
Assignment 1: Literary Analysis Paper (4-6 pages)
Due Tuesday, Oct. 1

Your goal in this paper is to tell your reader something about a poem that is not obvious to 
any and all readers. You want the specific words and ideas in the passage you chose to lead 
you to a new understanding of the work as a whole. In other words, you are going to rely on 
the insights you gained in your notes to formulate an argument about an overarching theme 
or idea in the work you chose. Your paper should be 4-6 pages long (1000-1500 words). 
Quality is more important than length, so make sure to use your words wisely.  The focus of 
your paper is up to you, but it should emerge from the text!

Steps to writing:

a) Choose a few important lines from one of the poems we have read in this class. You 
MUST choose a poem that is on the syllabus for this class. Pick a few lines (no 
more than 4 or 5) that seem to you remarkable for their complexity, ambiguity, and 
linguistic interest. Do not choose a passage we have talked about extensively in 
class.

b) Paraphrase the passage. Put it in your own words, including as much of the 
substance of the original as you can.

c) Mark down interesting words and turns of phrase in the passage. Which words 
jump off the page at you? You may want to look specific words up in the dictionary 
to see whether they have two or more meanings that might be at work here.

d) Reflect on the complex meanings of the words in your passage. Write about how 
and why they seem interesting. Look at the order of the words; listen to the way 
they sound. What do you notice? 

e) Go over the observations you’ve made, and then look for repetitions and echoes of 
these words and meanings in the rest of the text. Are there other parts of the work 
that remind you of this passage—that deal with similar themes, word patterns, 
sounds, or other strategies?

f) This is the hardest part: try to make connections between this passage and the rest of 
the work. How does this passage fit into the whole? Do these particular words or 
turns of phrase emphasize specific themes or concepts? Can you make a link 
between the way this passage is written—its syntax, word order, sound patterns or 
rhythms—and the purpose of the whole work? Brainstorm. This is where you want 
to push your thoughts to the limits.

What is an argument? 
An argument is an attempt to persuade an audience. You never need to persuade your readers 
of what they already know—which means that an argument will be weak if it is obvious. 
Similarly, you don’t want to try to persuade an audience of something that’s clearly untrue or 



easy to contradict. Your aim is to find a thesis that is both subtle and convincing—an 
interpretation that helps to enlighten you and your readers about the work of literature.

A good argument will almost certainly have the following characteristics:
1) It will begin with an intriguing and cogent thesis. The most interesting thesis statements 

often make a surprising or thought-provoking connection (between two ideas or images, for 
example).

2) The argument will be clear and coherent, following a single line of reasoning.
3) There will be evidence from the text to support every single claim.
4) Every paragraph will help to strengthen or refine the thesis in a clear and interesting way.

Introductions and conclusions
Most of you will have learned that it’s a good idea to begin your papers with a broad, 
sweeping statement about the world and then narrow to your thesis in the last sentence of 
your introductory paragraph. But you’ll notice, if you look at books and magazines, that 
published essays almost never begin this way. The formula you learn in school is not the way that 
published authors actually write. I’d like you to learn to write for real audiences, and so I 
suggest that you reject vague, obvious generalizations and start your paper by telling us 
something new, surprising, or interesting. You may simply begin with the statement of your 
thesis if you like. Don’t worry if it seems abrupt. I’d rather see abruptness than vagueness.

As for the conclusion, you have probably been taught that you should restate your argument 
at the end. Published writers only do this when the argument has been so complex that they 
feel the need to summarize. But in a paper of 4-6 pages, your audience is unlikely to forget the 
argument! Thus a good conclusion might refine or add to your thesis statement, or it might 
explore the implications of the argument you have just made.

Challenges:
1. Move beyond cliché
2. Use specific, concrete details from the text
3. Consider literary form—explain how the text conveys its meaning
4. Be thoughtful about your language
5. Demonstrate critical thinking

The dirty details:
Your essay should be:

• 4-6 pages long
• written in 12 point font
• double-spaced
• email your final draft to me as a pdf at mary.mullen@ttu.edu

It should have:
• 1 inch margins
• your name on it, and a title (no need for a title page!)
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