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Close readings
Intro/ra!onale

Close reading is one of the most important skills necessary for reading independently and cri!cally. It allows us to connect to texts on a deeper level
and to integrate them with our own ideas and perspec!ves. You can apply this skill to literature but also to any text whatsoever, including a news
ar!cle, an adver!sement, a business proposal, or an email. In this class, we will prac!ce the close reading on literary works from England a"er 1700. In
doing so, we will improve our ability to make connec!ons between texts and their historical and cultural contexts; iden!fy and analyze texts' genres
and forms; and compare and analyze texts in rela!on to each other.  

Please read closely, and refer frequently to the handout How to do things with words: Or, how to do a close reading.  
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Assignment prompt

Write a short response (400-500 words) in which you describe then analyze something interes!ng going on in the text. First zoom in. Describe specific
language: What are the words doing? And how are they working together to do what it is they are doing? Then zoom out. Analyze how what you have
just described reflects, or generates, larger themes in the work as a whole. 

This is not a formal paper (like the literary analysis at the end of the semester will be) with an introduc!on, body, conclusion, and thesis. However, your
response does need to be edited, gramma!cally sound, and at least semi-professional in tone and style. Your close readings will be posted on a
Discussion board in Canvas, so that we can read and learn from each other’s analyses and also strengthen our learning community.

Here are some !ps on how to write an effec!ve close reading:

You are not permi$ed to bring in any outside research or sources. Your close reading must focus en!rely on the text itself.
Look for pa$erns (repeated words or phrases, mo!fs, ideas, etc), things that seem strange (but important), ideas the writer seems to be emphasizing,
contradic!ons, or especially intense or dense language. Discussions of poe!c form and a writer’s use of language and style are always welcome.
There are no right or wrong “answers.” You don’t have to have all the answers to the ques!ons you ask in this close reading space. You can use this
space to try to help yourself be$er understand what it is the text is doing, and how it accomplishes what it does (whether the author intended it to
or not).
Some of the broader themes we are discussing in the literature in this class to which you can connect your close reading include: history, gender,
sexuality, race, class, educa!on, freedom, the self and its boundaries, travel, nature, and urban life. You can also feel free to relate the work you are
examining to present-day issues or themes.

Here is an example of a close-reading  (that I wrote). (I took this close reading, and expanded it into a literary analysis essay, which you can also do for
your literary analysis essay at semester's end). 

 

Learning outcomes

Demonstrate knowledge of relevant historical and cultural contexts, including literary movements, major social trends, significant poli!cal events,
and canonicity.
Iden!fy and analyze relevant genres and forms.
Understand and prac!ce the skill of close textual reading.
Acquire and employ a basic vocabulary of literary and cri!cal terms   .
Prac!ce compara!ve analysis of two or more works.
Write a clear, persuasive, and argumenta!ve essay interpre!ng one or more works of literature, using appropriate quota!on and cita!on.

 

Success criteria

400-500 word  typewri$en response to the assigned text (15%) 
the submission is clearly wri$en and well edited (15%) 
details or specific language from the works are discussed (30%); these are used to relate to broader themes or arguments (30%) 
crea!vity (10%)

 

Grading

This assignment will be assessed using the a$ached rubric and is worth 30% of your final grade (5% each). 
Failure to cite any words/ideas/research will result in an automa!c zero for the assignment.
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elements work to shape the passage and its “meaning.” (Remember: textual elements 
can work for and against one another.) 

 

At this point, you will move from understanding the text into the close-reading realm: 
textual analysis. (Note: close readings should not move past analysis to evaluating, aka 
judging). At this point, you are working with not only the content (what it says) but also 
the form (how it says it). You will have moved beyond the “philosophers” who Austin 
stated “assumed” that “statements” had “business” and that that “business” was to 
“describe” “true” or “false” states of “affairs.” You will have moved beyond the 
business/worldly realm into the close-reading realm. You will have pushed beyond 
those who “overlook” “communication” as a “word” and who “impoverish,” or take 
away the freedom that it offers in the “semantic field” through which to explore. 

1 This essay is adapted from the close-reading explanation I received as an undergraduate. Ever since, this Derrida quote has stuck with me and 

helped me to think about multiple communication types and how to analyze and break them down, how to see them for what they do rather than 

divorce myself from how they do it. I hope that it serves you as well as it has me. 
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