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Observations on Rereading 

David Galef 

One cannot step into the same river twice. 

Heraclitus 

In Lectures on Literature, Nabokov remarks, "Curiously enough, 

one cannot read a book; one can only reread it. A good reader, a 

major reader, an active and creative reader is a rereader. And I shall 

tell you why. When we read a book for the first time the very process 

of laboriously moving our eyes from left to right, line after line, page 

after page, this complicated physical work upon the book, this stands 

between us and artistic appreciation" (3). 1 Joyce's Ulysses is a famous 

case in point, a book for which rereading, not reading, is crucial. Over 

the past century, critics have devoted much attention to the act of 

reading, from I. A. Richards's Practical Criticism to Stanley Fish's 

Is There a Text in This Class?, from prescriptive methodology to 

interpretive communities. Curiously, almost none of the discussion 

has focused on what really goes on within the academy: rereading. 

As teachers and students, we are so involved in the study of texts that 

we fail to realize the fundamental peculiarity of what we do; that is, 

while most people simply read a document, we go over and over it, 

pursuing our literary analysis. Of course, rereading is necessary to 

catch the nuances we miss the first time. We can even define a great 

work of literature as one that repays continual rereading-but this 

only begs the question: How does our perspective change after the 

initial experience? What distortions emerge through repetition? 

To ask this question may seem subversive, since the standard view 

is that rereading is an additive process, wherein we perceive more 
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