Essay Tips and Tricks IV
Think of a text as a ladder with the central theme at the top, the minor themes on the rungs and the literary devices as the frame. 

When you craft your explication essay, focus first and foremost on the central theme, then on the most crucial literary devices that convey that theme. Then move on down the ladder to the lesser themes and devices. Don’t write about one vague theme and three random devices like you might have done in seventh grade. (This is mostly for prose. For poetry, you might choose to instead use SOAPSTone.)
For Heart of Darkness, write about frame-story and ALL that it means – who are all the storytellers and why? What are their stories and why? What is Conrad saying about perception and communication as they relate to notions of light and dark, good and evil, man and his innate nature? Then write about symbolism and ALL that it entails. What do the two main rivers, the Congo and the Thames, represent? And the snakes? Skulls? Hearts? Darkness? Explore one symbol FULLY and then another and then another. Then perhaps discuss the various allusions. Then go back to the central theme. Make sure to explain how they all relate to the central theme.
Rather than waste time on a “hook,” repetitive topic sentences and summative conclusions, write more body paragraphs with more analysis. Your job is to show that you see: 1) what everyone else sees, and 2) what no one else sees.
Go from big picture to small picture and then back out again. 

Know your terms! Don’t confuse “imagery” with “details” (while one contributes to the other, they are not synonymous). Don’t call “juxtaposition” a literary device. The only reason I mentioned it on the first essay prompt was because it was a word that everyone was using incorrectly. That glossary of terms was NOT a menu of literary devices. READ THOROUGHLY. Juxtaposition merely means placing things side by side. While it is it is OK to say “The author juxtaposes light and dark for the sake of exploring the blurred lines between them…” it is arguably NOT OK to say “the author uses juxtaposition, imagery and symbolism to convey…”
Write about the texts in the present tense as though they are happening now. 
Simplify your syntax. Use the active voice, and employ a variety of sentence types.
Active Voice: The men traverse the Congo. (
Passive Voice: The Congo is traversed by the men. (
Simple Sentence: 
The white men travel.
Compound Sentence: 
The white men travel, and the black men work.
The white men travel, but the black men work.
The white men travel; the black men work.
Complex Sentence: 

The white men travel while the black men work.
If you cannot use a term correctly, it is prudent to not use it at all.
Compound-Complex Sentence:
While the black men work, the white men drink, and the women begrudgingly knit them all sweaters. 

Instead of dressing superficial thoughts in complicated syntax, showcase fancy thoughts in simple syntax.  
Final Tips:

· Plan what you are going to say.
· Brainstorm a strong thesis and basic outline.
· Write a short, confident intro (in fact, if you are worried about your inner B.S. machine, just a thesis statement is OK).
· Write body paragraphs that go in a logical order (descending order of importance) and that contain keen analysis simply stated.
· Don’t waste time writing a summative conclusion. It is wiser to include another brilliant body paragraph that ends with one concluding sentence that ties it all back to your thesis, which should be an answer to the prompt’s question.

· Write legibly. You might have the most brilliant mind, but if the reader can’t read your words, those words are meaningless.

· If you have time afterward, proofread. Don’t just sit there! Be disciplined and thorough, which really does make a difference. 
