The Literary Essay

What is a literary essay?


· It is a personal response to a piece of literature based on a given topic/question usually provided by your teacher. 

In other words: “an organized collection of your ideas about literary texts nicely written and professionally presented.”*
What exactly do i have to DO?


· Depending on the task, you may need to discuss-evaluate-compare or contrast- show how or explain aspects such as style, themes, characters, setting, tone or other significant issues.

( WARNING: Write on topic and address your thesis statement/topic sentences. (Unity) Remember that an off-topic essay may be failed without considering other criteria. (e.g. language)

Why write a literary essay?


· The purpose is to examine a piece of writing and try to determine why it was organized in such a way.

What are the steps?

1. Read the literary work more than once to fully understand it.

2. Take notes as you read to remember your first impressions and ideas.

3. Read different works of criticism. (printed/online sources) Do not assume that all works are equally reliable; look for the best sources. 

4. Write your outline.

5. Write your first draft.

6. PROOFREAD.

7. Write your final copy.

How do i structure my essay?


INTRODUCTION

Write a concise introduction. It should not exceed 10% of the text. The order of the following elements may vary and some parts may be merged for better coherence.

1. Grab the reader’s attention. 

· You may find it interesting to provide a relevant historical context. You can also draw a connection between the reader and your topic. You can use the general-to-specific pattern.

· Avoid using boring phrases such as “Mankind has always been…”
---

· Include the name of the author and the title of the work in a subtle manner. 

      E.g. “In Edgar Allan Poe's short story "The Tell-Tale Heart," the author combines   vivid symbolism with subtle irony.”

· Avoid phrases such as “The text is … and the author is …”

---

2. Thesis statement: present the direction you intend to take.

· The thesis statement is your point of view on an aspect of the text. Make it concise.

· A thesis statement is a … statement! Do not use a question; be assertive.

· Avoid using phrases such as “my thesis statement is…” or “In this paper I intend to…”.

· A weak thesis statement inevitably leads to weak argumentation; develop an effective thesis. (something the reader does not already know-something that can be debated).

---

3. Briefly introduce your points.

· Avoid using phrases such as “First I will talk about…”.

BODY

This part should constitute approximately 80% of your text. 

1. Each paragraph should focus on one idea/argument. Use a strong topic sentence.

· Do not deviate from this idea or introduce new ideas.

2. For your illustrations/examples, refer to specific details, characters, incidents from the novel and explain the context if necessary.

3. Just like a lawyer arguing a case, you are more convincing if you can produce concrete evidence to prove your point. Use apt quotations from the text to convince the reader that what you say is accurate.

· Select quotations that advance and support your ideas.

· Quotations less than four lines long should be placed in your text and enclosed with quotation marks. 

· If a quotation is more than four lines long, set it off from your text by indenting.

· Explain why and how the quotation is relevant to the topic. Remember that teachers evaluate what you show, not what you know.

· Remember that quotations are evidence for your assertions; most of your text should be in your own words.
· The total amount of quotations should not take more than 10% the length of your text.
4. Rephrase your idea/argument (concluding sentence) and link it to your next paragraph if possible. (transition)

CONCLUSION

Write a concise conclusion. It should not exceed 10% of the text. 
· Unlike the introduction, use the specific-to-general pattern. 

· Briefly reword the thesis statement, draw all the strands of your points together and show how they relate to your thesis statement

(
If the idea in your restated thesis statement is different from the one found in your introduction, find where the shift is in your text and arrange your ideas to make them unified. (An essay is unified if all the parts of the essay deal with some aspect of the thesis statement.)

· Do not merely recapitulate your essay; provide a final interpretation of your subject. You “should close the discussion without closing it off”* To do so you can:


-set the topic into a different, perhaps larger, context.



-discuss the implications of your idea.
What type of language should i use?


Follow the conventions of standard written English.

· Complete sentences
· No slang or informal vocabulary (e.g. kid, guys)
· No contractions (e.g. doesn’t, gonna, ain’t, he’s, it’s)
· Correct spelling, punctuation, grammar etc.
Specific to the literary essay…
· Use a neutral tone. Avoid first person (I, we, us) or second person (you).
· Discuss literature in the present tense, not in the past tense — and be consistent. 
· Do not capitalize words like "king" unless they are part of a name (“King Henry” versus The king was a tyrant.”) 
EVALUATION


A literary essay assesses the depth of understanding of the topic and your language skills.

Content: the quality of your arguments (clear, logical, convincing, coherent) and the degree to which they are supported by evidence. (including quotations)

Language:  conventions of standard written  English (e.g. spelling, grammar, etc.)

If you borrow ideas from something you read, they should be referenced; those ideas belong to someone. Your sources should be listed at the end of the essay in a bibliography.

In a nutshell…

	Do not:
	Do:

	1. Retell the story. I have read it!
	1. Use the plot to provide context for your quotations/analysis. Be selective.

	2. Plagiarize others’ work/ideas. Plagiarism is a serious offence and deserves major penalties.
	2. Develop your own ideas based on your research.

	3. Restate some self-evident or well-known facts. Write empty statements or platitudes.
	3. Concentrate on your point of view. Take interpretative risks that can be supported by the text.

	4. Imply and assume that the reader systematically knows what you mean.
	4. Explain your point of view clearly and thoroughly.  Teachers evaluate what you show, not what you know.

	5. Avoid using boring phrases such as “Mankind has always been…”, “This essay is about…”.
	5. Use bold and assertive statements. 

	6. Deviate from your thesis statement-topic sentence. Try to write an essay without using an outline. (Actually, you can, but it is at your own risk!)
	6. Stay focused on your thesis statement/topic sentences. Use your outline. Write a unified text. 

	7. Avoid boring your reader with too many long quotations. 
	7. Write most of your text in your own words; keep quotations as brief as possible. 

	8. Do not present your ideas disconnectedly.
	8. Use transitional words/phrases, and weave your ideas together coherently.


For further information:

http://essayinfo.com/essays/literature_essay.php
http://www.bestessaytips.com/
http://english.unitecnology.ac.nz/resources/units/writing_folio/transactional.html
http://essayinfo.com/
* Essay Writing Center


* Writing Center at Harvard University
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