Commonly Asked Questions about Writing a Book Review
Where do I start?

Start by writing a summary of the book.  Tell what happens in the book.  Remember, your summary may only be one to two paragraphs long so there will be many details/events left out of your summary.  You can’t tell everything.

After you finish your summary, go back and make sure that it is in the present tense.  For example, you would say, “The narrator goes to the bazaar.”  -- NOT – “The narrator went to the bazaar.”

Why shouldn’t I start by writing the introduction?

Simple, you can’t introduce a paper you haven’t written yet.  Wait until you have written most or all of the review before you go back to write your introduction.

Now that I’m done my summary, what do I do next?

Start thinking about a theme for your novel or play.

How do I do that?

Begin by asking yourself, “What are the big issues or topics of my book?”  For example, after reading Antigone, you might answer this question by saying some of the big issues are:  laws, honor, family loyalty, right and wrong, parent/child relationships, leadership, etc.
What if I can’t think of anything?

Then think about the main character of your book.  Does he or she learn anything by the end?  Is he or she dealing with a particular issue?

Another question to ask is, “Does my book seem to be making fun of anything or questioning something about the world?”  “What is it making fun of or questioning?”
Now what?

Well, if you came up with a “big issue,” the next thing to ask yourself is, “What does my book seem to be saying about that issue?”  For example, in Antigone, the play seems to be saying that laws are not always right; some laws need to be broken in order to do the right thing.  That’s theme!  You have made a statement of opinion or truth based on your book.

If you answered the other question about theme, then ask yourself, “What does my main character learn?”  For example, Antigone learns that sometimes laws need to broken in order to do the right thing even if breaking those laws results in punishment.  That’s theme!  You have made a statement of opinion or truth based on your book.

If you answered the other question about theme, then ask yourself, “If my author makes fun of something, what does he or she think should be a better way for things to be?”  For example, in Antigone, Sophocles seems to be making fun of Creon’s leadership skills.  He suggests that leaders need to listen to their citizens and change their minds if they find that they have made a bad decision.  That’s theme!  You have made a statement of opinion of truth based on your book.
Or, if you answered the other question about theme, then ask yourself, “If my author questions something, does he or she seem to come to any conclusions or answers about that issue?”  For example, in Antigone, Sophocles seems to question the power of laws.  He seems to conclude that laws are not always right; some laws need to be broken in order to do the right thing.  That’s theme!  You have made a statement of opinion or truth based on your book.
Alright, I came up with a theme for the book.  Now what do I do?

Well, now you go back to the book and think of examples from the book that helped you reach this conclusion about theme.  What happens in the book or what is said in the book that made you come to this conclusion?  Make a list of these events.

Then, go to these sections of the book and reread those parts of the book.  Look for lines that stand out to you; passages that seem to support what you are saying.  Write these down and quote them in your paper as you talk about these events.  Make sure that you write down the page number(s) for each passage.  I should be able to pick up your book and easily find your quotations.

How do I quote from a book?

Look at the sample paper on “The Doll’s House” and the paper on The Book Review for specifics.

Now that I’ve written my paragraphs on theme, what do I do next?
Well, now it’s time to decide on another literary element to write about.

How do I do that?  I don’t even know what literary elements are!

The literary elements are: plot, character, setting, point of view, symbolism, and style.

How you decide on a literary element is a matter of thinking about your book.  Ask yourself these questions:

“Does a lot happen in my book?  Is my book organized in a strange way?  Is it told out of order?  Were there important events missing from my book?  Does my book jump around a lot in the telling of the events?”  If you answered yes to some of these questions, then you might want to write about PLOT.

“Do the characters of the book surprise me?  Does the main character seem to represent the author’s views on the world?  Does my author spend a lot time describing the characters?  Is this a good or bad thing?”  If you answered yes to some of these questions, then you might want to write about CHARACTER.

“Does the setting of my book serve only as background, or does is it a key force in the story?  Does the setting influence the characters?  Does the setting add irony to the story?  Does weather play a large role in your story?  Does the setting change as the characters change?”  If you answered yes to some of these questions, then you might want to write about SETTING.

“Who tells my story?  Does it change throughout the story?  Is my story’s narrator reliable?  Is there anything unusual with who tells my story?  How would a different narrator alter the story?”  If these issues seem important to your story, then you might want to write about POINT OF VIEW.

“Are there any objects in my story that seem to represent something else?  Does the title of my story help me to understand the meaning of the story?  Do all of my characters seem to represent people or things other than their literal meaning?”  If you answered yes to some of these questions, then you might want to write about SYMBOLISM.

“Does my author do any strange things in the telling of the story?  Is the language used in the book shocking or surprising?  Does my story seem to be sarcastic or ironic?  Does my author use strange punctuation or grammar?  Does my author write using a dialect?  If so, does it help or hurt the story?”  If you answered yes to some of these questions, then you might want to write about STYLE.

O.K.  I’ve picked literary element.  Now what?

Now, you need to decide what you are going to say about that element.  Make a clear statement saying what you see happening in the story.  For example, “Twain’s use of dialect helps to demonstrate the educational background of his characters.”  Or “Vonnegut’s sarcastic tone helps to reader to realize that he doesn’t believe what his characters say.” Or “Atwood’s creation of a new world is full of symbolism that supports her theme.”
Be bold with your statement.  You get to be the expert on this story.

Then what do I do?

Well, now you do exactly what you did with the theme.  Go back to the book and think of examples from the book that helped you reach this conclusion about your literary element.  What happens in the book or what is said in the book that made you come to this conclusion?  Make a list of these events.

Then, go to these sections of the book and reread those parts of the book.  Look for lines that stand out to you; passages that seem to support what you are saying.  Write these down and quote them in your paper as you talk about these events.  Make sure that you write down the page number(s) for each passage.  I should be able to pick up your book and easily find your quotations.

Is it finally time for me to write my introduction?

Yes.  Now that you have written the body of the paper, go back and introduce it.  Get your readers thinking about the big issues that you will talk about in your paper.  Be general at first.  Wet your reader’s appetite.  Peak their curiosity.  Then, clearly end your introduction by stating your theme and mentioning the literary element discussed in the paper.  Look at the sample paper for ideas.

What about my conclusion?

No problem.  Summarize the main points from your paper and then tie it up.  Go back to being general.  Look to your introduction.  Can you mention some of the things you talked about in a different way?  Can you answer questions you might have asked at the start?  Just be careful not to introduce new material in your conclusion.  This is not the place to say new things, rather say the old things in a new way.
Congratulations!  You have written a book review.  Now go back and check what you have written.  Read it aloud to make sure that it sounds correct.

