Literary Analysis Trouble-Shooting Guide:
A look at common problems with suggestions for fixing them and models of splendiferous writing

PROBLEM #1:  Orphaned Quotes
Orphaned quotes are the bane of my teaching existence, the cross I have to bear, the albatross around my neck…  Ok, they aren’t that bad, but you should break yourself of the habit of them NOW.
In short, orphaned quotes are lines of quoted evidence that have been thrown into an essay as sentences in and of themselves.  Some examples:
Problem sentences:

· In the first two lines of Kate’s speech, she lets Bianca and the widow know that being unpleasant isn’t going to get them far.  “Fie, fie, unknit that threat’ning unkind brow and dart not scornful glances from thine eyes”
 (5.2.:142-143).  She knows this from her experience…

· Everyone is scared of her character and that’s why no one dares to approach her.  “No mates for you unless you were of gentler, milder mold”
 (1.1:59-60).  This line demonstrates the strong, rude, character that Kate has…

The poor little quotes are just swimming alone in there surrounded by (but not legitimately connected to) the essay writer’s own thinking.  They’ve been abandoned rather than embedded in what the essay writer has to say.  The second sample is even worse off than the first because we aren’t even told who says the quote.  It’s important to give context and embed your textual evidence within sentences of your own.  There are several ways of doing this.  Here is the simplest way:
FIXING the problem sentence:

· In the first two lines of Kate’s speech, she lets Bianca and the widow
 know that being unpleasant isn’t going to get them far:
  “Fie, fie, unknit that threat’ning unkind brow and dart not scornful glances from thine eyes” (5.2.:142-143).  She knows this from her experience…

Yes, you guessed it, folks.  As long as you’ve provided context, all you really need to “unorphan” a quote is that magical bit of punctuation, the colon (:).  However, if you haven’t contextualized your quote, a colon won’t save you.  Here are some more “unorphaned” quote examples:
FIXING the problem sentence:

· Everyone is scared of her character and that’s why no one dares to approach her.  Hortensio clearly sees Kate as a “devil” (1.1:66)
 and makes a point of ridiculing Kate’s rude nature by saying,
 “No mates for you unless you were of gentler, milder mold” (1.1:59-60).  This line demonstrates…
· Early in the play, everyone is scared of her character, as evidenced by Hortensio’s snide comment about Kate’s nature:
 “No mates for you unless you were of gentler, milder mold” (1.1:59-60).  This line demonstrates…

The final word on keeping your quotes in a loving, nurturing environment?  Provide context and never put a quote into your writing unless it becomes part of one of your own sentences.
(over)
PROBLEM #2:  Lack of transitions
Transitions are words, phrases, and sentences that help your readers to know where your ideas are going.  You use them to show the connection between sentences and also the connection between paragraphs.  When you don’t use transitions, especially between paragraphs, your ideas sound choppy and disconnected.  This clearly isn’t a good thing when you’re trying to build a complex, multi-point, literary analysis.
Problem sentences:

…Bianca accepts her role in society and acts the way that is expected of her.  Bianca’s “proper” actions cause Bianca to be surrounded by suitors and to be favored by her father.  Kate had yet to realize this, and only saw that Bianca had what Kate didn’t.  Since Kate refused to act the way that was expected of her, she was deemed a shrew and was intolerably unhappy.

Kate comments on the lifestyle of a husband and everything he has to do (lines 154-160).  She remarks that a husband is subject to hard labor…

The problem sentences above do not use transitions between the two paragraphs.  This can lead to confusion in the reader because the essay writer has not made evident how the new paragraph relates to the point made in the previous paragraph.  This works to undermine any argument this essay writer is making because the logic of his/her thinking is not clear.  Notice the difference when a transition between two paragraphs is used:
FIXING the problem sentences:

…Bianca accepts her role in society and acts the way that is expected of her.  Bianca’s “proper” actions cause Bianca to be surrounded by suitors and to be favored by her father.  Kate had yet to realize this, and only saw that Bianca had what Kate didn’t.  Since Kate refused to act the way that was expected of her, she was deemed a shrew and was intolerably unhappy.


However, Kate has clearly put all of her anti-social behavior behind her in the final scene of the play, and she has a new perspective on the world around her, most especially her husband.  
Kate comments on the lifestyle of a husband and everything he has to do (lines 154-160).  She remarks that a husband is subject to hard labor…

Model sentences:

…We can also see her true change from the positive superior diction she uses to refer to husbands.  She refers to them as “lord,” “king,” “governor,” and “prince” (5.2:142-143).  The use of such superior words lets us know she is truly devoted to what she is saying.

By behaving so obediently and submissively, Kate becomes the role model for the ideal wife.
  We can tell that Kate has become this because…
Here are some key transition words/phrases you should know and use:

When you’re ADDING something on… (like the conjunction AND)

Also, furthermore, then, in addition, plus, too, moreover, additionally, as well as, first, second, third (etc.), along with, including, similarly, last but not least….

When you’re showing the OPPOSITE or CHANGING DIRECTION… (like the conjunctions BUT, OR)

On the other hand, however, instead of, yet, on the contrary, conversely, although, then again, whereas, even though, despite

When you’re drawing a CONCLUSION from something… (like the conjunction SO)

In conclusion, therefore, to sum up, finally, all in all, overall, in total, in summary, as a result of, lastly, ultimately, consequently, hence, since

PROBLEM #3:  Falling into “Summary Land”
Summary Land is a bad place to be when you’re supposed to be writing literary analysis.  Unfortunately, it’s very easy to fall into, and students often walk a fine line between summarizing textual evidence and analyzing it.  Here’s an example of some writing that has fallen in to the Summary Zone:
Problem sentences:

In the first two lines of Kate’s speech, she lets Bianca and the widow know that being unpleasant isn’t going to get them far.  “Fie, fie, unknit that threat’ning unkind brow and dart not scornful glances from thine eyes” (5.2.:142-143).
  She knows this from her experience with not only Petruchio, but from all of the men she scared off with her behavior and attitude.
Now, the tip-off that this isn’t analysis is that the essay writer has not dug into the quote used.  Instead, the “textual evidence” is thrown in there as part of the summary.  This paragraph could exist equally well without the quote in there at all, and the problem would remain:  there’s no real analysis, just a quick explanation of what’s going on in the text.  So what does analysis look like?  Check this out:

Model sentences:

Kate noticed the way that Bianca and the widow were acting, knew that she used to do the same and compares this to ugly things in nature when there are much more beautiful things to be compared to.  “A woman moved is like a fountain troubled, Muddy, ill-seeming, think, bereft of beauty” (5.2:148-9)
.  This not only says that their behavior is ‘less than beauteous,’ but also that they cannot reach that beauty until they behave the way they are supposed to.  Kate gets to express her wit when she shows that she has learned from a mistake and can teach these less knowledgeable women the right way to live life and to treat your husband because she’s no longer ‘bereft of beauty’ like they will remain until they shape up.
In the model above, the quote is broken down far more than in the “problem sentences.”  The essay writer actually discusses the meaning of the quote itself and repeats a phrase of it—“bereft of beauty”—to exemplify exactly where the ideas are coming from in the text.  An even better example appears below:
Model sentences:

When we first meet Petruchio and Grumio they are having an argument.  Petruchio has just ordered Grumio to “knock” on his friend Hortensio’s door, but Grumio jokingly misinterprets the word to mean to physically hit someone.  “Knock, sir!  Whom should I knock?  Is there any man had rebused your worship?” (1.2:6-7)
.  This leads Petruchio and Grumio to an argument.  “Villain, I say, knock me at this gate, And rap me well or I’ll knock your knave’s pate” (1.2:11-12).
  Here you see Petruchio picking up the pun and he himself uses it.  To take it even further Petruchio keeps playing with puns as says: “Faith, sirrah, an you’ll not knock, I’ll ring it.  I’ll try how you can sol, fa, and sing it” (1.2:17-18).  
He follows this line by “wringing” Grumio by the ear.  Here, he changes the meaning of “ring” from “ringing” the door to “wringing” Grumio’s ear.  Grumio’s response is “Help, masters, help!  My master is mad” (1.2:20).  
This not only causes the audience to laugh and have a good time, but it creates a question:  Why is a servant like Grumio playing around with his master?  And is Grumio really joking or does he really not understand the meaning of knock?
The model immediately above spends a good amount of time laying out the scene with the quotes, which would be seen only as summary except that the essay writer leads into a series of questions about the textual evidence.  Here again, the purpose of the quotes isn’t merely to lay out the events, but to dig into the author’s choices in this scene.  And finally, if you want to see an even more intense example of what analysis is like, check out the first “Fixing the problem sentences” section in Problem #5 below.
PROBLEM #4: Over-citing or under-citing and forgetting those little “”
A small but all-too-frequent problem in writing a paper that draws on textual evidence is how to deal with single words or short phrases you’ve pulled out of a text to analyze.  Most often, students will do something like these examples:

Problem sentences:
· During this part of Kate’s speech, she shows gratitude for what a husband does for his wife by using words like lord, life, and sovereign.

· During this of Kate’s speech, she shows gratitude for what a husband does for his wife by using words like lord, life, and sovereign.
These are examples of under-citing and forgetting to use quotation marks.  Whenever you pull out a word or a phrase directly from the text to talk about, technically speaking you must indicate that with “”.  Additionally, if you have pulled those words out of the text and have not used and cited a larger quote with the same words in your paper, you will have to cite those tiny little words.  See below.
FIXING the problem sentences:

· During this part of Kate’s speech, she shows gratitude for what a husband does for his wife by using words like “lord” (152), “life” (152), and “sovereign” (153).

HOWEVER, another problem that students have is they do too much citing, like this:
Problem sentence:

· Kate exhibits her obedience by saying, “Thy husband is thy lord, thy life, thy keeper, Thy head, thy sovereign...” (5.2:152-153). Kate’s extreme obedience is most evident in her use of words like “lord” (152), “life” (152), and “sovereign” (153).

This example of over-citing is easily fixed by remembering this rule:  If you’ve already cited it once before in your paper, you don’t have to cite it again.
FIXING the problem sentence:

· Kate exhibits her obedience by saying, “Thy husband is thy lord, thy life, thy keeper, Thy head, thy sovereign...” (5.2:152-153). Kate’s extreme obedience is most evident in her use of words like “lord,” “life,” and “sovereign.”

PROBLEM #5: Big, chunky quotes
First of all, in a commentary there is absolutely no need for using a big, chunky quote.  Your analysis needs to focus on much smaller bits of text because you’re spending 80%+ of your argument only on 40 lines!  Even when you’re not doing a commentary, it often behooves you to take large chunks of textual evidence and break it apart because you’re more likely analyze than summarize (see problem #3 above).
Problem sentences:

…Her father does not care about Kate very much.  She is a complete shrew.  She realizes the way she was and recounts her mistakes.

“To wound thy lord, thy king, thy governor.
  It blots thy beauty as frosts do bite the meads, confounds thy fame as whirlwinds shake fair buds, and in no sense is meet or amiable.  A woman moved is like a fountain troubled, Muddy, ill-seeming, thick, bereft of beauty, and while it is so, none so dry or thirsty will deign to sip or touch one drop of it” (5.2:144-151).


Her speech is more sincere because she…
FIXING the problem sentence:

…Her father does not care about Kate very much.  She is a complete shrew.  She realizes the way she was and recounts her mistakes when she says, “It blots thy beauty as frosts do bite the meads” (5.2:144).  Here Kate begins drawing a comparison between acting ugly by darting “scornful glances” at one’s husband and looking ugly.  Kate herself knows better than anyone how poor behavior from women can cause men to see them as unattractive mates, and here she plays with that idea by actually drawing on the literal idea of being attractive—“beauty.”  The imagery she uses is punctuated by harsh words like “blots” and “bites,” and the mention of “frost” adds associations of how frost comes in the winter and kills plants like “the meads.”  What’s interesting here is that both the “frost” and the “meads” are women in this comparison, allowing Kate to make that point that women are the source of their own undoing.  This undoing has far-reaching effects as Kate acknowledges with: [It]
 confounds thy fame as whirlwinds shake fair buds, and in no sense is meet or amiable” (5.2:145).  Again, who better than Kate to know how rude, ugly behavior can affect one’s reputation?  The first act of the play showed five men shunning and dismissing Kate—either directly to her face or indirectly, because she spoke harshly to them and insulted them.  Again, Shakespeare has Kate drawing on natural images, and again, the comparison of the “whirlwinds” and the “fair buds” both tie back to women.  Additionally, we have the comment from Kate that such ugly behavior and consequently ugly appearance is “in no sense meet,” meaning that it is against the order of things to act against one’s husband.  Furthermore…

HOWEVER, you won’t always be writing commentaries and sometimes you will need to quote several lines of a text to make a point.  When you have to quote 4+ lines (for future reference), you should format your writing like this:

FIXING the problem sentence:
Her father does not care about Kate very much.  She is a complete shrew.  She realizes the way she was and recounts her mistakes:

[Poor behavior] blots thy beauty as frosts do bite the meads, confounds thy fame as whirlwinds shake fair buds, and in no sense is meet or amiable.  A woman moved is like a fountain troubled, Muddy, ill-seeming, thick, bereft of beauty, and while it is so, none so dry or thirsty will deign to sip or touch one drop of it (5.2:144-151).

Her speech is more sincere because she…

A similar thing happens with quoting 4+ lines from a poem.  For example,

Here I am about to talk about Robert Frost’s poem “Design.”  Have you heard this poem before?  No?  Well, let me show you how it begins:

I found a dimpled spider, fat and white,

On a white heal-all, holding up a moth

Like a white piece of rigid satin cloth—

Assorted characters of death and blight
Mixed ready to begin the morning right (“Design,” lines 1-5).
Blah diddy blah blah… I talk about the poem (Give me a break.  It’s 1:20 am and I’m excessively tired but trying to get this handout done so you all can take it home and not read it.) 
�Poor, poor little orphaned quote.


�“Please, sir,” says the quote, “may I have some more?”   “NO, you may not!”  Why?  Because no one loves you, and I haven’t got time for pathetic, little abandoned quotes like you.


�Note the context given for where this quote occurs, who says it, and whom it’s said to.


�Note the insertion of a colon here.


�Here we get context about who says the quote and when (with the citation).


�Here the quote is embedded like dialogue with the use of a comma.


�Here a colon is used and context has been established with “Hortensio” and “Early in the play.”


�Here a whole sentence works to transition the ideas of the essay from one into the other.  A key transition word, “however,” is used to help show this move.


�Here the transition doesn’t use any key transition words, but the two paragraphs are clearly linked.  The “By behaving so obediently and submissively” phrase is a direct reference back to the prior paragraph and also part of the point the essay writer will develop in the new paragraph.


�Poor, poor orphaned quote.


�Poor, poor orphaned quote.


�Pobrecito, little quote.


�Y tu, tambien, chiquito quote.


�Hazzah!  An embedded quote!


�And another one!  I think I’m going to faint with excitement…


�There is another way to handle this.  See the “model sentences” section under Problem #2.


�ACK! This is another BIG “NO-NO.”  You must make sure the quotes you choose make sense.  First of all, the first part of this quote (as underlined) is a fraction of one of Kate’s sentences.  You should not do this unless you’ve properly embedded the quote in one of your own sentences to make the quote make sense.  As it is, this part of the textual evidence is just hanging there as a sentence fragment.  Also, it has nothing to do with the point this essay writer wants to make:  that the ugly and unpleasant natural imagery of these lines functions to show the consequences of women’s poor behavior.


�This is a big, chunky quote (and an orphaned one to boot!)  There is NO reason to quote 9 lines like this from a 40 line passage. 


�This is a useful trick to know when embedding a partial quote in your essay.  If you just put in “Confounds thy fame as whirlwinds shake fair buds…” it wouldn’t make sense and it would just be a fragment.  Adding  “It” fixes this problem, but you must show that you’ve added the “it” with brackets [ ].  Be careful when doing this so you don’t change the original meaning of the quote.


�WOW.  Just look at all that analysis BETWEEN the bits of textual evidence…


�Here a colon has been used to make sure the following quote is not orphaned.  Also, this part of the essay is double-spaced.


�Note the quoted “chunk” is single-spaced, the whole thing is indented over, and there are no quotation marks.  This is very special formatting for this very special situation, so don’t let the “no quotes” thing trick you into thinking that’s kosher all the time.  Please also note that a citation is still included at the end of the textual evidence.


�Here the essay writer picks back up and we go back to double-spaced text.  Also, there is no indent here because the essay writer hasn’t started a new point; it’s still in the same paragraph that was started before the chunky quote.





