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Close Reading Assignment 

 

 Close reading is basically analyzing a piece of literature on a small scale.  Instead 

of trying to decode an entire book.  You will pick a passage from The Count of Monte 

Cristo that is no more than five sentences long to analyze.  Then you will read over the 

passage again and again.  Assume that the author took time to hand pick every single 

word in the passage.  Why would he choose certain words over others?  What does his 

choice say about the novel or its themes?   Try to pick a part of the book that seems very 

important to you.  This will make the assignment much easier.  Your finished product 

should list the quote at the top of the page and then 150-200 words of your own about the 

passage. 

 For help in writing this assignment please refer to the folder.  In the folder there 

are suggestions for writing analytical papers as well as a sample close reading done by 

yours truly. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Close reading - Checklist 

Grammar  
The relationships of the words in sentences  

Vocabulary  
The author's choice of individual words  

Figures of speech  
The rhetorical devices used to give decoration and imaginative expression to literature, such as 
simile or metaphor  

Literary devices  
The devices commonly used in literature to give added depth to the work, such as imagery or 
symbolism  

Tone  
The author's attitude to the subject as revealed in the manner of the writing  

Style  
The author's particular choice and combination of all these features of writing which creates a 
recognisable and distinctive manner of writing.  
   

Bleak House  

London. Michaelmas Term lately over, and the Lord 
Chancellor sitting in Lincoln's Inn Hall. Implacable 
November weather. As much mud in the streets, as 
if the waters had but newly retired from the face of 
the earth, and it would not be wonderful to meet a 
Megalosaurus, forty feet long or so, waddling like an 
elephantine lizard up Holborn Hill. Smoke lowering 
down from chimney pots, making a soft black 
drizzle, with flakes of soot in it as big as full grown 
snowflakes - gone into mourning, one might 
imagine, for the death of the sun.  
   

Now here's an example of close reading in action. The short passage which follows comes from the 
famous opening to Charles Dickens' Bleak House.  

This is the sort of writing which many people, asked for their first impressions, would say was 
very 'descriptive'. But if you looked at it closely enough you will have seen that it is imaginative 
rather than descriptive. It doesn't 'describe what is there' - but it invents images and impressions. 
There is as much "it was as if ..." material in the extract as there is anything descriptive. What 
follows is a close reading of the extract, with comments listed in the order that they appear in the 
extract.  

London 
This is an abrupt and astonishingly short 'sentence' with which to start a six hundred page novel. 



 

In fact technically, it is grammatically incomplete, because it does not have a verb or an object. It 
somehow implies the meaning 'The scene is London.'  

Sentence construction 
In fact each of the first four sentences here are 'incomplete' in this sense. Dickens is taking 
liberties with conventional grammar - and obviously he is writing for a literate and fairly 
sophisticated readership.  

Sentence length 
These four sentences vary from one word to forty-three words in length. This helps to create 
entertaining variation and robust flexibility in his prose style.  

Michaelmas Term 
There are several names (proper nouns) in these sentences, all signalled by capital letters 
(London, Michaelmas Term, Lord Chancellor, Lincoln's Inn Hall, November, Holborn Hill). This 
helps to create the very credible and realistic world Dickens presents in his fiction. We believe 
that this is the same London which we could visit today. The names also emphasise the very 
specific and concrete nature of the world he creates.  

Michaelmas Term  
This occurs in autumn. It comes from the language of the old universities (Oxford and 
Cambridge) which is shared by the legal profession and the Church.  

Lord Chancellor sitting 
Here 'sitting' is a present participle. The novel is being told in the present tense at this point, 
which is rather unusual. The effect is to give vividness and immediacy to the story. We are being 
persuaded that these events are taking place now.  

Implacable 
This is an unusual and very strong term to describe the weather. It means 'that which cannot be 
appeased'. What it reflects is Dickens's genius for making almost everything in his writing 
original, striking, and dramatic.  

as if 
This is the start of his extended simile comparing the muddy streets with the primeval world.  

the waters 
There is a slight Biblical echo here, which also fits neatly with the idea of an ancient world he is 
summoning up.  

but newly and wonderful 
These are slightly archaic expressions. We might normally expect 'recently' and 'astonishing' but 
Dickens is selecting his vocabulary to suit the subject - the prehistoric world. 'Wonderful' is being 
used in its original sense of - 'something we wonder at'.  

forty feet long or so 
After the very specific 'forty feet long', the addition of 'or so' introduces a slightly conversational 
tone and a casual, almost comic effect.  

waddling 
This reinforces the humorous manner in which Dickens is presenting this Megalosaurus - and 
note the breadth of his vocabulary in naming the beast with such scientific precision.  



 

like an elephantine lizard 
This is another simile, announced by the word 'like'. Here is Dickens's skill with language yet 
again. He converts a 'large' noun ('elephant') into an adjective ('elephantine') and couples it to 
something which is usually small ('lizard') to describe, very appropriately it seems, his 
Megalosaurus.  

up Holborn Hill 
There is a distinct contrast, almost a shock here, in this abrupt transition from an imagined 
prehistoric world and its monsters to the 'real' world of Holborn in London.  

lowering 
This is another present participle, and an unusual verb. It means 'to sink, descend, or slope 
downwards'. It comes from a rather 'poetic' verbal register, and it has a softness (there are no 
sharp or harsh sounds in it) which makes it very suitable for describing the movement of smoke.  

soft black drizzle 
He is comparing the dense smoke (from coal fires) with another form of particularly depressing 
atmosphere - a drizzle of rain. Notice how he goes on to elaborate the comparison.  

as big as full grown snow flakes 
The comparison becomes another simile: 'as big as'. And then 'full grown' almost suggests that the 
snowflakes are human. This is a device much favoured by Dickens: it is called 
'anthropomorphism' - attributing human qualities or characteristics to things which are 
themselves inanimate. Then 'snowflakes' is a well-observed comparison for an enlarged flake of 
soot, because they are of similar size and texture. Notice next how Dickens immediately goes on to 
play with the notion that whilst soot is black, snowflakes are white.  

gone into mourning 
This reinforces the anthropomorphism. The inanimate world is being brought to life. And of 
course 'mourning' reinforces the atmospheric gloom he is trying to evoke. It also introduces 
blackness (the colour of mourning) to explain how these snowflakes (actually flakes of soot) might 
have changed from white to black.  

the death of the sun 
This is why the flakes have changed colour. And if the sun has died the light and life it brings to 
earth have also been extinguished - which reinforces the atmosphere of pre-historic darkness he 
is creating.  



 

Transitional Devices 

Transitional devices are like bridges between parts of your paper. They are cues that help 

the reader to interpret ideas a paper develops. Transitional devices are words or phrases 

that help carry a thought from one sentence to another, from one idea to another, or from 

one paragraph to another. And finally, transitional devices link sentences and paragraphs 

together smoothly so that there are no abrupt jumps or breaks between ideas.  

There are several types of transitional devices, and each category leads readers to make 

certain connections or assumptions. Some lead readers forward and imply the building of 

an idea or thought, while others make readers compare ideas or draw conclusions from 

the preceding thoughts. 

Here is a list of some common transitional devices that can be used to cue readers in a 

given way. 

To Add: 

and, again, and then, besides, equally important, finally, further, furthermore, nor, too, 

next, lastly, what's more, moreover, in addition, first (second, etc.) 

To Compare: 

whereas, but, yet, on the other hand, however, nevertheless, on the contrary, by 

comparison, where, compared to, up against, balanced against, vis a vis, but, although, 

conversely, meanwhile, after all, in contrast, although this may be true 

To Prove: 

because, for, since, for the same reason, obviously, evidently, furthermore, moreover, 

besides, indeed, in fact, in addition, in any case, that is 

To Show Exception: 

yet, still, however, nevertheless, in spite of, despite, of course, once in a while, sometimes 

To Show Time: 

immediately, thereafter, soon, after a few hours, finally, then, later, previously, formerly, 

first (second, etc.), next, and then 

To Repeat: 

in brief, as I have said, as I have noted, as has been noted 



 

To Emphasize: 

definitely, extremely, obviously, in fact, indeed, in any case, absolutely, positively, 

naturally, surprisingly, always, forever, perennially, eternally, never, emphatically, 

unquestionably, without a doubt, certainly, undeniably, without reservation 

To Show Sequence: 

first, second, third, and so forth. A, B, C, and so forth. next, then, following this, at this 

time, now, at this point, after, afterward, subsequently, finally, consequently, previously, 

before this, simultaneously, concurrently, thus, therefore, hence, next, and then, soon 

To Give an Example: 

for example, for instance, in this case, in another case, on this occasion, in this situation, 

take the case of, to demonstrate, to illustrate, as an ill 
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Close Reading of Lines 4-9 in Sylvia Plath’s “Lady Lazarus” 

 

“A sort of walking miracle, my skin 

Bright as a Nazi lampshade, 

My right foot 

 

A paperweight 

My face a featureless, fine 

Jew linen.” 

 

 Upon reading this excerpt, the first thing the reader is bound to notice is the bold 

Holocaust metaphor that Plath sets up.  Plath is not Jewish and makes no attempts at 

apologies for using such a metaphor that might easily be construed as at least 

controversial if not blasphemous.  After observing this, the reader might note that Plath 

compares her body to three distinct things: a Nazi lampshade, a paperweight, and a fine 

Jew linen.  Obviously, as mentioned, there is the connection between the Nazi and the 

Jew, but at first look, the objects Plath references seem random at best.  However, one 

might note that a lampshade, a paperweight, and a tablecloth (linen) all seem to be 

objects that might very well sit upon a desktop and it is probable that Plath wrote “Lady 

Lazarus” and other poems on a very similar desk.  Plath may be suggesting that 

“confessional” poetry provides a way to heal the poet in the same fashion of 

psychoanalytic free association. 

The tone of these lines elicits some sort of blurred emotion that is simultaneously 

triumphant and oppressive.  “Bright as a Nazi lampshade,” is bound to confuse the reader 



 

with the good connotations of “Bright,” and the bad connotations of Nazi.”  The same is 

true with “featureless” and “fine.”  Under normal circumstances one would consider a 

face to be either “featureless” or “fine,” but not both.  Plath has set up a kind of 

dichotomy where oppression and triumph can coexist.  Oppression is triumph’s 

prerequisite in “Lady Lazarus.” 

 In the first line, Plath describes herself as “a sort of walking miracle.”  This 

certainly is in direct reference to the biblical story of Lazarus.  According to the Gospel 

of John Lazarus was a very sick friend of Jesus’ and eventually died as a result of his 

illness.  Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead and he became a “walking miracle.”  This 

seems to coincide perfectly with the poems overall ideas of attempted suicide.  One 

believes they should be dead, tries to die, but “miraculously” cannot. 

 Plath goes onto describe her skin as being “Bright as a Nazi lampshade,” which 

seems a confusing line.  Plath may choose the word “Nazi” in part because of her 

German background, that clashes against her “Jew-esque” oppression.  It may also 

suggest that there is something burning inside of her that would require a shade of some 

sort.  In this case, the “Nazi lampshade” could be stifling what radiates inside and 

becomes another symbol of oppression. 

 When Plath writes “My right foot / A paperweight,” there are a few interesting 

things to consider.  One is that the line “My right foot,” is three syllables, lacking the 

fourth one that would make the line two perfect metrical feet.  So the reader is left with a 

foot and a half much like the character in the poem.  No mention is made of the left foot, 

so one assumes that it is probably fine, but the right foot is “a paperweight,” displaying 

that it is stationary and immobile.  We are left without a balance in metrical and actual 



 

feet.  This lack in balance further enforces the oppressed (left foot)/triumphant (right 

foot) dichotomy discussed earlier. 

 Finally, Plath writes, “My face a featureless, fine / Jew linen.”  The word 

“featureless” conjures up a face that is inexpressive, indifferent, and perhaps numb.  The 

image of numbness coincides with the survival of a suicide attempt.  When the suicide 

failed this is how one would be expected to feel.  “I’m still here, I do not want to be here, 

and I can’t seem to escape.”  The victim simply shrugs her shoulders and resigns.  It is 

then important to consider that the word “fine” could have a double meaning; fine as in 

exotic, or fine as in adequate or sufficient.  The character is both of these.  She is exotic 

in that she is (like Lazarus) a walking miracle to those who see her.  She is adequate to 

herself in that she made it through another suicide attempt, she is ok, no big deal.  The 

finally dichotomy Plath employs in this excerpt is that between the Jew and the Nazi.  

Her face is a Jew and her skin is a Nazi.  These opposing forces both exist on Plath’s 

body and fight for control. 

 The excerpt asserts that oppression and triumph are set in a binary opposition so 

that one cannot occur without the other.  After a suicide attempt, the victim becomes a 

“walking miracle” only because she had tried to kill herself before. 

  

 


