Writing About Literature

Some Structural Notes

These notes are part general practice and are in part adapted from the MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers (currently the definitive guide for writing style).

Paper Format:

Title pages are not necessary.  

All pages should be typed in black ink, standard font, 12-point, and double-spaced, using 

only one side of the paper.  Margins should always be 1” or 1 ¼”.  If you cannot

type a paper, contact your instructor for other arrangements.

Always keep a copy of any paper you turn in!

On the first page, include your name, the instructor’s name, the course title, and the date in


the upper left hand corner.   Double-space between this information and the title 

of your paper, which should be centered.  Your title should never be in quotation 

marks or in italics or underlined, but it should be capitalized as if it were a title (all

important or key words and first and last words always capitalized).  If the title of

a work appears in the title of your paper, italicize or place in quotation marks

normally.  Note:  Titles of larger works can be put in italics (preferred) or under-lined. 

All pages should be numbered.  In the upper right hand corner of every page (even the


first page), write your last name followed by the page number, with no other 


marks or punctuation.  

Papers should be assembled and bound by a staple in the upper left hand corner or by


paperclip.  Do not bind the work with folders, multiple staples, etc.   

Tables and illustrations should be placed as close to the text that they refer to as 


possible.  In the case of larger interruptions of text, the figures or table may be


placed as an appendix at the end of the paper.  Always, however, refer to the


figures in the text by a parenthetical reference (See Fig. 1) and a caption for the


figure that makes its meaning clear.

A separate page of Works Cited should follow the text and appendices.  All of the 


sources should be in alphabetical order.  If there is only one source referred to,


your literature, you may include it on the same page as the end of the text.

 Works Cited for Literature and Art

Follow this format for citing books or texts referred to in your paper.  A “Works Cited” page should appear at the end of your paper with all of the sources in alphabetical order and punctuated exactly as you see here.  Bottom Line:  Be sure to give all the necessary information for a reader to locate the text you are using.

Books:

Le Carré, John.  The Russia House.  New York:  Knopf, 1989.

Nichols, Fred J., ed. and trans.  An Anthology of Neo-Latin Poetry.  New Haven:  


Yale University Press, 1979.

Kerrigan, William, and Gordon Braden.  The Idea of the Renaissance.  Baltimore:


John Hopkins University Press, 1989.  


Gilman, Sander, et. al.  Hysteria Beyond Freud.  Berkeley:  University of California


Press, 1993.  


National Endowment for the Arts.  The Coming of Romanticism.  New York:  

Random House, 1996.

Allende, Isabel.  “Toad’s Mouth.”  Trans. Margaret Sayers Peden.  Literary 


Criticism.  Ed.  Dennis Poupard.  Vol. 25.  Detroit:  Gale, 1988.  399-402.


Doctorow, E. L.  Introduction.  Sister Carrie.  By Theodore Dreiser.  New York:


Bantam, 1982.  v-xi.   

Dostoevski, Feodor.  Crime and Punishment.  Trans. Jessie Coulson.  New York:


Norton, 1964.

Abbreviations for missing information:


n.p.
No place of publication given


n.p.
No publisher given


n.d.
No date of publication given


n.pag.
No page numbers given

Lectures, Interviews, etc.

Blackmun, Harry.  Interview with Ted Koppel.  Nightline.  ABC.  WXYZ, Detroit.


5 Apr. 1994.

Gordimer, Natalie.  Personal interview.  10 Oct. 1999.

Atwood, Margaret.  “Silencing the Scream.”  MLA Convention.  Royal New York


Hotel, Toronto.  29 Dec. 1993.

Periodicals (Magazines, Journals, Newspapers, etc.):

Scotto, Peter.  “Censorship, Reading, and Interpretation.”  PMLA 109 (1994):  61-70.



Feder, Barnaby J.  “Expert Advice.”  New York Times 30 Dec. 1993:  D1.

Murphy, Cullen.  “Women and the Bible.”  Atlantic Monthly  Aug. 1993:  39-64.

“Dubious Venture.”  Time  3 Jan. 1994:  64-65.


Electronic Sources:

Angier, Natalie.  “Historical Sociology.”  New York Times  13 Apr. 1993:  C1.  New


York Times Archive.  CD-ROM.  UMI-Proquest.  Oct, 1993.

English Poetry Full-Text Database.  Rel. 2.1.  CD-ROM.  Cambridge, Eng.:  Chadwick,


1993.

“Bronte, Emily.”  Discovering Authors.  Vers. 1.0  CD-ROM.  Detroit: Gale, 1992.

Readings, Bill.  “Translatio and Comparative Literature.”  Surfaces  11 Dec. 1991:  11-20.  


www.harfang.cc.umontreal.cc/publications/readings.

Danford, Tom.  “Monday Musing.”  E-mail to Terry Craig.


13 Sept. 1998.

Sights and Sounds:

Beethoven, Ludwig van.  Symphony No. 1 in C.  Roger Norrington, cond.  London

Classical Players, EMI, 1988.

Like Water for Chocolate.  Dir. Alfonso Arau.  Miramax, 1993.

Hamlet.  By William Shakespeare.  Shubert Theatre.  Boston.  4 Mar. 1999.

Bernini, Gianlorenzo.  Ecstacy of St. Teresa.  Santa Maria della Vittoria Museum.


Rome.

Parenthetical In-Text Citations

Footnotes for citing sources are dead!  Instead, after you have quoted or referred to a source, add in parentheses (author page) or in parentheses the first part of your Works Cited entry and its location.  Bottom Line:  whatever you put in parentheses should point directly and easily to the source on your Works Cited page.

Examples:

Medieval Europe was a place both of “raids, pillages, slavery, and extortion” and of “traveling merchants, monetary exchange, towns if not cities, and active markets in grain” (Townsend 10).

Townsend writes that medieval Europe was a place of “active markets in grain” (10).


Kafka tells of Joseph K.’s habitual paranoia in his letters (in Brod 15).

Literature Citations:

Because literature often appears in several editions, translations, it is best to provide a bit more information.  Sometimes an added chapter number helps or an abbreviation that references the edition being used.

Raskolnikov first appears in Crime and Punishment as man contemplating a terrible

act (Dostoevski 1; chap. 1).  

Joseph K. considers turning and leaving the cathedral to preserve his freedom (Kafka

212; Penguin).

Plays and poems should not be cited by page numbers at all but by division of the work (act, scene, canto, book, part) and line number with periods separating the divisions.

Coleridge sees the “new-moon winter bright” with the “old Moon in her lap, foretelling / The coming on of rain and equally blast” (“Dejection” 1.9, 1.13-14.).

Shakespeare’s Hamlet seems resolute when he declares, “The play’s the thing / Wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the King” (2.2.633-34).

Some instructors will ask for Acts, scenes, and line numbers to be done like this, though:


… “catch the conscience of the King” (II.ii.634).

The Bible, Chaucer, and other famous works may abbreviate the names of the books or chapters to help guide readers (i.e.  1 Chron. 21.8  or Gen. 1:4).  

Formatting for Quotations and Literature:

If you are only referring to one literary work throughout your paper, you need not write the author or title every time in parentheses.  Reference to page numbers or divisions are enough.

Quoting literature is no different from quoting other sources with the exceptions noted below.

General Notions:

Punctuate quotations and citations with the end mark (period) for the sentence following the parenthetical citation but the quotation marks before the parentheses:


“conscience of the King” (2.2.634).

Quotations of three or fewer lines of type may be handled normally in the paragraph you are writing (double-spaced, etc.).  However, longer quotations of four, five, or more lines should be handled differently, single-spaced, double-indented, and no quotation marks:

Poe’s narrator does not always display the kind of confidence we might expect from a mastermind murderer.  In fact, it is this very lack of confidence which is the great irony of the tale.  Just after the narrator kills the old man, he declares

If you still think me mad, you will think so no longer when I describe the wise precautions I took for the concealment of the body.  The night waned, and I worked hastily, but in silence.  First of all I dismembered the corpse.  I cut off the head and the arms and the legs (in Scheld, 25).

The description of the murder acts more as a justification of his sanity than of his 

intelligence in completing the crime.  In the end, of course, this ironic psychology will

Poetry and Verse:

If you are quoting a few lines of song or poetry, divide the lines in your text by a slash mark (/).  Otherwise, double-indent and format the lines as they appear on the page.  In cases of modern poetry where spacing is important, always place the poem on the page exactly as you found it (recreating the spacing the author intended).

Style in Writing about Literature

Some General Points:

Always write about literature in the present tense, as if it’s still happening (because, when you read the work, it is!).  For instance, “Joseph K realizes,” not “Joseph K realized.”

Most essays about literature should lean toward formal writing rather than informal writing.  Try to keep your choices of words and ideas exact and tightly worded.  Make every word count.  

Organize carefully.  This means that you should either create an outline for your essay early or revise carefully so that details lead to conclusions logically.

For AP writing, you will find that a clear and powerful (even profound) thesis is required; this is usually based upon a writing prompt, a question the writer is expected to answer.

Because the writing is more formal, phrases like “I think” and “I believe” are usually inappropriate.  Simply state more powerfully what occurs in the literature.  

For that matter, whether or not you “liked” a poem of enjoyed reading it is generally irrelevant to the analysis and so might be discussed in a cover letter to an instructor, but not in the essay itself.

Do not waste time with mere summary of a work.  Assume that the reader of an essay has read the same text and then focus on the analysis.  Offer details and quotations from the work only when they are necessary to show your point with examples.

At the same time, always show your point with examples!  

Titles:

Titles should be precise as well.  Indicate the topic/subject/approach you will take along with the work(s) you will explore.  For instance:

Death as a Device to Link Episodes in Huckleberry Finn

Absurdity in Camus’ The Plague

What Holden Caulfield Shows Us About Individualism

Shadows in Kafka

Objectivity in Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner”

If you prefer a more powerful or creative title, try prefacing the kind of title above with a phrase more poetic followed by a colon:


The River is Dark:  Death as a Device to Link Episodes in Huck Finn


Necessity is Not Truth:  Shadows in Kafka’s The Trial

Topics and Approaches:

If the topic is given to you, write about it!

If the topic is not given to you, choose something specific to write about.  The more narrow and specific, the better.  If it’s done well, the topic will offer a detailed look at a piece of literature that will reveal a larger idea.  “Character in Hamlet” is far too large, for instance.  “Hamlet’s relationship to Horatio” is better.  “Power relationships between Hamlet and Horatio” is better still.


Consider asking two questions when choosing a topic. 

1. What is this doing?  Why is this scene in the novel or play?  Why is the clown in Othello?  Why are these lines rhymed?  Why does Alice say “It doesn’t matter”?

2. How was this thing done?  How did the author make this character funny or pathetic?  Why do I find this poem inspiring?

Notice that in these questions you are focusing on the text and the how/why it was written.  An author may have a particular philosophy or theme in her work, but writing about whether or not you agree with the theme is generally a poor approach because you may evade a close look at the literature.  


Try to boil the answer to these questions down into a one sentence thesis and build your paragraphs on that.  The thesis is likely to be complex, but if you cannot speak it in a single sentence, chances are your topic is too large to write about.  


Finally, don’t neglect the school of theory that you are using when writing.  (See Literary Criticism in the course packet.)

Some Don’t’s for approaches

· Don’t read and discuss merely at the plot level.  Look deeper.

· Don’t ignore the images and word choices.  Consider them in the context of the work.

· Don’t let a work merely remind you of your own life experience.  You may avoid looking at the literature in depth and write a paper on band camp.

· Don’t argue with the writer (unless your paper is driven to through contrast, etc.)

· Don’t let your ideas about what literature should be influence you; others have different ideas and can show you different perspectives

And Some Do’s

· Do push yourself to take a chance and risk in interpretation; if you are overly confident in your interpretation, maybe you aren’t challenging yourself to go further

· Do use examples and evidence to support each point you make

· Do be certain that each section/paragraph of your paper leads logically from one point to the next.  

· Do keep asking yourself “How?” and “Why” to keep paragraphs, ideas, and conclusions moving forward.

· Do challenge your reader to think about a new idea by writing a new idea.

· Do consider your own philosophy/idea about what literature does.  See the Literary Criticism section of your course packet.

· Do consider connections between the subject literature of your paper and other writers, thinkers, artists.  Do the points link to larger concepts of Western literature?  How does one concept feed/change the other?  (Potential idea for conclusion here?)   

Crafting the Thesis Sentence for Literature

· Exact, revealing, provocative
· Technique(s), theme/achievement
Version1. I think there are many ways to interpret


Ellison, but his book was pretty good.


Version 2. There are many ways to interpret 


Ellison, but his book is good.

Version 3.  Ellison’s book is good.


Version 4.  Ellison’s Invisible Man is good.  

Version 5.  Ellison’s Invisible Man is good because


it shows what racism is really like.

Version 6.  Ellison’s Invisible Man uses symbols


to show what racism is really like.


Version 7. Ellison’s Invisible Man uses symbols


to show the cruelty of racism.  

Version 8. Ellison’s Invisible Man uses the symbols


of light and dark to show the cruelty of racism.  

Version 9. In his Invisible Man, Ellison reverses the


traditional use of light and dark to reveal


the cruelty of racism.  

Version 10.  In Invisible Man, Ellison reverses the


traditional use of light and dark, revealing 

the subtle but enduring cruelty of racism.

Keats’s “Ode to a Grecian Urn” relies on classical allusion,


metonymy, and careful diction
 to relate the 


joy of aesthetic beauty.

Abbott’s allegory of Christian blindness in Flatland 


emerges through his potent use of geometry,


reason, and limited omniscience.  


Opening Paragraphs:

Good approaches include:

· A critical quotation that sets up your point/thesis

· A posing of the problem/struggle of your subject

· A review of the arguments or philosophies behind the text

· An analogy to the approach/idea you will take

· A personal definition of a key term to your question

· A question that raises interest in your analysis

Neutral or uninspired approaches:

· The funnel approach, moving from general claims to a specific thesis

· Biographies or histories of the author or work that are more trivia than important.

Bad approaches:

· Repeating the title idea:  “This paper will study the irony in. . . .”

· Irrelevant or vague points:  “Hamlet is very complex.”

· ‘All opinions are valid’ idea:  “Many may have their own ideas about. . . “

· Melodrama or cliche:  “All the world loves a clown.”

· A dictionary definition

Concluding Paragraphs:

Good approaches include the ones above with a more focused answer/response to the problems or issues.  The ending of a paper should move further than the ideas already expressed in the paper.  If it is only summary, it is boring and needless.  What new ideas or questions might be considered if your thesis/point is true?  Always avoid the kind of “IN conclusion,” or “To sum up” approaches.  Leave the reader thinking.  

Middle Paragraphs:

Paragraphs of solid essays should be purpose-centered.  In other words, you should know exactly what you want to accomplish in the paragraph before you write it and then set about accomplishing it.  


Opinions should always have examples or evidence to back them up.  Examples or evidence should always be discussed or explained, showing clearly the implications for the paper’s main purpose.  Paragraphs can have more than one piece of evidence to support the idea.  For these reasons, rarely will a paragraph be thin.  

Bad approaches:

· Writing a paragraph in order to fit in a quotation you really like

· A paragraph that offers an opinion without any demonstration of why a reader should believe it.

· A paragraph that offers an example without spending much time discussing its importance or craft.  If it’s worth including, it’s worth discussing.

· A hanging or dangling paragraph.  The paragraph should fit into your paper, moving from one paragraph into the next smoothly.

How Will Chisnell Grade My Essay?

Here are the areas I will be looking at, separated into critical and bonus qualities.  Also, review the AP rubrics carefully.

Critical:

· The ideas.  Do you have one that is provocative and thoughtful?  Is it carefully considered and reasoned?

· The evidence.  How have you drawn evidence and example from the texts to prove your case?  Are there other obvious interpretations of these passages you have overlooked?

· The organization.  Have the ideas been related clearly and in a logical order?  Is it difficult for a reader to find an alternative interpretation?  Are any ideas or points from the literature left undiscussed or ignored?  

· The interpretation.  Related to the above criteria, does the interpretation hold up under close inspection?  Does it ignore other clues or parts of the text that might lead to other interpretations?   (Problems might include reading a Romantic text as if it was a Realistic one, ignoring an obvious symbol that should point a reader in a different direction, etc.)  This is not to say that many interpretations don’t exist.  It is to argue that some interpretations are better than others and better reasoned than others.  It is also a measure of a careful reading of the literature.

· The format and presentation.  Does the paper follow the directions and style issues required?  Has it been neatly assembled, carefully revised and proofread?  Please, if I have to fight you to take a little pride in your work, are you really here for the right reasons?

Bonus:

· The style and interest level.  Does the writing convince powerfully?  Are the words tightly crafted?  Are the examples blended well with the discussion?  

· The stretch.  Has this writer pushed him/herself further than with the last analysis?  What new thinking is being done here?

· The research and preparation.  Has the writer gone further than others to actually explore or read ideas beyond class assignments? 

· The connections.  Has the paper alluded or made reference to larger connections to Western ideas and philosophies?  Does it offer comparison or contrast directly or indirectly to these?  

· The critical philosophy.  Is the writer conscious of the particular critical approach that he/she is using?

Basic info required





two authors





multiple authors





business or organization as author





small work in a larger book 





editor or translator





note volume #





if no author





note date format





Does this autofomat hyperlink thing bug you on MS Word?  Go to Tools / Autocorrect / Autoformat to find the switch to turn this off!





one source in another





I hate you for writing this.  Excuse me while I go heave Twinkies in the corner.  Don’t we know that it’s your thesis?  





Now it’s less bad.  The “many interps” approach is true of everything.  We only want your interpretation without apology.  





Which book?  





Thanks, but why?  Get specific, exact!  





HOW does it do this?  You’re still writing like a freshman here.  What does the author DO to achieve his/her end?  





What is that theme?  Be specific.  





Uninspired, but better.  You’ve just hit “average” in thesis-building.  What symbols does he use?  





You’re in the 4-5 zone for thesis work.  Provoke/inspire.  What is striking about this use?  





Impressive choices of poetic devices to discuss.  Don’t miss the concept of the aesthetic here.





Well, why didn’t you write this the first time?  Now remember as you write your paper to produce evidence for all of these interesting choices:  traditional symbol use vs. Ellison’s, subtle cruelty of racism, enduring cruelty of racism, how they all fit together, etc.  





Ah!  Good!  Now narrow in on that vague theme statement.  Provoke.  Give us something to talk about.





How to demonstrate allegory through technique—a nice mix of literary terms and improvised style choices.
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