Interpretive Essay—Notes

When you make an interpretation, you are trying to show someone else a meaning you see in a piece of literature. Interpretation goes beyond the facts, like an inference or an author and me question, but must be closely supported by the facts—that is, the information right there on the page.  

Point of departure: Identifies the title, author, and any necessary background information so that the reader will have a context for your interpretation.  The point of departure should build up to your interpretive claim. 

Interpretive claim/thesis: An interpretive essay basically tells the reader, “Here’s something that might not seem obvious about the text, but I can prove it.”  Interpretive statements do more than state the obvious; you must go below the literal facts in order to come up with what those facts might mean.   

Good interpretive statements might deal with:

· Motive:  why do characters behave as they do?

· Changes: who changes during the course of the novel?

· Theme:  what statement about life is the novel making?

· Symbols:  What things keep recurring in the novel that seem to stand for big issues like life and death?

· Judgement:  Is the novel believable? 

Evidence:  This is the stuff that backs up your claim.  Evidence, however well gathered, does not stand alone.  You can’t just copy down the lines and expect your reader to get it.  You must take your reader on a tour of sorts and point out exactly what you see in the quotation/text in order to support your thesis.  Every time you make a statement about a text, back it up with a line from the text and vice versa!

Conclusion:  This is where you tie your ideas together, recounting for the reader what you’ve shown and why his/her perspective on the novel should be different now because of your argument.
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