English 12AP




   Writing about Literature

In writing essays about literature (that is, literary criticism) you must:

Interact with the literature.

a.
Think carefully about what you have read, and have reasonable critical responses as you discuss the literature in relation to your thesis.

b.
You will have to suspend judgment, initially, and read the work on its own terms, looking for patterns and purpose.

Analyze the literature.

a.
Examine ideas and themes, characters and their motivation, and their choices, causes and effects, symbols and their meanings.

b.
Go beyond the literal level to discuss the figurative level.

Avoid giving a plot summary.

Assume the person reading your essay (that’s me) has already read the selection.

What I’m interested in are things like:

a.
Do you understand what you have read? Can you distinguish between the literal and figurative levels of meaning?

b.
Can you perceive what is important about the work even if it is not directly stated? That is, can you read between the lines or below the surface?

c.
Can you respond to the selection in a mature, reasonable, thoughtful, and sensitive way?

d.
Can you appreciate the form (the techniques and style) of the work?

Be specific.

a.
Fuzzy notions won’t work in a literary criticism. You have to be very clear about what you want to say.

b.
Your facts have to be accurate. Every time you mention a character or event, that information cannot be false—otherwise you have committed a basic error. Referring to a character by a wrong name or misspelling a character’s name are inexcusable factual errors.

Use the correct terms (protagonist, moral, theme, narrator, speaker—in poetry, the

author, etc.)

Refer to a selection by its genre (story, novel, play, poem).

Use relevant literary terms.

Using terms appropriately will help to communicate your understandings of the

literature, as well as show that you are familiar with and have mastered literary terms

and related concepts, such as:

epiphany, foil, goal, motivation (character related terms), and image, metaphor,

personification, simile, symbol (relevant techniques).

Integrate quotations at a sophisticated level. When you quote from a selection, you are

providing evidence for your argument. A vague, warmed-over retelling of something

important in the literature is not solid proof. Use a variety of techniques when integrating quotes. 
