Writing About Literature

A well-known writer was once asked his opinion about a topic. He responded
by saying that be could not possibly answer the queston until he saw what he
had written about it. The point is a particularly cogent one and very relevant
to the composition of papers on literary topics: Essay-writing affords a rcader
the opportunity to organizce ideas or responses, and to meditate deeply on the
text or texts under consideration. Writing clarifics not only what is important
ahout a text, illuminating wliat really matters to its construction, language, or
meaning, but also what is important to the reader herself.

An essay, true to its origin in the French verb essayer; mneaning “to try or at-
tempt,” communicates its author’s efforts to convey his or her reflections abont
a text or group of texts. At the samne time, these reflections constitute an attempt
to persuade an audience of their interpretive validity and explanatory power.
Writing about literature, thereforc, is also writing about reading. But how to
begin? What plan of attack will be most effective in conveying your ideas?

Getting Ready, Making Decisions

As your instructor will explain and as we outline in greater detail in Chaprer 23,
“Wridng a Research Paper,” 1 writer needs ta consider a number of questions

before typing the first word: What audicnce am I addressing? What do they -

know about the text I want to discuss? What language will be most effective
or appropriate in communicating to this audience? In other words, what_ a5-
suuptions should I make about the rhetorical situation? A writer always weighs
these and other questions carcfully before beginning, considering each point
of the wiangle below.
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In preparing to write essays on literary vopics, yvou should consider,
among other things, who will read the paper and why. Assume that your audi-
ence is already familiar with the work you intend to discuss; thus, there is lit-
tle reason to summarizc the plat or rehearse the attractions or shoreomings
of centra) characters if you are writing about a play or short story. Your audi-
cnce kmows, for exaple, that Hamlet meets a tragic fate and that Oedipus’
last day as king of Thebes is not a happy one. What kind of languape and ev-
idence will be most effective in addressiny this audience? What role do you as
writer play? Generally, the answer is none at afl. You are not a professor or
academician, nor are yod talking ro a personal friend. You aren’t in a locker
room either, so select terms appropriate both Lo the occasion of the composi-
Hon and the audicnce. This is especially true when crafding your thesis, the
most significant aspect of your essay that your audience does 7ot know.

The thesis embodies your purpose in writing the paper in the first place.
Unlike, say, the accupation of a drama or film reviewer in a NCWSpaper, your
job in writing about literature is ta persuade your audience of the significance
of your topic to an understanding of the text yon are discussing. The single
statement most crucial to this enterprise is your thesis starement.

Thesis Statements

The thesis statement provides focus and purpose for the entire essay. Because
it represents the iost direct expression of your “big idea” about the literature
you have read, the thesis starement may take longer to formulate than any

 other scntence you prepare. And it may take some time, some experimenca-

tion, and somc trial-and-error before you arrive at the precisc point you want
to make. You may want to try such techniques as frecwriting or brainstorming,
where you put down on paper as quickly as you can whatever thoupghts enter
your mind about a tupic. Don’t stap to worry about punctwation or spelling—
thuse can be corrected later. In a freewriting exercise; sometimes called “au-
tomatic writing,” simply transcribe your thoughts into words on a page or
screen, revising them later into more precise and compelling statements. The
purpose of this exercise is inventiou: You are trying to purge your mind of
thoughts wu a topic, one of which may be refined later into a thesis statement.
You might also consider the thesis statement as the culmination of a process
that narrows the topic: from a rext to discass, to a topic in or abour the: text,
a specific issue or reading. Suppose thar the text is E. M. Forster’s “The Road
trom Colonus.” The subject or topic might be the story’s imagery, and the the-
sis might argue for the importance of images of water. Or perhaps you have the
opportunity {o write about any aspect of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yel-
low Wall-Paper.” The subject might be characterization, and the thesis might
focus on questions about the narravor’s sanity, Is the narrator crazy? Or are her
responses to the wallpaper logical given the circumstances of her confinement?
Or given the story’ iwplied critique of gender rclations, does the wallpaper
represent the patriarchal system from which the narrator tries to escape? ‘The
same story and the same process of narrowing the scope of what will become
your argament could fead you to focus on a different subject and thesis.
HArgument in this context 75 the correet term. You should selece a tnic that
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you can develop into a persuasive srgument, which hegins with articulating o
coberent, concise, and argusble thesis saterment. ‘Thesis staterents have seve
eraf distinetive features or criteria, as the following six peints summarize. Test
the thesis statement for your paper against these characteristion: Toes vour
thesis mcet all of the following? If pot, what adjustments will make the stac-
ment more specific, more farceful, or more significant?

1. Thesis starements are statements of opinion, not statementy of et
or intention,

Statenient of Facr
In Nathaniel Hawrhorne’s “The Birthuuerk,” Aylmer meddles with narure.

As auy reader of “The Birthmark” will rendily concede, Aylmer does meddle
with nawure. Consequently, 3 rescarch paper cannot be organteed around s
stavement of this fact. Aylmer is 2 man wha loves his wife, Boston i Jocated in
Massachusetss, and the Beatles axe sl popelar—these fets do not reguire
disenssion of the presenmtion of cvidence. ‘They are setf-evident. '

Stagemont of Intention

It sxy essay, T want to show you thar Aylmer reddles with natase.

Thxs sentence is not better than the first vne. It pot only fails to advance an
apinion, bk alse is wordier than the statement of Fact: “In my e5say, 1 want to
show you that” is partieularly inefective and verhose.

Statement of Opinian

Suice Aylmer is a perfectionier, his devire for perfection canses all of the story's
unhappiness, - :

This sentenee scrvally containg two opinions: that Aykuer is 2 perfectionist and
that this perfectionism eauses the events of the stary to he unkappy. A -
ber of the story' readers might disagree with hoth assertions, locating the
story’s motivations in problems of gender or scientific hubris. Often abstract
terms like enbappy in the thesis spark dissgreement or confusiog, $0 be care-
ful when inserting sbstractions intw theses, Nonetheless, this statement’s as-
sertion fits the first criterion of an effective thesis statement by stating an
apirion, not a fact or intengon,

2. A thesiy statement advances an opinion about which informed and
reasonable people might disagree.  As is the case with the statement that
Ayimer is a perfecrionist, 2 thesis farthers an understanding shout which in-
formed readers might disagree. What wonld be the puint of researching 3
topic ahout which cveryotie already pussesses the sane gpinion? Whar would
& reader of the paper learn that he or she does not know alresdy? Tliss, one
way of testing a thesis is to present it to your classmaies and determine if they
all share your view. ¥ they do, you need w keep working,

3. A thesis statement often contains su enderlying rhetorical premise.
By rherorical premive we mean a concept or mode of understanding that iin-
plicitly structures or organizes'the rest of the paper. In the 1960, the rhatori-
clan Randall Decker published 2 wikly used wexthook catlud Patterns of
Bwposition, which included chapters on camparison, process analysis, causality,
definition, classificadion, and other rhewrical modes or premises. Such prem-
ises are frequently imbedded in the articulation of theses: Mr. Lucas’ loss of
insight i E. M. Forsters “The Road from Colonus” progresses through two
distinct siages (this essay will follow the organizational strategy of process
analysisy “The young boy’s sudden insipht at the end of James Joyees ‘Araby’
is causad by the defladon of is fanrasy” (this essay uses the organizational
strategy of cousality), and so o, ' '

4. A thesis statement predicts, obligates, and controls what follows e
Bhetorician William Trmschor once made this point i a composition ekt
book, and jix lsaplicadons are siill relevant today. Much like the dtle, a thesis
suggests to a reader what course a ressarch paper—or sny ossay, for that
raatter—will take, It predicty. Tvalse ehfigares the writer to present evidence and
discussion of the evidence consisrent with the asserdon; o writer canmot begin
by clsiming thar Mr. Luocas experiencss two distinet stagss of loss, and then
hater argoe that there are, in fact, four stages vo his fatlure of insight, Finally,
1 thesis comrols the kinds of evidence relevant to the essay’s purpose. T the the-
sis addresses Mr. Lucass loss of insighy, then constilering his danghrers moti-
yations or the Fare of the villagers wonld seem digressive unless they can be
shown to contribute w his boss of perepective.

5. A thesis statement takes on 4 topic of significance, often the answer
to a implicit question.  Many graduste stdents we know, parndying a
well-known Victorian writers phrases the “Everlasting Yea” and the “Ever-
lasting Nay,” talk ghout the “The Everlasting So What?™ This meuns, smply,
that s thesis should argue 3 point of imporunce. “Mr, Lucas’s loss of insight
progresses through twis stages®--so what? Why s this importent? Notice,
oo, that all the examples we have used answer an wnasked or implicit gues-
tion, 3 “how” or “why™ question: Why is the young boy in “Araby” 5o self
eritical st the story’s conclusion? :

6, A thesis statement reflects theoretieal or other ussumptions that un-
destic your reading and, finally, the argument of the essay. All of che
sample thescs so far are based more or less on formalist premises: How is the
plot constructed? How might a character’s actions be explained? Why or how
s an lmage, scene, or even 3 single word Inportant to our vaderstanding?
Such questions guite properly involve close reading of the lirerary text, as they
address one or more aspects of Hterary form. Bug, of course, as many of the
chapters of Understonding Literature outline, other kinds of readings—and
other premises for thesis statements—exist. They axise, in parr, hy asking dif-
ferent questions of the textz How i& race or sexvallty represented? How s
social class of capinlism depicred? How does psychosmalytie theory, Marxs
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social theory, or femninist thought help explain a character’s acdon or predica-
ment? In other words, literature is more than a selfcontained aesthetic
object—or, to borrow a metaphor—it is more than an exceptionally “well-
wrought urn.” A literary texr is also a social text, a historical artifact, a prod-
uct tade in a specific place, ime, and culture. It can tell us much about these
cultures and fimnes as well,

These are, admittedly, difficult concepts that often lead to difficult ques-
tions and challenging thesis stateinents. But they tnust be asked and answered,
beemrse no writcr—uor reader—wanis to waste his or her ime on a ropic of lit-
tle conseqnence. If your paper addresses the actions of an important charac-
ter, the iinplications of a major event or a significant sotif (repetition in a
poem, play, or story), then this close reading is likely to be important enough
to make. If your essay concerns a matter of representadon—how Africans are
portrayed in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, how the city is represented in
modernist ficdon, how pastnodern writers employ references to commodity
culture—the chances are you can focus this interest into a significant thesis
statcimnent and thus respond cffeetively to the “Everlastng So What?”

And there’s one other bit of good news, too—you're probably ready to write.

Writing

But how do you begin? If you’re at all like the authors of this textbook, then
you’ve probably asked yoursell Lhis very question scores of times. A thesis
starement might he introduced in any number of ways, but it is acmally easier
to identfy ways noz to begin. The advice of rhetarician William Irmscher is
agrain helpful in explaining three opening strategies to avoid at all costs.

1. The “panoramic” historical gesture. We've all read sentences like this
one and tried to suppress our groans: “Since the dawn of time, man has pon-
dered thenarure of " This sentence is so trite and predictable that you
can fill in the blank with any number of terms: Jove, meen, women, Jife, and so on.
Butif it really Is true that humans have puzzled over such weighty and complex
marters for millennia, what chance do you have of resolving the matter in three
to five pages? QObviously, this opening strategy—and that’s what we are dis-
cussing, a strategy or tactic to present the thesis—has now lapsed into a parody
of a profound utterance more likely to elicit laughter than respect.

‘I'he problem is, when you've stared into a blank computer screen for an
hour, a sentence like this one starts to sound better and bhetter—hetter than

nothing. Irisn’t.

2. The appeal to Mr. Webhster.  Whenever a writer is really strapped for an
opemng gambiz, this sentence starts to sound better as well: “According to
Webster’s Dictionary, realism is delined as . . . ” Like the “panoramic” opener—
and the “fact” that grandparents tend to die on the very day papers are due in
a class like this one—this strategy has been overused. More important, the dic-

tionary provides only a basic understanding of a term, its common meanings or
denotations. Literary perceptions of a term like realism arc far more coinplex
and historically contingent than the definitions in mnost dictionaries.

3. Irrelevant biographical detail.  Young writers sometimes feel that liter-
ary understanding always begins with the biography of the author; consc-
quendy, they begin essays with hackneyed scntences: “Samuel Beckett was
born in Dublin, Ircland, in 1906.” Fine. But save in the specific instance in
which biography impinges direcdy upon reading, such a fact is not ouly su-
perfluous, but irrelevant.

This was not always the case, which perhaps explains why the appeal to
biography remains an attractive option for some students. In early twenteth-
century British and American literary eriticism, for example, biography often
comprised the center around which interpretation revolved. Iu The Human
Approach to Lirerature (1933), for example, William Freeman began a discus-
sion of Chaucer’s Camterbury Tales this way: “Geoffrey Chaucer, the sturdily-
built man with the fricndly brown eyes, was not merely a widely traveled
Englishman who had passionately prescrved his nationality, but a Londoner
by birth ani breeding.” _

Today, such opening stratcgies fail to introduce the real purposc of the es-
say and seem, well, almost silly. Chaucer's buff physique might be interesting,
but surely it is not pertinent to a reading of his work. So why go there?

Forwunately, some devices are effective in introducing a thesis. You might
begin with an epigraph, a brief quotation that encapsulates issues you feel are
important to the text, and return to it in your opening paragraph (and later).
You might start with a sensarional detail, an anecdote, or a brief exchange ot
dialogue when discussing a play. Or, yor might fullow the instructions of
countless composition texts by replicating the narrowing process discussed
earlier, moving from a general subject, to a topic, to a specific statement.

The puint is this: Thesis statements require introductions. The back-
ground of your “big idea™ needs to be elaborated early in the essay and then,
after your thesis is stated, you are ready to build a support strucrure for it.
This is the body or argument of the essay.

Arguments and Admissible Evidence: Paraphrase and Quotation

Much ke a lawyer in a criminal case who introduces materials into evidence
and then “reads” the evidence in an attcmpt to persuade a judge or jury, writ-
ers of literary criticism marshal evidence carcfully and discnss its implica-
tons. Persuasive arguments rely on well-chosen pieces of evidence and
incisive analysis. The best kind of evidence is located in the litcrary text it-
self, parts of which will need to be summarized and paraphrased in the argu-
ment. For further discussion of paraphrase, see Chapter 23, “Writing a
Research Paper.” '
But perhaps the most difficult task facing writers of all ages and experi-
ence is quoting from the text; that is, there will be occasions when a para-
phrase or summary will not serve your needs. You will need to quote the



744 21 Writing About Literature

original. But when? How much should you quote? What are the most grace-
ful methods of integrating quoted excerpts into your own prose?

Let's take up this last question. In general, the same formmia thar makes
for a good legal argumcent—evidence + analysis = guilt or innocence—applies
in writing cssays about literature. A prosecutor, for example, doesn’t throw a
weapon on a table and claim, “You see—that proves the defendant is guiley.”
Rather, a prosecutor examines the evidence, then builds an argument about it:
Forensic analysis proves this is the murder weapon; the gun is registered to
the defendant, who had a motive to kll the victim; the 'defendant was wit-
nessed at the scene of the murder minutes before, and so on. If the lawyer is
lucky, she might have eyewitnesses to depose, hair fibers or DNA cevidence to
present and discuss, and more: evidence + analysis = case, The same is que of
building literary argements: textual evidence (quotations or paraphrases) +
your analysis = an argument.

T bring this to an even smaller, more precise case, consider the following:

your writing + quoted cxcerpts = complete sentence.

In other words, when quoting from a literary text don’t simply drop a quota-
tion between sentences; work to incorporate it into your sentence just as you
artempt to integrate the piece of evidence into a larger argument. A citation
should appear at the end of a quoted passage of any length (over a phrase or
two), and usually this means that the citadon appears at the end of a sentence.
That is, try not to intersupt the sense of the sentence by placing page citations
in the middle of clauses.

There are at least three proven ways of quoting effectively from a liter-
ary text.

1. Identification of the speaker + quotation. This method is employed in
both popular and academic writing, usvally for passages of four lines or less.
Example: Tn Salman Rushdie’s “At the Anction of the Ruby Slippers,” the nar-
rator explains, “We, the public, are easily, lethally offendcd. We have come to
think of mking offense as 2 fundamental right. We value very little more highly
than our rage, which gives us, in our opinion, the moral high ground.” The
positioning of the identification may be manipulated in any way that reads
smoothly; for example, the narrator of “At the Auction of the Ruby Slippers”
observes, “We the puhlic, are easily, lethally offended.” Again, varicty of strue-
ture will enhance the readahility of your essay. Don’t begin every quotation with
“Tlhe narrator says. ..."

Beeanse the introduction of the quotaton specifies the origin of the pas-
sage, there is no need to identity it a second dme by citing the author’s name
or the worl’s title in parenthesis. If, hawever, the identification fails to make
this clear, then the author’s name should appear in the citation. A fult hiblio-
graphic entry sbould appear ar the end of your paper in a section entitled
“Works Cited.” '

2. The “block quotation” for longer excerpts. Any passage greater than
four lines should be set off from the paragraph by indenting on the left side, a

method that renders quotation marks themselves superﬂuums'. Lines taken
from storics should be quoted exactly as they appear in the original. Para-
‘graph numbers, not page numbers, should be cited. For example, the narra-
tor of Dorothy Parker’s “The Walt” reveals her atdtude toward lier oafish
partner through a stream of running dialogue that contrasts with the dancers’
actual conversaton:

Ok, they're going to play another encore. Ob, goody. Ob that’s lavely. Tired? 1 should
say Pt ot tived, I'd Jike to go on like this forvver:

T should say I’'m not dred. I'm dead, thav’s all T am. Dead, and in what a cause!
And the msic is never going o stop playing, and we're going on like this, Dou-
ble-Time Charlic and I, thraughont etermnity. I suppnse I won't care any more, af-
ter the first hundred thousand years. I suppose nothing will matrer then, not heat
nor pain nor broken heart nor cruel, aching weaciness. Well, It can't come too
soon for me, (17}

Note that, as in the above case, you must introduce the quotation, not simply
“drop” it in the sentence.

In the example, a longer quotation is introducel by a complete sentence.
But your responsibilitics do not end berc, because the quotation needs to be
considered or “unpacked” thoroughly. After all, if the passage did not contain
specific language that supports your argument, you would not have introduced
it into evidence in the first place. Ilere, again, 2 balance between admissible ev-
idence and your analysis is important. Remember: Quoting at length generally
means discussing 2t length. This is endrely consistent with the logic that
should form your selcction of the passage to quote: The very issues that led
you to selcet the passage need to be conveyed to yowr reader.

3. Quoted phrases or “sound bites.” Often you may want to quote only a
word or phrese from the original. No problem. In these instances, take bits or
“bites” of texts and work them smoothly into the syntax of your sentence. One
suggestion might help: After quoting the bites, pretend that the quotation
marks aren’t there—that the bits are merely words in your sentence. Does it
read smoothly and clearly as a sentence? If so, you have probably integraved
the guoted excerpis well into your prose.

Exampler

Author of the must “enthusiastically applanded” wrinings by s black American,
James Baldwin speaks “in an ‘enguged” Black voice (Baker 63),

Commenting that Mark Leyner was “perhaps the most notable embodiment of
the ‘avant-pop’ sensibility of the nineties,” Larry McCaffery suggests thar
Leyner’s style is a “new form of ‘realism” (220).

In Heart of Darkness, Marlow describes Mr. Kurtz. as “at least seven feet long” with
a “deep voice” (280, Z81).

Note here that all three examples, in addition to crafting sentences that
accommodate the quotations, employ different swrategies of citation. The first
example includes both a name and page number because the context does not



identify the author of the quomation. The second example includes only a page
number because the author’s name—Larry MeCaffery—is specified. The d-
tation for the third example explains that the two phrases appear on different
pages in the original.

In conclusion, select evidence carefully and present it in a meaningful
pattern or logical order: Have you arranged it chronologically, in the order
events occur in the literature you are discussing? Or have you elected to pre-
sent the evidence in another way: from the least compelling example to the
mast compelling? From the easiest point ro prove to the most difficult? In
some other way? Paraphrase or summarize events as part of your argument—
relevant events that provide a backgronnd or context for the specific argu-
ment you hope to build. When the language of the original is striking or so
perfectly stated for your argament that you want to introduce it into evidence,
lollow the instructions we have just outlined. Last but not least, make certain
that yon have quoted zccurately: word for word, punctuaton mark for punctu-
ation mark. Also, use the quotation fairly; in other words, make surc that it
represents what you take to be the intent of the original.

Tf you do all of these things, there is an excellent chance the argument of
your essay—your attempt at persuading your reader of the validity and im-
portance of your thesis—will be successful.

Concluding

Like the creation of an effective introduction, the drafting of effective con-
clusions often poscs a challenge. And, like trite introductions, ineffective con-
clustons are firly easy to deseribe, Ilere’s the worst:

And, in conclnsion, I have just shown you that Chester Flimes’s “Lunching at the
Ritzmore” is about race relations.

Why is this such a weak starement? For several reasons. First, in a brief paper
of three to five pages, it’s fairly easy to determine that you are heading for a
conclusion; you don’t need to announcy, this. Sceond, the reader will decide
whether you've made the case or not; the statement “I have just shown you”
may in fact be inaccurate, because you J:mght not have succeeded in making
the case persuasively. Last, other than bringing the argument to a close, what
is pained by this kind of sentence?

Fortunately, better concluding strategies exist. You might restate the the-
sis and ofler a brief suggestion of its implications—or of matters related to the
thesis that could not be admitted into your argument. Why is the thesis sig-
nificant? What intellectual purchase or insight does it allow your reader?
Such a tactic should not fead to a lengthy digression; rather, a strong thesis
possesses a quality of interpretve richness that often exceeds the hmits of the
essay. Thus, in your conclusion you might outline briefly what other kinds of
issues will be better undenitood hecanse of your thesis statement. You might
return to the epigraph or startling fact with which your essay began (assum-
ing you employed one of these strategies). Or you might speculate briefly on
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how the field of evidence might have been expanded had you becn afforded
the opportunity of doing so.

Whatever strategy you use, remember thaL Like introductions, your con-
clusion for a short cssay need not be overly claborate. But you do need to bring
the arpument 1o closure,

Revision and Final Thoughts

Be sure to leave ample time to proofread your essay, which—we know—is ad-
vice easier to give than follow. Procrastination is the great enemy of revision.
H you wait to begin your paper the night befote it is due, the revisian process will
inevitably be compromised—or just totally nuked! So, get started e.u-]y

Then, after you have produced a rough draft, begin your revision process
strategically. Does your essay satisfy the requirement of the assignment your
imstructor gave you? Is the dde effcerive? Next, proceed to the largest ele-
ments of composition: arguments and paragraphs. Is the argument delineated
in a logical and persuasive order? Are the paragraphs coherent, with immediately
relevant topic sentences, evidence, and analysis? Is there an effective balance
between evidence and discussion? Have you varied the lengths of quotations
and your methods of introducing them? Havc you created effective transitions
between paragraphs and points of the argument?

Then, move to smaller 1natrers, beginning with the problems your in-
structor has identified in previous essays. These differ from one writer to the
next. Some have difficulty with sentence construction, others with phrasing
and word choice, stll others with spelling and punctuation. Recognize those
areas of composition that bave caused you difficulty in the past and revise
them carefuolly. When writing on Hterary topics, again, accuracy is a crucial
matter: Check every quotation against the original and make certain the cita-
tions are accurate. Also, be sure that you have followed your instructor’s re-
quirements in terms of pagination, presentation, and so on.

With any luck, this essay will prove a learning experience for you. How
will you know what you think untl you've seen what you have written?



