
7 Analyses and Reviews 

In the last chapter we discussed procedures for writing research papers in 
the humanities . Research requires wide reading on a well-defined topic . 
As a researcher, you are on a quest to learn as much as you can about 
your topic and then to draw inferences from the wide variety of material 
that you read. But often in your humanities courses you will be asked to 
do a close reading of a text, rather than a wide reading of secondary 
sources. Instead of asking you to do a research paper or a term paper on 
Hard Times, your instructor may ask you to do a "close reading," or an 
"analys is," or a "critical paper" on Hard Times. In that case, the most 
important part of your job will be to read and to reread Hard Times-to 
sit and think, rather than to run and search. 

On the other hand, you are asked to think, not to emote or to free 
associate. You may want to make a private record of your emotional 
responses to Hard Times or to whatever artistic work you have been 
assigned to analyze, but your finished paper should focus on your ideas 
about the work of art, not on your personal feelings. 

In both an analysis and a review, you are expected to do critical 
thinking; you must discern various qualities of the work of art under 
consideration. Despite the popular connotations of the word "critical, " a 
critical paper is not necessarily supposed to be fault finding . When you 
write a critical analysis, you are not expected to focus on whether you like 
the work or not but instead on what you perceive about the parts of the 
work and their relationships with each other. 

If you are asked to write a critical analysis, your professor probably 
wants you to avoid or deemphasize specifically evaluative commentary. 
In the case of an analysis, you should probably assume that the work in 
question is considered by experts to be worth the time you are asked to 
spend thinking about it. In a review or critique, on the other hand, you 
are expected to evaluate the work in terms of its successful or less successful 
features . 

The function of all the papers described in this chapter is to allow you 
to explore an artistic experience in some depth. This direct intellectual 
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confrontation with the works of the creative imagination is at the heart of 
the humanities. To fulfill the purposes of these assignments, you must 
focus your attention as completely as possible on the works of art in 
question. Resources in the library can help you identify words and images 
that you do not know, but unless your instructor tells you to do research , 
you should reflect on the work of art without looking up other people's 
opinions about the experience. In other words, your task is to contemplate 
the work of art directly, without using intermediary sources to tell you 
what to think about the experience. In both analyses and reviews, it is 
perfectly proper and even necessary to use " I. " The sound of a human 
voice is especially appropriate in papers of this type. 

It is wise to assume that you are analyzing the work in question for an 
audience that includes your instructor and your classmates. Most of the 
time, in an analysis you are expected to assume that your audience has 
read the poem or novel, seen the performance, or looked at the painting. 
Your role is to illuminate the work of art through an explanation of your 
own informed vision. In a review, you usually should not assume that the 
readers of your paper have read the book that you are reviewing. But you 
should check with your instructor on this point. 

Analyzing a poem 

Suppose that you have been assigned to analyze the following sonnet by 
William Wordsworth: 

THE WORLD IS TOO MUCH WITH US 

1 The world is too much with us; late and soon, 
2 Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers; 
3 Little we see in Nature that is ours; 
4 We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon! 
5 This Sea that bares her bosom to the moon; 
6 The winds that will be howling at all hours, 
7 And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers; 
8 For thi s, for everything, we are out of tune; 
9 It moves us not.-Great God! I'd rather be 

10 A pagan suckled in a creed outworn; 
11 So might I, standing on this pleasant lea, 
12 Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn ; 
13 Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea; 
14 Or hear old Triton blow his wreathed horn . 

Many students, especially those who do not plan to be English majors, 
are needlessly intimidated by this assignment. Some students think that 
they do not like poetry, and even those who like it believe that they won't 
like analyzing it, especially not in a formal paper. Students object to 
"tearing the poem apart. " But in this case, analysis involves looking at the 
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parts only to get a better vision of the whole. Analysis means examining 
the parts and then putting them together, not tearing things apart. 

Getting started An analysis of a poem begins with a careful reading of it. Read the poem 
several times, at least once or twice aloud. Remember that the poet has 
taken great care in selecting and arranging these particular words in this 
special order to create a total effect of meaning, form, and sound. 

Take a few minutes and jot down everything that you think of when 
you read the poem . You probably won 't be able to use much of this 
material directly in your formal analysis, but the time you take to express 
your feelings about the poem will be important in the long run . A poem 
is written to reach yo u emotionally and intellectually. Even though your 
formal paper will be an intellectual discussion of the poem, your analysis 

will be more alive and meaningful if it has its roots in some feeling about 
the poem . Also , if yo u allow yourself to express feelings about the poem 
at first, you may find yourself more involved in the project than you 
thought you would be. 

Although self-expression is important, your major purpose for this 
assignment is to think about the poem. But how does a person think about 
a poem? First of all, ask yourself what you know about this poem, from 
your textbook, from classroom discussion, from previous reading. The 
poem looks short, so you might as well count the lines, looking for the 
magic number fourteen. Sure enough, the fourteen lines indicate that 
you may be dealing with a special form, a sonnet. Now a trip to the 
library is in order, but not to look up other people's interpretations of the 
poem. Instead, look up "sonnet" in a glossary of literary terms, such as 
M. H. Abrams's A Glossary of Literary Terms. 1 

Here you will find a wealth of ideas for organizing your paper. You 
will learn, for example, that because of the way that Wordsworth 's sonnet 
rhymes, it is an example of a Petrarchan sonnet, which usually discusses 
a problem or situation in the first eight lines and then presents some sort 
of resolution in the last six. Now you have something quite specific to put 
in yo ur notes (figure 7. 1). You just have developed a possible structure 
for your analysis. But you have only the skeleton at this point. Most 
important in a poem are the words, and you have to find out much more 
about the words of this poem . As Donald Hall says in Writing Well, 2 you 
have to get " inside" these words, to find out as much about them and 
their family relationships as the poet knew and felt. 

Begin with the unfamiliar names, Triton and Proteus. A good desk 
dictionary will tell yo u something about these pagan sea gods. If you want 
to see them more clearly-as clearly as Wordsworth did on his pleasant 
lea-then look them up in the Oxford Classical Dictionary or in a dic­
tionary of mythology. 

1 3rd ed. (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1971 ). 
2 3rd ed. (Boston: Little, Brown, 1979). 
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FIGURE 7 . 1 

Preliminary notes in 
an analysis of a 
sonnet. 

FIGURE 7 . 2 

(on facing page) 
An entry from The 
Oxford English 
Dictionary (also called 
the 0.E.D.), vol. XII , 
p. 300. Reproduced by 
permission of Oxford 
University Press . A 
supplement was 
published in 1933. A 
more up-to-date 
supplement is now in 
progress. 

? 

Then look up " lea," "forlorn, " "suckled," and other unfamiliar words 
in a good desk dictionary or, even better, in the Oxford English Dictionary 
(0. E. D. ), which will give you the complete history of the word up to the 
time Wordsworth chose it. (See figure 7.2 for help in reading entries in 
the O.E.D.) The Oxford English Dictionary is a particularly good place 
to look up familiar words like "world" and "nature," especially if you get 
interested in why Wordsworth uses those two words in opposition to each 
other. Doesn't nature include the world, and doesn't the world include 
nature? 

While you are thinking about the poet's use of familiar words, also 
look to see what words go together in categories. Sometimes it helps to 
list all the verbs in a poem to see what kinds of actions the poem describes . 

Another way to categorize the words in a poem is to see which ones 
relate in meaning. "Bosom" in line 5 should thus be associated with 
"suckled" in line 10 and "howling" and "sleeping" in lines 6-7, since all 
these words relate to the image of nursing a baby. Imagery means simply 
word patterns that make us see pictures or hear sounds. Whether you are 
an English major or not, a close look at words will help you to understand 
imagery. 

If you are an English major, you may wish to extend yo ur analysis to 
metrics and to other more technical elements of poetry. In that case, you 
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Va rious definitions of 
each word are listed 

chronologica ll y wi th 

th e ea rliest first. Th~ 
ea rlies t meaning of 
world is a period of 
human existe nce, 
especia ll y in the sense 
of the earthly state of 
human existence as 

opposed to the 
spi ritual . 
(Wordsworth refers 
to this ea rl y se nse of 
the word in his 
identification of th e 
wo rld with 
materialism 

WORLD. 

World ( wii, ld ), so. Forms : a. 1 weorold, 
wuruld, worold, uorulc:l, wiarald, 1-3 weoruld, 
woruld, -eld, -olJ, l WW'Old, 3 we(o ',reld, 
wa,ruld, Orm. we(o)relld. {J. 1- world ; 1-3 
weorld, •-6 worlde ( • worll!, 3 wurld 5 
wborlld(e ) ; 2-3 wer!1!, 3 Orm. werrld, 3-5 
w~rl d1e ; north. and Sc. 3- wa.rld , 5-6 warlde, 
varJd'. ( 5 wulede). -y. 4-6 wordle, 5 wordel, 
word1l; nort,\. and Sr. 5-7 w~rdle 6 wardill 
vardil, wardel, va.rdel; ·3 werdle. b. 3--0 word: 
4-5 worde \6 woaude) ; 3-5 werd, 4-5 werde; 
4 wird; north. "4 , 6 ward. ,. 3 wort, 3- 5 worle, 
5 worlle, orlle, 6 worell j 8 worl', north. and Sc". 
$ ~art~ , 8 wa.rl', 9 warl. (Com. Teat. ( wa:iting 
JD Lioth1 (:) : OE. w~o:r,ld, wor,1/.I, wor/dstr. f., ra rely 
m., corr<'5p. to Ol- r1s. wra!J1 n,ald, wadd (E Fri .:. . 
1.t,•nrld, \\' ~-ris. wr4d ), OS. wrrold tM LG. wtrlt, 
warlt, LG.wtrld, MDu. wrrdt. Du.wrrtl.i), Ol!G. 
wrralt (MHG. were/I, werlt, writ, \j . welt), ON. 
1.·tri'i/d (Sw. verld, IJa. vtrdcn): a format ion pt·.: u. 
li:,.r to Germa~ic, f. wtr- m.:m 1 WERE .r6.1 + a/i/. ?Re 
(cf. OLD a. , r.LD sb.2). the elymol, , .. ical meaninc 
bt"ing, therefort", 1 ::i ge' o r •life of ma~,'.] 

I. Human existence; a period of this. 
1 a. Cbietly This world, the world : the earthly 

state of hum::in ,.xi~tence; th is present life. 
!o (ul'l lo, (JF.. "8) t lu ~t•o.-frfs , 11d: a <. lo:i ..; a !' buma.'l 

th1 11 gs ~hall last, to the end of time (with admi11.1u:-e o r sen~es 
7, 9). :S im ila rly in 1:h r~c~ !>uch as a.s '""" a s/Ju '-> t t,i,J· 
:1 ,,, ,.,',llo1sts, ~n,I ,,. t J1 i1 w,.,,,/d. ,. 

83a I lta:rltr_ in s ... reet o: r.:. Trx/1 44 7 Det he ~-- goc: 
rn 1.'\ :est e ,,,, \olo. 1aralde en<l c .. c 897 A::: J&ED (; 1t5 0 •.,-'s I'Mt. C. 
>.\/Il l. 137 [Hil ne dou~ him nan o:'ier God 6.~.~-= ..,.eor old e. 
9.1' llli,ld. / ~om. 57 Wewit_c•n t,z1 .t:lc w l I (" . . lu en<le ehte)> 
N onetteP Passe weo~1d e l1 f~s. c noo V ien .+ I , rlr, ts 17 
'A nd!>wcre me' . . he wil e <.t~t:;en , 'hwat ha!\1 a:u i,.va lange 
idon '->n ;ii;a re w1.1re l.J '! ' c u ~s I .. H. 50 28 pa wifmqn pa },ea. 
aas weorcld ib.c r. , nso A·u,t . • \,,m . in O. £ . .l/1$.: . 33 Pet ha 
ye( u -:, s 1o1 i ... he wu l. e-s t..> done in ri-e 1o1 od te Pe t po ~aul en or 
us mote bieni~au ut-d ;11.d o n1t•,;, d:1i . , u50 Co1.+ E.r. 3 2 Fade r 

;. · ~~~ ;c :;;:;'~}I~ ~ in~~ ~f ~~I~ a i~r\~n ll: :~ t,~~~e:j t~~n~~n~~ 
.. Pat es l-ot (ant urn oi: :s w:,r!J? c 1300 Ila,,:,!",- ~ns ~'as 
neucre yet~ ioie m.:ire Ju al Pis werd, ~an },u was ~m:. c 1374 
CHAl;OJt /',·,')'/MJ v. 1u 58 Albs of me , ·•1-tt> }:>e worlJis eride 
Si:hal nu~r lien \Hd)'II nl,t:,cr 1-::.ongc N u i,t ood ~·or-I. c 1400 
l ~ /'c,'. l'a,,,11 i. 1·, 3 The y ban here heucnc in th is wo rld 
h~re. 1.-6 Aut i•:1 AV /'or ,,,, 1:r Ale t he W} I v r this word fa!JuJ to foly. , 1450 Hou At-D f/qw/at ,o Wais ine, wreicbc 
in this w:uld, wi !somc o f wa.nc ! 1451 Fn.,1011 Lat. I. 18g 
In th is \\erJ 1hat n0 w is. 1513 Lift H .. 11. V (1,; 11) n 

~·;~rr:l•~:<;pt: d~::;i~';!cdth~w~~~f1/e~unl~;~n [::~·~~ ;~.,~~: 

{~1;~':·:~,i3 :;a\ s~l~t.wi~~ s S~!r~s~~~n7.e F.~.\ .hfr·l:; 
Time 1-irn~lrr. is bald, :-1nd 1huefore to the worlds end, wi ll 

~:~ed~i/~/:~'i~::~iikr
1~:l: ir~~=\(-~;1d: i\~:'r~ ~~~ti; 

1::"!htif"t ':~- t~~~Juir;·~\\ f!h~r i~riJ~ ~~gJ~t i,~~ep~~:: 
Evid. 11. ii. i 8 A Ch riMian•~ chir! ca:-e bP.ing to pass 
'}uirt! y t hrou i;h 1hi,;; ....-orld to a brtltt. 1797 JANI AL·sn:N 
Stnst 4- Su si~ . .111 li\·, 'As to t h:.t,' said h'!, ' I mu'it rub 
lhr~ugb t he wnrlr:1 as well a.s I ca ri . 18s6 D 1C' KF.NS ( l,.rrsl• 
ma.s S lon·o ( 137-1 1 o She w;is too good for thi'!. w•~ rld and 
(,>r me, and she c:ied six wceL:s be fo re o ur marri age -day. 

b . \i\' itb rt:lt"reace to bi1th or <le~th; t!t;p. to 
bn·n;: in!O the world, to give bir th lo (see B~ING v, 
; c); to rome into (or to ) the wodJ, to h, born 
(see COME, •. ~ c) ; jig. (of a book ) to be p uhlishcd; 
lo go or depart out of this world. 

l:Jet111Julf fu Dao:m rcower bea i n for~ geiim <'d in worolJ 
wuc:un. a 1000 v ·ousis n84 r:>u sce::ih, . .\i,:;,r, A Lr:ibame sunu 
on woruld L,ing:rn . a 1000 h.f>. :J. / . A /(:r 11 1 Lodt,"lyne Nana/, 
r1861) 31 Din modor ~ewite8 o f wr o1 u~d c t,urh ~c ,, ndl icne 
d u~. c 1ao5 LA ·t. 17,35 Hr: a.r.c i. t ille a l~e pth hi!' wolde u( 
wor1den iwiten . c u,o 0 ,11 , it i-.' .r. , ~8~ le !>alt() n1in su n e 
fare . . or ic or wedd e Lh.:u e . u97 k . GLoi.:c . ( R oll~) 5, 16 
& pe nre ntepe d~y or aur i rl ou1 or }:> !s wo· I hr wende. 
{131a] . c1510- (;:.ee CoM r. v. 4.:]. n 14~-so JVJrs ,./(1.r, 
:165 3 (Dul.I.) Qwcn he wt: n t ._.ft is wa n J . c 14ao Clrro,., 
Vi:C,d. 3953 P:»,w y !>hu l.i e n 0 w O11'4 t n ( ),i~ ..., .,rde &on~. 1579 
RA s oo1.ru I.et. in Cuch;,nan 11 l.:s. (S.T.S.) 50 T he b<.t lic :i c, 
T rea tise .. I hat lately cnme ir1tu the Wo rld . ,: 1588 Ca t /a . 
l'rac'alts (S.T. S.) 'll 5O N ot Cvu:~nJ b<1t a ••~t: li an J s::im:l is 
deµain ed ou t r, f t his .,.ard le may a nd do ~•ray fr ,r u ..: . 16o7 
{see lh1sc f', 7 c]. 1784 1-kto,s A .t.i~ . .' il1g. C lt if,/ iv, ~ly 
fonJ 1y roi l j., now ;i' t i 11t, ~in' thou lam~ tu tbi: ~·:.r! a ,;l:r nl. 
1914 'l."N H ,w ' X n l . 011 ll'ltttls x iii.§ 3 Ha\ling bte :1 born 
in t ,l tbe world •itb a club follt. 

These are th e different 
forms and spellings of 
the word as it has 
appeared through the 
cen turies. Deciph ering 
this informatio n will 
probably never be 

necessar y (or any 
undergraduate proiect. 

Each defi nition is 
illu strated with a 
series of quota tions 
sta rtin g with th e first 

recorded use oft he 
wo rd in each se nse. 

World was first used 
in the sense defi ned in 
832 A. D . You can get 
that piece of 
information even 
th ough you probab ly 
cannot read the O ld 
English quotation that 

follows. Since this 
quotation is listed 

under the earli es t 
meaning of th e word, 
you can infer that th e 
ea rliest reco rded use of 
the Eng lish wo rd 
world occu rred in 832. 



Writing the first 
draft 

may wish to consult a special text on the subject, such as James R. 
Kreuzer's Elements of Poetry . 3 Few freshman composition teachers expect 
you to write a technical analysis, and you should be able to create an A 
paper for most classes without consulting a special source on sophisticated 
poetic techniques. 

You may want to find out something about the poet and about the 
time that the poem was written. Usually you do not have to look beyond 
your own textbook to find the date that the poem was first published-in 
this case, 1807. That piece of information will save you from talking 
about the poet's view of our materialistic nuclear age. The Dictionary of 
National Biography and other general reference works will tell you some­
thing about Wordsworth. You should consult these sources only to provide 
a context for your interpretation, not for research on other writers' views 
of the poem . You should use only those library materials that will help 
you to understand the words of the poem. You are then prepared to write 
your own interpretation. 

You now have lots of notes, more than you probably ever expected to 
have on this short poem. You should also have recorded some ideas about 
patterns that you now see within the poem. In your first draft, you may 
find it useful simply to record in connected sentences all that you have 
learned about the poem. For example, one student wrote this first para­
graph on an early draft: 

"The World is Too Much With Us," by William 
Wordsworth, is a traditional Italian or 
Petrarchan sonnet . The Italian sonnet usually 
consists of fourteen lines, divided into an 
octave and a sestet. An octave is usually used to 
raise a question or present a problem, and a 
sestet resolves or reflects on the problem. 

The above paragraph, although it won't do for a final draft, is an 
adequate way to get moving on a first draft. By writing up the information 
from his notes , the student is also reflecting on this information. 

It is probably a good idea in an early draft to discuss the poem line by 
line, quoting two-line segments and then discussing each segment. In this 
way, you will record your thinking about the poem. You can go back to 
select, rearrange, and connect on later drafts. 

If your own habits of writing make it difficult for you to push ahead 
to the end of a first draft without revising, don't worry about your stop­
and-go method of working. You may find that you need to go back and 
try a first paragraph as soon as you find what you want to say about the 

3 New York: Macmillan, 1962. 
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poem. Whether you are a full-first-draft writer or a stop-and-go editor, 
your goal should be to find your thesis-the major point that you want 
to make about the poem-at least by the time you are ready to do yo ur 
later-stage revisions. 

Revising The student who drafted the above paragraph discovered that his major 
point was that Wordsworth used the form of the Petrarchan sonnet to 
express feelings about the world . The student then revised the pargraph: 

William Wordsworth in his poem "The World is 
Too Much With Us" has chosen the form of the 
traditional Petrarchan sonnet to express his 
feelings about the disheartening and declining 
condition of his world. The problem presented in 
the octave is that of being "out of tune" with 
the world . We are so caught up with money and 
possessions that we cannot see the riches of the 
natural world staring us in the face. The final 
six lines, the sestet , does not resolve this 
problem but instead reflects on the poet's desire 
to be a heathen raised on outdated beliefs rather 
than a Christian caught up in the drudgery of the 
modern world . 

The student writer has used the knowledge that he merely recorded 
in the paragraph from his first draft to help him to understand Words­
worth 's use of the sonnet form in the poem. The student also sets up 
expectations for the rest of the paper. He will discuss the poet's structural 
and lexical choices only when he wants to make a point about the way 
that those choices elaborate the theme as it is identified in the first 
paragraph. Consequently, the wri ter can go through his draft with an eye 
toward omitting unnecessary discussion from the earlier line-by-line anal­
ysis. He can also work toward making explicit connections between parts 
of his paper, since a line-by-line analysis tends in first-draft form to be 
naturally disjointed. He can also check to see that his concluding para­
graph reminds the reader of what he has already presented, reflects on 
those ideas, and then suggests a wider perspective on the material. Here 
is the student's concluding paragraph: 

When this poem was written, the Industrial 
Revolution was just beginning . The poem, in a 
sense, is in the nature of a warning . But if we 
look around today, we can see that very few paid 
any attention to what Wordsworth said so 
powerfully in this traditional poetic form . 
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Perhaps the modern world can no more hear 
traditional sonnets than we can hear old Triton 
blow his wreathed horn . 

In this conclusion, the student has evidentl y drawn on his notes about 
when the poem was written. He may even have referred to his very early 
notes that helped him to verbalize his feelings about the poem . 

Analyzing stories, novels, and plays 

Getting started When you are asked to write an analysis of a literary work longer than the 
poem discussed above, you will have to adapt the techniques that we 
describe. In general, however, you r procedures can be quite similar to 
the process just explained . Once again, reading and thinking will be most 
important . Finding out something about the definition of the literary 
structure yo u are dealing with will be helpful. A respect for the words of 
your source will be essential. 

You won't, of course, be able to look up all key words in a longer 
piece, but yo u may want to look closely at the use of words in important 
passages. The first and last paragraphs of stories and novels are especially 
signi fic ant. The opening lines and the "curtain" lines of plays demand 
spec ial attention . It is always useful to ask why a writer decides to begin 
and end his work the way he does . Titles are usua lly even more important. 
A thorough analysis of the words of a title can lead you to an understanding 
of the work as a whole . 

Reading carefully is still yo ur best strategy, whether the work that you 
are analyzing is long or short. You should write as you read and reread. 
When yo u come to a passage in a novel that looks important or one that 
you simply like for reasons that may not be clear to yo u at the moment, 
copy the passage word for word in a notebook or on a notecard . Be sure 
to mark the page number for later reference. First of all, copying passages 
can slow down your reading in a useful way, si nce yo u have to stop and 
think actively about what yo u have read so far and also about why this 
particular passage has caught yo ur eye. Second, copying the author's 
sen tences gets you inside the author's rhythms and style in a way that 
almost nothing else can . 

If you use this method, yo u may fini sh a four-hundred-page novel and 
find that you have ten pages or so of recorded quotations . You can then 
look over these quotations to try to see why you decided to copy down 
these and not others. You will begin to see patterns that you did not 
consciously notice as you were reading the novel or story or play. 

Writing the first Often yo u will discover the focus for your literary analyses by looking 
draft carefully through the passages you have reco rded . Several reco rded pas­

sages from Joyce's "T he Dead," for example, may refer to water in its 
various forms: snow, ice, tears. You may then decide to write about water 
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imagery in "The Dead." You may then go back to the story and look 
consciously for passages that refer to water. You may also make random 
interpretative notes as you record pertinent passages. Then try a draft that 
moves through the story sequentially, discussing the water imagery as it 
appears page by page through the story. This procedure will produce a 
draft that is probably too detailed and fragmented, but at least you have 
something to shape and rework as you revise. 

Revising The major job at this stage is to look for categories that transcend the 
page-by-page sequence of presentation in your first draft. You may decide 
to consider patterns of reference to water in its varying degrees of solidity­
water, snow, ice-wherever they appear in the story to see how Joyce 
connects all these related images. Once you have discovered a conceptual, 
rather than sequential, pattern of organization, you are ready to write a 
thesis paragraph that articulates a controlling idea, which will then limit 
the detail that you choose to include throughout the paper. Try to sum­
marize your major idea about the story as you would if you were teaching 
the story to someone else. 

Writing an analysis of a performance 

Sometimes you will be asked to write a paper about a performance of a 
play, concert, dance, or film. This sort of assignment can be exciting 
because of its immediacy, but the assignment can also be dismaying 
because you will not be able to return to the performance as you write 
about it. In fact, you will miss the most important and enjoyable part of 
the activity if you worry too much about your paper as the performance 
is in progress. Do not try to take notes in the dark. Use the assignment 
simply as a motivation to remain especially alert as the performance 
proceeds. 

Getting started Remember the communal aspect of attendance at public performances 
and make it a point to discuss what you have seen and heard with friends. 
This is a time when a dormitory bull session is most appropriate. Your 
friends will have seen and remembered things that you missed, and you 
will no doubt be able to return the favor. Their reactions will stimulate 
your agreement or disagreement and may even make you want to write 
out your immediate responses when you return to your own room . 

Before you go to bed, write as much as you can about the performance 
and your responses to it. Write as much as you can remember about the 
details of action, dialogue, costume, and set. You may not use very much 
of this material for your paper, but without some remembered details, you 
won't be able to write anything but vague generalities. If you have a 
printed program, use it to aid your memory. At least, all the characters 
and scenes are listed here . Also, keep in mind who has responsibility for 
what in any performance. If you recall , for example, that it is the director 
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who has final responsibility for most decisions in the production of films 
and plays, yo u will find a subject for many sentences that you might have 
been inclined to write in the passive voice. 

Writing the first Figure 7. 3 shows some notes that a student recorded immediately after 
draft attending a performance of "The Moor's Pavane, " performed by the 

Pennsylvania Ballet Company. The student used these notes to draft the 
following paragraph: 

The ballet primarily tells Othello's story of 
a man driven by consuming and uncontrollable 
passions within the framework of a pavane, a 
stately and ritualistic dance of the sixteenth 
century . Consequently, the dancer who portrays 
the Moor dominates the action on stage from the 
instant the lights go on, and he moves with deft, 
sure steps in his long, flowing red robes that 
split mid-thigh revealing red hose. Looking like 
a Moor with swarthy, nut-brown skin and flashing 

- -------------

FIGURE 7.3 
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diamond ear-bob, his appearance strongly suggests 
that of a scorching flame. 

The writer has made a good start here. He has generated a paragraph 
full of vivid detail. He hasn' t yet dec ided on the focus for his paper, but 
he may not be ready to find a focus until he begins connecting sentences 
and paragraphs. Some of his sentences need reworking, but he can get 
the syntax under better control on a later draft . 

Revising After trying a few drafts, the student decided that he wanted to focus on 
the way that the ballet conveys emotion through physical movements and 
theatrical effects. He then revised the above paragraph . 

"The Moor's Pavane , " choreographed by Jose 
Limon and presented by the Pennsylvania Ballet 
Company, presents the story of Othello, a man 
driven by consuming and uncontrollable passions. 
The pavane, a stately, ritualistic dance of the 
sixteenth century, provides the framework for the 
intense emotions of the characters. From the time 
that the Moor first appears, even his costume 
reflects his passion. He wears long, flowing red 
robes that split mid-thigh to reveal red hose . 
Because of his appearance and his movements, he 
dominates the action from the beginning. 

The student's revision eliminates some detail: the flashing diamond 
ear-bob, the nut-brown skin, the scorching flame. The detail that he has 
retained-the red of Othello's costume-is used to highlight the point 
about the Moor's passion . The student may have needed all the recorded 
detail at an earlier stage in order to help him decide on a focus. Now that 
he has chosen his main point, he can be more selective and economical 
throughout the final draft. 

Analyzing a painting or other graphic work 

Suppose you have been asked to write a descriptive analysis of the water­
color that appears facing page 176. Students who do not plan to be fine 
arts majors may be as intimidated by this assignment as non-English 
majors sometimes are by the task of analyzing a poem. Once again it is 
important to remember that it is not necessary to write a highly technical 
analysis. Your major task is to look ca refully and to classify what you see 
in the painting. 

Getting started As you look closely at the painting, record your observations and your 
feelin gs. In every painting look at the artist's use of space. Is there a focal 
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FIGURE 7.4 
(on facing page) 
Preliminary notes on 
the Blake watercolor. 

point? In other words, do parts of the work radiate out from a center of 
interest? Record ideas about shape and color. Note the proportion of 
objects and shapes. Write down your impression of the mood evoked by 
the painting. 

The Blake watercolor clearly has narrative content, too , and you 
should find out something about the story that the painting tells . The 
subject is obviously biblical, but where in the Bible should you look? Now 
might be the time to check a few secondary sources for information on 
the artist, William Blake. You would then discover that Blake frequently 
based his paintings and lithographs on scenes and symbols from the Book 
of Revelation. In fact, in chapter 4 of the Book of Revelation, the depicted 
scene is described poetically in a way that must have inspired William 
Blake. 

You may want to learn more about the significance of the Christian 
symbolism depicted in this scene. If so, look up some of the painted 
items-the elders, the rainbow, the seven seals-in a biblical dictionary. 
You might also want to look at chapter 4 of the Book of Revelation in the 
Anchor Annotated Bible. 4 

Figure 7. 4 presents excerpts from some preliminary notes that one 
student recorded. This student has begun by noting down more detail 
than he will probably use in his paper. He has also summarized the 
narrative content of the painting, as it appears in the Book of Revelation. 
(Not all paintings have a narrative content. ) In any case, most fine arts 
instructors will expect you to demonstrate your ability to see the visual 
elements in the work of art. So your notes on space, shape, color, and 
proportion are just as important as any background material that you find 
in the library. 

In the case of this painting, the background material will probably 
help you to see the graphic elements of the painting in a context. For 
example, the focal point of this painting is obvious both from your seeing 
and from your reading. Everything depicted in the painting brings the eye 
to the divine throne . As a consequence, you may decide to organize your 
analytic description by beginning with the focal point or center of interest 
and then discussing the parts that radiate out from it. 

In other works of art, other systems of organization may prove more 
useful. Edgar V. Roberts, in A Practical College Rhetoric, 5 suggests the 
following possible organizing principles: right, center, and left; up and 
down; foregrounds and backgrounds; earth, water, and sky. 

Writing the first You will discover the best structural procedure as you review your notes. 
draft Sometimes you will have to begin writing connected sentences before you 

will find a suitable organizing principle for your descriptive analysis. Since 

4 (New York: Doubleday, 1964), pp. 69-82. 
5 Cambridge, Mass. : Winthrop, 1975. 
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the organizing principle of the Blake painting is so clear, our student 
wrote the first draft shown in figure 7. 5. 

To write this first draft the student has made some choices, as he 
sorted through his notes . He is focusing on the center of interest, the 
divine throne. But after mentioning the obvious placement of the throne 
in the center of the painting, he selects color as his primary area of 
discussion. As is often the case in first drafts, he has not provided a context 
for the descriptive analysis. The paragraph quoted above will not be the 
first paragraph of the final draft, but even in this early draft the writer has 
connected close observations of details of color to ideas about the general 
composition of the painting. In the process of revising, he can provide 
readers with enough background to make the analytic description more 
readily comprehensible. 

Revising In the revision of this analytic description, the writer draws on his reading 
of biblical background material to establish the narrative significance of 
the painting, since the rest of the discussion will focus on the graphic 
methods employed to convey that meaning: 

~~ 

~~-

~ 

o/~-c~ 
~~-

FIGURE 7.5 

William Blake's painting "The Four and Twenty 
Elders Casting Their Crowns before the Divine 
Throne" is a description of the scene preceding 
the breaking of the seven seals in the Book of 
Revelation. Because the breaking of the seven 
seals signals the end of the world and the onset 
of the Day of Judgment, God on his divine throne 
is the center of attention in Blake's painting of 
this apocalyptic scene. 

In this new first paragraph, the writer also immediately identifies the 
painting that he will describe . He then refers the reader to the Book of 

The focal point of the painting is God seated 
on a gold throne. The two features that serve to 
make him the focal point are his position in the 
painting--the center--and his coloring. The 
predominant colors in the painting are blue and 
gray . God's coloring is pure white and pale red . 
He is wearing a white gown with a red robe over 
it, but the thing that is most noticeable about 
him is his white beard and hair, and the pure 
white light radiating from about his head. 
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Revelation, which is the source of the painting. In the last sentence of 
this paragraph he prepares for a transition to a discussion of focal point 
that he will develop in the next paragraph. 

The second paragraph is a rewriting of the first paragraph of the 
student's earlier draft. 

Not only does Blake place the divine throne in 
the center of the painting, but he also uses 
color to direct the viewer's eye to this focal 
point . God's red robe contrasts with the 
predominant blues and grays of the rest of the 
painting . But Blake's use of white is most 
dramatic . God's white beard and white hair lead 
the eye to the pure white light radiating from 
his head. 

This revised paragraph illustrates other principles of revision . The 
sentences in the earlier draft are disjointed. The writer recorded those 
earlier sentences as he thought them . In the revised draft the first two 
sentences of the earlier draft are skillfully combined into a not only ... 
but also construction. The writer effectively uses sentence variety; for 
example, a short simple sentence at the pivotal point in the paragraph: 
"But Blake's use of white is most dramatic ." 

The writer is in better control of sentence construction and of the 
structure of the paragraph as a whole. The revised paragraph has a direc­
tion , from least to most dramatic use of color. 

Control is the byword on a finished draft. As you check through your 
own, be sure that you are in complete control of the direction of your 
paper as a whole. As always, check to see that matters of grammar, 
punctuation, and mechanics are also under control. 

Book reviews 

In many humanities courses and also in courses in other disciplines, you 
will be asked to write book reviews or critiques. The book will sometimes 
be a novel, but more often it will be a work of nonfiction. The book 
review involves procedures of analysis, but in this case the analysis is 
usually used as a means of evaluation. 

Getting started Since analysis is a way of examining a problem by breaking it down into 
its parts and studying these parts in relation to each other and to the whole 
problem, you should familiarize yourself not only with the parts of the 
book (chapters, themes, arguments) but with their relationships. You 
should ask the following analytic questions: 

• What are the purposes of the author in writing this book? 
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• What are the parts of the book? That is, how does the author try to 
accomplish his purposes? 

• Does each part accomplish its purpose? 

• Do the parts, collectively, accomplish the author's purposes? 

Since the purpose of analysis in this case is evaluation-"to determine 
the worth of"-it is your responsibility to draw conclusions about the 
book. The type of evaluation you will make will vary with the assignment. 
You may, for example, be asked to evaluate the usefulness of a book for 
a particular audience or within a certain discipline. You may be required 
to critique the book on its own merits or in relation to other books on the 
same subject. At a minimum, you will need to determine the book's value 
to you. Do you think that the book is useful or important? In what ways 
does it please you or fall short of your expectations? 

We emphasize the word "your" because a book review should represent 
your analysis and your evaluation. Many student reviews are unsuccessful 
because the writer is intimidated by having to critique a published work 
("What can I possibly say about the work of a professional on this topic?"). 
True, you may not be able to review a book by assessing its validity and 
accuracy within the context of all that is known about a subject, or 
evaluate its use of unfamiliar sources or research methods, but you can 
decide if the book's purpose is meaningful to you and if that purpose is 
accomplished to your satisfaction . You can come to some conclusions 
about the strengths and weaknesses of a book in light of your reactions. 
Your views and opinions, if rendered thoughtfully and supported capably, 
are just as valid as those expressed in professional reviews. 

A beginning point for writing a book review is to read some book 
reviews. Ask your instructor for advice on journals that contain good 
examples of reviews, or see chapter 4 of this text for how to find book 
reviews. You may not be able to emulate those professional reviews in 
style or sophistication of analysis, but they will give you examples of form. 

Before you even begin to read the book to be reviewed, examine it. 
Find out when it was published. Study the table of contents to familiarize 
yourself with its organization (scope of the topic, chapters, subheadings, 
number of pages devoted to each element of the topic). Read the acknowl­
edgments, preface, and introduction, for they are short essays in which 
the author speaks to the reader about the book. Find out if the author has 
included footnotes. If so, study the types of sources used. Look at the 
appendices, if any, to discover what the author felt was important enough 
to reproduce or discuss in more detail. Finally, scan the index to get a 
sense of what topics or persons appear most frequently in the body of the 
work. 

As you examine the book, write notes to yourself about any features 
that strike you as possibly important. You will not yet know what you are 
going to write about, so keeping notes will preserve your impressions for 
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your later analysis-after you have read the book. For example, assume 
you are assigned to review Thomas S. Szasz's book Ideology and Insanity . 
By examining the book before you read it, you can learn valuable infor­
mation that will allow you to direct your reading to specific topics and 
important themes. In the introduction to his book, Thomas Szasz offers 
a clear, concise statement of his purpose: 

In short, I shall try to show that the claims and practices of modern 
psychiatry dehumanize man by denying-on the basis of spurious 
scientific reasoning-the existence, or even the possibility, of per­
sonal responsibility .... psychiatry is .. . an ideology and a tech­
nology. 6 

From the index yo u can discover that the topics to which he probably 
gives the most attention are psychiatry, mental hospitals, freedom , and 
moral values. From the book cover you can learn that Thomas Szasz is 
himself a psychiatrist. This information will certainly affect your reading 
of the book. 

As you read, keep notes! Even if you own the book and thereby have 
the luxury of writing in it, you should not rely on underlining passages 
or taking notes in the margins. Note keeping on cards or separate sheets 
of paper not only preserves significant parts of the book but, more 
important, preserves a running record of your reactions to those parts and 
the reasons you chose to record them. Remember, your review is going 
to be an analytical essay. You need to record your analysis of each of the 
parts of the book before yo u are able to analyze the entire work. 

Your note taking, therefore, should be purposeful. First of all, yo u 
should not spend valuable time paraphrasing the entire book. What should 
you record? You will want to identify the author's purposes so you can 
refer back to them as you read . And you will need to record the most 
important ways the author tries to accomplish these purposes. Pick out a 
few salient themes and follow them through the volume, noting both the 
arguments and the proofs used to support the main thesis. You should 
build your analysis around these major points . 

As you record parts of the book, you will also need to write down yo ur 
impressions of how these parts are presented and the reasons why yo u 
developed your impressions. Good note taking is little more than keeping 
a running dialogue with yourself. Are you impressed with a certain ar­
gument? Do you wish that the author had given an example to support 
a certain point? Does the author make statements of importance without 
evidence or authority to back them up? Why does the point being made 

6 Excerpts from Ideology and Insanity by Thomas S. Szasz. Copyright © 1970 
by Thomas S. Szasz. Reprinted by permission of Doubleday & Company, Inc. 
p. 11. 
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Writing the first 
draft 

contribute or fail to contribute to his developing argument? These and 
similar responses need to be recorded as you proceed. If not, you may 
well forget why you recorded whole parts of the book. 

When you finish reading the book you should have a complete set of 
notes containing the major themes of the author, examples and details 
that illustrate strengths and weaknesses, comments explaining your reac­
tions to these parts of the book, and your analysis of them . These notes 
will make it easier for you to move from reading to writing the review. 
Instead of rereading whole parts of the book and trying to find relation­
ships, you should be able to put your essay together from your notes with 
only occasional time-consuming references to the book. Among the few 
tasks more frustrating than rereading an underlined portion of a book and 
trying to remember why you underlined it is realizing that a marked 
passage relates to another in the book and not being able to remember 
where the other passage is. Notes can be arranged, rearranged, kept in 
piles according to shifting topics, and annotated with directions and ex­
planations. 

For example, a student who is developing an analysis of one of Szasz's 
major theses-that psychiatrists make their evaluations on spurious cri­
teria-might spend hours trying to find these two related, but physically 
separated references in Ideology and Insanity : 

It may be recalled that the American poet Ezra Pound had been 
... incarcerated in a mental hospital in Washington, D.C. 

In all , 2,417 psychiatrists [polled on Barry Goldwater's fitness to be 
president one week after his nomination in 1964) responded. By a 
vote of 1,189 to 657, the psychiatrists declared the Republican 
candidate unfit for the Presidency. 7 

Or a student might have notecards as shown in figure 7.6. 
These notes, along with others on the general theme of spurious 

criteria, provide the material for the argument eventually to be presented. 

With your ideas formed, your major concern at this point is ordering 
them and connecting them in a cogent essay. Creating a structure for a 
book review poses special problems. Too often a review simply follows 
the structure of the book (" First the author discusses .... He then turns 
his attention to . ... His next point. ... He concludes by .. . "). Writing 
from yo ur own notes frees you from the tyranny of the author's organi­
zation and allows you to create your own ("The most important thesis of 
this author is ... . It is not a convincing argument because ... ''). 

If organization is the first requirement of structure, coherence is the 
second. Your structure must not only be logical; you must make very 

7 Szasz, Ideology and Insanity , pp. 30, 204. 
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FIGURE 7.6 

clear the connections among the various parts. Your first draft should be 
used to develop individual ideas with paragraphs and to relate these 
paragraphs to one another. In the first draft you are writing for yourself, 
so experiment. You may wish to begin by developing what you consider 
to be your most important argument or observation and then proceed to 
your other themes in order of importance. Or you may concentrate on 
developing your topic paragraph and relate other paragraphs to it. However 
you approach the problem of creating a whole paper, write and arrange 
until you are satisfied that all the points you wish to make are clear and 
can be followed by another person. If you can, have someone read your 
draft to tell you if your purposes are apparent and fulfilled. Tell whoever 
is reading your review not to worry about sentence structure , use of 
language, spelling, or punctuation ( unless errors or imprecision detract 
from their understanding of your ideas), for these elements of writing are 
not your primary concerns in the draft stage. 

Revising Now turn your attention to rewriting your paper to make your readers' 
experience with it as comfortable as possible. Once again, as in the papers 
of analysis, you should assume that your audience includes your instructor 
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and your classmates. But this time assume that your readers have not read 
the book but want to know if they should and if so, why, and if not, why 
not. Keeping these needs in mind, you have specific obligations to fulfill: 
you must decide exactly how to integrate a summary of the book into your 
review; you must refine your sentence structure and word usage for 
maximum readability; and you must make explicit your overall evaluation in 
your conclusion. 

You will need to fine tune your case before you take it public. Base 
your generalizations on concrete evidence. It is not enough to write, "Dr. 
Szasz indicts modern psychiatry for eliminating moral considerations from 
essentially moral decisions ." What are "moral considerations" and what 
are "moral decisions" ? Look inside these code words to find out what 
Szasz means by "moral." 

You also must decide the extent to which you are going to quote the 
book directly . Reviews that simply string long quotations together are 
unsatisfactory. Reviews that contain no quotations from the book deprive 
the reader of experiencing the tone and general flavor of the author's 
prose. Select the direct quotations sparingly and use them only when such 
use will enhance or illustrate points you are making. For example, the 
force of Szasz's indictment of psychiatry can be communicated effectively 
by using this sample quotation from his book: "Psychiatry is a moral and 
social enterprise." His own words convey the reasons why he is concerned 
about the problem: "In America , when the ideology of totalitarianism is 
promoted as fascism or communism it is coldly rejected. However, when 
the same ideology is promoted under the guise of mental health care, it 
is warmly embraced." 8 It is not easy to capture the intensity of his concern 
in paraphrase. 

Lastly, the revising stage is the place to develop your conclusions. In 
a book review the conclusion should contain your specific responses to 
the requirements established by the instructor in the assignment. At a 
minimum, this response should involve an evaluation of the book's use­
fulness . Your analysis within the essay of the book's strengths and weak­
nesses needs to be pulled together into an evaluation of the overall worth 
of the book for the type of reader for whom the book is intended. 

Since this evaluation , however subjective or idiosyncratic , must follow 
logically from your review, you might consider writing your conclusions 
last. They represent your final summation of the parts of the review and 
how they lead to the evaluation you are presenting. End strong! Do not 
simply repeat your earlier analyses. Draw them all together into a specific, 
concrete recommendation . Keeping the needs of your audience in your 
mind until the very end will allow you to avoid closing with that all too 
familiar undergraduate last line: "All in all, I liked the book very much." 

8 Szasz, Ideology and Insanity, pp. 47, 48. 
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QUESTIONS 1 What is meant by a paper of analysis or review? How does this kind of 
paper differ from a term paper? 

2 Why is it often necessary to do research for a paper of analysis or 
review? How do these research activities differ from the research activities 
necessary for a full term paper? 

3 What are your major responsibilities when yo u review a book? 

4 What are the major similarities and differences between analyzing a 
poem and analyzing a painting? 

EXERCISES I Select a poem and analyze it according to the suggestions in this 
chapter. 

2 Copy a poem or a brief but important passage from a short story. Did 
you feel that you became more familiar with the work after you copied 
it? Why or why not? 

3 Select a book and write out a list of everything you could learn about 
the book before you actually began to read it for content. 

4 The analysis below is of a poem by William Blake. Analyze the analysis. 
What is right with it? What is wrong with it? After completing your 
reactions to the student paragraph, write your own analysis of the poem. 

The SICK ROSE 

0 Rose thou art sick. 
The invisible worm, 
That flies in the night 
In the howling storm: 

Has found out thy bed 
Of crimson joy: 
And his dark secret love 
Does thy life destroy. 

Blake's poem "The Sick Rose" is a symbolic 
poem in two stanzas of four lines each. It is 
about beauty and ugliness. The first stanza is 
creepy and hard to understand. It uses a lot of 
negative words to convey a feeling of sickness, 
darkness, a storm and a worm, which stands for 
ugliness. The second stanza, in contrast, 
represents beauty through such words as bed and 
crimson joy, but ends on a negative note with 
ugliness winning out. The rose is destroyed by 
the worm, which is the way it is in life when the 
ugliness within us destroys our beauty. I didn't 
like the poem . 
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