
29 WRITING ABOUT 
LITERATURE 

Assigned to write an essay on Hamlet, a student might well wonder, 
"What can 1say 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. 

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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_... n;vn::w crre rexr, 10 get acquamted with a work of literature b~ 
you settle in for a closer reading, skim it for an overview of its COnt 
and organization. Pay attention to the title. Take a quick look at all pent 
of the work. Even a book's cover, preface, introduction, footnotes ~ 
biographical notes about the author can provide you with some co~:n 
for reading the work itself. eltt 

Read closely. Look up any unfamiliar words, allusions, or refer. 
ences. Often the very words you may be tempted to skim Overwill P' 
vide the key to a work's meaning. Thomas Hardy's poem "The Ru' ro- . 
Maid" will remain elusive to a reader unfamiliar with the archaic mean. 
ing of the word "ruin"-a woman's loss of virginity to a man other'· 
her husband. 

~)	 Take notes. Annotate the text. Read with a highlighter and pencil 
hand, making appropriate annotations to the text. Later, you'll easily 
able to review these highlights, and, when you write your paper, quic: 
refer to supporting evidence. 

•	 Underline words, phrases, or sentences that seem interesting 
important, or that raise questions. 

•	 Jot down brief notes in the margin ("key symbol-this fareshadows 
ending," for example, or "dramatic irony"). 

•	 Use lines or arrows to indicate passages that seem to speak to e 
other-for instance, all the places in which you find the same th 
or related symbols. 

Robert Frost 

Nothing Gold Can Stay 
How Galt ~reen.~ldr

&MUo.r 

I'~'( N'''''''E3.:gOld~~"" , eM-s+'fP<'l 
Her hardest hue to hold. Spnll~ leo-ves 

Her early leaf's a flower; ~ Sprill~ blOSSo/l'lS I~l, 

But only so an hour. .... 6x.01~ero.:t.iD1l 
6vexJbod~ Then leaf ~ to leaf. ~ 10 sir1l< -tlI 0. [ower leitl
loses 

So Eden sank to gri~ Ievery-tJillf bW/I'le5
~MOc.eru.e. 

So dawn goes down to day. beo.u"hfuJ 

Nothing8can stay... _ No-tJill~ ~ood ~ [~i." 
~You.-t:h, be,o.J).fJ!, LrtrlP' 

rhylt1e Ado..(t1..6ve··
 
po.-tum 6d-un.9 K~u<ed Ou.{
 
aobbu4d of f,deJt was no.-twoJ
 

as seasO/lS dto.rt~~n.~p 

~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. 

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

Read the whole play-not just the dialogue, but also everything in 
italics, including stage directions and descriptions of settings. The 
meaning of a scene, or even of an entire play, may depend on the tone of 
voice in which an actor is supposed to deliver a significant line or upon 

:j the actions described in the stage directions, as in this passage from 
Susan Glaspell's Trifles. 

t.	 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 BOJ.'. 
'.	 d . 'b h ............. en lt1ell are
 

I;' an worrym a out er preserves. ~ Lns«Jf0~ ,-+:.Mard 
, ty Attorney: I guess before we're through she may Mrs. Wrtfti 
~have something more serious than preserves to worry 
;about. 
'e; Well, women are used to worrying overEifleS)~ He.~ he's 
1 beJ,ll~ k~rtd. 
HThe two women move a little closer together.) ~-rr .• 
•	 1:~ I lYle WOlt1en 

ty Attorney (with the ~allant~ of a young poli~ s~de wd:J.,. 
·,And yet, for all their wornes what would we d;'::~h~ \ eadt o-tMr. 
~ut the ladies? (The women do not unben . He gues to 
llhe sink, takes a ippe u of water from the pail and pour- COlif-t:e.sy -toward 
ifng it into a basin, washes his hands. Starts to wipe them WOlt1en, bu.{ 
~ the roller towel, turns it far a cleaner place.) Dirty C1Jrtdes~ll~
 
'-~,wels! (Kicks his foot against the pam under the sink.) -n.• J.,.
 

. IY~ L.WO wOlt1en 
, ot much of a housekeeper, would you say, ladles? aren'{ bW;~n.~ d:. 

{Hale ([s~A: There's a great deal of work to be d~oe 
..... afarm. ,~ _
 

C§he ~[ds baLk, bu.{ she's 1t10J)
 

, 0s~Il/.··hGM{ #.Ln.~S Or rW{P 1 dOIl'{ I~i<.e #.Ls 
iJ,fJe. S~(IJ:.rUfrt{ wordf .'!he ~W;I 

S -the Clues --too 1:nfILIl~. 
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THINK ABOUT THE READING 
Once you have reread the work, you can begin to process your ideas abo . 
To get started thinking about fiction or drama, try the following steps: ut It 

l'.I	 Identify the protagonist and the conflict. Whose story is being told) 
What does that character desire more than anything else? What stand' 
in the way of that character's achievement of his or her goal? ThS 

answers to these questions can give you a better handle on the plot, e 

M	 Consider the point of view. What does it contribute to the work? 
How might the tale change if told from another point of view? 

"	 Think about the setting. Does it playa significant role in the plot? 
How does setting affect the tone? 

Notice key symbols. If any symbols catch your attention as you go, be 
sure to highlight each place in which they appear in the text. What do 
these symbols contribute to the work's meaning? (Remember, not every 
image is a symhol-only those important recurrent persons, places, or 
things that seem to suggest more than their literal meaning.) 

"	 Look for the theme. Is the work's central meaning stated directly? If 
not, how does it reveal itself? 

Think about tone and style. How would you characterize the style in 
which the story or play is written? Consider elements such as diction, 
sentence structure, tone, and organization. How does the work's style 
contribute to its tone? 

You might consider some different approaches when thinking about a 
poem. 

Let your emotions guide you into the poem. Do any images or 
phrases call up a strong emotional response? If so, try to puzzle out why 
those passages seem so emotionally loaded. In a word or two, describe the 
poem's tone. 

Determine what's literally happening in the poem. Separating lit
eral language from figurative or symbolic language can be one of the 
trickiest-and most essential-tasks in poetic interpretation. Begin by 
working out the literal. Who is speaking the poem ? To whom? Under 
what circumstances? What happens in the poem? 

"	 Ask what it all adds up to. Once you've pinned down the literal 
action of the poem, it's time to take a leap into the figurative. What is 
the significance of the poem? Address symbolism, any figures of speech. 
and any language that means one thing literally but suggests something 
else. In "My Papa's Waltz," for example, Theodore Roethke tells a simple 
story of a father dancing his small son around a kitchen. The language of 
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~~the poem suggests much more, however, implying that while the father is 
lfoug to the point of violence, the young boy hungers for his attention. 

hI' consider 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 a 
'mixture of both? How do these elements contribute to the poem's 

effect? 
pay attention to form. If a poem makes use of rime or regular meter,
 
ask yourself how those elements contribute to its meaning, If it is in a
 
fixed form, such as a sonnet or villanelle, how do the demands of that
 
form serve to set its tone? If the form calls for repetition-of sounds,
 
words, or entire lines-how does that repetition underscore the poem's
 
message? If, on the other hand, the poem is in free verse-without a con

sistent pattern of rime or regular meter-how does this choice affect the
 

poem's feel? 
'. 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 
readers pause momentarily 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 or 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? 

,f you have actively reread the work you plan to write ahout and have 
ade notes or annotations, you are already well on your way to writing 

~our paper. Your mind has already begun to work through some initial 
:impressions and ideas. Now you need to arrange those early notions into an 
!brganized and logical essay. Here is some advice on how to manage the 

\"-'riting process: 
•	 Leave yourself time. Good writing involves thought and revision. 

Anyone who has ever been a student knows what it's like to pull an all, 
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 care about. If you have been given a 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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dawn 
day 

gold ("hardest hue to hold") faUs apart ... nothing gold can stay. Is he saying Adam and Eve 
didn't really have a choice? No matter what, everything gets older, 

Eden less beautiful, less innocent ... even people. 

gold 

Key Actions
 

gold is hard to hold
 

early leaf lasts only an hour
 

leaf sUbsides to leaf (what does this mean???)
 
Eden sinks to grief (paradise is lost)
 
dawn goes down to day
 

gold can't stay (perfection is impossible?) 

F<eewrite. Mosr Wdto~ h,v, ,""k, littl, vo'", in th"t h'od" tollin, 
them th" the words th"',, comm'tting <0 P'pec ""n't 'ntec"t'ng or 
d,,,,, or deg""t ,"o,gh. To dtown 0", tho« Ihtle VOk", tty ~"Wt'ti",. 
Giv, you"df" ser 'mO'nt of time (say ten minute.) and Wt'te, n""'top, 
on YOUt topic. Fo", '0", pen to kccp moving or k yo", hng". typin"

ccp 
even if you have run out of things to say. If all you can think of to write is 
"I'm stuck" at "This is dumb," ;0 b, it. K,,,,, YOUt h'nd moving, and 
sOmething else will most likely Occur to you. Don't Worry, yet, about 
grammar or spelling. When Your time is up, read what you have written,
highlighting the best ideas for later use. 

How can green be gold? By nature's first green, I guess he means
 
the first leaves in spring. Are those leaves gold? They're more
 
delicate and yellow than summer leaves ... so maybe in a sense
 
they look gold. Or maybe he means spring blossoms. Sometimes
 
they're yellow. Also the first line seems to connect with the third
 
one, Where he comes right out and says that flowers are like early
 
leaves. Still, I think he also means that the first leaves are the
 
most precious ones, like gold. I don't think the poem wants me to
 
take all of these statements literally. Flowers on trees last more
 
than an hour, but that really beautiful moment in spring When
 

blossoms are everywhere always ends too qUickly, so maybe that's
 
what he means by "only so an hour." I had to look up "subsides."
 
It means to sink to a lower level ... as if the later leaves win be
 
less perfect than the first ones. I don't know if I agree. Aren't fan
 
leaves precious? Then he says, "So Eden sank to grief" which
 

seems to be saying that Adam and Eve's fall Would have happened 

Journal. Your instructor might ask you to keep a journal in which you 
jot down your ideas, feelings, and impressions before they are fully formu
lated. 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 
immediate, 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: 

•	 Get your ideas down as soon as they occur to you. 
•	 Write quickly. 
•	 Jot down your feelings about and first impressions of the story, poem, 

or play you are reading. 
•	 Don't worry about grammar, spelling, or punctuation. 
•	 Don't worry about sounding academic. 

Don't worry about whether your ideas are good or bad ones; you can 
sort that out later. 

•	 Try out invention strategies, such as freewriting, clustering, and out
lining. 

•	 Keep writing, even after you think you have run out of things to say. 
You might surprise yourself. 

•	 Write about what interests you most. 
•	 Write in your journal on a regular basis. 

• Outline.	 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 
kind of outline will probably prove helpful. Your outline needn't be elab
orate to be useful. While a long research paper on several literary works 
might call for a detailed outline, a SaO-word analysis of a short story's fig
ures of speech might call for just a simple list of points in the order that 
makes the most logical sense-not necessarily, of course, the order in 
which those thoughts first came to mind. 

1.	 Passage of time = faU from innocence
 
blossoms
 
gold
 
dawn
 
grief
 



---" ...", ow ~ passing of time 
paradise sinks to grief 

3.	 Grief = knowledge 

experience of sin & suffering
 
unavoidable as grow older
 

DEVELOP A LITERARY ARGUMENT 

On,e you h,v, nni'h,d a 'ough outline of you, id,,,, You n"d to "lin, 
into, clear and 10gi"l ,h,p,. You need to "'te vour th"i, (at h,'ic ide J 
'btly and then 'uPPOtt it with 10gic,Iand 'ceu'"te ,vid,nee. Here i', P~~ 
tical approach to this crucial stage of the writing process: 

•	 Con'ider Your PurPO,e. A, You d,velop YOUt "gumeot, be 'ore to 
,,£0, hock to the 'P"ine ""ignm'nt; lot it guide You. YOUt in,,,",,,,,,
might request one of the following kinds ofpapers: 

•	 Retlxm.." in which you exploce YOUt "'ction to, wOtk of lite"tu". 
•	 Ewduation, in which you""e." 'he lite"" mcri" of, WOtk. 
•	 lntatn<ration, in which youdo'u" a wOtk', m'"ning.If YOUt in"tue"" 

h" '''igned an intcrpt""ion, h, ct ,he m"y hav, mo" ,pecineall, 
,.,ked fat an ",,<d"it, explication, or tompa'ium/wntta;t ""Y, 'mongother possibilities. 

Remember Your audience. P"ctic,lIy ,peaking, you, p'of",o' ('nd 
"'merim" YOu'd'''m",,) will be you, P'pcr'., P'im,,, ,udience. Sam, wevcr, 
'·"ignment.t, ho 'Pceify a P'ni,ub, "udience beyood YOUt pm""'" 
'nd d'"m"". K"p you, te,d,,, in mind. Be 'Ute to ,d,pt your writing 
to meer thci' ne<d, 'nd inter"". If, ior example, the ,udicnce h", pte. 
,um,hIy ,I",dy read a '''0" under di;cu"ion, you won't need to relate 
th, plot in it; enti'ery. In""d, you will be free to hting up only th"" 
plot points that serve as eVidence for Yourthesis. 

'	 Narrow Your topic to fit the assignment Though you rna beo" 
tempted to 'ho a hro,d topic so th" you will h,v, no ,hottage of thin" er 
to say, "memh that a good P'per need, fo,u.,. You, choice shouki be
 
narrow enough for you to do it justice in the space and time allotted.
 

Decide nn a th"i,. J"'t" you need to know your d""nation beE"'e 
you set OUt on a trip, you need to decide what point YOU'te traveling 
toward before you begin Your first draft. Start by writing a Provisional the
,it .tentenee, "Ummiog up of the main idea 0' "gumem your paper will 

focatlve, It ooes need to take a stand. A clear, decisive statement gives 
:u something to prove and lends vigor to your essay. 

WORKING THESIS 

The poem argues that like Adam and Eve we all lose our innocence 
and the passage of time is inevitable. 

is first stab at a thesis sentence gave its author a sense of purpose and 
irection that allowed him to finish his first draft. Later, as he revised his 

essay, he found he needed to refine his thesis to make more specific and 
used assertions. 

Build your argument. Once you've formulated your thesis, your task 
'will be clear: you need to convince your audience that your thesis is 
sound. To write persuasively, it helps to have an understanding of some 
key elements of argument: 

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. 

•	 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 convinc

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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might prefer rain. In making any argument, including one about ['t 
ature, you may find that you sometimes need to spell Out Yourwarr~r. 
to demonstrate that they are sound. This is especially true when th.ts 
evidence you provide can lead to conclusions other than the one yO~ 
ate hopmg to prove. 

•	 Credibility. When weighing the merits of a claim, you will probabI 
take into account the credibility of the person making the case. Oft~ 
this happens almost automatically. You are more likely to listen to the 
opinion that you should take vitamins if it is expressed by YOur dOctor 
than if it is put forth by a stranger you meet on the street. An expert on 
any given topic has a certain brand of authority not available to mosr of 
us. Fortunately, there are other ways to establish your credibility; 

Keep your tone thoughtful. Your reader will develop a sense of 
who you are through your words. If you come across as belligerent 
or disrespectful to those inclined to disagree with your views, vou 
may lose your reader's goodwill. Therefore, express your ideas 
calmly and thoughtfully. A level tone demonstrates that you are 
interested in thinking through an issue or idea, not in bullying your
reader into submission. 

Take opposing arguments into account. To make an argument 
more convincing, demonstrate familiarity 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 
fairness as well as your understanding of your subject matter. In 
laying out other points of view, though, be sure to represent them 
fairly but also to respectfully make clear why your thesis is the 
soundest claim; you don't want your reader to doubt where you
stand. 

Demonstrate your knowledge. To gain your reader's trust, it helps 
to demonstrate a solid understanding of your subject matter. 
Always check your facts; factual errors can call your knowled~ 
into doubt. It also helps to have a command of the conventlons 
writing. Rightly or wrongly, errors in punctuation and spelling can 
undermine a writer's credibility. 

Organize your argument. Unless you are writing an explication ;rat 
works its way line by line through a work of literature, you will ne~d :: 
make crucial decisions about how to shape your essay. Its order shO~torYr 
driven by the logic of your argument, not by the structure of the I 

play, or poem you're discussing. In other words, you need not wor k 'I 
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kway from start to finish through your source material, touching on each 
major point. Instead, choose only the points needed to prove your thesis, 
and present them in whatever order best makes your point. A rough out
line can help you to determine that order. 

Make sure your thesis is supported by the evidence. If you find 
you can't support certain aspects of your thesis, then refine it so that you 
can. Remember: until you turn it in, your essay is a work in progress. 
Anything can and should be changed if it doesn't further the develop
ment of the paper's main idea. 

CKLIST: Developing all Argument 

What is your essay's purpose?
 
Who is your audience?
 
Is your topic narrow enough?
 
Is your thesis interesting and thought-provoking?
 
Does everything in your essay support your thesis?
 
Have you considered and refuted alternative views?
 
Is your tone thoughtful?
 
Is your argument sensibly organized? Are similar ideas grouped
 
together? Does one point lead logically to the next? 

RITE A ROUGH DRAFT 
ated at last, you prepare to write, only to find yourself besieged with petty 
tractions. All of a sudden you remember a friend you had promised to call, 
,edouble-A batteries you were supposed to pick up, a neglected Coke (in 
ther room) growing warmer and flatter by the minute. If your paper is to 

written, you have only one course of action; collar these thoughts and for 
moment banish them. Here are a few tips for writing your rough draft: 

•	 Review your argument. The shape of your argument, its support, and 
the evidence you have collected will form the basis of your rough draft. 

!- Get your thoughts down. The best way to draft a paper is to get your 
,	 ideas down quickly. At this stage, don't fuss over details. The critical, 

analytical side of your mind can worry about spelling, grammar, and 
punctuation later. For now, let your creative mind take charge. This part 
of yourself has the good ideas, insight, and confidence, Forge ahead. 
Believe in yourself and in your ideas. 

~.	 Write the part Y0\J. feel most comfortable with first. There's no 
need to start at the paper's beginning and work your way methodically 
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through to the end. Instead, plunge right into the parts of the paper You 
feel most prepared to write. You can always go back later and fill in the
blanks. 

Leave yourself plenty of space. As you compose, leave plenty of 
space between lines and set wide margins. When later thoughts come to 
you, you will easily be able to go back and squeeze them in. 

'" Focus on the argument. Whenever you bring up a new point, it's 
good to tie it back to your thesis. If you can't find a way to connect a 
point to your thesis, it's probably better to leave it out of your paper and 
come up with a point that advances your central claim. 

Does your thesis hold up? If, as you write, you find that most of the 
evidence you uncover is not helping you prove your paper's thesis, it may 
be that the thesis needs honing. Adjust it as needed. 

Be open to new ideas. Writing rarely proceeds in a straight line. 
Even after you outline your paper and begin to write and revise, expect to 
discover new thoughts-perhaps the best thoughts of all. If you do, be 
sure to invite them in. 

Here is a student's rough draft for an analytical essay on "Nothing Gold
Can Stay." 

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 less 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 blossoms 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
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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 Godand 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. Wecan'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 try. For mOst 
'

of US 

good writing is largely a matter of revision. Once your first draft is done, Yo 
can-and should-tum on your analytical mind. Painstaking revision is mor~ 
than just tidying up grammar and spelling. It might mean expanding YOUr 
ideas or sharpening the focus by cutting out any unnecessary thoughts. To 
achieve effective writing, you must have the courage to be merciless. Tear 
your rough drafts apart and reassemble their pieces into a stronger order. As 
you revise, consider the following: 

i<	 Be sure your thesis is clear, decisive, and thought-provoking. The 
most basic ingredient in a good essay is a strong thesis-the sentence in 
which you summarize the claim you are making. Your thesis should say 
something more than just the obvious: it should be clear and decisive and 
make a point that requires evidence to persuade your reader to agree. A 
sharp, bold thesis lends energy to your argument. A revision of the work
ing thesis used in the rough draft above provides a good example. 

WORKING THESIS 

The poem argues that like Adam and Eve we all lose our innocence 
and the passage of time is inevitable. 

This thesis may not be bold or specific enough to make for an interesting 
argument. A careful reader would be hard pressed to disagree with the 
observation that Frost's poem depicts the passage of time or the loss of 
innocence. In a revision of his thesis, however, the essay's author pushes 
the claim further, going beyond the obvious to its implications. 

REVISED THESIS 

In "Nothing Gold CanStay," Frost makes a bold claim: sin,
 
suffering, and loss are inevitable because the passage of time
 
causes everyone to faU from grace.
 

Instead of simply asserting that the poem looks with sorrow on the pas
sage of time, the revised thesis raises the issue of why this is so. It makes a 
more thought-provoking claim about the poem. An arguable thesis can 
result in a more energetic, purposeful essay. A thesis that is obvious to 
everyone, on the other hand, leads to a static, dull paper. 

Ascertain whether the evidence you provide supports your theory. 
Does everything within your paper work to SUpport its thesis sentence?
 
While a solid paper might be written about the poetic form of "Nothing
 
Gold Can Stay," the student paper above would not be well served by
 
bringing the subject up unless the author could show how the poem's
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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. 

• Check whether your argument is logical. Does one point lead natu
rally to the next? Reread the paper, looking for logical fallacies, moments in 
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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%t:hiS livelier one: "As babies we are all perfectly innocent, but timeThough Frost is writing about nature, his real subject is humanity, ,	 h 1 b 1 h " B as 1

In literature, spring often represents youth. Summer symbolizes [fpasses, we em t e p ut ose t at innocence. . y adding a specific 
young adulthood, autumn stands for middle age, and winter ,; image-the baby-the author gives the reader a Visual piCture to illus

represents old age. The adult stages of life are, for Frost, less trate the abstract idea of innocence. He also sharpened his theSis sen
tence, making It less general and more thought-provoking. By varying precious than childhood, which passes very quickly. The innocence 

of childhood is, like those spring leaves, precious as gold. the length of his sentences, he made the paragraph less monotonous, 

REVISED OPENING PARAGRAPH 

Most of the lines in Robert Frost's brief poem "Nothing GoldThough Frost is writing about nature, his real subject is humanity. 
Can Stay" focus on nature: the changing of the seasons and the As mentioned above, in literature, spring often represents youth, 
fading of dawn into day. The poem's opening line asserts that theSimilarlj[. summer symbolizes young adulthood, autumn stands for 
first blossoms of spring are more precious than the leaves thatmiddle age, and winter represents old age. The adult stages of life 

are, for Frost, less precious than childhood, which passes very 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 aU perfectly innocent, 
but as time passes, we can't help but lose that happy innocence. 

Make SUre each paragraph contains a topic sentence. Each paragraph In "Nothing Gold Can Stay," Frost makes a bold claim: sin,
 
in your essay should develop a single idea; this idea should be conveyed suffering, and loss are inevitable because the passage of time
 

topic sentence. As astUte readers often expect to get a sense of a
 

quickly. Also, the innocence of childhood is, like those spring

causes everyone to faU from grace.
 
paragraph's Purpose from its tirst few sentences, a topic sentence is often


•	 Remember that last impressions count too. Your paper's conclu
sion should give the reader some closure, tying up the paper's loose Make a good first impression. Your introductory paragraph may have 
ends without simply (and boringlv) restating all that has come before. seemed JUSt tine as you began the writing process. Be sure to reconsider it 
The author of the rough draft above initially ended his paper with ain light of the entire paper. Does the introduction draw readers in and 
paragraph that repeated the paper's main ideas without pushing those prepare them for what fo11ows? If not, be sure to rework it, as the author
 
ideas any further:
 

DRAFT OF CO~CLUSION 

Most of the lines in the poem "Nothing Gold Can Stay" by	 The poem "Nothing Gold Can Stay" makes the point that 
RObert Frost focus on the changing of the seasons. The poem's first people can't stay innocent forever. Grief is the inevitable result of 
line says that the first leaves of spring are actually blossoms, and the aging process. Like the first leaves of spring, we are at the 
the actual leaves that follow are less precious. Those first blossoms best at the very beginning, and it's aUdownhill 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. 

While serViceable, this paragraph could be more compelling. Its author 
improved it by adding specifics to bring his ideas to more vivid life. For REVISED CONCLUSION 

example, the rather pedestrian sentence "People start off perfectly inno Some people might view Frost's poem as sacrilegious, because 
cent, but as time passes, they can't help but lose that innocence," became it seems to say that Adam and Evehad no choice; everything in 

life is doomed to fall. Growing less innocent and more knowing 

DRAFT 

ADDING TRANSITIONAL WORDS AND PHRASES 

leaves, precious as gold. 

in a 

well placed at or near a paragraph's start, 

of the rough draft above did. Look at his first paragraph again: 

DRAFT OF OPENING PARAGRAPH 

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 happy 
innocence. The poem argues that like Adam and Eve we all lose 
our innocence and the passage of time is inevitable. 
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seems less a choice in Frost's view than a natural process like the 
changing of golden blossoms to green leaves. "Eden sank to grief" 
not because we choose to do evil things but because time takes 
away our innocence as we encounter the suffering and loss of 
human existence. Frost Suggests that the real original sin is that 
time has to pass and we all must grow wiser and less innocent. 

" Give Your paper a compelling title. Like the introduction, a title 
should be inviting to readers, giving them a sense of what's Coming. 
Avoid a nontirh, such as "A Rose for Emily," which serves as a POOr 
advertisement for your paper. Instead, provide enough specifics to pique 
YOur reader's interest. "On Robert Frost's 'Nothing Gold Can Stay'" isa 
duller, less informative title than "Lost Innocence in Robert Frost's 
'Nothing Gold Can Stay,'" which may spark the reader's interest and pre. 
pare him or her for what is to come. 

CHECKLIST: Hevisillg Your Draft 

Is your thesis clear? Can it be sharpened? 

Does all your evidence serve to advance the argument put forth in your thesis? 

Is your argument logical? 

Do transitional words and phrases signal movement from one idea to the next? 

Does each paragraph COntain a topic sentence? 

Does your introduction draw the reader in? Does it prepare the 
reader for what follows? 

Does your conclusion tie up the paper's loose ends? Does it avoid
merely restating what has come before? 
Is your title compelling? 

SOME FINAL ADVICE ONREWRITING 

Whenever Possible, get feedback from a trusted reader. In ev: 
project, there comes a time when the writer has gotten so close to . , 
work that he or she can't see it clearly. A talented roommate or a tutorUl 
the campus writing center can tell you what isn't yet clear on the p 
what questions still need answering, or what line of argument isn't yet 
persuasive as it could be. 

Be willing to refine your thesis. Once you have fleshed out ~i
 
whole paper, you may find that your original thesis is not borne ou
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;tthe rest of your argument. If so, you will need to rewrite your thesis so 
hhat it more precisely fits the evidence at hand. 

rBe prepared to question your whole approach to a work of litera
'; tote. On occasion, you may even need to entertain the notion of throwing 
t everything you have written into the wastebasket and starting over again. 
I.Occasionally having to start from scratch is the lot of any writer. 

Rework troublesome passages. Look for skimpy paragraphs of one or 
rwo sentences-evidence that your ideas might need more fleshing out. 
Can you supply more evidence, more explanation, more examples or 
illustrations? 

Cut out any unnecessary information. Everything in your paper 
should serve to further its thesis. Delete any sentences or paragraphs that 
detract from your focus. 

Aim for intelligent clarity when you use literary terminology. 
Critical terms can help sharpen your thoughts and make them easier to 

handle. Nothing is less sophisticated or more opaque, however, than too 
many technical terms thrown together for grandiose effect: "The mythic 
symbolism of this archetype is the antithesis of the dramatic situation." 
Choose plain words you're already at ease with. When you use specialized 
terms, do so to smooth the way for your reader-to make your meaning 
more precise. It is less cumbersome, for example, to refer to the toneof a 
story than to say, "the way the author makes you feel that she feels about 
what she is talking about." 

Set your paper aside for a while. Even an hour or two away from your 
essaycan help you return to it with fresh eyes. Remember that the literal 
meaning of "revision" is "seeing again." 

Finally, carefully read your paper one last time to edit it. Now it's 
time to sweat the small stuff. Check any uncertain spellings, scan for run
on sentences and fragments, pull out a weak word and send in a stronger 
one. Like soup stains on a job interviewee's tie, finicky errors distract 
from the overall impression and prejudice your reader against your essay. 
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Claim Frost, however, takes a different view. He compares the Fallof Man 

to the changing of spring to summer, as though it was as inevitable as 

the passage of time. The poem implies that no matter what Adam and 

Eve did, they couldn't remain in paradise. Original sin in Frost'sview 

seems less a voluntary moral action than a natural, if unhappy sort of 

maturation. The innocent perfection of the garden of Eden couldn't 

possibly last. The apple represents knOWledge, so in a symbolic sense God 

wanted Adam and Eve to stay unknOWing, or innocent. But the poem 

implies that it was inevitable that Adam and Eve wouldgain knowledge 

and lose their innocence, becoming wiser but less perfect. Theylost Eden 

and encountered "grief," the knowledgeof suffering and loss aSSOciated 

with the human condition. This is certainly true for the rest of us human 

beings. Asmuch as we might like to, we can't stay young or innocent
forever. 

Somepeople might view Frost's poem as sacrilegious, because it 

seems to say that Adam and Evehad no choice; everything in life is 

doomed to fall, Growing less innocent and more knowingseems lessa 

choice in Frost'sviewthan a natural process like the changing of golden 

blossoms to green leaves. "Edensank to grief" not becausewe choose to 

do evil things but becausetime takes away our innocence as we 

-,----.._- encounter the SUffering and loss of human existence. Frost suggests that 
Restatemen[ q[ 
th.esi.l the real original sin is that time has to pass and we aU must growwiser 

and less innocent. 

Gabriel 4 
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T'S YOUR PURPOSE? COMMON APPROACHES
 
WRITING ABOUT LITERATURE
 
;rud al to keep your paper's purpose in mind. When you write an acade
per, you are likely to have been given a specific set of marching orders. 
you have been asked to write for a particular audience besides the 
one (your professor, that is). Perhaps you have been asked to describe 

lersonal reaction to a literary work. Maybe your purpose is to interpret a 
. analyzing how one or more of its elements contribute to its meaning.
,t 
[may have been instructed to write an evaluation in which you judge a 
's merits. Let the assignment dictate your paper's tone and content. 

are several commonly used approaches to writing about literature. 

Ucation 
don is the patient unfolding of meanings in a work of Ii rerature. An 

ation proceeds carefully through a story, passage, or poem, usually inter
g it line by line-perhaps even word by word, dwelling on details a 

I 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 
s anything meaningful that isn't obvious, whether it is a colossal theme 

sted by a symbol or a little hint contained in a single word. 
To write an honest explication of an entire story takes time and space, 
is a better assignment for a long term paper, an honors thesis, or a disscr

than a short essay. A thorough explication of Nathaniel Hawthorne's 
g Goodman Brown," for example, would likely run much longer than 

(rich and intriguing short story itself. Ordinarily, explication is best suited 
. short passage or section of a story: a key scene, a critical conversation, a 
. ment of theme, or an opening or closing paragraph. 
In drama, explication is best suited to brief passages-a key soliloquy, for
 
pie, 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
 

ety, To be successful, an explication needs to concentrate on a brief pas

I 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 

:.rhythms of his sentences and a symbolist whose stories abound in potent 
tions. Here is a student's explication of a short but essential passage in 

e Tell-Tale Heart." The passage occurs in the third paragraph of the story, 
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 details 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 story: how it clinches our SUSPI' ,

CIOns

P Its 



that the narrator is mad. Notice too that the student who Wrote the e 

ddoesn't inch through the passage sentence by sentence, but freely takes USS~y 
'I' d h . heta I s In an or er t at seems appropnate to er argument. 

Kim 1Susan Kim 

Professor A. M. Lundy
 

English 100
 

20 May 2011
 

By Lantern Light: An Explication of
 

a Passage in Poe's "The Tell-Tale Heart"
 

And every night, about midnight, I turned the latch of his door Quou's pmsage 

to heexplicatcJ and opened 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. 

Oh, 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. Ha!-would a madman have been so wise as this? And then, 

when my head was wen in the room, I undid the lantern 

cautiouslY-oh, so cautiously-cautiously (for the hinges 

creaked)-1 undid it just so much that a single thin ray feU upon 

the vulture eye. And this I did for seven long nights-every 

night just at midnight-but I found the eye always closed;and 

so it was impossible to do the work; for it was not the old man 

who vexed me, but his EvilEye. (par. 3) 

Although EdgarAllan Poe has suggested in the first lines of his story 

~_.~'--_._._.-

T~sis senlcnce 
"The Tell-Tale Heart" that the person Who addresses 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 

Sample Student Paper. Explicatioll 1109 

Kim 2 

than his earlier words (for we might possibly think that someone who 

claims to hear things in heaven and heU 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 Tr:aucl 
et'idence toschedule for spying: "every night just at midnight." The words with hacku;:> the,sis 

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-s-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. AU 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 

"vulture eye" open, and yet he takes aU these pains not to disturb the 

old man's sleep. If he behaved logically, he might go barging into the 

bedroom with his lantern ablaze, shouting at the top of his voice. And Topic xeruence 
on uarrcror's 

yet, if we can see things his way, there is a strange logic to his madL,gic 

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 ajob; 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. 
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In stiU another of his assumptions, the speaker shows that he is
 

madly logical, or operating on the logic of a dream. There seems a
 

dreamlike relationship between his dark lantern "all closed, closed, so
 

that no light shone out," and the sleeping victim. When the madman
 

opens his lantern 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
 

though the speaker is trying to get the eyelid to lift. By taking such
 

Cund-usilm great pains and by going through all this nightly ritual, he is practicing 
(JUshes {.lu'_~'i~ 

some kind of magic, whose rules are laid down not by our logic, but by further! makir,g 
it »iorc ,pedjl( the logic of dreams. 
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Explication is a particularly useful way to help unravel a poem's camp 
ities. An explication, however, should not be confused with a parap 
which puts the poem's literal meaning into plain prose. While an explica
might include some paraphrasing, it does more than simply restate. It exp: ' 
a poem, in great detail, showing how each part contributes to the whole't~ 
writing an explication of a poem, keep the following tips in mind: 

" Start with the poem's first line and keep working straight 
, 

to the end. As needed, though, you can take up points out 0
 

i~ Read closely, addressing
 
include allusions, the denotations or connotations of words, t
 

Is -this f[DiVer 

~Mowdl 

evdf 

What had that flower~ being white 

The wayside blue and~~ 
What brought the kindred spider to that height, 6v~1 
Then steered the white mo!Jt thither in the ~ . 
What but(design of darkn;;& to aQPa11 ?_~ SlI'1oJl -/:hL11.~S arert-{:

~_--:::11"~ - plo..Me4 ou:1:f 
If design govern in a thin~ 

f&vtll'1e Sd1eMe·. 
abba., obba., 0Lf)..0.., o: A SDrtrte-{:f 
~~ 

g (" 

Robert Frost (1374-1<J6;~) 
-~----=======---

Design 1922 S .wpr~S~ :~ 

I found a@mple~spider, fat andErV 04jet--tLvls 
On a whit€al-iJ), holding up a moth 'f:

1f - Ivpe Df f[DiVer 

Like a wpite piece of rigid satin cloth-
Assorted characters o{(Jeath and bligh9\ _ dea.-th 

r "-Mixed ready to begin the morning right, 

Like the ingredients of a€itches' brot~ 
A snow-drop spider, a flower like a froth, 
And~wings carried like a paper kite .... ---
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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 should 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 

rial, in not more than 750 words. This excellent paper finds something 
unfolding in every line of Frost's poem, without seeming mechanical. 

ough the student proceeds sequentially through the poem from the title to 
last line, he takes up some points out of order, when it serves his purpose. In 
graph two, for example, he looks ahead to the poem's ending and briefly 

:es its main theme in order to relate it to the poem's title. In the third para
h, he explicates the poem's later image of the heal-all, relating it to the first 
ge. He also comments on the poem's form ("Uke many other sonnets"), on 
similes and puns, and on its denotations and connotations. 

Kim 3 
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l 
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the poem's details. You may: 
e 



fig About Literature 

Jasper 3 

images ["Appall"].) Steered carries the suggestion of a steering-wheel or 

rudder that some pilot had to contro!. like the Word brought, it implies 

that some invisible force charted the paths of spider, heal-all, and moth, 
so that they arrived together. 

Having suggested that the universe is in the hands of that sinister
 

force (an indifferent God? Fate? the Devil?), Frost adds a note of dOUbt.
 

The Bible tells us that "His eye is on the sparrow," but at the moment
 

the poet doesn't seem sure. Maybe, he hints, when things in the universe
 

drop below a certain size, they pass completely out of the Designer's
 

notice. When creatures are this little, maybe God doesn't bother to
 

govern them but just lets them run wild. And possibly the same mindless 

chance is aU that governs human lives. And because this is even more 

senseless than having an angry God intent on punishing us, it is, Frost 
suggests, the worst suspicion of all, 

Jasper 4 
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.ysis 
ining a single component of a piece of literature can afford us a better 
tanding 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 

an essay that breaks a work into its elements and, usually, studies one 
:~Iosely. A topic for an analysis might be "The Character of Alice Walker's 
,"in which the writer would concentrate on showing us Dec's highly indi
,al features and traits of personality, or perhaps "The Theme of Fragility in 
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 
e :pt" (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. If you are writ
ingabout poetry, you could also consider sound, rhythm, rime, or form. 

Show how this element contributes to the meaning of the whole. 
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. Quorations can be particularly convincing. 

The student papers that follow are examples of brief analyses. The first 
r 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 
nit ion 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 FI",c senr.cncc 
.!lit'CoS lla7l1~ of

simple fishing tale. A close investigation of the imagery in Bishop's highly author and 

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

of Bishop'spoem is a compassion and respect for the fish's lifelong struggle to 
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Housden 4 

According to Aristotle, the tragic hero's fall gives the protagonist 

Topicsentence deeper understanding and self-awareness. Othello departs from Aristotle's 
en tl'het.her 
Orhello fJ'.am< model in that Othello apparently learns nothing from his mistakes. He 
frrJm hi" never realizes that he is partly at fault. He sees himself only as an mistake.s 

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 justified 

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 and 

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 learning 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 life's 
Topic sentence unrealized potentialities-a quality totally absent from Othello. Not only clahorQting 
fl.mheTDn does Othello fail to learn from his mistakes, he never really realizes what 
IkMth" Othello 
learrL'i frum Itis those mistakes are, and it apparently never crosses his mind that things
errrJrs 

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. 
TopicSellc.:!nce The last part of Aristotle's definition states that viewing the 
(h1 r:odranis 

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 

Desdemonaand Othello, as well as those of Emiliaand Roderiqo. serve no 

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

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

Comparison and Cont rusr It::!:! 

Housden 5 

benefit Iago, who is directly or indirectly responsible 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 Rcstaremenr ;J{ 
rNsis 

questionable 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 catharsis for the audience, as there would be in a 

"true" 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 CfJ11dw,wn 

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

opera than a tragedy. 

Housden 6 
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,mparison 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 
ir similarities, or contrast, pointing out their differences. Most of the time, 
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in dealing with two pieces of literature, you will find them similar in .L 
ways and different in others, and you'll use both methods. Keep the follo~~~ 
points in mind when writing a comparison-contrast paper: Iilg '" 

'" Choose works with something significant in common. This Will 
simplifY your task, and also help ensure that your paper hangs togeth 
Before you start writing, ask yourself if the two pieces you've selected thr:' 
some light on each other. If the answer is no, rethink your selection. IV 

Choose a focus. Simply ticking off every similarity and difference 
between two poems or stories would make for a slack and rambling essay. 
More compelling writing would result from better-focused topics such as 
"The Experience of Coming of Age in James Joyce's 'Araby' and William
Faulkner's 'Barn Burning.'" 

Don't feel you need to spend equal amounts of time on compar. 
ing and contrasting. If your chosen works are more Similar than differ. 
enr, you naturally will spend more space on comparison, and vice versa. 

Don't devote the first half of your paper to one work and the sec. 
ond half to the other. This simple structure may weaken your essay ifit 
leads you to keep the two works in total isolation from each other. After 
all, the point is to see what can be learned by comparison. There is noth
ing wrong in discussing all of poem A first, then discussing poem B-if in 
discussing B you keep referring back to A. Another strategy is to do a 
point-by-point comparison of the two works all the way through your 
paper-dealing first, perhaps, with their themes, then with their central 
metaphors, and finally, with their respective merits . 

..	 Before you start writing, draw up a brief list of points you would 
like to touch on. Then address each point, first in one work and then 
in the other. A sample outline follows for a paper on William Faulkner's 
"A Rose for Emily" and Katherine Mansfield's "Miss Brill." The essay's 
topic is "Adapting to Change: The Characters of Emily Grierson and 
Miss Brill." 

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 

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,
 
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 
acters in "A Rose for Emily" and "Miss Brill." Notice how the author 

,uses the discussion on a single aspect of each woman's personality-the abil
to adapt to change and the passage of time. By looking through the lens of 

ree different elements of the short srory---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, 
Clear 

it becomes clear to the reader that MissBrill is more successful at adapting st.atement 
ofrM!>is 

to the world around her and finding happiness. 
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Ortiz 2 

In "A Rose for Emily," Faulkner's use oflanguage paints an TeX(lllll 

et 'ulence on unflattering picture of Miss Emily. His tone evokes pity and disgust 
lan~gl? 

.~ltP/l(Jrt5 thesis ______	 rather than sympathy. The reader identifies with the narrator of the 

story and shares the townspeople's opinion 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. 
.-...~.._--
lmOt;iOT)' in The imagery in "A Rose for Emily" keeps the reader from further 
FQulkner'.~ 

~wry SU!lPort,	 identifying with Miss Emilyby creating several morbid images of her. For 
argw1;cm ____.	 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. 

Contrasdng In "Miss Brill," however, Mansfield uses more cheerful imagery. The 
imager) In 

\lamp,IJ's	 music and the lively action in the park make Miss Brill feel alive inside. 
swry surport~ She notices the other old people that are in the park are "still as argumem.

statues," "odd," and "silent." She says they "looked like they'd just --I 
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. 
--_.~.-

Characters Through the plots of both stories the reader can also see that Miss 
uflttrmud with 

Brill is more successful in adapting to her environment. Miss Emily losesexamples 
drawnfrom her sanity and ends up committing a crime in order to control her 
P~"\-

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. 

H",ponse Paper 1127 

Ortiz 3 

The final
In "A Rose for Emily" and "Miss Brill" the authors' use of language	 ClJ'lClusilJn is 

5wced arod the
and the plots of the stories illustrate that Miss Brill is more successful in Ihe,~L'i III 

Tt"'faced.
her story. Instead of hiding herself away she emerges from the 

"cupboard" to participate in life. She adapts to the world that is 

changing as she growS older, without losing her sanity or committing 

crimes, as Miss Emily does. The language of "Miss Brill" allows the reader 

to sympathize with the main character. The imagery in the story is 

lighter and less morbid than in "A Rose for Emily." The resulting portrait 

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

lonely life. \ 

esponse Paper
e popular form of writing assignment is the response paper, a short essay 
t expresses your personal reaction to a work of literature. Both instructors 

d students often find the response paper an ideal introductory writing 
ignment. It provides you with an opportunity to craft a focused essay about 

literary work, but it does not usually require any outside research. What it 
es require is careful reading, clear thinking, and honest writing. 

The purpose of a response paper is to convey your thoughts and feelings 
ut an aspect of a particular literary work. It isn't a book report (summariz

.g the work's content) or a book review (evaluating the quality of a work). A 
ponse paper expresses what you experienced in reading and thinking about 

, .e assigned text. Your reaction should reflect your background, values, and 
'hitudes in response to the work, not what the instructor thinks about it. You 
ight consider your response paper a conversation with the work vou have just 
d. What questions does it seem to ask you? What reactions does it elicit? 

ou might also regard your paper as a personal message to your instructor 
Uinghim or her what you really think about one of the reading assignments. 

Of course, you can't say everything you thought and felt about your read
.g in a short paper. Focus on an important aspect (such as a main character, 
tting, or theme) and discuss your reaction to it. Don't gush or meander. Per
nal writing doesn't mean disorganized writing. ldentify your main ideas and 
esent your point of view in a clear and organized way. Once you get started 

i,ou might surprise yourself by discovering that it's fun to explore your own 

sponses. Stranger things have happened. 

----_.• 
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Here are some tips for writing a successful response paper of YOUr 0 

;:i	 Make quick notes as you read or reread the work. Don' 
about writing anything organized at this point, Just write a Word0 t 
the margin noting your reactions as you read (e.g., "how unpleas r I 
"very interesting"). These little notes will jog your memory when~t 
back to write your paper. 

Consider which aspect of the work affected you the Illost, 

aspect will probably be a good starting point for your response. 

Be candid in your writing. Remember that the literary Work is 
half of the subject matter of your paper. The other half is Your reaci 

Try to understand and explain why you have reacted the 
you did. It's nor enough just to state your responses. You also Want 
justify or explain them. 

"	 Refer to the text in your paper. Demonstrate to the reader that yl 
response is based on the text. ProVide specific textual details and quo
tions wherever relevant. 

The following paper is one student's response to Tim O'Brien's st, 
"The Things They Carried" (page 337). 

Martin1 

Ethan Martin 

English 99 

Professor Merrill 

31 March 2011 

"Perfect Balance and Perfect Posture": Reflecting on 

"The Things They Carried" 

Reading Tim O'Brien'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 

regularly asked my dad to share stories from his past-especially about 

his service in the United States Marine Corps. He would rarely talk about 

his tour during the Vietnam War for more than a few minutes, and what 

Sample Stude'lt Paper: R",porbe 1129 

Martin 2 

,eshared was usually the same: the monsoon rain could chill to the 

ne, the mosquitoes would never stop biting, and the M-16rifles often 

med in a moment of crisis. He dug a new foxhole where he slept 
i1jJ

7-very night. he traded the cigarettes from his C-rations for food, and-

j)ince he was the radio man of his platoon-the combination of his 

j:backpack and radio was very heavy during the long, daily walks through 

bice paddies and jungles, For these reasons, "The Things They Carried" 

[powerfully affected me. 

Whilereading the story, I felt as if I was "humping" (par. 4) through 

Vietnam with Lieutenant Jimmy Cross, Rat Kiley, Ted Lavender, and 

especially 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. O'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 Kileycarries 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. O'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. You 
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. Yo~ 
may have been instructed to write an evaluation, in which you judge a 
work's merits. Whatever the assignment, how you approach your essay 
will depend in large pan on your purpose. 

Define your topic narrowly. Worried about having enough to say, stu
dents sometimes frame their topic so broadly that they can't do justice to it 
in the allotted 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 2S0-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 YOCR 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 
Raben 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 faU? 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 ideas 1089 

• Cluster.	 This prewriting technique works especially well for visual 
thinkers. In clustering, you build a diagram to help you explore the rela
tionships among your ideas. To get started, write your subject at the cen
ter of a sheet of paper. Circle it. Then jot down ideas, linking each to the 
central circle with lines. As you write down each new idea, draw lines to 
link it to related old ideas. The result will look something like the follow

ing web. 

Ii!	 List. Look over the notes and annotations that you made in your active 
reading of the work. You have probably already underlined or noted more 
information than you can possibly use. One way to sort through your 
material to find the most useful information is to make a list of the 
important items. It helps to make several short lists under different head
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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Martin 3 
always said that, while he was in Vietnam, an inexpressible feeling of 

death hung heavy in the air, which he could not escape. O'Brien notes 

that an emotional weight of fear and Cowardice "could never be put 

down, it required perfect balance and perfect posture" (par. 77), and I 
wonder if this may be part of what my father meant. 

Both Tim O'Brien and my father were wounded by shrapnel, and now 

they both carry a Purple Heart. They carry the weight of SUrvival. They 

carry memories that I will never know. "The Things They Carried" is not a 

war story about glory and honor. It is a portrait of the Psychological 

damage that war can bring. It is a story about storytelling and how hard 

it can be to find the truth. And it is a beautiful account of what the 
human heart can endure. 

Martin 4 
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THE FORM OF YOUR FINISHED PAPER 

If you, inmue'o' has not '"'''',d the form of you, fini,hod paper fol~ 
guidelines in the current edition of the MLA Handbook for Wnters of R 
Papers, which you will find more fully described in the chapter "Writing 
Research Paper." In brief: 

•	 Choose standard letter-size (8 1/2 X 11) white paper. 

•	 Use standard, easy-to-read type fonts, such as Times New Roman.
 
sure the italic type style COntrasts with the regular style.
 

•	 Give your name, your instructor's name, the Course number, and thti
 

the top left-hand corner of your first page, starting one inch from e
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all pages, give your last name and the page number in the upper 
t-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 

ur instructor can offer comments. 

yOU include a works-cited section, begin it on a new page. 

uble-space your text, including quotations and notes. Don't forget to 
uble-space the works-cited page also. 

licize the titles of longer works-books, full-length plays, periodicals, 
d book-length poems such as The Odyssey. The titles of shorter works

\ 'ems, 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. 

,1,1 return to it after a while, you may find to your surprise that it will pre
,.~ and even renew what you have learned. 

tlcs for Writing About Fiction 
~. 
•icsfor Brief Papers (250-500 Words) 

Explicate 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 
length, 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 
everything. 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 
decision or must take some decisive step that will alter the rest of his or 
her life. Faulkner's "Barn Burning" is one such story; another is 
Updike's "A & P." As concisely and as thoroughly as you can, explain 
the nature of the character's decision, the reasons for it, and its probable 
consequences (as suggested by what the author tells us) . 

.,' Choose two stories that might be interesting to compare and contrast. 
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. 
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7hp'-(:s!or More Extended Paper» (600-1,000 Words) 

1.	 Write an analysis of a short story, focusing on a single elemen 
point of view, 'homo, ,ymboH,m, eh,me,«, or the 'u,h vo;;:(style, irony). m', 

2.	 Compare and contrast two stories with protagonists who share an . 
tanr personality trait. Make character the focus of YOur essay. 

3.	 Write a thorough explication of a short passage (preferably nor 
than four sentences) in a story you admire. Pick a crucial moment in 
plot, or a passage that reveals the story's theme. You might look to 
paper "By Lantern Light" (page 1108) as a model. 

4.	 Write an analysis of a story in which the protagonist experien~ 
epiphany or revelation of some Sort. Describe the nature of this change 
heart. How is the reader prepared for it? What are its repercussions in 
character's life? Some possible story choices are Alice Walker's "Evi 
Use," William Faulkner's "Bam Burning," or Raymond Carver's "Cath 

5.	 Imagine a reluctant reader, one who would rather play Video games 
crack a book. Which story in this book would you recommend to hil11 
her? Write an essay to that imagined reader, describing the story's meri 

'lbp'-cs!or Long Papers (1,.500 Words or More) 

1.	 Write an analysis of a longer work of fiction. Concentrate on a singleele
ment of the story, quoting as necessary to make your point. 

2.	 Read three or four short stories by an author whose work you admire. Con. 
Centrating on a single element treated similarly in all of the stories, wri 
an analysis of the author's work as exemplified by your chosen stories. 

3.	 Choose two stories that treat a similar theme. Compare and contrast the, 
stance each story takes toward that theme, marshalling quotations 
specifics as necessary to back up your argument. , 

4.	 Browse through newspapers and magazines for a story with the elemea 
of good """0. Now rewriro ,he 'l0CY a, fie,;oo. Then write a on~ . 
accompanying essay explaining the challenges of the task. What di 
teach you about the relative natures of journalism and fiction? 

Topics for Writing About Poetry 

Tup'-cs/(){'/Jr'-(j"Paper;\' (2.50-.500 tro/'(L~)	 ", 

1.	 Write a concise explication of a short poem of your choice. ~~nce(;:T" 
on those facets of the poem that you think most need explaining

sample explication, see page 1112).
 

Topics for Writing About Poetry 1133 

,:I,; 

~ite an analysis of a short poem, focusing on how a single key element 
\pes its meaning. (A sample analysis appears on page 1115.) Some pos-
Ie 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 "Musee 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 
include Emily Dickinson's "Because I could not stop for Death," 
Robert Frost's "The Silken Tent," Adrienne Rich's "Aunt 
Jennifer's Tigers.") 

&.~
To locate any of these poems, see the Index of Authors and Titles.)
 

~.
 

~lect a poem in which the main speaker is a character who for any reason 
~interests you. You might consider, for instance, Robert Browning's "Solilo
/quy of the Spanish Cloister," T. S. Eliot's "The Love Song of J. Alfred 
'Prufrock," or Rhina Espaillat's "Bilingual/ Bilingue." Then write a brief pro
.,file 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 
"Itoward 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 Arling
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 
order to understand the poem? 

ics for More Extended Papers (600-J,OOO Words) 

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 
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•	 How Emily Diekin,on', I"ie /'00"" "'embl hymn, 
e•	 E. E. CUmmings's approach to the tree-verse line 

•	 Gerard Manley HOPkins's sonic effects 

TOpic., jor J~ong Papers (1,.500 /Pord, or Mo,,~ 
1.	 Revi,w an en'ke /'OettyCOllection bya /'Oe' f'",u"d in 'hi, book, you"ill 

need '0 communica'e '0 yo","'d" a 'en" ofthe wO'k', 'tyle ""d th""", 
PnooccuP'tion,. Fin,"y, m,ke, "Iue jud""',n, 'bout the work', qo,l"" c 

2. Rood iive 0' six poem, bya 'ingle autho,. Slott with a po" fe",u'ed in tho 
book, ""d then nnd 'dditional /'Oem, at 'h, 1iI,,,ty 0' on tlw Int'''''t. 
Wti" an 'naly,i, of, 'ingl, element of 'h" POet', work-fur ex""'pk,theme, imagery, diCtion, or form. 

3.	 Wri" a line.by.1ine explie,tion ofa POem 'ieh in m"",~ to expl"n orof 
a long" Poem 'h" oller, 'mpl, dillieolty. While relatively 'han, John 
Donn", "A V,ledietion, Forhidding Moorning" 'nd G''''d M""I,y 
HoPkin", "The Windhov,," 

ore pOem, 'h" will take a good bit of 
time '0 explie"e. Even a ,han, 'P",tenily 'imple poem ,"ch " Rob", 
Fro,,', "StoPPing by Wood, on a Snowy Evening" can prOVide m,u, 
than enOugh m""'al to explie"e ,hough,fully in a longer p'P". 

4.	 Wri'e an ,n,IY,i, of a """in theme (or o,h" eI'ment) 'h" you nnd in 
the work of two 0' mon- poe". I, is prob'ble t1w, in Yourcondo'ion yuu 
will W,nt to se the poe,,' work, 'ide by 'ide, COmparing or contt"tio, 
to consider: them, and p'''h,p, m'king 'am, e"lo"ion. H"e '" 'orne "mple 'opi", 

• L,n""on Hugh", Gwendolyn Brook", and Dudl,y R'nd," asProphets ofSOcial Change 

• Wh" I, I, '0 Be a WOm,n, The SPeci,1 Knowledge of Sylvi, Plath, Anne Sexton, and Adrienne Rich 

• The Complex Relation, Between F"h", and Child"n in th, 
Poetty of Raben H,yden, Rhina F~p'iII",. and Th,odo"ROethke 

• M,king Up N,w Word, {or New Me""in"" Neologi,,", inLeWis Carroll and Kay Ryan 

Topics for Writing About Drama 

Topir·.lj()r lJrir;/Papers (250-.500 It!ordl) 

1.	 Analy" a key cha""er liom any of the plo" in 'h;, book. Two choie" 
might be Tom Wingfield in The GIm.,Menage", and Torvald Helmet in 
A Doll', Hom,. Wha, motiv"", thm charact,,! POint to ,pee,"cmoments in the play to make Yourcase. 

Topic, for Writing Almut Drama 1135 

en the curtain comes down on the conclusion of some plays, the audi
ce is left to decide exactly what finally happened. In a short informal 
ay, state your interpretation of the conclusion of El Santo Americana or 

Glass Menagerie. Don't just give a plot summary; tell what you think 
e conclusion means. 

:sum up the main suggestions you find in one of these meaningful objects 
,(or actions): the handkerchief in Othello; the Christmas tree in A Doll's 
House (or Nora's doing a wild tarantella); Laura's collection of figurines 
in The Glass Menagerie. 
Attend a play and write a review. In an assignment this brief, you will 
need to concentrate your remarks on either the performance or the script 
itself. Be sure to back up your opinions with specific observations. 

Ipies/or More Extended Papers (600-1,()()O Words) 

.	 From a play you have enjoyed, choose a passage that strikes you as diffi
cult, worth reading closely. Try to pick a passage not longer than about 
20 lines. Explicate it-give it a close, sentence-by-sentence reading
and explain how this small part of the play relates to the whole. For 
instance, any of the following passages might be considered memorable 
(and essential to their plays): 

•	 Othello's soliloquy beginning "It is the cause, it is the cause, my 
soul" (Othello, 5.2.1-22). 

•	 Oedipus to Teiresias, speech beginning "Wealth, power, craft of 
statemanship!" (Oedipus the King, 1.163-86). 

•	 Nora to Mrs. Linde, speech beginning "Yes, someday, maybe, in 
many years when I am not as pretty as I am now ..." (A Doll's 
House, page 891). 

2.	 Analyze the complexities and contradictions to be found in a well
rounded character from a play of your choice. Some good subjects might 
be Othello, Nora Helmer (in A Doll's House), or Tom Wingfield (in The 
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: 

•	 Iago to Roderigo: "I am not what I am" (Othello, 1.1.67). 
•	 Amanda to Tom: "You live in a dream; you manufacture illu

sions!" (The Glass Menagerie, Scene vii). 

4.	 Write an analysis essay in which you single out an element of a play 
for examination-character, plot, setting, theme, dramatic irony, 
tone, language, symbolism, conventions, or any other element. Try to 
relate this element to the playas a whole. Sample topics: "The Function 
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of Teiresias in Oedipus the King," "Imagery of Poison in 0 
"Williams's Use of Magic-Lantern Slides in The Glass Menag . It, 

ene. 
5.	 How would you stage an updated production of a play by Shakl '
 

Sophocles, or Ibsen, transpla,nting it to our time? Choose a play.
 
describe the challenges and difficulties of this endeavor. How would V,
 
overcome them-or, if they cannot be overcome, why not?
 

Topics/or Long Papers (1,.500 Words or More) 

1.	 Choose a play you have read and admire from this book, and read a ~i 
ond play by the same author. Compare and contrast the two plays wi. 
attention to a single element-a theme they have in common, or a par.. 
ticular kind of imagery, for example. 

2.	 Read Othello and view a movie version of the play. You might choalf' 
Oliver Parker's 1995 take on the play with Laurence Fishburne and Ken~ 

neth Branagh, or even 0 (2001), an updated version that takes a prep 
school as its setting and a basketball star as its protagonist, Review tht 
movie. What does it manage to convey of the original! What gets lost in 
the translation! 

3.	 Choosing any of the works in "Plays for Further Reading" or taking some 
other modern or contemporary play your instructor suggests, report any 
difficulties you encountered in reading and responding to it. Explicate 
any troublesome passages for the benefit of other readers. 

4.	 Attend a play and write an in-depth review, taking into account many 
elements of the drama: acting, direction, staging, costumes, lighting. 
and-if the work is relatively new and not a classic-the play itself. 

WRITING A 
RESEARCH PAPER
 

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 

much by exploring your own responses to a literary work, there is no sub-
e for entering into a conversation with others who have studied and 
:ht about your topic. Literary criticism is that conversation. Your reading 

.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. 

',. most daunting aspect of the research paper may well be the mountains of
 
rmation available on almost any literary subject. It can be hard to know
 

; re to begin. Sifting through books and articles is part of the research
 
ess. Unfortunately, the first material uncovered in the library or on the 

ternet is rarely the evidence you need to develop or support your thesis. 
p looking until you uncover helpful sources. 
Another common pitfall in the process is the creeping feeling that your idea 

already been examined a dozen times over. But take heart: like Odysseus, tie 
elf to the mast so that when you hear the siren voices of published profes

, you can listen without abandoning your own point of view. Your idea may 
e been treated, but not yet by you. Your particular take on a topic is bound to 

';differentfrom someone else's. After all, thousands of books have been written 
"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 
, research paper is corning 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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