English 2: Principles of Literature Study:  Prose 
Canning
Writing a critical paper in literature:  Stylistic and formal issues

1. When discussing the author and what the author has created, done, accomplished, or intended use past tense unless the author is still living.  However, even if the author is living, but  you are discussing past work, then use the past tense with respect to that work.  Example, F. Scott Fitzgerald writes novels about his New York City life.  F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote The Great Gatsby about his experiences living in New York City.

2. When discussing the novel, its characters and events, use the present tense.  A work of literature is considered to come alive with each reading.  It lives in the present therefore you write about it in the present.  Example:  Gatsby understands that Daisy’s materialism is justified after all.

3. MLA format requires noting the author’s name and the text’s page number as follows: (Fitzgerald 31).  Note, no “p”, “page”, or punctuation.  If you include the author’s name or the title of the work in the sentence, the name can be deleted from the citation as follows: (31).  If you are discussing more than one text by the same author, then cite the work’s title as noted: (Fitzgerald TGG 31).

4. Avoid passive voice in critical writing.  In hiding the object of the sentence, it deadens your writing and leads to vagueness.  Example:  Daisy is presented as a materialistic woman.  Who is doing the presenting?  Fitzgerald? The novel? The narrator? Tom? A yeti?
5. When quoting, ensure accuracy – incorrect or missing punctuation, misspellings, and misquoting significantly undermines your critical credibility.

6. Ellipses are used when you omit material from the middle of a quotation making sure that the omission does not misrepresent the meaning of the quote.  Ellipses are never used at the beginning of a quote; instead, your sentence should situate the quote in context.  Ellipsis can be used at the end of a quote, but only when it coincides with the end of your sentence.

7. When explicating a text, instead of quoting the text whole and then following with a long analysis, interweave the analysis and the quote together.  If you are working with a long quote, quote the text whole but then repeat those sections with your analysis.  It works to demonstrate your explication as it happens, rather than require the reader to remember where and how parts of the text are and say.  Overall, avoid working with long quotes; instead, break it into workable parts!
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