WRITING  ABOUT  LITERATURE

Hints to help you focus when analyzing a play, poem/epic, book, article, or other work of literature for your own review, essay, or exam:

Feel free to download both [or either] of these pages to your printer!

Take Notes As You Read 
Many writers find it helpful to interpret a literary work by recording their reactions directly onto the page.  Reactions include writing marginal notes and underlining, circling, and marking parts of the text that seem significant in some way.

List Your Ideas As You Read

If you prefer not to mark up the text, you can also list elements that appear important on a separate piece of paper and then analyze their relationships later.  Making annotations and lists can help you clarify and organize your thoughts about a literary work.  Feel free to use other prewriting techniques as well.
Formulate A Thesis Statement About The Work
Once you have carefully reviewed the text several times and examined its details for patterns of meaning, you are ready to formulate a guiding thesis [guiding] statement.  An effective thesis statement will state a point about the literary work and express your attitude about it.  Do not simply summarize the literary work you are analyzing.
Write An Effective Introduction To Your Essay

Your introduction should include the work’s full title, the author’s full name, any necessary background information, and a clear thesis statement.  You also should include a brief summary of the work to focus the discussion on the central issues addressed in your essay.
Develop Your Discussion Of The Literary Work
Your discussion should be guided by the argument presented in your thesis statement.  Rather than follow the structure of the text you are writing about, organize your discussion according to significant ideas about the work.  Develop the essay through a logical series of paragraphs, each supporting an idea implied in the thesis statement and unified by a fully developed topic sentence.  
Write An Effective Conclusion To Your Review or Essay
An effective conclusion briefly summarizes your thesis statement [and is not a rehashing of the work under study] and the major ideas in your essay.  It should end with a brief general view of the work.
Follow These Other Standard Practices For Writing About Literature……
Mention Of Authors’ Names
The author’s full name should only appear once in the introduction.  Throughout the rest of the essay or notes, you should use the author’s last name only.  Do not use Mr., Mrs., Dr., or the author’s first name--except when the author is from antiquity [e.g., Euripides], a historical figure [e.g., Napoleon], or goes only by one name [such as do Cher, Eminem, and Madonna].
Write In The Present Tense [often called the “historical present” tense] 

Write about the work as if it is happening right now. [e.g., She finds the door locked. He dies, etc.] 
Avoid Using Excessive Summary
Do not over-summarize in your essay.  Use a summary only to introduce your essay topic and to clarify and/or illustrate point[s].  Keep any summary brief and use it only when it serves a clear purpose.
Create An Accurate Title
The title of your literary essay should be brief and accurately express the focus of your discussion.  Do not underline, italicize, or “put quotation marks around your own essay’s title.”  If you use the name of the literary work in your title, only the title should be underlined or put in quotation marks.
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NOTE: This inviting handbook is a user-friendly resource tool for those studying/writing about literature or for those enrolled in a course in academic writing.  
A Glossary of Literary Terms and Concepts

Character--A person in a literary work.  Characters in literary works are often said to be either flat or round:  
                  a flat character usually has a single outstanding trait and remains the same throughout the work; 
                  a round character may have several traits and develops or changes over the course of the work.
Characterization--The means by which an author presents or develops a character in a literary work.
CLIMAX--The part of a story or play in which a crisis is reached and a resolution is usually achieved.
Conflict--Tension or struggle between opposing forces or characters in a work.  A story’s plot often develops from a     
                conflict that leads to a climax and resolution.
Diction--An author’s choice of words.
Figurative Language--Language that uses figures in speech.
Figure of Speech--A nonliteral use of language to compare dissimilar things.
Foreshadowing--Arranging information or events in a story/play in such a way that they suggest or hint at later events.
Image--A sensory impression--such as seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, or tasting--evoked by a writer’s words.
IMAGERY--The use of recurrent and related images to produce a certain effect in a work.
Irony--A discrepancy or contradiction between what is said and what is meant or between what is expected to happen 
           and what does happen.
Metaphor--A figure of speech that states or implies a comparison between two dissimilar things, as in He bulldozed his
                 way through the crowd.   The metaphor employed here compares a person’s actions to the way a bulldozer
                  pushes obstacles out of its path.
Narrator--The person telling the story in a literary work.  The narrator should be considered a character in the work;
                 he or she is not necessarily the same as the author.  
Paradox--A statement that, at first, appears contradictory or absurd but actually contains an understandable truth.
Personification--A metaphorical figure of speech in which an inanimate object is spoken of as if it were living or
                           human--for example, An envious moon peeked through the trees.
PLOT--The pattern of events in a literary work.  In most cases, plot is driven by the conflict within a character or 
           between one or more characters.
Point of View--The perspective from which a work is narrated: In a 1st person point of view, a character identified
                        in the work tells the story. In a 3rd-person point of view, the author is implied as being the narrator.
Protagonist--The main character in a literary work.
Rhyme--Repetition of identical or similar sounds, as in ache and break.
Rhythm--A pattern of recurrent qualities; usually stressed syllables, words, or sounds.
SETTING--The time and place in which the events of a literary work take place.
Simile--A figure of speech using like or as to create a comparison between two unlike things, as in He pushed through
            the crowd like a bulldozer. [contrast with example used above for metaphor].
Speaker--The named or imagined character or voice is speaking the words of a poem.  The speaker of a poem is not
                the author but a persona created by the author to express the work.
Stanza--A group of two or more lines in a poem [or ode].
STRUCTURE--the overall design or organization of a work.
Style--the manner in which an author uses language and other literary devices to tell a story.
SYMBOL--A person. place, object, or set of events representing something beyond itself.
THEME--The main or controlling idea in a literary work.  A successful theme comments on the larger aspects of the
              human experience, not just the condition of an individual character in a literary work.
Tone--The writer’s attitude toward the characters, subject, and audience, as revealed through the language of his or
           her work.
ADDITIONAL TERMS/Notes:
