge.  Star 
Wars is chock-full of archetypes that people like to 
sort through.  How does an archetypal character, 
image, or plot line correspond from others like it?  
(forms the backbone of archetypal, semiological 
criticism)

Psychology:  What are the characters’ motiva-
tions?  Do these fit either a Freudian (id, ego, su-
perego) matrix of analysis or another form of psy-
chological diagnosis?  Is the character a flawed 
character, psychologically (where abnormal psy-
chology would begin to analyze the character)  
What makes the character tick?  (basis of psycho-
logical criticism)

Rumpelstiltskin

Once there was a miller who was poor, 
but who had a beautiful daughter. Now 
it happened that he had to go and 
speak to the king, and in order to 
make himself appear important he said 
to him, "I have a daughter who can 
spin straw into gold." 
     The king said to the miller, "That is 
an art which pleases me well, if your 
daughter is as clever as you say, bring 
her to-morrow to my palace, and I will 
put her to the test." 
     And when the girl was brought to 
him he took her into a room which was 
quite full of straw, gave her a spinning-
wheel and a reel, and said, "Now set to 
work, and if by to-morrow morning 
early you have not spun this straw into 
gold during the night, you must die." 
     Thereupon he himself locked up the 
room, and left her in it alone. So there 
sat the poor miller's daughter, and for 
the life of her could not tell what to do, 
she had no idea how straw could be 
spun into gold, and she grew more and 
more frightened, until at last she be-
gan to weep. 
     But all at once the door opened, 
and in came a little man, and said, 
"Good evening, mistress miller, why 
are you crying so?" 
     "Alas," answered the girl, "I have to 
spin straw into gold, and I do not know 
how to do it." 
     "What will you give me," said the 
manikin, "if I do it for you?" 
     "My necklace," said the girl. 
     The little man took the necklace, 
seated himself in front of the wheel, 
and whirr, whirr, whirr, three turns, 
and the reel was full, then he put an-
other on, and whirr, whirr, whirr, three 
times round, and the second was full 
too. And so it went on until the morn-
ing, when all the straw was spun, and 



 the reels were full of gold. 
     By daybreak the king was already there, 
and when he saw the gold he was aston-
ished and delighted, but his heart became 
only more greedy. He had the miller's 
daughter taken into another room full of 
straw, which was much larger, and com-
manded her to spin that also in one night if 
she valued her life. The girl knew not how 
to help herself, and was crying, when the 
door opened again, and the little man ap-
peared, and said, "What will you give me if 
I spin that straw into gold for you?" 
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     "The ring on my finger," answered the 
girl. 
     The little man took the ring, again be-
gan to turn the wheel, and by morning had 
spun all the straw into glittering gold. 
     The king rejoiced beyond measure at 
the sight, but still he had not gold enough, 
and he had the miller's daughter taken into 
a still larger room full of straw, and said, 
"You must spin this, too, in the course of 
this night, but if you succeed, you shall be 
my wife." 
     Even if she be a miller's daughter, 
thought he, I could not find a richer wife in 
the whole world. 
     When the girl was alone the manikin 
came again for the third time, and said, 
"What will you give me if I spin the straw 
for you this time also?" 
     "I have nothing left that I could give," 
answered the girl. 
     "Then promise me, if you should be-
come queen, to give me your first child." 
     Who knows whether that will ever hap-
pen, thought the miller's daughter, and, not 
knowing how else to help herself in this 
strait, she promised the manikin what he 
wanted, and for that he once more spun 
the straw into gold. 
     And when the king came in the morn-
ing, and found all as he had wished, he 
took her in marriage, and the pretty miller's 
daughter became a queen. 
     A year after, she brought a beautiful 
child into the world, and she never gave a 
thought to the manikin. But suddenly he 

 he came into her room, and said, "Now 
give me what you promised." 
     The queen was horror-struck, and of-
fered the manikin all the riches of the king-
dom if he would leave her the child. But the 
manikin said, "No, something alive is 
dearer to me than all the treasures in the 
world." 
     Then the queen began to lament and 
cry, so that the manikin pitied her. 
     "I will give you three days, time," said 
he, "if by that time you find out my name, 
then shall you keep your child." 
     So the queen thought the whole night of 
all the names that she had ever heard, and 
she sent a messenger over the country to 
inquire, far and wide, for any other names 
that there might be. When the manikin 
came the next day, she began with Cas-
par, Melchior, Balthazar, and said 
all the names she knew, one after another, 
but to every one the little man said, "That 
is not my name." 
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     On the second day she had inquiries 
made in the neighborhood as to the names 
of the people there, and she repeated to 
the manikin the most uncommon and curi-
ous. Perhaps your name is Shortribs, 
or Sheepshanks, or Laceleg, but 
he always answered, "That is not my 
name." 
     On the third day the messenger came 
back again, and said, "I have not been able 
to find a single new name, but as I came to 
a high mountain at the end of the forest, 
where the fox and the hare bid each other 
good night, there I saw a little house, and 
before the house a fire was burning, and 
round about the fire quite a ridiculous little 
man was jumping, he hopped upon one leg, 
and shouted - 
     'To-day I bake, to-morrow brew, 
     the next I'll have the young queen's 
child. 
     Ha, glad am I that no one knew 
     that Rumpelstiltskin I am styled.'" 
     You may imagine how glad the queen 
was when she heard the name. And when 
soon afterwards the little man came in, and 
asked, "Now, mistress queen, what is my 
name?" 

At first she said, "Is your name 
Conrad?" 
     "No." 
     "Is your name Harry?" 
     "No." 
     "Perhaps your name is Rumpel-
stiltskin?" 
     "The devil has told you that! 
The devil has told you that," cried 
the little man, and in his anger he 
plunged his right foot so deep into 
the earth that his whole leg went 
in, and then in rage he pulled at his 
left leg so hard with both hands 
that he tore himself in two. 
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