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First Paper Assignment

Topic due February  at noon

Dra s due February  at noon

Final version due February  at noon (extended deadline!)

Your assignment is towrite a focused, analytic paper, –pp. in length,making an argument about
a speci c problem, device, or pattern in a single text by Swi , Donne, Milton, or Goethe.
A paper on one of the two poets should focus on one poem only. A paper on a narrative text
should have the same intensive focus: thus the rst requisite of a good paper on Swi orGoethe is
a thoughtful selection of evidence around a carefully-chosen, speci c topic that can be discussed
as fully in four to six pages as you might discuss a fourteen-line poem.

Topics

You may choose your own topic. You are particularly encouraged to look back over your own
commonplace-book entries, as well as your classmates’, to search for patterns, recurring themes,
or insistent problems that might lead to a paper. Please e-mail me a short description (between
a sentence and a paragraph) of your topic by noon on Monday, February . A good topic is, to
repeat, speci c. Our discussion of the role of Gulliver’s wife is a good example of the kind of work
that can develop a paper topic. We coveredmuch of the ground on that particular topic, however,
so look for similarly-scaled possibilities. For example:

. Do the different versions of factionalism or party con ict inGulliver’s Travels all simply say,
“a pox on both your houses”? Argue for a line of development or an unexpectedly complex
exception in some of the many versions of factionalism in the book, from the Little- and
Big-Endians to the two sides of the exterminate-the-Yahoos debate.

. Making strange in Swi : choose two or three keymoments in which Swi ’s imaginedworld
makes the ordinary unfamiliar (what the Russian Formalists called “defamiliarization”).

e contents of Gulliver’s pockets as investigated by the Lilliputians is only the most fa-
mous example. Develop an argument about the way such defamiliarizations work and the
signi cance they have within the narrative.

. Donne and scale: make an argument interpreting the waymicro andmacro relate, contrast,
and intertwine in a poem by Donne. For example: What are the relationships among the
“pretty room” of a sonnet, the big world of kings, the lovers’ world, and the world of their
posthumous worshippers in “ e Canonization”?

. Milton’s alternatives: choose one of the longer Milton poems we have read and construct
an argument about the way Milton uses “or”: how do his proliferating alternatives, choices,
disjunctions, speculations work in a particular poem?

. e workings of epistolary form: make an argument about Goethe’s use of the letter as the
vehicle for the narrative inWerther. Example topics to build an argument around: the role
played by Wilhelm, the addressee; the effect of the gaps between the letters; the meaning
of a seemingly inconsequential anecdote.
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Dra s andWorkshops

In this course we will devote some time to the process of writing an analytical essay on a literary
text. Two of the most important elements of this process are dra ing and revision. e best
literary-analytical papers develop through an iterative process of framing an argument, subjecting
it to your own and others’ critique, and revising it to present your most nuanced, most signi cant
ideas in the most convincing way you can nd.
Your dra paper is due Tuesday, February , at noon. e dra is not independently graded, but
you must submit a dra to receive full credit for this assignment. A dra should be a complete
paper, as carefully written and well-organized as you can make it. It is not a series of notes or a
fragmentary paragraph or two. If you nd that you are unable to nish your dra ,  pp. of writing
and  pp. of outline material is also acceptable.
We will devote most of class on February  to group workshops. Taking your topics into consid-
eration, I will assign groups and distribute your dra s to your group a day ahead, and I will give
guidance about workshopping both before and during class. I will also send comments on each
dra in the days following the workshop.

Guidelines forWriting the Paper

Careful analysis of the textual evidence is central to this paper. We have beenmodeling this mode
of analysis in class. Your claims should be supported by extensive quotation. To support a claim,
it is not enough simply to quote; once you quote, youmust analyzewhat you have quoted, paying
close attention to the signi cance of individual words, of syntactical and rhetorical patterns, of
nuances and implications. Instead of attempting to paraphrase what a text means or summarize
what it’s about, show how it works. Do not take for granted that your reader will see the text the
way you do: point out the details that can convince the reader of what you say.
Your interpretation must be organized into an argumentwith a meaningfulmotive. Students of-
ten have a sense of what it means to formulate an argument in a thesis claim, but they are o en
uncertain what makes a good motive in a paper like this one. It is actually easier to nd a mo-
tive—that is, a reason why your reader should care about what you are arguing—when you are
engaging with other scholars’ arguments, but that is not the task of this assignment. In order to
nd a motive in this sort of single-text assignment, think about what is most surprising about

what you have to say: relate your focused claims to broader questions about the author, genre,
or theme your paper concerns, and show how paying attention to the particular, highly speci c
argument you are making changes how readers should think about the broader questions.
Motive is o en established at the start of an essay. Avoid writing a generalization introduction.
Begin your essay with a surprising piece of evidence or observation of your own that immediately
frames the topic you are going to address and establishes its interest. Expanding on that piece of
evidence, forecast the terms of your argument, then state the central, argumentative claim of the
essay.

ink carefully about the line of thought of your writing, the way one claim leads to the next.
“Transition sentences” are less important than your sense of the overall logic of your argument: it
may help to think of the essay as a story you have to tell about the text you are analyzing, one with
an arc from beginning to end. It will also help to ask yourself what alternative arguments someone
might raise about your topic and to anticipate objections to your claims.
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Format

e page format: one-inch margins, twelve-point serif font suitable for body text (e.g.: Gara-
mond, Hoe er Text, Palatino, Times), between one-and-a-half and double spacing. Numbered
pages. e paper should have your name and a title on the rst page.
Digital submissions must be in Portable Document Format (PDF). I will discuss the production
of a PDF le in class.

Style

Youmust proofread carefully.
uotations should be carefully transcribed, punctuated, and attributed. In a paper on a single

text, you may give a full citation only once, either in an MLA-style “Work Cited” bibliography
or in a Chicago-style footnote to the rst quotation. A er that, page numbers (for narratives)
or line numbers (for poems) may be given in parentheses. Secondary sources are not required
in this paper; but if you use someone else’s work, including someone’s informal comments inside
class or out, you must cite that work. For bibliographic conventions, you may consult either the
the Chicago Manual of Style or the MLA Handbook (Chicago is nicer, but MLA may be more
familiar). Consistency is more important than exact delity to either MLA or Chicago style.
Honest attribution and proofreading are more important yet.
Please follow the conventions of standard writtenAmerican English. I am non-prescriptive about
things like the split in nitive, the sentence- nal preposition, and “they” used as a gender-neutral
singular pronoun. e passive voice is an excellent grammatical resource and can be used freely,
provided it is used wisely.

e best resource on matters of usage is the Merriam-Webster Dictionary of English Usage, also
available in a wonderful paperback Concise Edition. For detailed information about current and
past word uses, the fundamental source is theOxford English Dictionary. For grammar, I consider
the daunting Cambridge Grammar of the English Language by Rodney Huddleston and Geoffrey
Pullum to be the reference standard; it is condensed in their slightly less daunting Student’s Intro-
duction to English Grammar.

Late Policy

Late papers will normally be penalized at the rate of a half-grade (. on the four-point scale) per
day.

Grading

e syllabus explains the general meaning of marks on the four-point scale. e chief criteria of
my assessment of your work are:
Evidence: has textual evidence been used extensively, chosen well, and interpreted effectively?
Motive: is the topic speci c and interesting? Does the paper make an argument about the topic?
Line of thought: does the paper develop its ideas in connected, orderly fashion? Does the con-
clusion follow from (and differ from) the opening?
Argument: is the argument focused, logical, convincing, surprising?
Style: is the paper clearly written and free from typographical, grammatical, and other errors?
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