Literary Essay - Reflection

Your literary reflection paper is an essay where you engage one or more of the works of fiction we have discussed so far. You are welcome to use any of the topics discussed in class or any topic of your own choosing. If you would like some help, just ask me! The ideas below are simply suggestions; there are many, many ways to write about literature:

1. You can carefully select a speech or passage or detail that brings many elements of the work into focus. The discussion can then move outward to illustrate the central importance of this passage’s significance. The important emphasis here is to begin with the small significant detail and then develop more general thoughts.

2. Instead of the all too familiar summary theme that begins with the beginning, you can start with the end of the work and explain the outcome in terms of the earlier development. In explaining why the work ends as it does, you often are led to explain the meaning of the whole thing.

3. You can attempt to see the major characters from the point of view of one of the secondary characters. This provides a mean of selective analysis and demands an interpretation from a point of view other than the author’s own. This approach provides fresh insight because we usually tend to focus on major characters.

4. You can collect small clues and signs that set the tone and create an atmosphere for the whole work. Here you can often be original because you may be sensitive to details that others do not see.

5. Consider comparing and/or contrasting a favorite author of yours with the author of the short story or the poems. You could even take a popular writer from contemporary culture or use a contemporary movie or play as the basis for your comparison.

6. “Continue” the short story according to your view of its projected ending. Give quotes and examples from the story to support your imagined ending. At least one-third of your paper should then be a critical discussion commenting on your results.

7. Write a poem using the style, themes and imagery of the poet. Write your paper about how well your poem exemplified the poet’s ideas and writing techniques.

8. You can examine a particular literary device as a way of discovering how the author creates her effects (e.g., plot, setting, style, character, language, etc.).

9. You can begin with an interpretation or critical evaluation written by someone else and then agree or disagree, support or refute, expand or offer an alternate interpretation. This approach requires some outside reading. It has its advantages and disadvantages. You can always learn from others but you want to make certain that you do not use outside criticism as a crutch or substitute for your own thinking.

10. You can begin with what interests you most about the work and then try to account for this reaction in terms of other things that have receded in your attention. How, finally, does everything fit together?

11. You can write your paper as if it were a book review (perhaps for the Arches), where you would pretend this work was recently published. Here you would be judging the work and presenting your own critical opinion (basically, you’re informing your audience whether the literary work is worth reading or not). 

12. Are images and symbols natural or contrived? How do the images or symbols you select add to the work as a whole. Or, perhaps, they don’t; you may feel that the images are not used effectively.

13. What are the consistent mental and emotional impressions that emerge from reading the work?  Do these follow a pattern?

14. In what terms can the author’s language be characterized? Highly figurative or symbolic? Abstract? Colloquial?  What is the general appropriateness of the language to the theme of the work?  

15. What is the source of verbal humor? What is its purpose? Is it for contrast, diversion, satire? If it is satiric, what is being mocked?
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