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Tips on Writing about Literature

1) Don’t waste time rambling through a “down through time” introduction.  If it helps, start with the word “in.”  

Bad idea: Down through time, man has experienced horrors of all kinds.  Having to run from dinosaurs must have been very horrible.  Living in a dark cave without running water or electricity would certainly not be without its horrors. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

At some point around page 63, this writer will finally get to a discussion of Marlowe and Kurtz.

Good idea: In Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, Kurtz utters last words that truly are famous: “’The horror! The horror!’” (2010).  His specific meaning is never revealed, but it is certainly a fitting description of the whole narrative; it is a horror story.

This writer, with two sentences, is already beginning to form a thesis that centers on the theme of horror.

2) Don’t waste time trying to construct the perfect introduction before writing anything else.  If you begin at the beginning, and it’s flowing, great!  Keep paddling, and watch out for rocks.  Enjoy the ride.  If you can’t seem to get off shore, though, don’t let the blank page become your own personal “gyre.”  Begin en medias res (in the middle of things).  That’s how the epic poets do it, and it works just fine for them.  Edgar Allan Poe used to write his introductions last; he essentially worked backward.  In any case, a good rule of thumb is to begin where you can.  You will discover ideas through the process of writing itself, not before you begin.  

3) Use MLA Citation rules for this essay.  If you’re unfamiliar with those rules, make sure to pick up a handout about them at your conference.  Remember that you need to cite poetry by line numbers, not page numbers.  Indicate line breaks with a slash (/).  That is, unless you are quoting more than four lines.  If that is the case, simply block it, and type it on your page exactly as it appears in the original.  A Works Cited entry for this paper should look like this:

Conrad, Joseph.  Heart of Darkness.  The Norton Anthology of English Literature, 

     Volume 2.  M.H. Abrams, ed.  New York: Norton, 2000.  1958-2017.

4) Assume that your reader has already read the material.  Don’t waste time with plot summary.  When quoting a passage, make sure to put it in context and explain its significance to your central idea.  Don’t assume that your evidence is self-evident.
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Springes and Toils and Petars, Oh My!: The Motif of Traps in Hamlet
     When Ophelia is first introduced in Hamlet, she essentially has the same argument with both her brother Laertes and her father Polonius, who use various tactics to warn her away from Hamlet.  While Laertes uses his authority as big brother to chide and persuade, Polonius outright forbids the association.  Although, Ophelia does attempt to defend the relationship.  She explains, “My Lord, he hath importuned me with love / In honorable fashion” (1.3.110-111).  Polonius, however, is not convinced as he dismisses her plea: “Ay, springes to catch woodcocks” (1.3.115).  Obviously, Polonius uses this metaphor of a bird trap in order to make his point that Hamlet’s “imports” are deceptive lures intended to catch Ophelia and “dishonor” her, and ultimately him as well.  The significance of that line, though, goes well beyond the specific context here.  In fact, Laertes uses the same image in the conclusion of the play when he confesses to Osric that his plan to trap Hamlet by poisoning him has backfired: “Why, as a woodcock to mine own springe, Osric. / I am justly killed with mine own treachery” (5.2.285-286).  Thus, the metaphor encompasses the entire play.  Furthermore, Hamlet is filled with images of traps and trapping, and they serve to communicate an important theme of the play, that acts of entrapment can infect an entire society and, like a boomerang, will return to catch the trapper.
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Are We Lost?  Check the Map: Charting Literature from Romanticism to Modernism

     At the end of “I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud,” William Wordsworth achieves the “bliss of solitude” (22) by accessing the memory of a previous experience.  He argues that he can always rejuvenate by using “that inward eye” (21) of reflection.  By contrast, Coleridge laments the inability of his own “inward eye” to recapture his dream in “Kubla Khan” except in bits and pieces.  As he recounts his vision of the “damsel with a dulcimer,” he admits his failure to find his way back.  “Could I revive within me / Her Symphony and song” (42-43), he states, and the verb “could” reveals both his desire to hear her music again as well as his admission that he cannot do so.  In essence, Wordsworth’s poem functions as a kind of map to “bliss,” whereas Coleridge’s “fragment” is a small piece of a map that has been lost; there is no way back.  Joseph Conrad might call the latter a “blank space.”  In the beginning of Heart of Darkness, Marlow recounts a childhood fascination with maps:

Now when I was a little chap I had a passion for maps.  I would look for hours at South America, or Africa, or Australia, and lose myself in all the glories of exploration.  At that time there were many blank spaces on the earth, and when I saw one that looked particularly inviting (but they all look like that) I would put my finger on it and say, When I grow up I will go there. (1961)

One could argue that all works of literature, in one way or another, attempt to chart unexplored territory, to “go there,” as Marlow says.  This essay, too, is itself a map of sorts, as it examines the significance of maps and mapping in several works from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, from William Blake to T.S. Eliot.

“The Thing Which Was Not: Political Deceit in Gulliver’s Travels, Paradise Lost, and King Lear

In Gulliver’s first voyage to Lilliput, he is given a tour of the royal court and is treated to a series of performances that showcase the contests that the king has devised to determine the favorites among his host of counselors and ministers.  These trials demonstrate the elastic and malleable nature of political favor, and disfavor in Lilliput.  Gulliver describes one such contest in detail: 

The emperor holds a stick in his hands, both ends parallel to the horizon, while the candidates advancing, one by one, sometimes leap over the stick, sometimes creep under it, backward and forward, several times, according as the stick is advanced or depressed. Sometimes the emperor holds one end of the stick, and his first minister the other; sometimes the minister has it entirely to himself. Whoever performs his part with most agility, and holds out the longest in leaping and creeping, is rewarded with the blue-coloured silk (2506).

Swift shows us, through the ironic distance created between his gullible narrator and his own satiric purpose, that these acts of “leaping and creeping” are not admirable athletic feats, but are rather symbolic of the slithery nature of political intrigue, hardly a solid basis for leadership and decision making.  In Paradise Lost, Milton likewise shows us several examples of “leaping and creeping” in the political turmoil of Pandemonium, or the newly-created Hell.  During the first assembly of demons, Belial is introduced as a slithery politician who probably would make an excellent minister in Lilliput.  Milton writes that he “seemed / For dignity composed and high exploit: / But all was false and hollow; though his tongue / Dropped manna, and could make the worse appear / The better reason” (2, 110-114).  In short, Belial is a verbal leaper and creeper, and as Milton develops his epic, we see that Belial is not the exception but the rule among his kind, with Satan the preeminent creeper of all time.  By contrast, Shakespeare shows us in King Lear an example political honesty in Cordelia’s refusal to publicly “leap and creep” in order to earn her father’s love.  She pays the ultimate price for her refusal, but by doing so she helps us to see that political behavior and decision making that is not based on straight and narrow principles opens the door to corruptions of all kinds.  This essay will examine and analyze the various ways in which Swift, Milton, and Shakespeare illustrate the ways in which individuals, families, and nations can crumble when political creeps are allowed to leap around fundamental moral truth.
