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Over twenty years ago, I wrote the first edition of this book in re-
sponse to questions students asked when I assigned essays in my liter-
ature courses: “What should I look for?” “What’s an essay?” “How
long should it be?” “Do we have to use outside sources?” “How
should I document sources?” Many students had little or no experi-
ence writing arguments, not only about literature but about anything.
They struggled to get started. This book was my answer to their ques-
tions. The initial edition gave a brief introduction to the study of liter-
ature, defined key critical terms, explained details of usage (the “style
sheet” part of the book), and included sample essays that would illus-
trate good student writing.

Writing Essays about Literature: A Guide and Style Sheet has
evolved over the years, and this, the seventh edition, still strives to an-
swer key questions students raise about studying literature and writ-
ing about it. First, in Part One (Chapters 1 through 6), this book
provides extensive guidance about reading literature. Chapter 1
(Strategies for Interpreting Literature) poses the question that under-
girds the entire book: How can we interpret literature? Chapters 2
through 5 are discussions of the nature of literature and the three
major literary genres—fiction, drama, and poetry. These chapters de-
fine the elements of literature and provide heuristics—questions,
“Thinking on Paper” exercises, and “Now It’s Your Turn” assign-
ments—that lead readers toward their own interpretations. Chapter 6,
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with its brief discussions of critical approaches, invites readers to
study all aspects of literature.

Second, the book offers guidance for writing about literature.
Chapter 7 (Writing about Literature) serves as an introduction to
Part Two and poses the question, How can we write about literature?
The primary focus of Part Two is the interpretive essay, but Chapter 7
and subsequent chapters also give attention to more “personal” kinds
of writing, such as free writing, notes, and journals. Chapters 8
through 10 are arranged according to the four stages of the writing
process: inventing, drafting, revising, and editing. Chapter 8
(Choosing Topics) suggests strategies for generating topics. Chapter 9
(Drafting the Essay) emphasizes the argumentative nature of essays
about literature. It covers strategies for reasoning, organizing, and de-
veloping an essay from early drafts to a final draft. Chapter 10
(Revising and Editing) provides advice about revising, rules for quo-
tations and other matters of usage, and guidelines for the essay’s ap-
pearance and format.

Third, the book serves as a style guide. Both Chapter 10, with its
treatment of usage, and Chapter 11 (Research and Documentation)
carry out this purpose. Chapter 11 explains what research papers are,
how to find information and opinions, how to incorporate them into
essays, and how to document sources using the MLA style. The book
concludes with a chapter on taking essay tests and a chapter contain-
ing four student essays—one on a poem, one on a short story, one on a
play, and one on a novel.

This edition, extensively revised, features many new elements.

SUBHEADS

Additional subheads indicate where specific terms and concepts are
treated. They make these discussions more visible and easy to find.

CHECKLISTS

Checklists at the end of relevant chapters (especially the chapters on
fiction, drama, poetry) serve as overviews of the chapters and lists of
key things to do.
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GLOSSARY

A glossary of critical terms, located at the back of the book, gives brief
definitions of critical terms discussed in the text.

NOW IT'S YOUR TURN

A new heuristic, “Now It’s Your Turn,” also joins the “Questions
about . . .” and “Thinking on Paper about . . .” directives that ap-
pear after discussions of generic elements. “Now It’s Your Turn” in-
vites readers to explore complete works, printed in the book, such as
Mary Robison’s short story “Yours,” Susan Glaspell’s play T#ifles, and
numerous poems. The assumption is that readers, having read the dis-
cussion of a generic element, would enjoy the challenge of applying
the concepts on their own, without prompts from the author.

COMPLETE REVISION OF THE CHAPTER ON FICTION

This revision includes concepts that are now staples in narratology.
New discussions include: -

%+ The place of the author in the text

#+ Point of view (new terminology, treatment of narratees)

% Plot (“plot” and “story,” beginnings and endings, embedded
stories, frame stories, summary narration, scenic narration)

% Characterization (methods of representing characters’ thoughts)

“Yours,” a complete short story by Mary Robison, serves as discus-
sion matter for “Now It’s Your Turn” prompts.

COMPLETE REVISION OF THE CHAPTER ON POETRY

New to this edition are poems by Matsuo Basho, Elizabeth Bishop,
Louise Bogan, Emily Bronté, Gwendolyn Brooks, Robert Browning,
Taniguchi Buson, e. e. cuammings, Emily Dickinson, George Herbert,
Langston Hughes, Kobayashi Issa, Jane Kenyon, Amy Lowell, Edna
St. Vincent Millay, and Ezra Pound, plus an anonymous ballad, “The
Daemon Lover.”
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New or expanded treatments include:

<

How to read a poem the first time

The role of the speaker (including the speaker’s connection
to the author)

Syntax (how to cope with fractured syntax)
Lines as a structural feature of poetry
Enjambment

Ballad and common (hymn) meter

The haiku

Visual poetry

Rhythm

Word sounds

Free verse

<>
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UPDATING OF GUIDELINES AND RESOURCES

The sections on usage and documentary style have been revised ac-
cording to the latest edition of the MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers. All resources listed in the book, including Internet
sites, have been checked for accuracy.

I have written this book out of a long-standing love for litera-
ture. My hope is that the book’s information and suggestions will help
readers get as much pleasure from literature as it has given me over
the years. The book can serve several related purposes. Teachers can
use it as a textbook in introductory courses and as a supplement in
advanced ones. Students can use it on their own as an introduction to
the study of literature, as a guide to writing essays about literature,
and as a reference manual.

I welcome comments and suggestions from users of this book.
My e-mail address is <kelley_griffith@uncg.edu>. Regular mail is
English Department, University of North Carolina at Greensboro,
Greensboro, NC 27412.
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INTRODUCTION

Literature is all around us. We find it in school courses, where we
study great masterpieces of the past. We run into it in drugstores,
where best sellers occupy long ranks of shelves. We experience it in the
poetry slams of coffee houses and night spots. The devices of litera-
ture show up in popular media. Hip-hop music incorporates its
rhythms and rhymes. Movies and television shows co-opt its mythic
stories and character types. Internet websites reinvent its plot strate-
gies. Graphic artists enhance its psychological explorations with pow-
erful visual illustrations. Politicians clothe themselves in its images of
competence and authority. Every day, even when we aren’t aware of
it, literature gives our lives zest and imparts its wisdom.

Like all art, literature gives pleasure. It has a certain magic that
transports us from the “real” world to seemingly remote and enjoy-
able places. We can experience this quality without thinking about it.
But literature also poses intellectual challenges that do demand
thought. For most readers, grappling with these challenges enhances
the pleasure of literature. By studying literature, we “see” more of it to
appreciate. We learn that, far from being remote from life, literature
reflects the real world and helps us locate our places in it.

This book addresses two related questions: (1) How can we read
literature? and (2) How can we write about it? The questions are re-
lated because we have to read literature skillfully in order to write

xvii
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about it. In turn, writing about literature stimulates our understand-
ing of it.

There are many ways to read and write about literature. This
book focuses on one way—interpretation. Interpretation is the act of
making sense of something, of establishing its meaning. When we in-
terpret literature, we explore its meaning. To do this well, we employ
strategies of discovery, analysis, and reasoning. Exploring those
strategies—for reading and writing—is the subject of this book.

Part One of the book takes up the first question, how to read.
Chapter 1 discusses the process of interpretation and follows up with
some basic strategies for interpreting literature. The rest of Part One
concentrates on “places” in literature to look for meaning: the proper-
ties of literature itself (Chapter 2) and of fiction (Chapter 3), drama
(Chapter 4), and poetry (Chapter 5). The concluding chapter of Part
One examines specialized strategies of interpretation, each of which
illuminates potential sources of meaning in literature.

Part Two considers the question of how to write. It is organized
according to a process many writers follow: inventing (deciding what
to write about), drafting (writing first drafts), revising (writing more
drafts), and editing (producing a final draft for “publication”).
Throughout Part Two, and most notably in the final chapter, samples
of student writing illustrate interpretative writing.

Although each part of the book follows an orderly path—a step-
by-step process for reading and writing-—you can also use the book as
a handbook. Part One covers such things as the elements of literature
and of genres (fiction, drama, and poetry), as well as theoretical ap-
proaches such as historicism, New Criticism, structuralism, decon-
struction, new historicism, and feminist and gender criticism. Part
Two gives information about, among other things, generating topics,
organizing essays, using logic, doing research, documenting sources,
handling quotations, and taking tests. The location of all of this mate-
rial is easy to find, especially when you use the Glossary and the Index
of Concepts and Terms located at the back of the book. If you do not
remember where a definition or explanation is, just look it up in the
Glossary and in that index.

We begin, then, with reading.
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