English 105K

Prof. Howe

Close Reading for Word Choice

In Gilbert and Sullivan’s play Patience, the stage directions explain: “Bunthorne is seen in all the agonies of composition.  The Ladies are watching him intently as he writhes.  At last he hits on the word he wants and writes it down.  A general sense of relief.”  The pun on “writhes” for “writes” is important to this parody of aestheticism.

In the Wyoming Resolution dealing with Composition Instruction in Colleges, the term “post secondary” is used to describe teachers above the high school level.  This term deliberately ignores the differences in level found among such teachers of writing—graduate students, part-time instructors, full time non-tenured instructors, and tenured professors are all included—the term is carefully selected to democratize the Resolution.

Close Reading for Mechanics

Most striking is Dickinson’s characteristic use of dashes – a technique which slows the pace of her poems and adds emphasis to specific ideas.  In her poem “I heard fly Buzz—when I died—” (#465), the final stanza begins with the description of the fly the dying woman hears: “With Blue—uncertain stumbling Buzz—” (13).  This use of the dashes accentuates the “uncertain” and “stumbling” motion of the fly by adding a visual and audible pause after the first two syllables.

Close Reading for Tone/Voice
An angry and defiant spokesman for nature, Robinson Jeffers spews hatred that has arisen from his immense love of the violated earth.  Each tributary poem flows into the same river of intensity, a river that seems to have been dammed by the plague of civilization.  Instead of naturally branching into a fertile delta, Jeffers’ resentment bursts from overflow ducts in a torrent of misanthropy.  “But the breed of man / Has been queer from the start.  It looks like a botched / experiment that has run wild and ought to be stopped” (3-5), he writes.

In “Tintern Abbey,” Wordsworth claims not to be disheartened by the loss of his innocent exuberance because “other gifts / Have followed” (86-7).  Among these “gifts” is a way of looking at nature “not as in the hour / Of thoughtless youth; but hearing oftentimes / The still, sad music of humanity” (89-91).  Yet before we can become too secure in a more thoughtful viewing of nature, we are arrested by the resonance of “the still, sad music of humanity” (91).  Although Wordsworth professes to be content with his maturation, this line betrays a loneliness that yearns for the past.  

Close Reading for Theme

In his “Inscriptions,” Walt Whitman addresses several poems to the topics of democracy, freedom, and war.  Much of his writing is inspired by the Civil War and his commitment to democracy for all kinds of people.  In “To Thee Old Cause,” Whitman uses his poetry to wage war.  He reformulates the idea of a “good old cause” throughout his work, and comes closest to defining it in 1860 as “the progress and freedom of the race.”  This poetic repetition of the phrase allows Whitman to keep the idea fresh in his readers’ minds.

Close Reading: Noting Punctuation

Anne Frank’s final diary entry, written on August 1, 1944, ends introspectively—a meditation on a struggle for moral transcendence set down in a mood of wistful gloom.  It speaks of “turning my heart inside out, the bad part on the outside and the good part on the inside,” and of “trying to find a way to become what I’d like to be and what I could be if...if only there were no other people in the world.”  Those curiously self-subduing ellipses are the diarist’s own; they are more than merely a literary effect—they signify a child’s muffled bleat against confinement, the last whimper of a prisoner in a cage.

Close Reading: Noting the Effect of Apostrophe

[apostrophe =  direct address of an absent or imaginary person or of a personified abstraction]

George Eliot begins her novel Adam Bede thus:

With a single drop of ink for a mirror, the Egyptian sorcerer undertook to reveal to any chance comer far-reaching visions of the past.  This is what I undertake to do for you, reader.  With this drop of ink at the end of my pen, I will show you the roomy workshop of Jonathan Burge, carpenter and builder in the village of Hayslope, as it appeared on the 18th of June, in the year of Our Lord, 1799.

By apostrophizing the reader, the act of writing is transformed here into a kind of speaking.  Through the figure of the drop of ink, at once miraculous and homely, the act of telling is transformed into a gesture of showing.  This offer to transport us out of our own world, with all its problems, unfinished business, boredom and disappointment, into another world where we may escape these things or negotiate them vicariously, is perhaps the fundamental appeal of all narrative.  What is peculiarly novelistic about George Eliot’s opening gambit is its pseudo-documentary specificity – the proper names and the date (181).

from Kim Emmons on Close Reading, <http://www.case.edu/artsci/engl/writing/pedagogy/classroom.html>

