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Preface  
Teaching Fiction from the Inside Out is a practical guide to teaching imaginative 
literature, specifically fiction. It is written chiefly for teachers of fiction at the 
secondary level. However, the principles detailed here apply across the 
educational spectrum, including adult educational programs.  

We want our students to be better readers. Above all, we want to awaken and 
deepen their imaginations, the principal means by which they experience the 
created worlds of fiction. The skills this guide encourages are meant to support 
the development of their imaginations.  

This guide is intended to be used in conjunction with the Cana Academy Guide:  
Writing Well, Thinking Clearly and A Lively Kind of Learning: Mastering the Seminar 
Method. Our hope is that, taken together, these three guides will be helpful to 
anyone engaged in teaching fiction. 
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Introduction  

Great art illuminates our lives and makes us feel this life more deeply and keenly. 
The ordinary artifacts of life come alive to us under the pressure of the artist’s 
observation, and through that attentive observation, the artist confers on this life 
a special kind of dignity. As viewers we are led to recreate the artist’s experience 
in our own imaginations and in our own interpretations of that work. Now we 
too can see and feel what we had not felt until the artist said something. The 
artist memorializes this life and brings our attention to its beauty and sometimes 
its depravity, mirroring back for us what has been seen. Great art accompanies us 
on our life’s journey, sometimes as a faithful friend might, illuminating our 
paths, helping to interpret our sufferings and our joys. It has the tremendous 
capacity to honor, or at least name, what it is we feel when we suffer a sort of 
speechlessness borne of joy or anguish, and it interprets our feelings to ourselves. 
We have all had the experience of reading a passage or hearing a piece of music 
and wondering how it is that Homer or Brahms could have discovered what we 
thought was a privileged space in our hearts. It is the sense of being known by 
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another when an artist reveals ourselves to ourselves in this fashion. Sometimes, 
it even illuminates for us, as a Virgil or Beatrice might, what is yet to come before 
we have arrived. It furnishes our memories with experiences we later encounter 
in our own lives, often beautifully anticipated and interpreted for us so that 
when we arrive, we sigh with relief, recognition, and comprehension of our 
present circumstances so well illumined by the artifact. Auden’s “Musée des 
Beaux Arts” captures the experience that suffering often imposes isolation and 
loneliness on its victims: the old masters, he says, like Brueghel, perfectly 
understood that “Everything turns away/ Quite leisurely from the disaster.”   1

Encountering Auden’s poem is a special consolation for the afflicted and an 
illumination on what it means to suffer when life simply carries on all around the 
individual who has sustained an unendurable catastrophe. Deep in Hamlet’s 
inconsolable heart is the anguish of a man isolated by a crushing grief over the 
death of his father while all around him rush on to partake of the wedding feast; 
like Auden’s ploughman and sailors, they have no time, no inclination, to stop 
and linger to mourn the death of a great king, beloved husband, and revered 
father. What does it take to be remembered, Hamlet rages with nervous anxiety, 
when even a mighty king is forgotten so swiftly? He might build churches; his 
tomb might be enormous; but will he be remembered and by whom? How is it 
that a man—“noble in reason, infinite in faculties, in form and moving how 
express and admirable; in action how like an angel, in apprehension how like a 
god” —can be reduced to the dust and clay that “stop up a hole to keep the wind 2

away”?  How is a man to live knowing this is his end, and how would seeking 3

revenge, in Hamlet’s peculiar case, solve the more fundamental problem he 
faces? A great piece of art ripples outward like this to embrace the extraordinarily 
important questions humans confront and witnesses to the importance of those 
experiences that give rise to those questions just as Brueghel, Auden and 
Shakespeare have. Imaginative literature, specifically fiction, accomplishes these 
effects through the word and matter. 

The full guide Teaching Fiction from the Inside Out is 39 pages and is available as a 
printable PDF in our shop for $10.  Click here to visit the product page. 

 W.H. Auden, “Musée des Beaux Arts,”  lines 14-15.1

 Barbara Mowat, Paul Werstine, Michael Poston, Rebecca Niles, eds., Hamlet (Washington: The 2

Folger Shakespeare Library, n.d.), accessed November 3, 2016, www.folgerdigitaltexts.org, Act 
II, Scene 2, lines 329-330.

 Ibid., Act V, Sc. 1, l. 221.3
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