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Writing About Literature

If one waits for the right time to come before writing,

the right time never comes.

—James Russell Lowell

Assigned to write an essay on Hamlet, a student might well wonder, “What can I say that hasn’t been said a thousand times before?” Often the most difficult aspect of writing about a story, poem, or play is 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: “I—I 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. You have something to say.

Reading Actively

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 literature well, however, you need to read actively, paying special attention to various 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:


¦
Preview the text. To get acquainted with a work of literature before you settle in for a closer reading, skim it for an overview of its content and organization. Take a quick look at all parts of the reading. Even a book’s cover, preface, introduction, footnotes, and biographical notes about the author can provide you with some context for reading the work itself.


¦
Take notes. Annotate the text. Read with a highlighter and pencil at hand, making appropriate annotations to the text. Later, you’ll easily be able to review these highlights, and, when you write your paper, quickly refer to supporting evidence.

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

•
Jot down brief notes in the margin (“key symbol—this foreshadows the ending,” for example, or “dramatic irony”).

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

(If you prefer not to mark up your book, take notes on a separate sheet of paper, being sure to jot down the appropriate page numbers for future reference. This method will allow a lot of room for note taking.)

Robert Frost

Nothing Gold Can Stay

Nature’s first green is gold,

Her hardest hue to hold.

Her early leaf’s a flower;

But only so an hour.

Then leaf subsides to leaf.

So Eden sank to grief,

So dawn goes down to day.

Nothing gold can stay.

¦
Read closely. Once you have begun reading in earnest, don’t skim or skip over words you don’t recognize; sometimes, looking up those very words will unlock a piece’s meaning.


¦
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.

Planning Your Essay

If you have actively reread the work you plan to write about and have made notes or annotations, you are already well on your way to writing your paper. Your mind has already begun to work through some initial impressions and ideas. Now you need to arrange those early notions into an organized and logical essay. Here is some advice on how to manage the writing 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.


¦
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. You 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 part on your  purpose.


¦
Think about your audience. When you write journal entries or rough drafts, you may be composing for your own eyes only. More often, though, you are likely to be writing for an audience, even if it is an audience of one: your professor. Whenever you write for others, you need to be conscious of your readers. Your task is to convince them that your take on a work of literature is a plausible one. To do so, you need to keep your audience’s needs and expectations in mind.


¦
Define your topic narrowly. Worried about having enough to say,  students 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 250-word paper, but an explication of a paragraph or two could work in that space. A profound topic (“The Character of Hamlet”) might overflow a book, but a more focused one (“Hamlet’s View of Acting” or “Hamlet’s Puns”) could result in a manageable paper. A paper entitled  “Female Characters in Hamlet” couldn’t help being too general and vague, but one on “Ophelia’s Relationship to Laertes” could make for a good marriage of length and subject.

Prewriting: Discovering 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 following useful prewriting strategies:


¦
Brainstorming. 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 fall? 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


¦
Clustering. This prewriting strategy works especially well for visual thinkers. In clustering, you build a diagram to help you explore the relationships among your ideas. To get started, write your subject at the center 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 following web.


¦
Listing. 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 headings. 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.

Images
Colors
leaf (“early leaf”)
green

flower
gold (“hardest hue to hold”)

dawn

day

Eden

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?)


¦
Freewriting. Most writers have snarky little voices in their heads, telling them that the words they’re committing to paper aren’t interesting or deep or elegant enough. To drown out those little voices, try freewriting. Give yourself a set amount of time (say, ten minutes) and write, nonstop, on your topic. Force your pen to keep moving, even if you have run out of things to say. If all you  can think of to write is “I’m stuck” or “This is dumb,” so be it. Keep your hand 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 will be less perfect than the first ones. I don’t know if I agree. Aren’t fall leaves precious? Then he says, “So Eden sank to grief” which seems to be saying that Adam and Eve’s fall would have happened no matter what they did, because everything that seems perfect falls apart . . . nothing gold can stay. Is he saying Adam and Eve didn’t really have a choice? No matter what, everything gets older, less beautiful, less innocent . . . even people.


¦
Journal writing. Your instructor might ask you to keep a journal in which you jot down your ideas, feelings, and impressions before they are fully formulated. 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 outlining.

•
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.

For a more detailed explanation of how to approach journal writing, read the chapter “Writing as Discovery: Keeping a Journal.”


¦
Outlining. Some topics by their very nature suggest obvious ways to organize 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 elaborate to be useful. While a long research paper on several literary works might call for a detailed outline, a 500-word analysis of a short story’s figures 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 = fall from innocence


blossoms


gold


dawn


grief


2.
Innocence = perfection


Adam and Eve


loss of innocence = inevitable


real original sin = passing of time


paradise sinks to grief


3.
Grief = knowledge


experience of sin & suffering


unavoidable as grow older

Developing a Literary Argument

Once you have finished a rough outline of your ideas, you need to refine it into a clear and logical shape. You need to state your thesis (or basic idea) clearly and then support it with logical and accurate evidence. Here is a practical approach to this crucial stage of the writing process:


¦
Consider your purpose. As you develop your argument, be sure to refer back to the specific assignment; let it guide you. Your instructor might request one of the following kinds of papers:

•
Response, in which you explore your reaction to a work of literature.

•
Evaluation, in which you assess the literary merits of a work.

•
Interpretation, in which you discuss a work’s meaning. If your instructor has assigned an interpretation, he or she may have more specifically asked for an analysis, explication, or comparison/contrast essay, among other possibilities.


¦
Remember your audience. Practically speaking, your professor (and sometimes your classmates) will be your paper’s primary audience. Some assignments, however, specify a particular audience beyond your professor and classmates. Keep your readers in mind. Be sure to adapt your writing to meet their needs and interests. If, for example, the audience has presumably already read a story under discussion, you won’t need to relate the plot in its entirety. Instead, you will be free to bring up only those plot points that serve as evidence for your thesis.


¦
Narrow down your topic to fit the assignment. Though you may be tempted to choose a broad topic so that you will have no shortage of things to say, remember that a good paper needs focus. Your choice should be narrow enough for you to do it justice in the space and time allotted.


¦
Decide on a thesis. Just as you need to know your destination before you set out on a trip, you need to decide what point you’re traveling toward before you begin your first draft. Start by writing a provisional thesis sentence: a summing up of the main idea or argument your paper will explore. While your thesis doesn’t need to be outrageous or deliberately provocative, it does need to take a stand. A clear, decisive statement gives you 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.

This first stab at a thesis sentence gave its author a sense of purpose and direction 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 focused 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 at hand 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 convincing 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) might prefer rain. In making any argument, including one about literature, you may find that you sometimes need to spell out your warrants to demonstrate that they are sound. This is especially true when the evidence you provide can lead to conclusions other than the one you are hoping to prove.

•
Credibility. When weighing the merits of a claim, you will probably take into account the credibility of the person making the case. Often 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 most 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, you 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 knowledge into doubt. It also helps to have a command of the conventions of writing. Rightly or wrongly, errors in punctuation and spelling can undermine a writer’s credibility.


¦
Organize your argument. Unless you are writing an explication that works its way line by line through a work of literature, you will need to make crucial decisions about how to shape your essay. Its order should be driven by the logic of your argument, not by the structure of the story, play, or poem you’re discussing. In other words, you need not work your way 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 outline 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 development of the paper’s main idea.

Checklist

Developing an 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?

Writing a Rough Draft

Seated at last, you prepare to write, only to find yourself besieged with petty distractions. All of a sudden you remember a friend you had promised to call, some double-A batteries you were supposed to pick up, a neglected Coke (in another room) growing warmer and flatter by the minute. If your paper is to be written, you have only one course of action: collar these thoughts and for the 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 you feel most comfortable with first. There’s no need to start at the paper’s beginning and work your way methodically 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 enormous margins. When later thoughts come to you, you will easily be able to go back and squeeze them in.


¦
Focus on the argument. As you jot down your first draft, you might not want to look at the notes you have compiled. When you come to a place where a note will fit, just insert a reminder to yourself such as “See card 19” or “See Aristotle on comedy.” Also, 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 is 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 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 God and 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. We can’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.

Revising

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, you can—and should—turn on your analytical mind. Painstaking revision is more 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:


¦
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 working 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 Can Stay,” Frost makes a bold claim: sin, suffering, and loss are inevitable because the passage of time causes everyone to fall from grace.

Instead of simply asserting that the poem looks with sorrow on the passage  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 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 naturally 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 unconnected 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 continuing in the same direction you have been traveling. Seemingly inconsequential words and phrases such as “also” and “similarly” or “as mentioned above” can smooth the reader’s path from one thought to the next, as in the example below.

draft
Though Frost is writing about nature, his real subject is humanity. In literature, spring often represents youth. Summer symbolizes young adulthood, autumn stands for middle age, and winter represents old age. The adult stages of life are, for Frost, less precious than childhood, which passes very quickly. The innocence of childhood is, like those spring leaves, precious as gold.

adding transitional words and phrases
Though Frost is writing about nature, his real subject is humanity. As mentioned above, in literature, spring often represents youth. Similarly, summer symbolizes young adulthood, autumn stands for middle age, and winter represents old age. The adult stages of life are, for Frost, less precious than childhood, which passes very quickly. Also, the innocence of childhood is, like those spring leaves, precious as gold.


¦
Make sure each paragraph contains a topic sentence. Each paragraph in your essay should develop a single idea; this idea should be conveyed in a topic sentence. As astute readers often expect to get a sense of a paragraph’s purpose from its first few sentences, a topic sentence is often well placed at or near a  paragraph’s start.


¦
Make a good first impression. Your introductory paragraph may have seemed just fine as you began the writing process. Be sure to reconsider it in light of the entire paper. Does the introduction draw readers in and prepare them for what follows? If not, be sure to rework it, as the author of the rough draft above did. Look at his first paragraph again:

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

While serviceable, this paragraph could be more compelling. Its author improved it by adding specifics to bring his ideas to more vivid life. For example, the rather pedestrian sentence “People start off perfectly innocent, but as time passes, they can’t help but lose that innocence,” became this livelier one: “As babies we are all perfectly innocent, but as time passes, we can’t help but lose that innocence.” By adding a specific image—the baby—the author gives the reader a visual picture to illustrate the abstract idea of innocence. He also sharpened his thesis sentence, making it less general and more thought-provoking. By varying 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 Gold Can Stay” focus on nature: the changing of the seasons and the fading of dawn into day. The poem’s opening line asserts that the first blossoms of spring are more precious than the leaves that 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 all perfectly innocent, but as time passes, we can’t help but lose that happy innocence. In “Nothing Gold Can Stay,” Frost makes a bold claim: sin, suffering, and loss are inevitable because the passage of time causes everyone to fall from grace.


¦
Remember that last impressions count too. Your paper’s conclusion should give the reader some closure, tying up the paper’s loose ends without simply (and boringly) restating all that has come before. The author of the rough draft above initially ended his paper with a paragraph that repeated the paper’s main ideas without pushing those ideas any further:

draft of conclusion
The poem “Nothing Gold Can Stay” makes the point that people can’t stay innocent forever. Grief 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.

While revising his paper, the author realized that the ideas in his next-tolast paragraph would serve to sum up the paper. The new final paragraph doesn’t simply restate the thesis; it pushes the idea further, in its last two sentences, by exploring the poem’s implications.

revised conclusion
Some people might view Frost’s poem as sacrilegious, because it seems to say that Adam and Eve had no choice; everything in life is doomed to fall. Growing less innocent and more knowing 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 nontitle 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’” is a duller, less informative title than “Lost Innocence in Robert Frost’s ‘Nothing Gold Can Stay,’” which may spark the reader’s interest and prepare him or her for what is to come.

Checklist

Revision Steps


¸
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 on Rewriting


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


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


¦
Be prepared to question your whole approach to a work of literature. On occasion, you may even need to entertain the notion of throwing everything you have written into the wastebasket and starting over again. Occasionally  having to start from scratch is the lot of any writer.


¦
Rework troublesome passages. Look for skimpy paragraphs of one or two 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 tone of 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 essay can 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.

Here is the revised version of the student paper we have been examining.
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Lost Innocence in Robert Frost’s “Nothing Gold Can Stay”

Most of the lines in Robert Frost’s brief poem “Nothing Gold Can Stay” focus on nature: the changing of the seasons and the fading of dawn into day. The poem’s opening line asserts that the first blossoms of spring are more precious than the leaves that 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 all perfectly innocent, but as time passes, we can’t help but lose that happy innocence. In “Nothing Gold Can Stay,” Frost makes a bold claim: sin, suffering, and loss are inevitable because the passage of time causes everyone to fall from grace.

The poem begins with a deceptively simple sentence: “Nature’s first green is gold.” The subject seems to be the first, delicate leaves of spring which are less green and more golden than summer leaves. However, the poem goes on to say, “Her early leaf’s a flower” (3), indicating that Frost is describing the first blossoms of spring. In fact, he’s describing both the new leaves and blossoms. Both are as rare and precious as the mineral gold. They are precious because they don’t last long; the early gold of spring blossoms is nature’s “hardest hue to hold” (2). Early spring is an example of nature in its perfect state, and perfection is impossible to hold on to. To the poem’s speaker, in fact, 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.

While Frost takes four lines to describe the decline of the spring blossoms, he picks up the pace when he describes what happens next. The line, “Then leaf subsides to leaf” (5) brings us from early spring through summer and fall, compressing three seasons into a single line. Just as time seems to pass slowly when we are children, and then much more quickly when we grow up, the poem moves quickly once the first golden moment is past. The word “subsides” feels important. The golden blossoms and delicate leaves of spring subside, or sink to a lower level, meaning they become less special and beautiful.

Though Frost is writing about nature, his real subject is humanity. As mentioned above, in literature, spring often represents youth. Similarly, summer symbolizes young adulthood, autumn stands for middle age, and winter represents old age. The adult stages of life are, for Frost, less precious than childhood, which passes very quickly, as we later realize. Also, the innocence of childhood is, like those spring leaves, precious as gold.

Frost shifts his view from the cycle of the seasons to the cycle of a single day to make a similar point. Just as spring turns to summer, “So dawn goes down to day” (7). Like spring, dawn is unbelievably colorful and beautiful but doesn’t last very long. Like “subsides,” the phrase “goes down” implies that full daylight is actually a falling off from dawn. As beautiful as daylight is, it’s ordinary, while dawn is special because it is more fleeting.

Among these natural images, one line stands out: “So Eden sank to grief” (6). This line is the only one in the poem that deals directly with human beings. Eden may have been a garden (a part of nature) but it represents a state of mind--perfect innocence. In the traditional religious view, Adam and Eve chose to disobey God by eating an apple from the tree of knowledge. They were presented with a choice: to be obedient and remain in paradise forever, or to disobey God’s order. People often speak of that first choice as “original sin.” In this religious view, “Eden sank to grief” because the first humans chose to sin.

Frost, however, takes a different view. He compares the Fall of 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’s view 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 would gain knowledge and lose their innocence, becoming wiser but less perfect. They lost Eden and encountered “grief,” the knowledge of suffering and loss associated with the human condition. This is certainly true for the rest of us human beings. As much as we might like to, we can’t stay young or innocent forever.

Some people might view Frost’s poem as sacrilegious, because it seems to say that Adam and Eve had no choice; everything in life is doomed to fall. Growing less innocent and more knowing 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.
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Using Critical Sources and Maintaining Academic Integrity

Certain literary works, because they offer intriguing difficulties, have attracted professional critics by the score. On library shelves, great phalanxes of critical books now stand at the side of James Joyce’s Ulysses and T. S. Eliot’s allusive poem The Waste Land. The student who undertakes to study such works seriously is well advised to profit from the critics’ labors. Chances are, too, that even in discussing a relatively uncomplicated work, you will want to seek the aid of some critics.

If you do so, you may find yourself wanting to borrow quotations for your own papers. This is a fine thing to do—provided you give credit for those words to their rightful author. To do otherwise is plagiarism—a serious offense—and most English instructors are likely to recognize it when they see it. In any but the most superlative student paper, a brilliant (or even not so brilliant) phrase from a renowned critic is likely to stand out like a golf ball in a garter snake’s midriff.

To avoid plagiarism, you must reproduce the text you are using with quotation marks around it, and give credit where it is due. Even if you summarize a critic’s idea in your own words, rather than quoting his or her exact words, you have to give credit to your source. A later chapter, “Writing a Research Paper,” will discuss in greater depth the topic of properly citing your sources. For now, students should simply remember that claiming another’s work as one’s own is the worst offense of the learning community. It negates the very purpose of education, which is to learn to think for oneself.

The Form of Your Finished Paper

If your instructor has not specified the form of your finished paper, follow the guidelines in the current edition of the MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, which you will find more fully described in the chapter “Writing a Research Paper.” In brief:


¦
Choose standard letter-size (8 1/2 × 11) white paper.


¦
Use standard, easy-to-read type fonts, such as Times New Roman or Courier.


¦
Give your name, your instructor’s name, the course number, and the date at the top left-hand corner of your first page.


¦
On subsequent pages, give your last name and the page number in the upper right-hand corner, one-half inch from the top.


¦
Remember to give your paper a title that reflects your thesis.


¦
Leave an inch or two of margin on all four sides of each page and a few inches of blank paper or an additional sheet after your conclusion, so that your instructor can offer comments.


¦
If you include a works cited section, it begins on a separate page.


¦
Double-space your text, including quotations and notes. Don’t forget to double-space the works cited page also.


¦
Put the titles of longer works—books, full-length plays, periodicals, and book-length poems such as The Odyssey—in italics or underline them. The titles of shorter works—poems, articles, or short stories—should appear in quotation marks.

Spell-Check and Grammar-Check Programs

Most computer software includes a program to automatically check spelling. While such programs make proofreading easier, there are certain kinds of errors they won’t catch. Words that are perfectly acceptable in other contexts but not the ones you intended (“is” where you meant “in,” or “he” where you meant “the”) will slip by undetected, making it clear to your instructor that your computer—and not you—did the proofreading. This is why it’s still crucial that you proofread and correct your papers the old-fashioned way—read them yourself.

Another common problem is that the names of most authors, places, and special literary terms won’t be in many standard spell-check memories. Unfamiliar words will be identified during the spell-check process, but you still must check all proper nouns carefully, so that Robert Forst, Gwendolyn Broks, or Emily Dickenson doesn’t make an unauthorized appearance midway in your otherwise exemplary paper. As the well-known authors Dina Gioia, Dan Goia, Dana Glola, Dona Diora, and Dana Gioia advise, always check the spelling of all names.

As an example of the kinds of mistakes your spell-checker won’t catch, here are some cautionary verses that have circulated on the Internet. (Based on a charming piece of light verse by Jerrold H. Zar, “Candidate for a Pullet Surprise,” this version reflects additions and revisions by numerous anonymous Internet collaborators.)

A Little Poem Regarding Computer Spell Checkers
2000?

Eye halve a spelling checker

It came with my pea sea

It plainly marques four my revue

Miss steaks eye kin knot sea.

5

Eye strike a key and type a word

And weight four it two say

Weather eye am wrong oar write

It shows me strait a weigh.

As soon as a mist ache is made

10

It nose bee fore two long

And eye can put the error rite

Its rare lea ever wrong.

Eye have run this poem threw it

I am shore your pleased two no

15

Its letter perfect awl the weigh

My checker tolled me sew.

Another mixed blessing offered by most personal computers is the grammar checker. These programs highlight sentences containing obvious grammatical  mistakes. Unfortunately, if you don’t know what is wrong with your sentence in the first place, the grammar program won’t always tell you. You can try reworking the sentence until the highlighting disappears (indicating that it’s now grammatically correct). Better still, you can take steps to ensure that you have a good grasp of  grammar already. Most colleges offer brief refresher courses in grammar, and, of course, writers’ handbooks with grammar rules are readily available. Still, the best way to improve your grammar, your spelling, and your general command of language is to read widely and well. To that end, we urge you to read the works of literature collected in this book beyond those texts assigned to you by your teacher. A wellfurnished mind is a great place to live, an address you’ll want to have forever.

What’s left to do but hand in your paper? By now, you may be glad to see it go. But a good paper is not only worth submitting; it is also worth keeping. If you return to it after a while, you may find to your surprise that it will preserve and even renew what you have learned. 
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