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Analytical Writing: Short analysis with quotations

Even in a tiny paper, we must strive for coherence and interesting analysis, avoiding needless plot summary and gigantic quotations that fill space.  Paragraphs should have clear topic sentences and focus on a single topic with ideas presented in a logical order, aided by germane literary quotations.  Always a) Analyze your quotations.  Find words, phrases, or general ideas in your citations that you can discuss and relate to your premises; b) avoid the simple paraphrase of a character’s words into your own, unless the actual meaning of a passage is in question and at issue; and, most crucial, hardest to master, c) cite only as much as you are prepared to discuss thoroughly, and no more.  Keep those quotations SHORT.
     What kinds of things could one notice and include in a paragraph as evidence to analyze? This will always be specific to your thesis or main point, obviously, but there are some questions to ask oneself.

a) Why have I chosen this quotation?

b) How little of it can I get away with quoting?

c) What words or phrases really make my point?

d) What is odd or unusual about it to me?  How can I convey this peculiarity to my reader?  How can I make it seem important, interesting, something that will teach my reader, get him or her to look at the text in a new way?   For example, here is the first quatrain of Shakespeare’s Sonnet 3:

Look in thy glass and tell the face thou viewest

Now is that time that face should form another,

Whose fresh repair if now thou not renewest,

Thou dost beguile the world, unbless some mother. (1-4)

Who is being addressed? If it’s a man, is this usual or unusual for the time? Is it usual for our time? Why is “thou” used? What does it mean for a “face” to “form another”? Why do “repair” and “renewest” start with the same letter, or does it matter? What kinds of connotations does “beguile” have? How can a mother be “unbless[ed]”? Why is this quatrain first in the sonnet? What, ultimately, is the speaker telling the addressee? Why is he “telling” rather than “asking”?

     All of these things, by the way, can be turned into sentences.  If one thinks of this as fodder, one need not use all of it.  Keep in mind: specificity is good, vagueness is bad.

