How to Write a Critical Essay.

Your essay will be marked against four criteria:

Understanding: you know what the main concerns of the text are.

Analysis: you can describe the writer’s techniques

Evaluation: you can show the effect of or how effective these techniques are.

Technical Accuracy: you can write correctly and fluently, using appropriate critical terminology.

Getting Started

The first paragraph of your essay is an introductory paragraph in which you tell the reader the text and author you are going to write about, relate that text to the wording of the question, and explain what aspect of the text you are going to examine:

Choose a play in which there are female characters who are important in conveying the theme of the play, and show in what way(s) this is the case.

One play in which there are female characters important to the theme of the play is Shakespeare’s Hamlet. The characters I am going to examine are Gertrude and Ophelia.

The second paragraph should be a very brief account of the text or, in the case of the question above, the role and importance of the characters within the text:

Gertrude, the wife of Claudius, widow of Old Hamlet and mother of Hamlet, is something of a problem character in the play, while the nature and importance of Ophelia, daughter of Polonius and erstwhile lover of Hamlet, is rather more apparent.

The Body of the Essay.

The main part of your essay is where you endeavour to meet the requirements of the question. Each paragraph should consist of the following elements, in the order given below:

( a topic sentence, setting out in general terms the subject of the rest of the paragraph, which should be an aspect of the author’s technique, and containing any necessary external linkage

( development of the subject raised in the topic sentence- explanation, further detail, elaboration

( textual reference: either through direct quotation or through allusion to events of the text, to demonstrate what you have stated earlier

( a comment or comments on the effect or effectiveness of the technique(s) dealt with in the paragraph.

The primary importance of Ophelia in conveying the theme is through her contrast to Hamlet (topic sentence). Whereas Hamlet is truculent, rebellious and proactive, chiding his mother and alarming his stepfather, Ophelia is placid, obedient and passive (development: explanation). She meekly obeys her father’s demand that she cease to see Hamlet; she allows herself to be used as bait for the prince and has to suffer his cruel wit. Even her death is passive, as she allows herself to drown (textual reference). However, the fact that both she and Hamlet meet death in the course of the play, despite their contrasting natures, indicates the theme in the sense that there is no way to behave that can guarantee a predictable result: no-one can tell what any outcome will be ( comment on effect of technique).
The Conclusion

This is merely a paragraph which indicates you are finished- sum-up in general terms what you have demonstrated in your essay:

From the fact that both Gertrude and Ophelia meet a fate similar to Hamlet’s, although they behave in a completely different way in life, we can therefore see Shakepeare’s clear demonstration of his theme that there is no way of knowing the correct or advisable way to conduct oneself.

