English R1b sect. 9

GSI Simon

Three-page Diagnostic Essay Assignment

Due Friday January 27

Select a poem by Blake, a sonnet, or a brief passage from McLaughlin’s “Figurative Language” and perform a three-page textual analysis.  If you choose to write on the McLaughlin essay, consider applying the reading techniques that McLaughlin demonstrates on his own writing.  Whether you write on a poem or the essay, you must focus your essay on the writer’s rhetorical strategies.  That is, don’t explain what the text means (assume I am capable of gleaning meaning for myself, but am open to a persuasive interpretation), but how it generates meaning.

A successful essay will have the following elements:

a thesis: And don’t be timid here.  Your thesis should directly address a significant interpretational issue of your chosen text, but it should not offer self-evident interpretations.  A good thesis sits at the crux of a potential debate – if the point is too obvious to require debate, it won’t hold the reader’s interest.  Also, the thesis should either imply or state explicitly the formal textual feature that you’ve decided to analyze. 

textual support: An absolute must for convincing argumentation is compelling evidence.  Your supporting arguments should resemble a thesis in miniature in that they too must draw from specified formal aspects of the text.

a varied argument: Not that you ought to provide multiple arguments, but that you support your claim by considering it from more than one perspective.  Rule of thumb: adduce at least three pieces of textual evidence for each contestable point.

Some warnings: do not give a simple summary of the work or a list of its formal characteristics.  The first demonstrates no comprehension of textual structure, while the second introduces no controversy and so requires no debate.  Also, do not offer an unsubstantiated interpretation of Blake’s symbols or of a sonnet’s figures of speech.  As with summary, a strictly symbolic reading too quickly circumvents the details of the text you’re working with.  A strong essay should closely examine the nuances of a work in order to illuminate a greater crux or textual ambiguity.

Essay prompt for Blake’s “The Tyger”:

In his essay, McLaughlin describes Blake’s figures of speech in “The Lamb” as “deceptively simple”, and in class we discussed the seeming “naturalness” of the poem – that is, its child-like relation to the natural world and the familiar and innocent tone of the speaker.   How does “The Tyger” differ, and how might it compare?  Again, consider Blake’s figures of speech, his tone, and the organization and form of the speaker’s insistent questions.  Why “fearful symmetry”?  (note: symmetry is a rather central term – after all, it appears twice and concludes poem – so be sure to use the OED online to find all its varied connotations; also look up any other terms that might prove central to your reading) 

Good luck!  

