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GUIDELINES	FOR	WRITING	GOOD	LITERARY	ANALYSIS:	

DON’T:	
• ...praise	the	canonical	author	(“Shakespeare	is	talented”	or	“This	metaphor	is	well	written”).	It	is	not	your	task	here	to	write	

book	reviews	or	give	a	"thumbs	up,	good	job"	to	Shakespeare	and	other	already-celebrated	writers.	
• ...list	literary	elements	gratuitously	(a.k.a.	“literary	element	soup”).	Snore.		
• ...talk	about	the	"author"	when	you	mean	the	"narrator"-	because	sometimes	the	author	is	messing	around,	you	know.	Also	

you	can	never	really	know	what	the	author	was	thinking	while	writing.	You	just	have	their	text.		
• ...define	literary	elements.	Whoever	is	reading	your	essay	knows	what	personification	is.	She	knows	what	omniscience	is.	

Don't	waste	time.	Only	use	the	element	when	it	is	absolutely	necessary.		
o For	example,	this	is	GOOD:		

Personifying the trees as "crying" with dew in the first stanza both emphasizes the fresh beauty of morning and also creates a (fictional) fellow feeling 

with the natural world, as if to suggest that nature is longing for companionship and lamenting its neglect. The narrator wants his lover to celebrate with 

him, and is trying to make it seem as though the whole of nature is in agreement with him-a manipulative technique to be sure. If she would only get out 

of bed!  
o For	example,	this	is	BAD:		

The author uses personification and metaphor to give human qualities to the trees. This relates to the theme of nature.	

DO:	
• ...examine	the	ways	in	which	authors	play	with,	challenge,	undermine,	or	gratify	our	expectations	about	the	conventions	of	

language	and	genre.		
o Examples:	

§ Is	Romeo	and	Juliet	a	tragedy?	Or	is	it	actually	a	comedy	based	on	Classical	definitions?	
§ How	does	an	author	undermine	the	standard	poetic	form?		
§ How	do	the	strict,	strict	rules	of	the	sestina	form	conflict	with	the	poem's	message	about	the	value	of	

messiness?	
• ...find	and	explicating	IRONIES	in	text	(all	three	types)	

o Example:	

§ It is ironic that Kate Chopin's readers know more about her main character by the end of "The Story of the Hour" than the character's own 

closest friends and family members. Only because of the omniscience of narration do we have access to Mrs. Mallard's thoughts, suggesting 

that fiction offers sympathy more effectively than actual human interactions. Perhaps this story challenges us to examine our so-called 

intimate relationships more closely and assess our assumptions about those we purport to know. Perhaps, even more importantly, the story is 

challenging the notion that conventional, patriarchal relationship structures even offer is the opportunity for women to communicate their 

truth.  
• ...asses	and	evaluate	what	the	text	is	ARGUING.	

o Example:		

§ Hurston’s novel Their Eyes Were Watching God argues that a little domestic violence is not wrong when it serves to emphasize the power and 

strength of true love. 
• ...explore	what	is	COUNTERINTUITIVE	about	something	in	the	text.		

o Example:		

§ Usually aubades are written to lament the coming of dawn. In this case, the poem uses the classical allusions typical of the genre, but in 

service of trying to get the day started already. 

	


