Annotation Workshop


As you’ve seen already this semester, careful reading, thoughtful attention to language, and the ability to recognize how the elements of fiction combine to create meaning are the fundamental skills that lead to the skillful analysis of literature. 

Annotation is an essential element in literary analysis; the formal essay that writes up these observations is called explication. Your willingness to be active and persistent in seeking out potential meanings in the annotation stage will serve you well. These skills do require patience and a will to play with language and meanings. Have fun; be creative!

Annotation:

In annotation, you mark patterns and meanings in the language on a text. It’s an exhaustive record of your careful reading.  You may have done annotation in general reading or in other classes, where you marked important passages and made notes on what they meant. You may not, however, have done the kind of annotation that demands thorough consideration of language. When preparing to explicate a short passage of a literary text (poetry, fiction, or drama), you have to consider each word, phrase, image, and sentence. Don’t settle for one possible meaning. Dig out as many as you can. Read with your dictionary close by!

When annotating, type up the passage triple-spaced so that you will have lots of room to underline, circle, make notes, and draw connections between words and phrases. You will also need lots of room for notes in the margins. 

This process will yield lots of information, which you must then organize, sift, select, and express in your own language. Look for every conceivable pattern you can find in the text, whether it is a series of images, words, phrases, or grammatical structures. You will have to choose a dominant theme or pattern on which to focus, and select the details most essential to your interpretation.

Your writing up of the pattern you have found, proceeding linearly through the passage, is called an explication.

Annotation to Explication Workshop
Explication:


Explication is the finished written product of the annotation process: a step-by-step explanation of the dynamics and meaning of a selected passage from the text. This means discussion of the multiple meanings of words, how the kinds of language used suggest certain different meanings, how the words and phrases create patterns in the text, and how the words, phrases, and meanings play against each other suggesting different patterns and meanings. 


Your goal is to provide the reader with a thorough, detailed interpretive path through the passage. You help your reader to see how the language all works to suggest a theme, a series of ideas, etc. by focusing on the connections and details in the language and imagery. You consider how the parts come together in the whole. In other words, you make the implicit explicit.


Explication is similar to other analytical essays. It offers a reasoned argument for its analysis or findings in the language of a text. Explication’s exact attention to detail and its form are where it is unique from other essay forms. You proceed through the text word-by-word, phrase-by-phrase, and sentence-by-sentence. 

After annotating a short passage, explain your own interpretation of the passage word-by-word, phrase-by-phrase, in the linear order of the passage. Identify multiple meanings of important words or phrases; note repetitions or patterns; note connections with other words or images. Make the patterns explicit to the reader by linking up the details. This is the actual explication.

