WRITING ABOUT
2 LITERATURE

ssigned to write an essay on Hamlet, a student might well wonder,

“What can I say that hasn’t been said a thousand times before?” Often
the most difficult aspect of writing about a story, poem, or play is the feeling
that we have nothing of interest to contribute to the ongoing conversation
about some celebrated literary work. There’s always room, though, for a
reader’s fresh take on an old standby.

Remember that in the study of literature common sense is never out of
place. For most of a class hour, a professor once rhapsodized about the
arrangement of the contents of W. H. Auden’s Collected Poems. Auden, he
claimed, was a master of thematic continuity, who had brilliantly placed the
poems in the order that they ingeniously complemented each other. Near
the end of the hour, his theories were punctured—with a great inaudible
pop—when a student, timidly raising a hand, pointed out that Auden had
arranged the poems in the book not by theme but in alphabetical order
according to the first word of each poem. The professor’s jaw dropped: “Why
didn’t you say that sooner?” The student was apologetic: “1—1 was afraid I'd
sound too ordinary.”

Don’t be afraid to state a conviction, though it seems obvious. Does it
matter that you may be repeating something that, once upon a time or even
just the other day, has been said before? What matters more is that you are
actively engaged in thinking about literature. There are excellent old ideas as
¢ well as new ones. You have something to say.

. READ ACTIVELY

Most people read in a relaxed, almost passive way. They let the story or poem
carry them along without asking too many questions. To write about litera-
ture well, however, you need to read actively, paying special attention to vari-
ous aspects of the text. This special sort of attention will not only deepen
your enjoyment of the story, poem, or play but will also help generate the
information and ideas that will eventually become your final paper. How do
you become an active reader! Here are some steps to get you started:
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~ preview e ext 10 get acquainted with a work of literatyre
you settle in for a closer reading, skim it for an overview of its ¢
and organization. Pay attention to the title. Take a quick look a¢ all p
of the work. Even a book’s cover, preface, introduction, footnotes ares
biographical notes about the author can provide you with so > and
. . me ContQXt
for reading the work itself.

F Reread as needed. If a piece is short, read it several times. Often,
= knowing the ending of a poem or short story will allow you to extract
new meaning from its beginning and middle. If the piece is longer, reread
the passages you thought important enough to highlight.

Ontent”

Read poetry aloud. There is no better way to understand a poem than
. o effectively read it aloud. Read slowly, paying attention to punctuation
E: cues. Listen for the audio effects.

% Read closely. Look up any unfamiliar words, allusions
ences. Often the very words you may be tempted to skim ov
vide the key to a work’s meaning. Thomas Hardy’s poem “The Rui
Maid” will remain elusive to a reader unfamiliar with the archajce mlned
ing of the word “ruin”—a woman’s loss of virginity to a man other et}:;

)

her husband.

* Take notes. Annotate the text. Read with a highlighter and penci
hand, making appropriate annotations to the text. Later, you'l] easily
able to review these highlights, and, when you write your paper, quick]
refer to supporting evidence. ‘

s OF re

er will ;:: & Read the whole play—not just the dialogue, but also everything in
talics, including stage directions and descriptions of settings. The
meaning of a scene, or even of an entire play, may depend on the tone of
oice in which an actor is supposed to deliver a significant line or upon
t the actions described in the stage directions, as in this passage from

- Gusan Glaspell’s Trifles.

Peters (to the other woman): Oh, her fruit; it did

freeze. (To the County Attorney) She worried about

that when it turned so cold. She said the fire’d go out

and her jars would break.

iff: Well, can you beat the women! Held for murder Both wen are
nd worryin’ about her preserves. insung toard

gty Attorney: [ guess before we're through she“thay  mrs. wilaht.

Phave something more serious than preserves to worry

Fabout.

¢ Underline words, phrases, or sentences that seem interesting
important, or thar raise questions.
¢ Jot down brief notes in the margin (“key symbol—this foreshadows ¢
ending,” for example, or “dramatic irony”).
e Use lines or arrows to indicate passages that seem to speak to eag
other—for instance, all the places in which you find the same thes

or related symbols. I, women are use ving ov He thunks he's
We n are used to wo rymg:-)’g*-—-/ ban? s
Robert Frost The two women move a little closer together.)
The women
Nothing Gold Can Stay inty Attorney (with the of a young politician)?\ ‘Stde with
b And vet, for all their worries, what would we do with- | €adt o

Hew =40{d?
can greensg ut the ladies?@e women do not unbend) He goes to

Similar / i
quzsK Nature’s w me + end—s)wpped the sink, takes a dipperful of water from the pail and pour- Ceurtesy toward

Spring leaves i : g it into a basin, washes his hands. Starts to wipe them women, but
Her hardest hue to hold. P 3 oldent on the oller towel, turns it for a cleaner place.) Dirry ondescending
Her carly leaf’s a flower; -~ Spring biossoms (Fdets owels! (Kicks his foor against the pans under the sink.) The 408 100
But only so an hour. <— 0~ Emﬁem‘twn Not much of a housekeeper, would you say, ladies? arent bw/b'rgeﬁt
Es/er*fbf’d‘/ Then leaf subsides to leaf. w——_ T sk 40 a lower levdl

{%S So Eden sank to grief. (bevw‘t%? becomes 1 c;lefa: There’s a great deal of work to be done
EAU .
So dawn goes down to day. } Ias{; @Mds baek, but she's M@
Nothing@can StAY. Ne-thing 300‘1 m o
N~ Youth, beauty, i s MSlanficant Jdu'ng)s or net? T don't ke thus
ttle. Signficant loord? The quy!
riyme Adam+Eve: S the “tues"-to0 Arifling.

pattern Getting kuked out
aabbudd  of was natural
as seasons changing?
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THINK ABOUT THE READING

Once you hav
e reread the work, vo begi
To get started thinki » YOu can begin to process your i
ed thinking ab : your ideas .
g about fiction or drama, try the following stepsa_bout it,

# Identi i
Ident ?(; etSh::hg:(::t}fgomst anﬁl the conflict. Whose story is bej
hat does thar o ara;ter deslfe more than anything else? Wh;ng rold]
in the way at character’s achievement of his or her s
o these questions can give you a better handle on theicl.al? The
ot.

o C nSldel' the p c “]or]:]
] . .
L O : ()]I[t ()‘ Vl.ew- 0(/ at dOeS it Cotltrlbute h
I IOW mlght lhe tale Change lf tOld fI'OI[l atl()the[ p()int Of VieWO ’

= Think about the setti
setting. Does it pla ioni .
How does setting affect the tone? play a significant role in the ploy

=« Notice key s
ymbols. If any symbols ¢
ey atch your attenti

! / tion
tﬁreesetc? h1géh111ght ea;h place in which they appear in the teistw\;;fo, iy
images?m ols cg)nltrlbutle to the work’s meaning? (Remember .n t e do
s a symbol—only thosc im e

m portant recutrent perso
ings that scem to suggest more than their literal meali\ingr;S’ places,or

k& L k fOl‘ the th W ISt rai mea ! f
- 00 cme 1 he Work § cend i i
0L, I]O“} dOes ’ aves l . ] - l nlng Sta[ed dlrec[ly H I

# Think abou
Think ab St;rtoge alnd §tyle.. How would you characterize the style in
y or play is written? Consider elements such as diction
)

sen ce structure & . ty
3 4 d ¢ 1zatior } 1( YW d() the W()[k §§ le
enten tone, an Olgan Oon €S h

10u lnlg} 1T (Oﬂbld
er some dl“elellt ap proaCheS When thulknlg 'ﬂbout a

# Let you i i i
phrasis C;“emotlons guide you into the poem. Do any images or
up a strong emotional response? If so, try to puzzle out why
&

those passages se i
em so cmotionall -
pocm's tone, y loaded. In a word or two, describe the

» Determin 's li .
eral langu:gt‘tv Ezfns [}11 teral’ly happening in the poem. Separating lit-
trickiest—and m guratly eor SYmbOhC language can be one of the
working out th ?S t essential—tasks in poetic interpretation. Begin by
o g the literal. Who is speaking the poem? To whom? U der
what circumstances! What happens in the poem? ' om: -0

- Ask what i

action of :h;tpzilmadd,s up to. Once you've pinned down the literal

the significance of ) hlts t1me7to take a lcap into the figurative. What i

and any language tli i poem Addres.s symbolism, any figures of speech,

else. In “My Papa’ '\Xz} lme:,a ns one thing literally bur suggests something

tor of a fach Pd s Waltz,” for example, Theodore Roethke tells a simple
ather dancing his small son around a kitchen. The language of
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much more, however, implying that while the father is
the young boy hungers for his attention.

: the pocm suggests
rough to the point of violence,
onsider the poem’s shape on the page, and the way it sounds.
‘What patterns of sound do you notice? Are the lines long, short, or 2
¢ mixture of both? How do these elements contribute to the poem’s

effect!
Pay attention to form. lf a poem makes use of rime or regular meter,

ow those elements contribute to its meaning. ficisina

- ask yourself h
fixed form, such as a sonnet or villanelle, how do the demands of that

b form serve to set its tone! If the form calls for repetition—of sounds,
L words, or entire lines—how does that repetition underscore the poem’s

71f, on the other hand, the poem is in free verse—without a con-

message!
sistent pattern of rime ot regular meter—how does this choice affect the

b poem’s feel?

Fa Take note of line breaks. If the poem is written in free verse, pay special
attention to its line breaks. Poets break their lines with care, conscious that
over the last word in any line, giving that word
special emphasis. Notice whether the lines tend to be broken at the ends of
whole phrases and sentences of in the middle of phrases. Then ask yourself
what effect is created by the poet’s choice of line breaks. How does that

effect contribute to the poem’s meaning’

readers pause momentarily

LAN YOUR ESSAY

ively reread the work you plan to write about and have

Elf you have act
ade notes or annotations, you are already well on your way to writing

your paper. Your mind has already begun to work through some initial
ideas. Now you need to arrange those early notions into an

pressions and
some advice on how to managt the

rganized and logical essay. Here is
iting process:

» Leave yourself time. Good writing involves thought and tevision.
hat it's like to pull an all-

Anyone who has ever been a student knows w

nighter, churning out a term paper hours before it is due. Still, the best
writing evolves over time. Your ideas need to marinate. Sometimes,
you'll make false starts, and you'll need to salvage what you can and do
the rest from scratch. For the sake of your writing—not to mention your
health and sanity—it’s far better to get the job started well before your
deadline.

= Choose a subject you carc about. 1f you have been given 2 choice of
literary works to write about, always choose the play, story, or poem that
evokes the strongest emotional response. Your writing will be liveliest if

you feel engaged by your subject.
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falls apart . . . nothing gold can stay. Is he saying Adam and Eve

gold (“hardest g ,
ue to holg ) didn’t really have a choice? No matter what, everything gets older,

dawn
day
Eden less beautiful, less innocent . . . even people.
gold
Key Actions » JoumaL Your instructor might ask you to keep a journal in which you
\ . . . .
ot down your ideas, feelings, and impressions before they are fully formu-

- |ated. Sometimes a journal is meant for your eyes only; in other instances

your instructor might read it. Either way, it is meant to be informal and
mmediate, and to provide raw material that you may later choose to
refine into a formal essay. Here are some tips for keeping a useful journal:

gold is hard tq hold

learly leaf lasts only an hour

Eza;f su_bs1des to leaf (what does this mean?7>

: N sinks to grief (paradise s lost) )
AWR goes down tq day

gold can’t stay (p

e Get your ideas down as soon as they occur to you.

o Write quickly.
e Jot down your feelings about and first impressions of the story, poem,
or play you are reading.
Y re committing o paper aren’s ¢ Don't worry about grammar, spelling, or punctuation.
‘ sti & o Don't worry about sounding academic.
~+ Don't worry about whether your ideas are good or bad ones; you can

erfection ig impossible?)

on your topic. R
. orce your .

even if you have ryp :;ut OI?CE.to keep moving or keep yoyr £ ) . sort that our later.

il o) B . . . < .

Pm stuck” of “This s t bu},gs tosay. If all yoy cap think ﬂ% ) ¥ o Try out invention strategies, such as freewriting, clustering, and out-

3 umo, SO i 0 4 3 [
something else will meg likel be it. Keep your hand mgy; ! lining. : ,
y ) S * Keep writing, even after you think you have run out of things to say.

You might surprise yourself.
¢ Write about what interests you most.
¢ Worite in your journal on a regular basis.

grammar or spellin
rammar o g When your time i
hlghhghtmg the best ideas for latermulseelS P

& Qutline. Some topics by their very nature suggest obvious ways to orga-
nize a paper. “An Explication of a Sonnet by Wordsworth” might mean
simply working through the poem line by line. If this isn’t the case, some

they're yellow, 41
50 the first line
one, where he comes i SEems to connect with the thi ]
leaves. Still, I think hl:g}llt Out and says that flowers are like earr[d i kind of outline will probably prove helpful. Your outline needn’t be elab-
oSt precious one Likea st; means that the first leayes are the 4 f orate to be useful. While a long research paper on several literary works
take all of thege stateme gto df I'don't think the Poem wants me tq i might call for a detailed outline, a 500-word analysis of a short story’s fig-
than an hour, byt that ren us hterally Flowers on trees Ja5¢ more 4 ures of speech might call for just a simple list of points in the order that
blosoms are eyeryup ally beautiful moment i, spting wh | makes the most logical sense—not necessarily, of course, the order in
what he meane b;Y:\; nel;es.zlway}sl ends too quickly, so maybe ;nat’s which those thoughts first came to mind.
. an hour,” " #
It means to sink ¢ 5 lower level I }jad to 100k up “subsides,” . .
less perfect than the five vel. .. as if the later leaves will be 1. Passage of time = fall from innocence
leaves precioyes ISt ones. I dop't knowif7 a X 4 blossoms
PIecious? Then he says, “s, Eden sank tq gr?;;f' ?:iezt o g gold
wnice -3
4 dawn

Seems to be sayj
Ving that Adam ang Eve's fall woulg have happened
e : '
1 grief
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Paradise sinks ¢, grief ? O e
3. Grief~ knowledge

€Xperience of sin & suffen'ng

gocative, 1t aoes need to take a stand. A clear, decisive statement gives
something to prove and lends vigor to your essay.

WORKING THESIS
The poem argues that like Adam and Eve we all lose our innocence

Unavoidap
'€ 25 grow older and the passage of time is inevitable,

DEY ELOPp ALITE R . is first stab at a thesis sentence gave its author a sense of purpose and
| Once b ARY ARGUME]\TT irection that allowed him to finish his first draft. Later, as he revised his
r{ o }écl)u ave finished 4 rough out; ay, he found he needed to refine his thesis to make more specific and
i | le: €ar and logjca] sha ine of your ideas used assertions.

b | Ctearly and then Support i Pel; You Need to State yo ’ }}71011 need tq efin, 10
T tical approach It wit, IOglcal Ur thesjg ( € j¢
to thi ~ and ac . or hagjc ;
( his crucial Stage of the Writiiurate evidence Here islg ideg) Build your argument. Once you’ve formulated your thesis, your task
8 process: Prac- will be clear: you need to convince your audience that your thesis is

* Consider your

refer back to th P pose.

: € specific 345 -

ight s assignment: guide yoy, Ye: ‘

mig quest one of the following kin’dleotflt s u’r le g
S ) Nstructy,

o ‘
Response | in, which

e
Member yoy, audience

sometj
times yoyr classmates) wil]

‘ o
assignments, hoy, v avdenee e

ary audience, Some
yond youyr professor

point you’re traveling
ting a provisional the-
ument your paper will

- Start by wr;

up of the majn idea or arg

sound. To write persuasively, it helps to have an understanding of some

key elements of argument:

e Claims. Any time you make a statement you hope will be taken as
true, you have made a claim. Some claims are unlikely to be contradicted
(“the sky is blue” or “today is Tuesday”), but others are debatable
{“every college sophomore dreams of running off to see the world”).
Your essay’s main claim—your thesis—should not be something
entirely obvious. Having to support your point of view will cause you
to clarify your ideas about a work of literature.

e Persuasion. If the word argument makes you think of raised voices
and short tempers, it may help to think of your task as the gentler art
of persuasion. To convince your audience of your thesis, you will need
to present a cogent argument supported by evidence gathered from
the text. If the assignment is a research paper, you will also need to
cite what others have written on your topic.

® Evidence. When you write about a work of literature, the most convine-
ing evidence will generally come from the text itself. Direct quotations
from the poem, play, or story under discussion can provide particularly
convincing support for your claims. Be sure to introduce any quotation
by putting it in the context of the larger work. It is even more important
to follow up each quotation with your own analysis of what it shows
about the work.

Warrants. Whenever you use a piece of evidence to support a claim,

an underlying assumption connects one to the other. For instance, if

you were to make the claim that today’s weather is absolutely perfect
and offer as your evidence the blue sky, your logic would include an
unspoken warrant: sunny weather is perfect weather. Not everyone
will agree with your warrant, though. Some folks (perhaps farmers)
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gument, including ope aboy |;

OUt your

finish through your source material, touching on ea;h
b way from statt to h nly the points needed to prove your thesis,
major point. Instegd, choose o S(’i bgst makes your point. A rough out-
and present them in whate\{er order oL )
e line can help you to determine that order.

are hoping to prove. u
Credibility. When weighing the merits of a (]
take into account the credibil
this happens almost automati

ter.

£ Make sure your thesis is supported by t'he evidegce.‘ sli Zﬁ; ﬁgg

1 Mu can't support certain aspects of your thesis, thep refine klt'm pmgriss
Yo : i turn it in, your essay is a wor .

se. Often, - can. Remember: unt}tl Ylodube changed if it doesn’t further the develop-

ely to listen tothe 3 Anything can and s ould

" ment of the paper’s main idea.

aim, you wil| probak
ity of the person making the cq y

cally. You are more ik

any given topic has a certain
us. Fortunately, there are oth,

FCKLIST: Developing an Argument

] ' :
' F is your essay’s purpose!
ader will develop a senge of | What is v y .
i - Who is your audience]
ou come across as belligerens : .
disagree with your views, yoy i} Is your topic narrow én g d. bought-mrovcking!
L. Therefore, €Xpress your ideas 53 Is your thesis interesting and thought-p

o t thesis?
I tone demonstrates that you are b Does everything in your essay support you
issue or idea, not in bul] :

Keep your tone thoughtful. Your re
who you are through your words. If y
ot disrespectful to those inclined to
may lose your reader’s goodwil
calmly and thoughtfully. A leve
tnterested in thinking through an

ying yoyr
reader into submission.

i Have you considered and refuted alternative views?
ne thoughtful? L
i: y\(/)cl)trtoargUmengt sensibly organized? Are simll?r ideas grouped
To make an argument together? Does one point lead logically to the next?
demonstrate tamiliarity with other possible
points of view. Doing so indicates that you have taken other
claims into account before arriving at your thesis; it reveals your

FRITE A ROUGH DRAFT
fairness as well ag your subject matter. In -

ieged with petty
i 7 to find yourself besieged wit

aying out other points of view, though, be sure to represent them Bated at last, you prcp;cge tovowurlrt:r;‘irr:geroa frier‘:d ou had promised 10 ca‘ll,
fairly but also to respectfully make clear why your thesis is the , Bitractions. ﬁ/;llbof a iir : ?Orluvwere oposed to ik ap. ¢ meslocted Cokg i
sounddest claim; you don't want your reader to doubt where you fhiflr,gi; ; grit‘;emg “?armer < supposed 1o pi {lnmuge. ¥ gou;ﬁfsp;;éb{g;
- ' f action: collar these thoug
I W of action

written, you have only one course tic o ihese thoughs e

d it helps moment banish them. Here are a few tips for writing y:
To gain your reader’s trust, it d
' . iedge ;our argument, its support, an

o ey S o g, it
into doubr. It also h Ips ¢ gg\t/l;aa o a?; Cfiheyconventionsof ' the evidence you have collected will fo
0 -t also helps to command o

writing. Rightly or wrongly, errors in punctuarion and spelling can
undermine a writer's credibilicy.

Take OPposing arguments into account.
more convincing,

Demonstrate your knowledge,
to demonstrate a solid unde
Always check your facts;

Get your thoughts down. The best way to draft a paper is }t10 ge:tyifé);lr
ideasydown quickly. At this stage, don't fuss over dgtatls. Tmin (;; anci
i ind ta :

* Organize your argum t. Unless vo riting an explication that - 5= . Punctuation later. For now, dlet your icrﬁz:n;'ién confidence. Forge ahead.
ent. Unless you are wri , i nsight,

W(;g(s its w?;y line rlg;llinenthrouglr;3 a \Tvork of literatire, you will netl!j e %iﬁ]::,l:ﬁ}f Si:set:}eangg (!)r(j Y;E?Siaelas'g

make crucial decisions about how to shape your essay. lts order shou ¥

driven by the logic of

ble with first. There’s no
S i * Wri rt you feel most comforta st 5o
e dicsing. it word s tgrk oy nwn;e thte r[t’a:at tzxe paper’s beginning and work your way methodically
play, or poem you're discussing. In other words, you need not w ced 10 ta
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through to the end. Instead. p| ight i
. » Plunge right into the parts of the
feel most prepared to write. You can always go back later and If)liiilp z iﬁu
e

blanks.

Leaveb yourself plenty of space, As you compose, leave plene
space between hpes and set wide margins. When later thoughts co b
you, you will easily be able to go back and squeeze them in et

*= Focus on the argument. Whenever you bring up a new point. i
gon to tie it back to your thesis. If you can’t find a way to fo e
point to your thesis, it’s probably better to leave it out of your e
come up with a point that advances your central claim peperand

?(";s your thesis ho!d up? If, as you write, you find that most of ¢
bv1 ence you uncover is not helping you prove your paper’s thesis, i :
e that the thesis needs honing. Adjust it as needed. '

< B . .
€ open to new ideas. Writing rarely proceeds in a straight line

Eve i i
n after you outline your paper and begin to write and revise, expect to

dlSCOVeI‘ new thOU llts—pelhaps the best t] 10U llts ()i al . H y()u d()
g
o g l ) be

may

Here is a student’s i
Can'Seae s rough draft for an analytical essay on “Nothing Gold

On Robert Frost's “Nothing Gold Can Stay”

Most of the lines in the poem “Nothing Gold Can Stay” by Robert
Frost focus on the changing of the seasons. The poem’s first line says
that the first leaves of Spring are actually blossoms, and the actual
leaves that follow are lass precious. Those first blossoms only last a
little while. The reader realizes that nature is a metaphor for a person’s
state of mind. People start off perfectly innocent, but as time passes,
they can’t help but lose that innocence. The poem argues that like
Adam and Eve we all lose our innocence and the passage of time is
inevitable,

The poem’s first image is of the color found in nature. The early
gold of spring blossams is nature’s “hardest hue to hold.” The color
gold is associated with the mineral gold, a precious commodity. There’s
a hint that early spring is nature in its perfect state, and perfection is
impossible to hold on to. To the poem’s speaker, the colors of early

Write a Rough Dralt 1097

spring seem to last only an hour. If you blink, they are gone. Like
early spring, innocence can't last.

The line “leaf subsides to leaf” brings us from early spring
through summer and fall. The golden blossoms and delicate leaves of
spring subside, or sink to a lower level, meaning they become less
special and beautiful. There's nothing more special and beautiful than
a baby, so people are the same way. In literature, summer often means
the prime of your life, and autumn often means the declining years.
These times are less beautiful ones. “So dawn goes down to day” is a
similar kind of image. Dawns are unbelievably colorful and beautiful
but they don't last very long. Day is nice, but not as special as dawn.

The most surprising line in the poem is the one that isn't about
nature. Instead it's about human beings. Eden may have been a garden
(a part of nature), but it also represents a state of mind. The traditional
religious view is that Adam and Eve chose to disobey God and eat from
the tree of knowledge. They could have stayed in paradise forever if
they had followed God's orders. So it's surprising that Frost writes “So

Eden sank to grief” in a poem that is all about how inevitable change is.
It seems like he’s saying that no matter what Adam and Eve had done,
the Garden of Eden wouldn't stay the paradise it started out being.
When Adam and Eve ate the apple, they lost their innocence. The apple
is supposed to represent knowledge, so they became wiser but less
perfect. But the poem implies that no matter what Adam and Eve had
done, they would have grown sadder and wiser. That's true for all
people. We can't stay young and innocent.

It's almost as if Frost is defying the Bible, suggesting that there is
no such thing as sin. We can't help getting older and wiser. It's a natural
process. Suffering happens not because we choose to do bad things but
because passing time takes our innocence. The real original sin is that
time has to pass and we all have to grow wiser and less innocent.

The poem “Nothing Gold Can Stay” makes the point that people
can't stay innocent forever. Suffering is the inevitable result of the
aging process. Like the first leaves of spring, we are at the best at the
very beginning, and it’s all downhill from there.
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REVISE YOUR DRAFT

A writer rarely—if ever—achieves perfection on the first

form contributes to its message that time causes everyone to lose his or
her innocence. If you find yourself including information that doesn’t
serve your argument, consider going back into the poem, story, or play for
more useful evidence. On the other hand, if you’re beginning to have a
sneaking feeling that your thesis itself is shaky, consider reworking it so
that it more accurately reflects the evidence in the text.

try. For mosgt of u
t draft is done, You,

Check whether your argument is logical. Does one point lead natu-
rally to the next? Reread the paper, looking for logical fallacies, moments in

WORKING THESIS

The poem argues that like Adam
and Eve we all lose our inn
and the passage of time is inevitable, eenee

inn i i
n oie’ncef. Ina revision of his thesis, however, the essay’s author pushes
e claim further, going beyond the obvious to its implications

REVISED THESIS

In "Nc?thing Gold Can Stay,” Frost makes a bold claim: sin
suffering, and loss are inevitable because the passage of time
Causes everyone to fall from grace.

In i i

I stea;l ‘of simply asserting that the poem looks with sorrow on the pas-

mg(reeo glme},)the revised thesis raises the issue of why this is so. It makes a
thought-provoking claim about the poem. An arguable thesis can

resul i
e tina mo;le energetic, purposeful essay. A thesis that is obvious to
Tyone, on the other hand, leads to a static, dull paper

gcs;:l:j;n v;rlhethe.r the evidence you provide supports your theory.
o & Srgrltidmi \:uhllnhyoglr paper work to support its thesis sentence’
oy s Stap ip Lmlg 5 e written about the poetic form of “Nothing
prod S Y» the student paper above would not be well served by
nging the subject up unless the author could show how the poem’s

which the claims you make are not sufficiently supported by evidence, or
the connection between one thought and the next seems less than rational.
Classic logical fallacies include making hasty generalizations, confusing
cause and effect, or using a non sequitur, a statement that doesn’t follow
from the statement that precedes it. An example of two seemingly uncon-
nected thoughts may be found in the second paragraph of the draft above:

To the poem’s speaker, the colors of early spring seem to last only
an hour. If you blink, they are gone. Like early spring, innocence
can't last,

Though there may well be a logical connection between the first two
sentences and the third one, the paper doesn’t spell that connection out.
Asked to clarify the warrant, or assumption, that makes possible the leap
from the subject of spring to the subject of innocence, the author revised

the passage this way:

To the poem’s speaker, the colors of early spring seem to last only
an hour. When poets write of seasons, they often also are
commenting on the life cycle. To make a statement that spring
can't last more than an hour implies that a person’s youth (often
symbolically associated with spring) is all too short. Therefore, the
poem implies that innocent youth, like spring, lasts for only the
briefest time.

The revised version spells out the author’s thought process, helping the
reader to follow the argument.

Supply transitional words and phrases. To ensure that your reader’s
journey from one idea to the next is a smooth one, insert transitional
words and phrases at the start of new paragraphs or sentences. Phrases
such as “in contrast” and “however” signal a U-turn in logic, while those
such as “in addition” and “similarly” alert the reader that you are contin-
uing in the same direction you have been traveling. Seemingly inconse-
quential words and phrases such as “also” and “as well” or “as mentioned
above” can smooth the reader’s path from one thought to the next, as in

the following example:
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this livelier one: “As babies we are all perfectly innocent, but as time
asses, we can’t help but lose that innocence.” By adding , specific
image—the baby—the author gives the reader a visual picture (4 iy
rrate the abstract idea of innocence. He also sharpened his thegj con.
tence, making it less general and more thought-provoking. By varying
the length of his sentences, he made the paragraph less monotoneyg

REVISED OPENING PARAGRAPH
Most of the lines in Robert Frost's brief poem “Nothing Gold
Can Stay” focus on nature: the changing of the seasons and the
fading of dawn into day. The poem’s opening line asserts that the
first blossoms of spring are more precious than the leaves that
follow. Likewise, dawn is more special than day. Though Frost's
subject seems to be nature, the reader soon realizes that his real
subject is human nature. As babies we are all perfectly innocent,
but as time passes, we can't help but lose that happy innocence.
In “Nothing Gold Can Stay,” Frost makes a bold claim: sin,
suffering, and loss are inevitable because the passage of time

causes everyone to fall from grace.

E = Remember that last impressions count too. Your paper’s conclu-

sion should give the reader some closure, tying up the paper's loose
ends without simply (and boringly) restating all that has come before.
The author of the rough draft above initially ended his paper with a
paragraph that repeated the paper’s main ideas without pushing those

ideas any further:

DRAFT OF CONCLUSION

The poem “Nothing Gold Can Stay” makes the point that
people can’t stay innocent forever, Grief is the inevitable result of
the aging process. Like the first leaves of spring, we are at the
best at the very beginning, and it's all downhill from there.

While revising his paper, the author realized that the ideas in his next-
to-last paragraph would serve to sum up the paper. The new final para-
graph doesn’t simply restate the thesis; it pushes the idea further, in its
last two sentences, by exploring the poem's implications.

REVISED CONCLUSION

Some people might view Frost's poem as sacrilegious, because
it seems to say that Adam and Eve had no choice; everything in
life is doomed to fall. Growing less innocent and more knowing
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st’s view than a natural process like the
changing of golden blossoms to green leaves. “Eden sank to grief

not because we chooge to do evil things but becayse time takeg
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the rest > ¥ . y

that it more precisely fits the evidence at hand

: ared to question your whole approagh to a Workf0£ hWT-
 Be pr2b i ou may even need to entertain the notion of t rowing
Jomil Oﬂ Occasi'lo;;eywritten into the wastebasket and starting over again.
g: th::ilzfol:aving to start from scratch is the lot of any writer.

-Occas

- Look for skimpy paragraphs of one o
Reworlk troublii?zscréatsg:tg ;:ZurLi?ieas might need more fleshing out.

should be inviting to readers, giving th S coming, § g semensesl—y more evidence, more explanarion, more examples or
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CHECKLIST. Revising Your Drafy

' Is your thesis clear? Can it be sharpened?

! Does all your evidenc
your thesis?

1 Is your argument logical?

1 Do transitional
the next?

7 Does each para

€ serve to advance the argument put forth jn

words and phrases signal movement from ope idea to

graph contain a topic sentence?

. Does your introduction draw the reader in?
reader for what follows?

- Does your conclusion tje up the paper’s loose ends? Does it avoid
merely restating what has come before?

¢ Is your title compelling?

Does it prepare the

SOME FINAL, ADVICE ON REWRITING

? Whenever possible, get feedback from a trusted reader. In every .
project, there comes g time when the writer has gotten so close to th‘
work that he or she can’t see it clearly. A talented roommate or a weor in
the campys writing center can tel] you what isn’t yet clear on the pageés

. . . . isnn’t yet
what questions si]] need answering, or what line of argument isn’t "
persuasive as it could be.
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1AT’S YOUR PURPOSE? COMMON APPROACHES
EWRITING ABOUT LITERATURE

rucial to keep your paper’s purpose in mind. When you write an acade-
er, you are likely to have been given a specific set of marching orders.
e you have been asked to write for a particular audience besides the
one (your professor, that is). Perhaps you have been asked to describe
¥ ersonal reaction to a literary work. Maybe your purpose is to interpret a
analyzing how one or more of its elements contribute to its meaning.
ay have been instructed to write an evaluation in which you judge a
merits. Let the assignment dictate your paper’s tone and content.
are several commonly used approaches to writing about lirerature.

ication

Bication is the patient unfolding of meanings in a work of literature. An
fication procecds carefully through a story, passage, or poem, usually inter-
ng it line by line—perhaps even word by word, dwelling on details a
al reader might miss and illustrating how a work’s smaller parts contribute
e whole. Alert and willing to take pains, the writer of such an essay
es anything meaningful that isn’t obvious, whether it is a colossal theme
kested by a symbol or a little hint contained in a single word.

E'To write an honest explication of an entire story takes time and space,
Bis a better assignment for a long term paper, an honors thesis, or a disser-
o, than a short essay. A thorough explication of Nathaniel Hawthorne's
g Goodman Brown,” for example, would likely run much longer than

frich and intriguing short story itself. Ordinarily, explication is best suited
g short passage or scction of a story: a key scene, a critical conversation, a
fement of theme, or an opening or closing paragraph.

¢ In drama, explication is best suited to brief passages—a key soliloquy, for
ple, or a moment of dialogue that lays bare the play’s theme. Closely
ining a critical moment in a play can shed light on the play in its

Gabriel 4

Work Cited
i Nothing Gold Can Stay.” Backpack Literature: An
. . .
oduction to Fiction, Poetry, Drama, and Writing. Ed. X, J. Kennedy

Frost, Robert, “

and Dana Gioia. 4th ed. New York: Longman, 2012. 562. Print.

fitety. To be successful, an explication needs to concentrate on a brief pas-
, probably not much more than 20 lines long.

Storytellers who are especially fond of language invite closer attention to
words than others might. Edgar Allan Poe, for one, is a poet sensitive to
1 hythms of his sentences and a symbolist whose stories abound in potent
festions. Here is a student’s explication of a short but essential passage in
be Tell-Tale Heart.” The passage occurs in the third paragraph of the story,
f to help us follow the explication, the student quotes the passage in full at
Paper’s beginning.

An unusually well-written essay, “By Lantern Light” cost its author two
ee careful revisions. Rather than attempting to say something about
thing in the passage from Poe, she selects only the derails that strike her
Ost meaningful. In her very first sentence, she briefly shows us how the
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passage functions in the context of Poe’s sto
that the narrator is mad., Notice too that
doesn’t inch through the passage senten
details in an order that see

the student who
ce by sentence, but fre
ms appropriate to her argument.

Susan Kim o
Professor A, M, Lundy
English 100

20 May 2011

By Lantern Light: An Explication of
a Passage in Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart”
BLW And every night, about midnight, I turned the latch of his door
,“i’f’f’;‘[f,bcﬁi d and apened it—oh, so gently! And then, when I had made an
opening sufficient for my head, I put in a dark lantern, all closed
closed, so that no light shone out, and then I thrust in my head, ,
Ok, you would have laughed to see how cunningly I thrust it in! I
moved it slowly—very, very slowly, so that I might not disturb
the old man’s sleep. It took me an hour to place my whole head
within the opening so far that I could see him as he lay upon his
bed. Hal—would a madman haye been so wise as this? And then
when my head was well in the room, [ undid the lantern

I

cautiously—oh, so cautiously—cautiously (for the hinges
creaked)—TI undid it just so much that a single thin ray fell upon
the vulture eye, And this did for seven long nights—every
night just at midnight—but I found the eye always closed; and
s it was impossible to do the work; for it was not the old man
who vexed me, but his Evil Eye. (par. 3)

, Although Edgar Allan Poe has suggested in the first lines of his story
“The Tell-Tale Heart” that the person who addresseg us is insane, it is only
when we come to the speaker’s account of his preparations for murdering the

old man that we find his madness fully revealed. Even more convincingly
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ely takes up its
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Kim 2

than his earlier words (for we might possibly think that someone who
claims to hear things in heaven and hell is a religious mystic), these
preparations reveal him to be mad. What strikes us is that they are so
elaborate and meticulous. A significant detail is the exactness of his
schedule for spying: “every night just at midnight.” The words with
which he describes his motions also convey the most extreme care (and I
will indicate them by italics): “how wisely I proceeded—with what
caution,” “I turned the latch of his door and opened it—oh, so gently!”
“how cunningly I thrust it [my head] in! I moved it slowly—very, very
slowly,” “I undid the lantern cautiously—oh, so cautiously—cautiously.”
Taking a whole hour to intrude his head into the room, he asks, “Ha!—
would a madman have been so wise as this?” But of course the word wise
is unconsciously ironic, for clearly it is not wisdom the speaker displays,
but an absurd degree of care, an almost fiendish ingenuity. Such
behavior, I understand, is typical of certain mental illnesses. All his
careful preparations that he thinks prove him sane only convince us
instead that he is mad.

Obviously his behavior is self-defeating. He wants to catch the
“yulture eye” open, and yet he takes all these pains not to disturb the
old man’s sleep. If he behaved logically, he might ge barging into the
bedroom with his lantern ablaze, shouting at the top of his voice. And
yet, if we can see things his way, there is a strange logic to his
reasoning. He regards the eye as a creature in itself, quite apart from its
possessor. “It was not,” he says, “the old man who vexed me, but his Evil
Eye.” Apparently, to be inspired to do his deed, the madman needs to
behold the eye—at least, this is my understanding of his remark, “I
found the eye always closed; and so it was impossible to do the work.”
Poe’s choice of the word work, by the way, is also revealing. Murder is
made to seem a duty or a job; and anyone who so regards murder is
either extremely cold-blooded, like a hired killer for a gangland
assassination, or else deranged. Besides, the word suggests again the
curious sense of detachment that the speaker feels toward the owner of

the eye.

Textusl
evidence to
back up thesis

Topic sentence
on narrator's

mad logic
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Kim 3
In still another of his assumptions, the speaker shows that he is
madly logical, or operating on the logic of a dream. There seers a
dreamtike relationship between his dark lantern “all closed, closed, so
that no light shone out,” and the sleeping victim. When the madman
opens his lantemn so that it emits a single ray, he is hoping that the eye
in the old man’s head will be open too, letting out its corresponding
gleam, The latch that he turns so gently, too, seems like the eye, whose
lid needs to be opened in order for the murderer to go ahead. It is as
wwwwwww though the speaker is trying to get the eyelid to lift. By taking such
;L:htiuﬂm great p.ains and by going through all this nightly ritual, he is practicing
further, making  SOMe kind of magic, whose rules are laid down not by our logic, but by

it more specific. s
T the logic of dreams.

Kim 4
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Poe, Edgar Allan. “The Tell-Tale Heart.” Backpack Literature: An
Introduction to Fiction, Poetry, Drama, and Writing. Ed. X. J.
Kenniedy and Dana Gioia. 4th ed. New York: Longman, 2012. 41-46.
Print.

N Explication is a particularly useful way to help unravel a poer’s compH
ities. An explication, however, should not be confused with a parap

which puts the poem’s literal meaning into plain prose. While an explicat!
might include some paraphrasing, it does more than simply restate. [t expid
a poem, in great detail, showing how each part contributes t0 the whoic:
writing an explication of a poem, keep the following tips in mind:

% Start with the poem’s first line, and keep working straight tr9
to the end. As needed, though, you can take up points out of ordef:
# Read closely, addressing the poem’s details. You may ¢

include allusions, the denotations or connatations of words, the P

Fxplication 1111

- meanings of symbols, the effects of certain sounds and rhythms and for-
mal elements (rime schemes, for instance), the sense of any statements
that contain irony, and other particulars.

show how each part of the poem contributes to the meaning of
- the whole. Your explication should go beyond dissecting the pieces of a
: poem; it chould also integrate them to cast light on the poem in its
' entirety.

Here is a successful student-authored explication of Robert Frost's
sign.” The assignment was to explain whatever in the poem seemed most
£ tial, in not more than 750 words. This excellent paper finds something
unfolding in every line of Frost's poerm, without seeming mechanical.
ihough the student proceeds sequentially through the poem from the title to
b last line, he takes up some points out of order, when it serves his purpose. In
Sragraph two, for example, he looks ahead to the poer’s ending and briefly
e its main theme in order to relate it to the poem’s title. In the third para-
foph, he explicates the poem's later image of the heal-all, relating it to the first
fage. He also comments on the poer’s form (“Like many other sonnets”), on
k similes and puns, and on its denotations and connotations.

Robert Frost (1874-1963)

Design ﬂzz m
[ found aspider, fat and OJJ@L{WQS
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?
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Like the ingredients of a@itches’ brot

A snow-drop spider, a flower like a froth,

And wings carried like a paper kite

” S What had thar flower to do with being white
b/ The wayside blue andlianocendfeal-all
What brought the kindred spider to that height,  Ewd
Then steered the white motl thither in the night”
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' ysis
L ining a single component of a piece of literature can afford us a better

E ctanding of the entire work. This is perhaps why in most literature classes
ts are asked to write at least one analysis (from the Greek: “breaking
B an essay that breaks a work into its elements and, usually, studies one
3 'closely. A topic for an analysis might be “The Character of Alice Walker’s
E » in which the writer would concentrate on showing us Dec’s highly indi-
b1al features and traits of personality, or perhaps “The Theme of Fragility in
b Glass Menagerie” or “Imagery of Light and Darkness in Frost's ‘Design.””
In this book, you probably already have encountered a few brief analyses:
¢ discussion of connotations in William Blake’s “London” (pages 438-439),
instance, or the examination of symbols in T. S. Eliot’s “The Boston Evening
ipt” (page 549). To write an analysis, remember three key points:

& Focus on a single, manageable element. Some possible choices are

tone, irony, literal meaning, imagery, theme, and symbolism, [f you are writ-

. ing about poetry, you could also consider sound, rhythm, rime, or form.

® Show how this element contributes to the meaning of the whole.

F While no element of a work exists apart from all the others, by taking a
" closer look at one particular aspect of the work, you can see the whole

" more clearly.

Support your contentions with specific references to the work

you are analyzing. Quotations can be particularly convincing.

£ The student papers that follow are examples of brief analyscs. The first
fiper analyzes the imagery of Elizabeth Bishop's poem “The Fish.” The sec-
d paper analyzes Shakespeare’s play Othello in light of Aristotle’s famous
efinition of tragedy (discussed on page 707).

Woods 1

Becki Woods
Professor Bernier
English 220
23 February 2011

Faded Beauty: Bishop's Use of Imagery in “The Fish”

Upon first reading, Elizabeth Bishop’s “The Fish” appears to be a First sentenee
: . L . s s . . . oL gives name of
simple fishing tale. A close investigation of the imagery in Bishop's highly :ut}w:‘:zml

work

detailed description, however, reveals a different sort of poem. The real theme

of Bishop's poem is a compassion and respect for the fish's lifelong struggle to
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According to Aristotle, the tragic hero’s fall gives the protagonist
— deeper understanding and self-awareness, Othello departs from Aristotle's

on whether i 5
&;ﬂelwam‘ model in that Othello apparently learns nothing from his mistakes. He

{::;JZ: never realizes that he is partly at fault. He sees himself only as an
T innocent victim and blames his misfortune on fate rather than accepting
responsibility for his actions. To be sure, he realizes he has been tricked
and deeply regrets his mistake, but he seems to feel that he was Jjustified
under the circumstances, “For naught I did in hate, but all in honor”
(5.2.303). Othello sees himself not as someone whose bad judgment ang
worse temper have resulted in the death of an innocent party, but as one
who has “loved not wisely but too well” {5.2.354). This failure to grasp
the true nature of his error indicates that Othello hasn't learned his
lesson,

Neither accepting responsibility nor tearning from his mistakes,
Othello fails to fulfill yet another of Aristotle’s requirements, Since the
protagonist usually gains some understanding along with his defeat,
classical tragedy conveys a sense of human greatness and of lifes

Topic se i lalitd i

! lagmn:;nce unrealized potentialities—a quality totally absent from Othello. Not anly
mﬁ;u(nk}% does Ot}‘xello fail to learn from his mistakes, he never really realizes what
lears from his~ those mistakes are, and it apparently never crosses his mind that things

- could have turned out any differently. “Who can control his fate?”
Othello asks {5.2.274), and this defeatist attitude, combined with his

failure to salvage any wisdom from his defeat, separates Othello from the

tragedy as defined by Aristotle.
;Jiicds;:ince The last part of Aristotle's definition states that viewing the
= conclusion of a tragedy should result in catharsis for the audience, and
that the audience should be left with a feeling of exaltation rather than
depression. Unfortunately, the feeling we are left with after viewing

Othello is neither catharsis nor exaltation but rather a feeling of horror.
pity, and disgust at the senseless waste of human lives. The deaths of
Desdemona and Othello, as well as those of Emilia and Roderigo, serve no

purpose whatsoever. They die not in the service of a great cause but

L because of lies, treachery, jealousy, and spite. Their deaths don't even

Comparison and Contrast 1123

Housden 5

benefit lago, who is directly or indirectly responsibte for all of them. No
lesson is learned, no epiphany is reached, and the audience, instead of
experiencing catharsis, is left with its negative feeling unresolved.

Since Othello only partially fits Aristotle’s definition of tragedy, it is
gquestionable whether or not it should be classified as one. Though it does
involve a great man undone by a defect in his own character, the hero
gains neither insight nor understanding from his defeat, and so there can
be no inspiration or cathazrsis for the audience, as there would be in a
“tyue” tragedy. Othello is tragic only in the everyday sense of the word, the
way a plane crash or fire is tragic. At least in terms of Aristotle’s classic

Restatemenit of i
sis

Cemlu

definition, Othello ultimately comes across as more of a melodrama or soap

opera than a tragedy.

Housden 6

Works Cited
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Pmparison and Contrast

£You were to write on “The Humor of Alice Walker's ‘Everyday Use’ and
Updike’s ‘A & P,"” you would probably employ one or two methods. You
ht use comparison, placing the two stories side by side and pointing out
similarities, or contrast, pointing out their differences. Most of the time,
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in dealing with two p; '
pieces of literature ill
i cealing ‘ » You will find them simpmil... .
pOiylrl r dlffzrent in others, and you'll yse both methods. Kee mllllar ne
nmind when writing 4 comparison-contrast paper" P e follow

Sn}:gﬁ;; Y‘:orks 1(W1thd solme}tlhing significant in Common, Ty
ur task, and also help ens h . s wi
i k ure that your paper hg
pefor ll.yl(:u start writing, ask yourself if the two bieces you’ve Se?gs octher,
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point-by-point comparison of
the two works all th,
oine-by-point ¢ . e way through
r;:l eptzr ; dea?mg first, perhaps, with their themes, then wityh theil:gcerr:;{
phors, and finally, with their respective merits.

* Be s
lik:o:: t&(’:l)ll; litzrt ‘Y[‘r}lltmg’ draw up a brief list of points you would
in the other. A . ] - a.ddress each point, first in one work and then
“A Rose f .E s;m:p ¢ outline fQHOWS for a paper on William Faulkner's

or Emily” and Katherine Mansfield’s “Miss Brill.” The essay'’s

topic is “Adapti .
Miss BrilL pting to Change: The Characters of Emily Grierson and

1. Adapting to change (both women)
Miss Brill more successful
2. Portrait of women
Miss Emily—unﬂattering
Miss Brill—empathetic
3. Imagery
Miss Emily—morbid
Miss Brill—cheerful

Sample Stadent Paper: Comparison and Conteast 1125

4. Plot
Miss Emily
- loses sanity
- refuses to adapt
Miss Brill
- finds place in society
- adapts
5. Summary: Miss Brill is more successful
Emphasize the points that interest you the most. This strategy will

help keep you from following your outline in a plodding fashion (“Well,
E now it's time to whip over to Miss Brill again . .. ").
% If the assignment allows, consider applying comparison and con-

' trast in an essay on a single story or play. You might, for example,
 analyze the attitudes of the younger and older waiters in Hemingway’s “A

Clean, Well-Lighted Place.”

The following student-written paper compares and contrasts the main
g pap p
acters in “A Rose for Emily” and “Miss Brill.” Notice how the author

buses the discussion on a single aspect of each woman’s personality—the abil-
fy to adapt to change and the passage of time. By looking through the lens of
ree different elements of the short story—diction, imagery, and plot—this

and systematic essay convincingly argues its thesis.

Ortiz 1

Michelle Ortiz
Professor Gregg
English 200
25 May 2011
Successful Adaptation in

“A Rose for Emily” and “Miss Brill”

In William Faulkner's “A Rose for Emily” and Katherine Mansfield's

“Miss Brill,” the reader is given a glimpse into the lives of two old women
living in different worlds but sharing many similar characteristics. Both
Miss Emily and Miss Brill attempt to adapt to a changing environment as
they grow older. Through the authors’ use of language, imagery, and plot, G
it becomes clear to the reader that Miss Brill is more successful at adapting  suacement

to the world around her and finding happiness. J

of thesis
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Textual
etidence on
language

Imagery in
Faulkner’s
SLOTY Supports
argument.

Contrasting
imagery
Mansfeld's
story supports
argument.

o

Characters
comerasted with
examples
drawn from

plots.

Ortiz 2

In “A Rose for Emily,” Faulkner’s use of language paints an
unflattering picture of Miss Emily. His tone evokes pity and disqust
rather than sympathy. The reader identifies with the narrator of the
story and shares the townspeople’s opinien that Miss Emily is somehow
“perverse.” In “Miss Brill,” however, the reader can identify with the title
character. Mansfield's attitude toward the young couple at the end makes
the reader hate them for ruining the happiness that Miss Brill has found
however small it may be. ,

The imagery in “A Rose for Emily” keeps the reader from further
identifying with Miss Emily by creating several morbid images of her. For
example, there are several images of decay throughout the story. The
house she lived in is falling apart and described as “filled with dust and
shades . . . an eyesore among eyesores.” Emily herself is described as
being “bloated like a body long submerged in motionless water.”
Faulkner also uses words like “skeleton,” “dank,” “decay,” and “cold” to
reinforce these morbid, deathly images.

In “Miss Brill,” however, Mansfield uses more cheerful imagery. The
music and the lively action in the park make Miss Brill feel alive inside.
She notices the other old people that are in the park are “still as
statues,” “odd,” and “silent.” She says they “looked like theyd just
come from dark little rooms or even—even cupboards.” Her own room is
later described as a “cupboard,” but during the action of the story she
does not include herself among those other old people. She still feels
alive.

Through the plots of both stories the reader can also see that Miss
Brill is more successful in adapting to her environment. Miss Emily loses
her sanity and ends up committing a crime in order to control her
environment. Throughout the story, she refuses to adapt to any of the
changes going on in the town, such as the taxes or the mailboxes. Miss
Brill is able to find her own special place in society where she can be
happy and remain sane.

I

QOrtiz 3

#Miss Brill” the authors’ use of language

In “A Rose for Emily” and
uccessful in

3 and the plots of the stories illustrate that Miss Brill is more $

hiding herself away she emerges from the

her story. Instead of .
dapts to the world that 1s

«cupboard” to participate in life. She a
hout losing her sanity or committing

, crimes, as Miss Emily does. The language of “Miss Brill” allows the reader
ze with the main character. The imagery in the story 18

5 Rose for Emily.” The resulting portrait

e changing as she grows older, witl

to sympathi
lighter and less morbid than in

ig of an aging woman who has found creative ways to adjust to her

tonely life.

Besponse Paper
e popular form o
fiat expresses your person
knd students often find t
jssignment. It provides you wit : A
| literary work, but it Joes not usually require any outsid e
Boes require is careful reading, clear thinking, and honest wnt}t\ng.

L The purpose of a response paper is to convey ,your thoughts an
particular literary work. It isn’t a book report
Y or a book review (evaluating the quality of
what you experienced in reading and thin

f writing assignment is the response paper,
Al reaction to a work of literature.
he response paper an ideal intro
h an opportunity to craft a focused es

gbout an aspect of a
ing the work’s content
fesponse paper eXpresses
¢ assigned text. Your reaction should reflect
kttitudes in response to the work, not what the instructor
ght consider your response paper conversation with th

d. What questions does it seem to ask you! What reactions

u might also regard your paper as 2 personal message tO your :
one of the reading asst

felling him or her what you really think about
Of course, you can’t say everything you th A
g in a short paper. Focus on an important aspect (su’ch ash a main
jetting, or theme) and Jiscuss your reaction to it Don't gus or me
Jonal writing doesn’t mean disorganized writing. Identify your n'IaLIl
Bresent your point of view in a clear and orgamzelzd, way. Once you g
§ou might surprise yourself by discovering that it’s fun 0 €XP
fesponses. Stranger things have happened.

thinks

does

eander.
n ideas and
et started

lore your own

Respanse Paper 1127

The fimal
conclusion is
sated ardl the
thesis 18
restated.

a short essay
Both instructors
Juctory Writing
say about
e research. What it

d feelings
(surnmariz-
2 WOt . A
king about
your background, values, and
about it. You
e work you have just

it elicit?

our instructor
gnments.

ought and felt about your read-
character,

Per-

—
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Here ar i o
€ some tips for writing a successfy] response paper of
€r o you
r o

l\gake q.u.ick notes as you read or reread
?hout writing apything organized at this point, Just wri
€ Margin noting your reactions as you read (e g “h:e > wo;-d or
=2 w unp €as;
ant

“very interesting”). These little notes wil] i
ill
back to write your paper. 10g your memory Wwhen yo,

# ‘Cfonside.r which aspect of the work affected
aspect will probably be a good starting point for yo

* Be candid in your writing. Remember that

the work, DOn’t

You the most.
ur 1esponse,

you did. It’s not enough jus
you gh just to state your re
justify or explain them. ’ wponses: Yo

* Refer to i
Re .thbe Fext 1 your paper. Demonstrate to the reader th
esponse is based on the text. Provide specific textual .
tions wherever relevant,

The following paper i ,
« ) per is one student . —
The Things They Carried” (page 3;7§?‘n S response to Tim O'Brien's s

Martin 1

Ethan Martin
English 99
Professor Merrill
31 March 2011

“Perfect Balance and Perfect Posture”: Reflecting on
“The Things They Carried”

Reading Tim 0'Bren’s short story “The Things They Carried”
became a very personal experience. It reminded me of my father, who is
a Vietnam veteran, and the stories he used to tell me. Growing up, I
rn?gularly asked my dad to share stories from his past—especially about
h?s service in the United States Marine Corps. He would rarely tatk about
his tour during the Vietnam War for more than a few minutes, and what

-

Sawmple Studens Paper: Response 1129

Martin 2

>e shared was usually the same: the monscen rain could chill to the
ne, the mosquitoes would never stop biting, and the M-16 rifles often
med in a moment of crisis, He dug a new foxhole where he slept

¥ gvery night, he traded the cigarettes from his C-rations for food, and—

since he was the radio man of his platoon—the combination of his
ackpack and radio was very heavy during the long, daily walks through

E Yice paddies and jungles. For these reasons, “The Things They Carried”

owerfully affected me.
While reading the story, I felt as if I was “humping” (par. 4) through

ietnam with Lieutenant Jimmy Cross, Rat Kiley, Ted Lavender, and
specially Mitchell Sanders—who carries the 26-pound radio and battery.
Every day, we carry our backpacks to school. Inside are some objects that
we need to use in class: books, paper, and pens. But most of us probably
* include “unnecessary” items that reveal something about who we are or

.- what we value—photographs, perfume, or good-luck charms. 0’Brien uses
this device to tell his story. At times he lists the things that the soldiers
' literally carried, such as weapons, medicine, and flak jackets. These

military items weigh between 30 and 70 pounds, depending on one’s rank
or function in the platoon. The narrator says, “They carried all they could
bear, and then some, including a silent awe for the terrible power of the
things they carried” (par. 12).

Some of this “terrible power” comes from the sentimental objects
the men keep. Although these are relatively light, they weigh down the
hearts of the soldiers. Lt. Jimmy Cross carries 10-ounce letters and a
pebble from Martha, a girl in his hometown who doesn't love him back.
Rat Kiley carries comic books, and Norman Bowker carried a diary. I now
own the small, water-logged Bible that my father carried through his
tour in Vietnam, which was a gift from his mother. When I open its
Pages, I can almost hear his voice praying to survive the war.

The price of such survival is costly. 0'Brien’s platoon carries
ghosts, memories, and “the land itself” (par. 39). Their intangible burdens

are heavier than what they carry in their backpacks. My father has
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* Know your purpose. As you write, keep the assignment in mind, Yoy
may have been asked to write a response, in which you describe Your
reactions to a literary work. Perhaps your purpose is to interpret a work
analyzing how one or more of its elements contribute to its meaning. Yoli
may have been instructed to write an evaluation, in which you judge
work’s merits. Whatever the assignment, how you approach your essay
will depend in large part on your purpose.

* Define your topic narrowly. Worried about having enough to say, st
dents somerimes frame their topic so broadly that they can’t do justice to i
in the allotred number of pages. Your paper will be stronger if you go more
deeply into your subject than if you choose a gigantic subject and touch on
most aspects of it only superficially. A thorough explication of a short story
is hardly possible in a 250-word paper, but an explication of a paragraph or
two could work in that space. A profound topic (“The Character of Ham.
let”) might overflow a book, but a more focused one (“Hamlet’s View of
Acting” or “Hamlet’s Puns”) could result in a manageable paper.

PREWRITING: DISCOVER YOUR IDEAS

Topic in hand, you can begin to get your ideas on the page. To generate new
ideas and clarify the thoughts you already have, try one or more of the follow-
ing useful prewriting techniques as one student did preparing a paper on
Robert Frost’s poem “Nothing Gold Can Stay.”

* Brainstorm. Writing quickly, list everything that comes into your mind
about your subject. Set a time limit—ten or fifteen minutes—and force
yourself to keep adding items to the list, even when you think you have run
out of things to say. Sometimes, if you press onward past the point where
you feel you are finished, you will surprise yourself with new and fresh ideas.

gold = early leaves/blossoms

Or gold = something precious (both?)

early leaf = flower (yellow blossoms)

spring (lasts an hour)

Leaves subside (sink to lower level)

Eden = paradise = perfection = beauty

Loss of innocence?

What about original sin?

Dawn becomes day (dawn is more precious?)
Adam and Eve had to fall? Part of natural order.
seasons/days/people’s lives

Title = last line: perfection can't last
spring/summer/autumn

dawn/day

Innocence can't last

Prewriting: Discover Your [deas 1089

» Cluster. This prewriting technique works especially well for visual

thinkers. In clustering, you build a diagram to help you egplore the rela-
tionships among your ideas. To get started, writ§ your s.ubjbect at the cen-
ter of a sheet of paper. Circle it. Then jot down ideas, 1Enkmg each.to the
central circle with lines. As you write down each new 1dea', draw lines to
link it to related old ideas. The result will look something like the follow-

ing web.

% List. Look over the notes and annotations that you made in your active

reading of the work. You have probably already underlined or note;l1 more
information than you can possibly use. One way to sort thrgug yo}t:r
material to find the most uscful information is to make‘a list o}f1 tde
important items. It helps to make several short lists upder dlff,erslri]t }(i".l -
ings. Here are some lists you might make after rereading Frost’s “Nothing
Gold Can Stay.” Don’t be afraid to add more comments or questions on

the lists to help your thought process.
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Topices for Writing About Fietion 1131

. all pages, give your last name and the page number in the upper
it-hand corner, one-half inch from the top.

member to give your paper a title that reflects your thesis.

Lave an inch or two of margin on all four sides of each page and a few
hes of blank paper or an additional sheet after your conclusion, so that
®our instructor can offer comments.
perfect posture” (par, 77) :

 vou include a works-cited section, begin it on a new page.
y father meant, you n ) g pag

wonder if this ma
y be part of what m
uble-space your text, including quotations and notes. Don’t forget to

Both Tim 0'Brien ang
my father
uble-space the works-cited page also.

they both carry a pyr

Ple Heart. They
8alicize the titles of longer works—books, full-length plays, periodicals,
find book-length poems such as The Odyssey. The titles of shorter works—
Kioems, articles, or short stories—should appear in quotation marks.

at’s left to do but hand in your paper? By now, you may be glad to see
But a good paper is not only worth submitting; it is also worth keeping.
return to it after a while, you may find to your surprise that it will pre-
and even renew what you have learned.

cs for Writing About Fiction

cs for Brief Papers (250-500 Words)
Martin 4
xplicate the opening paragraph or first few lines of a story. Show how
! the opening prepares the reader for what will follow. In an essay of this
ength, you will need to limit your discussion to the most important ele-
“ments of the passage you explicate; there won’t be room to deal with
verything. Or, as thoroughly as the word count allows, explicate the
¢ final paragraph of a story. What does the ending imply about the fates of
¢} the story’s characters, and about the story’s take on its central theme?
Select a story that features a first-person narrator. Write a concise yet
thorough analysis of how that character’s point of view colors the story.
Consider a short story in which the central character has to make a
ﬁecision or must take some decisive step that will alter the rest of his or
: i . ‘ er life. Faulkner’s “Barn Burning” is one such story; another is
gutdelines i.n the current ej)' eqﬁed the form of your finished paper, follow thc Updike’s “A & P.” As concisely ang as thoroughly as on can, explain
Rzpe”r }‘:’thh you wi1~1 find more fully described in the ch “Writi ’ the nature of the character’s decision, the reasons for it, and its probable
search Paper.” In brief: ¢ chapter “Writing : } Consequences (as suggested by what the author tells us).
#. Choose two stories that might be interesting to compare and contrast.
i Write a brief defense of your choice. How might these two stories illu-
minate each other?
Choose a key passage from a story you admire. As closely as the word
count allows, explicate that passage and explain why it strikes you as an
important moment in the story. Concentrate on the aspects of the pas-
sage that seem most essential.

Work Cited

O'Bri N :
rien, Tim. “The Things They Carried.” Backpack Literature: An

* Choose standard letter-size (8 1/2 x 11) white paper

S Stallda d €a y' ‘lead ty c t()IltS SUCh as IlI[les
L4 U e r
3 ) o p ) N
sure l:]le 1lallC type Style CO[[tIaStS Wlth tlle IegulaI SUIE

* Give you
r .
the toi) lefgir:séyour Instructor’s name, the course number, and the date;
corner of your first page, starting one inch from the
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Topics for More Lxtended Papers (600-~1,000 Word, y
’ ords

a short story, focusing
me, symbolism, character

1. Write an analys; ; rite an analysis of a short poem, focusing on how a single key element
s ) . J
point of view, ihe © s its meaning. (A sample analysis appears on page 1115.) Some pos-

style, irony).

on a single o

, or th s le topics are:

Tone in Edna St. Vincent Millay’s “Recuerdo”

Imagery in Wallace Stevens’s “The Emperor of Ice-Cream”
Kinds of irony in Thomas Hardy's “The Workbox”

Theme in W. H. Auden’s “Musée des Beaux Arts”

Extended metaphor in Langston Hughes'’s “The Negro Speaks of
Rivers” {Explain the one main comparison that the poem makes
and show how the whole poem makes it. Other poems that
would lend themselves to a paper on extended metaphor

epiphan P i . . L1 W »
Y Or revelation of some sort. Describe the ngonlst €Xperiences include Emily Dickinson’s “Because [ could not stop for Death,
Robert Frost’s “The Silken Tent,” Adrienne Rich’s “Aunt

reader prepared for it? What are js re :
Percussions jp Jennifer’s Tigers.”)

me possible story choj i
e pos Cchoices are Alice Walker :
's “Barn Burning, To locate any of these poems, see the Index of Authors and Titles.)

nt reader, one who wo
hich story in this book
say to that imagined req

lementy §
)
Or's vojce (to

4. Write an analysis of g story in which the p
rota

character’s life? Sg
Use,” William Faul
5. Imagine a relycty
crack a book. W,

Uld rat . . . . .
R her play video games elect a poem in which the main speaker is a character who for any reason
her? Write an es

3’;‘11(‘131 you gecommend to him gg interests you. You might consider, for instance, Robert Browning's “Solilo-

» describing the story Bquy of the Spanish Cloister,” T. S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred
rufrock,” or Rhina Espaillat’s “Bilingual/ Bilingiie.” Then write a brief pro-
le of this character, drawing only on what the poem tells you {or reveals).
. What is the character’s age! Situation in life? Attitude toward self? Attitude
, toward others? General personality? Do you find this character admirable?
. Although each of these poems tells a story, what happens in the poem
.isn’t necessarily obvious: E. E. Cummings’s “anyone lived in a pretty how
.town,” T. S. Eliot’s “The Love Song of ]. Alfred Prufrock,” Edwin Atling-
ton Robinson’s “Luke Havergal.” Choose one of these poems, and in a
paragraph sum up what you think happens in it. Then in a second para-
¢ graph, ask yourself: what, besides the element of story, did you consider in
B order to understand the poem?

Topics for Long Papers (1,500 Words or More)

L. Write an analysis of 3 |

that theme, marshalling quotations and
your argument, ‘

: magazines fc i A b
of good fiction, N Her nd gazines for a story with the elemen cs for More Lxtended Papers (600-1,000 Words)

he challenges of the task. What did it + Perform a line-by-line explication of a brief poem of your choice. Imagine

’ ' ¢ that your audience is unfamiliar with the poem and needs your assistance

in interpreting it.

Compare and contrast any two poems that treat a similar theme. Let your

comparison bring you to an evaluation of the poems. Which is the stronger,

more satisfying one’

» Write a comparison-contrast essay on any two or more poems by a single
poet. Look for two poems that share a characteristic thematic concern.
Here are some possible topics:

* Mortality in the work of John Keats
¢ Nature in the poems of William Wordsworth

Topics for Writing Aboug Poetry
lopics for Brief Papers (250-500 1 o1 s)
1. Wri ise explicati
Tt a concise explication of 4 short poem of your choice. Concentral

on those facets of the
poem t [ tni
sample explication, see page 1}131?)7011 tink mos: need expanink: (2
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Topics for Writing About Drama 1135

en the curtain comes down on the conclusion of some plays, the audi-
B ce is left to decide exactly what finally happened. In a short informal
B ssay, state your interpretation of the conclusion of El Santo Americano or
7rhe Glass Menagerie. Don't just give a plot summary; tell what you think
Ehe conclusion means.

reo ) cate to yoyr . Poet featured i o1 um up the main suggestions you find in one of these meaningful objects
2 geadC;l:zaot;or.)s. Finally, m, o ae ijz :jslirilse of the work’s ts}:; b:nd U wijy sor actions): the handkerchief in Othello; the Christmas tree in A Doll’s
ook, ang hSlX Poems by 4 single augh gment aboyt the work’ themau-c | House (or Nora's doing a wild tarantella); Laura’s collection of figurines
rite an en find additiong] poUt or. Start with , poet f, ° Qualiry, n The Glass Menagerie.
theme, ima‘igr:lysés of a single elem:;ntsozjct ;)he library o o e;tlléred in thig Attend a play and write a review. In an assignment this brief, you will
3. Wrie 4 line bY’ ietion, or forp, that poet’s work for Nterney, need to concentrate your remarks on either the performance or the script
a longer -Dy-line explication of 2 . Example ‘ . itself. Be sure to back up your opinions with specific observations.
o, Exem that offers ample d'ﬂcpoem rich in magpers ‘o E
Hopking’s “T\}iili)c?/igéon : Forbig d:nlgcﬁ\lz‘u r\’gbile relauVe[ye:}f Cf';’tin]orhzf 1 ppics for More Extended Papers (600-1,000 Words)
n ” Ing” » JO, 3
“;:Set,;o“ffsxphcate. Even aOSVhecr)rtare boems thyy 5“13?;11(6 erard Manley B 1. From a play you have enjoyed, choose a passage that strikes you as diffi-
than e topping by Woods o pparently simple poen 4 8ood bjg of E"  cult, worth reading closely. Try to pick a passage not longer than about
4 N €nough mareyiy) to explj 1 a Snowy g ening” Such as Robert = 20 lines. Explicate it—give it a close, sentence-by-sentence reading—
’ h '€ an analysis of , ce blicate thoughtfully inalo A0 provide mope and explain how this small part of the play relates to the whole. For
Vtvilel W?rk Ol two or more ;ilg t?eme (or other elemenrz)g e;PHpe P instance, any of the following passages might be considered memorable
themwant fo set the poets’ Workt 'S probable thyy jp, Yourt at you find in # (and essential to,their. plays): o .
o Cor;saiggrperhaps Making s Z ‘chfe b}/ side, comparingcsrniusmn you . Otl}e):l(lg ShS(ilth;szlb;gzl)rmmg It is the cause, it is the cause, my
: uation, Ntrastin 4 sou thello, 5.2.1-212).
* Langsiop Hughe Here are Some sample tOpicf * QOedipus to Teiresias, speech beginning “Wealth, power, craft of
rophets of Sociasl,(g,wendolyn BrOOks, and Dud] f’ statemanship!” (Oedipus the King, 1.163-86).
‘1 Et It Is to Be a WZI:ES Th Ualey Randal] g ] ¢ Nora to Mrs. tindle. speech beginning “'IYes, someday, rr(lzyl;)e,l;n
ath, An n: The Spec; r many years when [ am not as pretty as [ am now . . .” oll’s
he COmglixSf;{Zg; c;ind Adrienpe E?CC;IHI Knowledge of Sylvia House, page 891).
g:;&;{eof obert Har;sdgirwﬁer-l Fathers ang Children in ¢ | 2. Analyze the complexities and contradictions to be found in a Well—
* Making 1 N2 Espaillye. and Theodore ] rounded character from a play of your choice. Some good. subjects 4m1ght
Lewis é P New Words for N ' be Othello, Nora Helmer (in A Doll's House), or Tom Wingfield (in The
arrol] and Kay Ryan ew Meaning53 Neologisms in Glass Menagerie).

3. Take just a single line or sentence from a play, one that stands out for some
reason as greatly important. Perhaps it states a theme, reveals a character, or
serves as a crisis (or turning point). Write an essay demonstrating its impor-
tance—how it functions, why it is necessary. Some possible lines include:

Ton: .

Opics for Wmting About Dy,
1y . . ‘ m'
7 opics for Brief r Yaperg [z )

95 J
1. Anaj 20-500) twordy) ¢ Jago to Roderigo: “I am not what [ am” (Othello, 1.1.67).
mi hyie a key characer from * Amanda to Tom: “You live in a dream; you manufacture illu-
A gDé[[’e 71:;>m Wingﬁeld in T;::é?f t}}\f}plays in this book Two ek sions!” (The Glass Menagerie, Scene vii).
S ouse. Wy, . ass Mengper: » +wo choices 4 , , . . . Al
homents in the p hat Motivates thyy Cgene and Torvylg Helmer in ] 4. Write an .ana!ysw essay in which you smgle out an element 'Of a play
blay to make your case aracter? Poiny to specific ] for examination—character, plot, setting, theme, dramatic irony,

tone, language, symbolism, conventions, or any other element. Try to
relate this element to the play as a whole. Sample topics: “The Function
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of Teiresias in QOedipus the King,” “Ima i
“Williams’s Use of Magic-Lantern Slides ?§¥h§%$;zsizl in O
5. How would you stage an updated production of a play 1 rerie, .
Sophocles, or Ibsen, transplanting it to our time? C}Z  Shak
describe the challenges and difficulties of this endéavorogise 2 play,
overcome them—or, if they cannot be overcome, why ;{Ogow would yoy

WRITING A
RESEARCH PAPER

Topics for Long Papers (1.500 Words or More)
1

Chdoosle a gulay you have read and admire from this book, and read 5 » \
ond play by thg same author. Compare and contrast the two pl, S
attention to a single element—a theme they have in commonp e vith
ticular kind of imagery, for example. > o o

hy is it worthwhile to write a research paper? (Apart from the fact
; that you want a passing grade in the class, that is.) While you can
b much by exploring your own responses to a literary work, there is no sub-
bite for entering into a conversation with others who have studied and
oht about your topic. Literary criticism is that conversation. Your reading
ji. expose you to the ideas of others who can shed light on a story, poem, or
. It will introduce you to the wide range of informed opinions that exist
t literature, as about almost any subject. Sometimes, too, your research will
ver information about an author’s life that leads you to new insights into a
ry work. Undertaking a research paper gives you a chance to test your
against those of others, and in doing so to clarify your own opinions.

2. Read Othello and view a movie version of
: the play. You might cosé"
Oliver Parker's 1995 take on the play with Laurence Fishbumi anfihl( ;
neth Bran?gh, or even O (2001), an updated version that takes a p:g
schopl 2{;/ Lts sgttmg and a basketball star as its protagonist. Review the:
movie. at does it manage to convey of the original? o
the translation? ! ginal? What gets lost iy
3. Choosing any of the works in “Plays for Further Reading” or taking some
thgr mpdem ot contemporary play your instructor suggests, report any.
dlfflcultlsi you encountered in reading and responding to it. Explicate 4
any troublesome pas fi : ;
4 oy roublesom passages for .the benefit of other readers. ROWSE THE RESEARCH
. Attend a play and write an in-depth review, taking into account many
elemer.lts of the drama: acting, direction, staging, costumes, lighting,
and—if the work is relatively new and not a classic—the play itself.

most daunting aspect of the research paper may well be the mountains of
rmation available on almost any literary subject. 1t can be hard to know
here 10 begin. Sifting through books and articles is part of the research
ficess. Unfortunately, the first material uncovered in the library or on the
ffernet is rarely the evidence you need to develop or support your thesis.
Bep looking until you uncover helpful sources.

B Another common pitfall in the process is the creeping feeling that your idea
s already been examined a dozen times over. But take heart: like Odysseus, tie
furself to the mast so that when you hear the siren voices of published profes-
fts, you can listen without abandoning your own point of view. Your idea may
Bve been treated, but not yet by you. Your particular take on a topic is bound to
‘:’different from someone else’s. After all, thousands of books have been written
4 Shakespeare’s plays, but even so there are still new things to say.

OOSE A TOPIC

Find a topic that interests you. A crucial first step in writing a
b research paper is coming up with a topic that interests you. Start with a

" topic that bores you, and the process will be a chore, and will yield dull
results. But if you come up with an intriguing research question, seeking
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