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Explication

■An explication is a mini-essay (a page or less) on a 
very short passage (a paragraph or two) from a 
literary work. 
■In an explication, it is important that you discuss a 
cultural issue that the novel addresses 
■You only examine the issue as it is presented by 
the passage and through close reading
■Close reading: analysis of the passage’s 
language and literary elements
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An Explication Should
■Name & Identify:
■the work and the author
■the speaker and/or characters involved
■the context of the passage (where it occurs in the work, and any 

important incidents associated with it)
■the cultural issue that you will examine.

■Argument:
■How the passage illustrates the novel’s attitude toward or stance on a 

specific cultural issue. 
■Support this argument:
■Literary elements that create the meanings of the passage and/or the 

work as a whole. 
■Be specific. Refer to (and quote) specific words and phrases.

■Explain:
■ How the passage is significant in relation to the whole work.

■Focus:
■Focus on the specifics that support your argument.
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Basically, Explication is the …

■WHAT 

■In a very basic sense, what is happening here? 

■HOW 

■Examining the literary elements (structure, word choice, 
tone, plotting, imagery, etc. . .) and how they work to 
create theme 

■WHY 

■What significance do the literary elements have for the 
work/passage in question & the bigger ideas?
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Steps
■READ 
■Reading the passage carefully and underlining any provocative words or 

phrases that catch your eye and relate topics/themes.   
■Circle any words that you don’t understand. Look them up. 

■IMAGERY 
■Look for the ways that the author uses figurative language to convey meanings.  
■What affect do the words s/he chose have on this passage’s significance to the 

cultural issue that you are examining. 
■DICTION 
■What words or other characteristics “jump out” at you or seem particularly 

striking or even “weird”?  
■What words seem to have multiple meanings? What connotations do these 

words carry? How do these connotations relate to your topic? 
■·ELEMENTS 
■You might consider any of the following that apply: POV, tone, style ,sentence 

structure (long,  
■Remember, these elements only matter in so far as they affect your 

interpretation of the topic you are investigating.
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EXAMPLE

■“A throng of bearded men, in sad-colored 
garments and gray, steeple-crowned hats, 
intermixed with women, some wearing hoods, and 
others bare-headed, was assembled n front of a 
wooden edifice, the door of which was heavily 
timbered with oak, and studded with iron 
spikes” (Hawthorne 53).
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this passage reveals that the novel is not only about the sin and punishment of a 
single woman but also a critique of the way that the townspeople themselves 
perceive, quickly judge, and stigmatize Hester for her sin.  Here, the crowd 
appears as “throng,” a densely packed, almost mob-like group. The men’s hats 
are “steeple-crowned,” suggesting that even the lay people have merged with 
the church that has punished Hester.  The text presents a faceless group of 
people – the description of merely their clothing and headwear, along with the 
fact that there are women unnoticeably “intermixed” with men, implies a lack 
of individuality.  The use of the passive voice in “was assembled” further 
suggests this lack of individuality – rather than actively judge for themselves, 
they passively move as a crowd.  The mood set by their “sad-colored” 
garments, gray hats, and hoods and the dark representation of the prison, 
evidenced by its inviting door emphasizes the novel’s critique of this 
community.  The appearance of heavy dark, woodplanks (“timbered”) and “iron 
spikes” is a dreary one, but the door also repels the sense of touch with its sharp 
and splintery surface. 

This passage, the opening paragraph of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The 
Scarlet Letter, immediately introduces the novel’s examination of the 
fine line between a democratic assembly and an ignorant mob. Through 
its portrayal of a somber Puritan community ruled and easily swayed by 
the religious elite, The Scarlet Letter argues that individual thought is 
central to the success of a true democracy. As the doorway to the novel, 
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Here, the writer isn’t just talking about what the passage “portrays”; this 
explication also explains the significance of the representation, which is 
exactly what you should try to do.The writer immediately attempts to link the 
passage to the text’s argument:  

“This passage, the opening paragraph of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The 
Scarlet Letter, immediately introduces the novel’s examination of the fine 
line between a democratic assembly and an ignorant mob. Through its 
portrayal of a somber Puritan community ruled and easily swayed by the 
religious elite, The Scarlet Letter argues that individual thought is central 
to the success of a true democracy.”  

The writer links the passage to key issues, relating the passage to the novel’s 
cultural work/argument/project/commentary (the negative portrayal of the 
mob-like crowd and their judgment of Hester).  The explication also makes 
use of specific language in the novel. The explication can use these points to 
support the argument; the somber crowd and its mob-like characteristics 
become part of the novel’s critique. Also, you’ll note that even the language of 
the passage reveals that this is a debatable interpretation; the writer eliminates 
words such as “seems” and includes words such as “argues” and “critiques.”


