LITERARY ESSAY






English 9 - Mr. Castellano

Our next writing assignment is a literary essay about Hope Was Here.  A literary essay is one in which you analyze, interpret, and discuss a central issue, concern, idea, or theme in a work of literature.  You have been writing literary paragraphs (and probably essays) for years, and you have already written several essays for me in which you discussed a central theme in a work.  The song essay was a type of literary essay.  Now we will focus our skills in a very specific was on the literary essay.  You will be combining all the knowledge you have about writing and discussing a work of literature. 

Probably the most important and most difficult part of writing the literary essay is coming up with a good, focused, thoughtful, meaningful thesis statement that you can then develop, support, and explore in the rest of the essay.  (As you are probably thinking, the same is true for other types of writing as well: the thesis statement is always the toughest and most important part.)  Think of some fairly specific aspect of the novel you want to look at more thoroughly.  Your thesis statement should be specific enough so you can exhaustively examine it in a 2-page essay; at the same time, you want it to be broad enough so it allows you to say something significant about the work.  Once again: it is always better to say a lot about a small topic than to try to say a little bit about everything.  The thesis statement should always include the title of the work and the author.  You need the entire first paragraph (4-7 sentences) to explain your thesis fully.

Your literary essay is not a summary or re-telling of the work; it is not a plot summary or even description of the work.  Rather, it is a discussion of some specific aspect of the work; you will use specific details to support and illustrate a main idea.  You are putting forward an argument and then defending it.  Your job is to convince your reader of the validity of your opinion about some aspect of the work.  As always, the better your thesis statement and first paragraph, the better your essay will be – and the easier it will be to write.  Once you have a really strong first paragraph and thesis, the rest of the essay consists in developing, supporting, and illustrating your good ideas with specific examples and details from the text.  

Think about how you want to organize your essay.  You must have separate introductory and concluding paragraphs.  You will need 3-4 paragraphs in the body, depending on how many sub-topics of the main idea you have.  Do not try to say everything. It is better to have a few really good examples than many weak ones.  I have written some ideas about organizing your essay on the reverse of this sheet.  As George Orwell wrote in “Politics and the English Language,” good writing and good thinking are two sides of the same coin.  Remember that.

The essay should be 1½ to 2 pages typed, or 4-6 sides handwritten: double-spaced either way.  Give a lot of time to putting it together and working on several drafts; show them to each other and me.  We will work on the essay in class next week.  The essay is due TUESDAY, 20 January.  It is worth 100 points.  Do your best.

Literary Essay Organization

Think of your thesis as the answer to a question you have about the novel.  I know you are only writing the essay because I am asking you to; nonetheless, always write about an aspect of the work that is interesting to you: that will produce your best writing.  You have to start your essay with a clear thesis in mind, but you may also discover new ideas about the book that you did not know you had.  As we discussed with “A Way of Writing,” writing has a way of leading you places you had not imagined.  Be open to the process; give it time.

EXAMPLE: Here’s an example of what I mean:

QUESTION: What role does G.T. Stoop play in Hope’s life?

ANSWER: He becomes the father she never had but had always hoped for.

THESIS:  In Hope Was Here, by Joan Bauer, G.T. Stoop becomes the long-awaited father to Hope Yancey and fulfills her fantasy beyond her wildest imaginings.


That thesis statement can be the first, middle, or last sentence in my first paragraph: but it has to be in the first paragraph.  Then I would need another 4-5 sentences to explain what I mean by my thesis.  I would not go into specific examples and details; I would save those for the body paragraphs.  But I would need to explain fully what my thesis means.  All that would comprise my INTRODUCTORY Paragraph.


The bulk of my essay is the BODY.  That will be 3-4 paragraphs, depending on how many sub-topics I divide my thesis into.  You will decide on the number of body paragraphs after you have compiled your evidence.  I always think it is best to think in threes: 3 scenes, events, statement, quotations, ideas, etc.  If you can quote directly from the novel, so much the better.  But you definitely need to use specific details to support and illustrate your ideas fully.

EXAMPLE: Start to gather your evidence by going through the novel.  Use our class discussions to gather ideas.  Certainly ask me to help you find passages.  Here are some ideas for my thesis:

1. FANTASY: Hope’s fantasy about her father fills much of the early part of the novel.  She imagines him to be strong, young, good-looking, rich, successful, and powerful.  She clips pictures from magazines, often from insurance advertisements.  [Then I would explain my ideas further and use some specific details from the text to support my ideas.]

2. Hope’s growing relationship with G.T. as manager of the restaurant; he plays a father role even before he adopts her.  [Find specific examples and passages.]

3. G.T.’s adoption of Hope  [Again, find specific examples and passages.]

Remember to think of your body paragraphs in terms of a see-saw: balance details from the text with your commentary on and explanation of the details.  Too much of either part will make your essay unbalanced.

The conclusion of your essay will be a separate, short paragraph – probably 2-3 sentences.  In it, you remind the reader of your thesis; you can re-state it.  Don’t add any new evidence, but you can leave the reader with something to think about.  Your conclusion should give the reader a sense of closure.

Here are some possible ideas for you to explore.  Please don’t be limited by these: they are ideas to get you started.  Remember: these are topics.  You need to focus them and state a position on them to make each into a thesis.

- the role of any character in the novel: for example, the effect that Hope has on the campaign

- any one of the various parent-child relationships: Deena and Hope; Addie and Hope; Hope and G.T.; 

  Hope and her fantasy father

- a spiritual lesson you learn from the novel: dealing with anger; facing death; living life fully; dealing 

   with change

- romance: Addie and G.T.; Braverman and Hope

- politics: what lessons do we learn about political involvement?  What insights does the novel give into  

   our own political world?

- symbols: what symbols are there in the novel?  What effect do they have?  (We have not discussed 

    symbols in class yet.  I will explain them with you.)

- role of any peripheral or minor character: Lou Ellen, Anastasia; Al B. Hall; Flo; Brenda Babcock; etc.

