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All good writing about literature attempts to answer a question,
spoken or unspoken, about the text:

—Why does Hamlet hesitate for so long before killing his
uncle?

—How does street language function in Gwendolyn Brooks’s
“We Real Cool”?

—What does Orwell’s “Shooting an Elephant” imply about the
role the British played in imperial India?

—Why does the novel’s narrator, Nick Carraway, find Jay
Gatsby so fascinating?

—How does Dickens portray lawyers in Great Expectations?

—What is the signifícance of blindness in Sophocles’ Oedipus
Rex?

—How do rhyme and meter support the meaning of Blake’s
“The Tyger”?

—In what ways does James Joyce’s “The Dead” confront tradi-
tions of love and romance?

The goal of a literature paper should be to address such ques-
tions with a meaningful interpretation, presented forcefully and
persuasively.

L1
Reading; forming an interpretation

L1-a Get involved in the work; be an active reader.

Read the work closely and carefully. Think of the work as speaking
to you: What is it telling you? Asking you? Trying to make you feel?

If the work provides an introduction and footnotes, read them
attentively. They may be a source of important information. Use the
dictionary to look up words unfamiliar to you or words with subtle
nuances that may affect the work’s meaning.

Rereading is a central part of the process. You should read short
works several times, first to get an overall impression and then again
to focus on meaningful details. With longer works, such as novels or
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plays, read the most important chapters or scenes more than once
while keeping in mind the work as a whole.

As you read and reread, interact with the work by posing ques-
tions and looking for possible answers. The chart on pages 7–8 
suggests some questions about literature that may help you become
a more active reader.

Annotating the work

Annotating the work is a way to focus your reading. The first time
through, you may want to pencil a check mark next to passages 
you find especially significant. On a more careful rereading, pay
particular attention to these passages and jot down your ideas and
reactions in the margins of the page.

Here is one student’s annotation of a poem by Shakespeare.

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?

Thou art more lovely and more temperate:

Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,

And summer’s lease hath all too short a date.

Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,

And often is his gold complexion dimmed;

And every fair from fair sometimes declines,

By chance, or nature’s changing course, untrimmed.

But thy eternal summer shall not fade,

Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st

Nor shall death brag thou wand’rest in his shade,

When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st.

So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,

So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.
TThhiiss == tthhee ppooeemm?? ((AArrtt,, lliikkee tthhee wwrriitteerr’’ss lloovvee,, iiss eetteerrnnaall..))

Taking notes

Note taking is also an important part of rereading a work of litera-
ture. In your notes you can try out ideas and develop your perspec-
tive on the work. Here are some notes one student took on a short
story, “Chrysanthemums,” by John Steinbeck. Notice that some of
these notes pose questions for further thought.
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Eliza’s gardening clothes--“clodhopper” shoes and a dress “covered 

by a big corduroy apron”--not very feminine.

The words “strong,” “strength,” “power,” and “powerful” keep 

popping up in connection with Eliza and her gardening. Why?

Conversation with pots-and-pans repairman about growing chrysanthemums

is sexually charged--e.g., “Her breast swelled passionately.”

Is she attracted to the traveling repairman or just his way of life? She

envies his freedom to sleep outdoors in his wagon: “I wish women could

do such things.”

Repairman has pride in his work--mending pots and pans and sharpening

knives and scissors. Seems indifferent to Eliza’s pride in her gardening.

Characters have their own agendas.

Bathtub scene after repairman leaves--awakened sexuality, romance, 

beauty.

What do chrysanthemums symbolize? Beauty? Femininity? Source of pride?

Strength? All of the above?

Eliza sees chrysanthemums tossed into ditch. Disillusion.

Discussing the work

As you have no doubt discovered, class discussions can lead to inter-
esting insights about a literary work, perhaps by calling attention
to details in the work that you failed to notice on a first reading.
Discussions don’t always need to occur face to face. Many literature
instructors are encouraging online discussion groups, where stu-
dents can explore ideas without fear of embarrassment. Here, for
example, is a set of networked postings about a character in Joyce
Carol Oates’s short story “Where Are You Going, Where Have You
Been?”

JAKE Do you think Arnold Friend represents the Devil? He sure
seems like the incarnation of evil.

RIMA I was wondering about that too, Jake. He seems to have
supernatural powers. He knows all about Connie and even
calls up a vision of her Aunt Tillie’s barbecue miles away,
complete with details about a fat woman.
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BOB There are places in the story that make me think Arnold
Friend is a wolf — maybe even the wolf in “Little Red
Riding Hood.” Did you guys notice that he was sniffing her
like he was about to gobble her up? And he has big teeth.

DAWN I noticed that too, Bob, and near the end of the story Arnold
Friend says that Connie’s house is so flimsy he could knock
it down. That sounds pretty close to the fairy tale: “I’ll huff
and I’ll puff and I’ll blow your house down.”

RIMA All I can say is that Arnold Friend is the kind of “wolf” my
mother has always warned me against — a fast-talking
older guy with nothing but sex on his mind. Even before he
begins making threats, Connie knows she shouldn’t get into
a car with him. She keeps repeating, “I don’t even know
you.” And she’s worried about how old he is.

L1-b Form an interpretation.

After rereading, jotting notes, and perhaps discussing the work, you
are ready to start forming an interpretation. At this stage, try to focus
on a central issue. Look through your notes and annotations for recur-
ring questions and insights about a single aspect of the work.

Focusing on a central issue

In forming an interpretation, it is important to focus on a central
issue. In other words, avoid trying to do everything at once. You may
think, for example, that Huckleberry Finn is a great book because it
contains brilliant descriptions of scenery, has a lot of humorous
moments, but also tells a serious story of one boy’s development. This
is a valid response to the work, but your job in writing an essay will
be to close in on one issue that you can develop into a sustained, in-
depth interpretation. For example, you might focus on ways in which
the runaway slave Jim uses humor to preserve his dignity. Or you
might focus on ironic discrepancies between what Huck says and
what his heart tells him. Or you could choose just one or two minor
characters, such as the Duke and the Dauphin, and show how they
represent flaws in the society at large.

Asking questions that lead to an interpretation

Think of your interpretation as answering a question about the work.
Some years ago, most interpretations answered questions about 
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literary techniques, such as the writer’s handling of plot, setting, and
character. Today the concept of literary interpretation frequently
includes questions about social issues as well. Both kinds of questions
are included in the chart that begins at the bottom of the page.

Often you will find yourself writing about both technique 
and social issues. For example, Margaret Peel, a student who 
wrote about Langston Hughes’s poem “Ballad of the Landlord” (see
pp. 27–29), addressed the following question, which touches on both
language and race:

How does the poem’s language--through its four voices--dramatize 

the experience of a black man in a society dominated by whites?

In the introduction of your paper, you will usually announce
your interpretation in a one- or two-sentence thesis. The thesis
answers the central question that you posed. Here, for example, is
Margaret Peel’s two-sentence thesis:

Langston Hughes’s “Ballad of the Landlord” is narrated through 

four voices, each with its own perspective on the poem’s action. These

opposing voices--of a tenant, a landlord, the police, and the press--

dramatize a black man’s experience in a society dominated by whites.

Questions to ask about literature

QUESTIONS ABOUT TECHNIQUE

Plot. What central conflicts drive the plot? Are they internal (within a
character) or external (between characters or between a character
and a force)? How are conflicts resolved? Why are events revealed in
a particular order?

Setting. Does the setting (time and place) create an atmosphere, give
an insight into a character, suggest symbolic meanings, or hint at the
theme of the work?

Character. What seems to motivate the central characters? Do any
characters change significantly? If so, what— if anything — have they
learned from their experiences? Do sharp contrasts between charac-
ters highlight important themes?

Point of view. Does the point of view — the perspective from which the
story is narrated or the poem is spoken — affect our understanding of
events? Does the narration reveal the character of the speaker, or
does the speaker merely observe others? Is the narrator perhaps inno-
cent, naive, or deceitful?
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Questions to ask about literature (continued)

Theme. Does the work have an overall theme (a central insight about
people or a truth about life)? If so, how do details in the work serve to
illuminate this theme?

Language. Does language — such as formal or informal, standard or
dialect, prosaic or poetic, cool or passionate — reveal the character of
speakers? How do metaphors, similes, and sensory images contribute
to the work? How do recurring images enrich the work and hint at its
meaning? To what extent do sentence rhythms and sounds under-
score the writer’s meaning?

QUESTIONS ABOUT SOCIAL ISSUES

Historical context. What does the work reveal about the time and
place in which it was written? Does the work appear to promote or
undermine a philosophy that was popular in its time, such as social
Darwinism in the late nineteenth century?

Class. How does membership in a social class affect the characters’
choices and their successes or failures? How does class affect the way
characters view — or are viewed by — others? What do economic
struggles reveal about power relationships in the society being
depicted?

Race and culture. Are any characters portrayed as being caught
between cultures: between the culture of home and work or school,
for example, or between a traditional and an emerging culture? Are
any characters engaged in a conflict with society because of their race
or ethnic background? To what extent does the work celebrate a spe-
cific culture and its traditions?

Gender. Are any characters’ choices restricted because of gender?
What are the power relationships between the sexes, and do these
change during the course of the work? Do any characters resist the
gender roles society has assigned to them? Do other characters choose
to conform to those roles?

Archetypes. Does a character, image, or plot fit a pattern — or arche-
type — that has been repeated in stories throughout history and
across cultures? (For example, nearly every culture has stories about
heroes, quests, redemption, and revenge.) How does an archetypal
character, image, or plot line correspond to or differ from others like
it?
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L2
Planning the paper

L2-a Draft a thesis.

A thesis, which nearly always appears in the introduction, announces
an essay’s main point (see also C2-a in A Writer’s Reference). In a lit-
erature paper, your thesis will address the central question that you
have asked about the work. In drafting a thesis, aim for a strong,
assertive summary of your interpretation. Here, for example, are two
theses taken from student essays, together with the central question
each student had posed.

QUESTION

What does Stephen Crane’s short story “The Open Boat” reveal about 

the relationship between humans and nature?

THESIS

In Stephen Crane’s gripping tale “The Open Boat,” four men lost at 

sea discover not only that nature is indifferent to their fate but that 

their own particular talents make little difference as they struggle for 

survival.

QUESTION

In the Greek tragedy Electra, by Euripides, how do Electra and her 

mother, Clytemnestra, respond to the limitations society has placed 

on women?

THESIS

The experience of powerlessness has taught Electra and her mother 

two very different lessons: Electra has learned the value of traditional,

conservative sex roles for women, but Clytemnestra has learned just 

the opposite.

As in other writing, the thesis of a literature paper cannot be
too factual, too broad, or too vague (see also C2-a in A Writer’s
Reference). For an essay on Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, for
example, the following would all make poor thesis sentences.
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TOO FACTUAL

As a runaway slave, Jim is in danger from the law.

TOO BROAD

In Huckleberry Finn, Mark Twain criticizes mid-nineteenth-century

American society.

TOO VAGUE

Huckleberry Finn is Twain’s most exciting work.

Here is a thesis about the novel that avoids these pitfalls.

ACCEPTABLE THESIS

Because Huckleberry Finn is a naive narrator, his comments on 

conventional religion function ironically at every turn, allowing 

Twain to poke fun at empty piety.

L2-b Sketch an outline.

Your thesis may strongly suggest a method of organization,
in which case you will have little difficulty jotting down your
essay’s key points. Consider, for example, the following informal
outline, based on a thesis that leads naturally to a three-part orga-
nization.

Thesis: George Bernard Shaw’s Major Barbara depicts the ways in 

which three “religions” address the problem of poverty. The

Established Church ignores poverty, the Salvation Army tries 

rather ineffectually to alleviate it, and a form of utopianism 

based on guns and money promises to eliminate it--but at a 

terrible cost.

--The Established Church (represented by Lady Britomart)

--The Salvation Army (represented by Major Barbara)

--Utopianism based on guns and money (represented by Undershaft)

If your thesis does not by itself suggest a method of organiza-
tion, turn to your notes and begin putting them into categories that
relate to the thesis. For example, one student who was writing about
Euripides’ play Medea constructed the following formal outline
from her notes.
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Thesis: Although Medea professes great love for her children, 

Euripides gives us reason to suspect her sincerity: 

Medea does not hesitate to use the children as weapons 

in her bloody battle with Jason, and from the outset she 

displays little real concern for their fate.

I. From the very beginning of the play, Medea is a less than 

ideal mother.

A. Her first words about the children are hostile.

B. Her first actions suggest indifference.

II. In three scenes Medea appears to be a loving mother, 

but in each of these scenes we have reason to doubt her 

sincerity.

III. Throughout the play, as Medea plots her revenge, her over-

riding concern is not her children but her reputation.

A. Fearing ridicule, she is proud of her reputation as one 

who can “help her friends and hurt her enemies.”

B. Her obsession with reputation may stem from the 

Greek view of reputation as a means of immortality.

IV. After she kills her children, Medea reveals her real concern.

A. She shows no remorse.

B. She revels in Jason’s agony over their death.

Whether to use a formal or an informal outline is to some
extent a matter of personal preference. For most purposes, you will
probably find that an informal outline is sufficient, perhaps even
preferable.

L3
Writing the paper

L3-a Draft an introduction that announces your
interpretation.

The introduction to a literature paper is usually one paragraph
long. In most cases, you will want to begin the paragraph with a few
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sentences that orient readers and end it with a thesis that sums up
your interpretation. Here, for example, is an introductory para-
graph announcing one student’s interpretation of one aspect of the
play Electra; the thesis is underlined.

In Electra, Euripides depicts two women who have had too little 

control over their lives. Electra, ignored by her mother, Clytemnestra, 

has been married off to a farmer and treated more or less like a slave.

Clytemnestra has fared even worse. Her husband, Agamemnon, has 

slashed the throat of their daughter Iphigenia as a sacrifice to the 

gods. The experience of powerlessness has taught Electra and her

mother two very different lessons: Electra has learned the value of

traditional, conservative sex roles for women, but Clytemnestra has

learned just the opposite.

L3-b Support your interpretation with evidence from the
work; avoid simple plot summary.

Your thesis and tentative outline will point you toward details in
the work relevant to your interpretation. As you begin filling out the
body of your paper, make good use of those details.

Supporting your interpretation

As a rule, the topic sentence of each paragraph in the body of your
paper should focus on some aspect of your overall interpretation.
(See also C4-a in A Writer’s Reference.) The rest of the paragraph
should present details and perhaps quotations from the work that
back up your interpretation. In the following paragraph, which
develops part of the outline sketched on page 10, the topic sen-
tence comes first. It sums up the religious views represented by
Lady Britomart, a character in George Bernard Shaw’s play Major
Barbara.

Lady Britomart, a member of the Established Church of England,

reveals her superficial attitude toward religion in a scene that takes 

place in her fashionable London townhouse. Religion, according to 
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Lady Britomart, is a morbid topic of conversation. She admonishes her

daughter Barbara: “Really, Barbara, you go on as if religion were a 

pleasant subject. Do have some sense of propriety” (1.686-87). 

Religion is an unpleasant subject to Lady Britomart because, unlike

Barbara, she finds no joy or humor within her religion. It is not 

simply that she is a humorless person, for she frequently displays a 

sharp wit. But in Lady Britomart’s upper-class world, religion has its 

proper place --a serious place bound by convention and cut off from 

the real world. When Undershaft suggests, for example, that religion 

can be a pleasant and profoundly important subject, Lady Britomart

replies, “Well if you are determined to have it [religion], then I insist 

on having it in a proper and respectable way. Charles: ring for prayers”

(1.690-93).

Notice that the writer has quoted dialogue from the play to lend
both flavor and substance to her interpretation (quotations are
cited with act and line numbers). Notice too that the writer is
indeed interpreting the work: She is not merely summarizing the
plot.

Avoiding simple plot summary

In a literature paper, it is tempting to rely heavily on plot summary
and avoid interpretation (see p. 14). You can resist this temptation
by paying special attention to your topic sentences. The following
rough-draft topic sentence, for instance, led to a plot summary
rather than an interpretation.

As they drift down the river on a raft, Huck and the runaway slave Jim

have many philosophical discussions.

The student’s revised topic sentence, which announces an interpre-
tation, is much better:

The theme of dawning moral awareness is reinforced by the many philo-

sophical discussions between Huck and Jim, the runaway slave, as they

drift down the river on a raft.

Usually a little effort is all that is needed to make the differ-
ence between a plot summary that goes nowhere and a focused,
forceful interpretation. As with all forms of writing, revision is key.
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LOOKING AT YOURSELF AS A WRITER

Avoiding simple plot summary

When you write about a literary work that has a plot (such as a short
story, a play, or a film), your instructor expects more than just a plot
summary. If you— like many students— find it difficult to avoid veer-
ing off into plot summary, consider some common causes and cures.

CAUSE You assume that your audience may not have read the work
and either needs to hear the plot or wants to hear it. Or you
enjoyed the story and want to share it with readers.

CURE Unless you have been told otherwise, in academic writing
you should assume that your readers have read the work.
Your job is to share with them not the work itself but your
own interpretation of it.

CAUSE Time words such as when and after, which are natural and
useful transitions in literature papers, tempt you to veer off
into plot summary.

CURE Continue to use these important transitions, but catch your-
self if two or three sentences in a row move away from
interpretation. Sometimes you can open a sentence with a
subordinate clause beginning with a time word and put the
interpretation in the main clause, like this: “When Sister
says that the entire family has turned against her, she
seems to be right, even though many of this narrator’s other
perceptions are not to be trusted.”

CAUSE Plot summaries appeal to you because you find a chronolog-
ical organization of your paper easier to manage than other
kinds of organization.

CURE Although time order is indeed one of the easiest methods of
organization, be aware that the easiest strategy is not
always the best one.

CAUSE Because you can’t think of an interpretation, you turn to a
plot summary.

CURE Admittedly, interpretations are not always easy to come up
with, but a variety of strategies may help. First, read the
work more than once and pose questions that might lead to
an interpretation (see the charts on pp. 7–8 for examples).
Second, take a look at sample papers, such as the two at 
the end of this booklet or any that appear in your literary
anthology. Third, discuss the work with classmates or
friends. Finally, consider making an appointment with your
instructor or visiting your college’s writing center.
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L4
Observing the conventions of literature papers

As with other academic disciplines, the field of literature endorses
certain conventions on such matters as referring to authors, using
present or past tense when describing events, and formatting pas-
sages quoted from a source.

L4-a Refer to authors, titles, and characters according to
convention.

The first time you refer to an author, use the author’s full name:
Virginia Woolf is known for her experimental novels. In subsequent
references, you may use the last name only: Woolf ’s early work was
largely overlooked. As a rule, do not use personal titles such as Mr.
or Ms. or Dr.

When you mention the title of a short story, an essay, or a short
or medium-length poem, put the title in quotation marks.

“The Lesson,” by Toni Cade Bambara
“Gender Gap in Cyberspace,” by Deborah Tannen
“The Tyger,” by William Blake

Underline or italicize the titles of novels, nonfiction books,
plays, or long poems.

The Poisonwood Bible, by Barbara Kingsolver
I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, by Maya Angelou
M. Butterfly, by David Henry Hwang
Howl, by Allen Ginsberg

Refer to each character by the name most often used for him or
her in the work. If, for instance, a character’s name is Lambert
Strether and he is always referred to as “Strether,” do not call him
“Lambert” or “Mr. Strether.” Similarly, write “Lady Macbeth,” not
“Mrs. Macbeth.”

L4-b Use the present tense to describe fictional events.

Perhaps because fictional events have not actually occurred in the
past, the literary convention is to describe them in the present tense.
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Until you become used to this convention, you may find yourself
shifting between present and past tense. As you revise your draft,
make sure that you have used the present tense consistently.

SHIFTING TENSES

Octavia demands blind obedience from James and from all of her 

children. When James and Ty caught two redbirds in their trap, they 

wanted to play with them; Octavia, however, had other plans for the 

birds.

CONSISTENT USE OF THE PRESENT TENSE

Octavia demands blind obedience from James and from all of her 

children. When James and Ty catch two redbirds in their trap, they 

want to play with them; Octavia, however, has other plans for the 

birds.

NOTE: When integrating quotations from the work into your own
text, you will need to be alert to the problem of shifting tenses. See
L5-c.

L4-c Use MLA style to cite and format passages quoted
from the work.

Unless your instructor suggests otherwise, use MLA (Modern
Language Association) style for citing and formatting passages
quoted from literary works. MLA guidelines for handling short 
stories (or novels), poems, and plays are somewhat different.

NOTE: This section focuses on citations in the text of your paper. If
your instructor also requires a works cited page, see L6-a in this
booklet and section MLA-4 in A Writer’s Reference, Fifth Edition.

Short stories or novels

To cite a passage from a short story or a novel, use a page number
in parentheses after the quoted words.

The narrator of Eudora Welty’s “Why I Live at the P.O.,” known to 

us only as “Sister,” makes many catty remarks about her enemies. 

For example, she calls Mr. Whitaker “this photographer with the 

pop-eyes” (46).
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If a novel has numbered divisions, put the page number first,
followed by a semicolon, and then indicate the book, part, or chap-
ter in which the passage may be found. Use abbreviations such as
“bk.” and “ch.”

One of Kingsolver’s narrators, teenager Rachel, pushes her vocabulary

beyond its limits. For example, Rachel complains that being forced to 

live in the Congo with her missionary family is “a sheer tapestry of 

justice” because her chances of finding a boyfriend are “dull and void”

(117; bk. 2, ch. 10).

When a quotation from a work of fiction takes up four or 
fewer typed lines, put it in quotation marks and run it into the 
text of your essay, as in the two previous examples. When a quo-
tation is five lines or longer, set if off from the text by indenting 
one inch (or ten spaces) from the left margin; when you set a quo-
tation off from the text, do not use quotation marks. Put the cita-
tion (the page number in parentheses) after the final mark of 
punctuation.

Sister’s tale begins with “I,” and she makes every event revolve around

herself, even her sister’s marriage:

I was getting along fine with Mama, Papa-Daddy, and Uncle 

Rondo until my sister Stella-Rondo just separated from her 

husband and came back home again. Mr. Whitaker! Of course I

went with Mr. Whitaker first, when he first appeared in China

Grove, taking “Pose Yourself” photos, and Stella-Rondo broke 

us up. (46)

Poems

To cite lines from a poem, use line numbers in parentheses after 
the quoted words. For the first reference, use the word “lines”: (lines
1-2). Thereafter use just the numbers: (12-13).

The opening lines of Frost’s “Fire and Ice” strike a conversational 

tone: “Some say the world will end in fire, / Some say in ice” (lines 

1-2).

Enclose quotations of three or fewer lines of poetry in quotation
marks within your text, and indicate line breaks with a slash, as in
the example just given.
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When you quote four or more lines of poetry, set the quotation
off from the text by indenting one inch (or ten spaces) and omit the
quotation marks. Put the line numbers in parentheses after the
final mark of punctuation.

Like the rest of the poem, the final stanza of Louise Bogan’s “Women” 

presents a negative stereotype of women, suggesting that women tend 

to be too timid and housebound to embrace life fully:

They hear in every whisper that speaks to them

A shout and a cry.

As like as not, when they take life over their door-sills

They should let it go by. (17-20)

NOTE: You may reduce the one-inch indent to make the lines fit.

Plays

To cite lines from a play, include the act number, scene number, and
line numbers (as many as are available) at the end of the quotation.
Separate the numbers with periods, and use arabic numerals unless
your professor prefers roman numerals.

Two attendants silently watch as the sleepwalking Lady Macbeth 

subconsciously struggles with her guilt: “Here’s the smell of blood 

still. All the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand” 

(5.1.50-51).

If no act, scene, or line numbers are available, use a page number
instead.

When a quotation from a play takes up four or fewer typed lines
and is spoken by only one character, put quotation marks around it
and run it into the text of your essay, as in the previous example.
When a dramatic quotation by a single character is five lines or
longer, set it off by indenting one inch (ten spaces) from the left mar-
gin and omit quotation marks. Include the citation in parentheses
after the final mark of punctuation.

Speaking to Electra, Clytemnestra complains about the sexual double 

standard that has allowed her husband to justify sacrificing her other

daughter, Iphigenia, to the gods. She asks Electra to consider what 

would have happened if Menelaus, and not his wife Helen, had been 

seized by the Trojans:
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If Menelaus had been raped from home on the sly, should I 

have had to kill Orestes so my sister’s husband could be 

rescued? You think your father would have borne it? He would

have killed me. Then why was it fair for him to kill what

belonged to me and not be killed? (1041-45)

When quoting dialogue between two or more characters in a
play, no matter how many lines you use, set the quotation off from
the text. Type each character’s name in all capital letters at a one-
inch (ten-space) indent from the left margin. Indent subsequent
lines under the character’s name an additional quarter inch (or
three spaces).

Throughout the play, Mrs. Millamant and Mirabell try to outdo each 

other in witty exchanges, as when they debate Mirabell’s opinion that

beauty is bestowed by the lover instead of being possessed by the

beloved:

MRS. MILLAMANT. One no more owes one’s beauty to a lover 

than one’s wit to an echo. They can but reflect what we 

look and say; vain empty things if we are silent or unseen,

and want a being.

MIRABELL. Yet to those two vain empty things you owe two of

the greatest pleasures of your life.

MRS. MILLAMANT. How so?

MIRABELL. To your lover you owe the pleasure of hearing 

yourselves praised; and to an echo the pleasure of hearing

yourselves talk. (2.455-64)

L5
Integrating quotations from the work

Quotations from a literary work can lend vivid support to your argu-
ment, but keep most quotations fairly short. Excessive use of long quo-
tations bores readers and interrupts the flow of your interpretation.

Using MLA style to cite quotations 19



Integrating quotations smoothly into your own text can present
a challenge. Because of the complexities of literature, do not be sur-
prised to find yourself puzzling over the most graceful way to tuck
in a short phrase or the clearest way to introduce a more extended
passage from the work.

L5-a Do not confuse the work’s author with a narrator 
or speaker.

When writing about nonfìction articles and books, you have proba-
bly learned to introduce a quotation with a signal phrase naming
the author: According to Jane Doe, Jane Doe points out that, Jane
Doe presents a compelling argument, and so on.

When introducing quotations from a literary work, however,
make sure that you don’t confuse the work’s author with the narra-
tor of a story or the speaker of a poem. Instead of naming the
author, you can refer to the narrator or speaker— or to the work
itself.

INAPPROPRIATE

Poet Andrew Marvell describes his fear of death like this: “But at my 

back I always hear / Time’s wingèd chariot hurrying near” (21-22).

APPROPRIATE

Addressing his beloved in an attempt to win her sexual favors, the 

speaker of the poem argues that death gives them no time to waste: 

“But at my back I always hear / Time’s wingèd chariot hurrying near” 

(21-22).

APPROPRIATE

The poem “To His Coy Mistress” says as much about fleeting time 

and death as it does about sexual passion. Its most powerful lines 

may well be “But at my back I always hear / Time’s wingèd chariot 

hurrying near” (21-22).

In the last example, you could of course mention the author as well:
Marvell’s poem “To His Coy Mistress” says as much. . . . Although the
author is mentioned, he is not being confused with the speaker of
the poem.
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L5-b Create a context for passages quoted from the work.

When you quote the words of a narrator, speaker, or character in a
literary work, you should name who is speaking and create a con-
text for the quoted passage. In the following examples, the quoted
dialogue is from Tennessee Williams’s play The Glass Menagerie
and Shirley Jackson’s short story “The Lottery.”

Laura’s life is so completely ruled by Amanda that when urged to 

make a wish on the moon, she asks, “What shall I wish for, Mother?”

(1.5.140).

When a neighbor suggests that the lottery should be abandoned, Old 

Man Warner responds, “There’s always been a lottery” (284).

L5-c As you integrate quotations, avoid shifts in tense.

Because it is conventional to write about literature in the present
tense (see L4-b) and because literary works often use other tenses,
you will need to exercise some care when weaving quotations into
your own text. A first-draft attempt may result in an awkward shift,
as it did for one student who was writing about Nadine Gordimer’s
short story “Friday’s Footprint.”

TENSE SHIFT

When Rita sees Johnny’s relaxed attitude, “she blushed, like a wave of ill-

ness” (159).

To avoid the distracting shift from present to past tense, the writer
decided to include the reference to Rita’s blushing in her own text
and reduce the length of the quotation.

REVISED

When Rita sees Johnny’s relaxed attitude, she blushes “like a wave of ill-

ness” (159).

The writer could have changed the quotation to present tense, using
brackets to indicate the change, like this: When Rita sees Johnny’s
relaxed attitude, “she blushe[s] like a wave of illness” (159).
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L5-d To indicate changes in a quotation, use brackets and
the ellipsis mark.

Two marks of punctuation, square brackets and the ellipsis mark
(three spaced dots), show readers that you have added or omitted
words from a quoted passage.

Brackets are used for additions, as in the following example
from a paper on Alice Walker’s short story “Everyday Use.”

Mama describes Dee as “lighter [-skinned] than Maggie, with nicer 

hair and a fuller figure” (289).

Because some readers might not understand the meaning of
lighter out of context, the writer has supplied a clarification in
brackets.

The ellipsis mark is used to indicate omissions. In the following
example from a paper on Charles Baxter’s short story “Gryphon,”
the writer has omitted some words from the original in order to
keep the quoted passage brief.

With a straight face, the substitute teacher, Miss Ferenczi, tells the 

fourth-grade class, “In higher mathematics, . . . six times eleven can 

be considered to be sixty-eight” (130).

If you want to omit one or more full sentences from a quotation,
use a period before the three ellipsis dots.

When a student announces that Mr. Hibler always begins class with the

Pledge of Allegiance, Miss Ferenczi replies, “Oh, does he? In that case you

must know it very well by now, and we certainly need not spend time on

it. . . . A pledge does not suit my mood” (129).

L5-e Enclose embedded quotations in single quotation
marks.

In writing about literature, you may sometimes want to use a 
quotation with another quotation embedded in it — when you are
quoting dialogue in a novel, for example. In such cases, set off the
main quotation with double quotation marks, as you usually would,
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and set off the embedded quotation with single quotation marks.
The following example from a student paper quotes lines from Amy
Tan’s novel The Hundred Secret Senses.

Early in the novel the narrator’s half-sister Kwan sees--or thinks 

she sees--ghosts: “ ‘Libby-ah,’ she’ll say to me. ‘Guess who I see 

yesterday, you guess.’ And I don’t have to guess she’s talking about 

someone dead” (3).

L6
Using secondary sources

Many literature papers rely wholly on primary sources—the liter-
ary work or works under discussion. You document such papers
with MLA in-text citations as explained in L4-c. If a list of works
cited is required, it will consist of the literary work (or works) 
(see L6-a).

In addition to relying on primary sources, some literature
papers draw on secondary sources: articles or books of literary crit-
icism, biographies of the author, the author’s own essays or autobi-
ography, histories of the era in which the work was written, and so
on. Even when you use secondary sources, your main goal should be
to develop your own understanding and interpretation of the liter-
ary work.

When you use secondary sources, you must document them
with MLA in-text citations and a list of works cited as explained in
L6-a.

L6-a Use MLA style to document secondary sources.

Most literature papers use the documentation system recommended
by the Modern Language Association (MLA). This system is discussed
in detail in the MLA section of A Writer’s Reference.

An MLA in-text citation usually combines a signal phrase with
a page number in parentheses.
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SAMPLE MLA IN-TEXT CITATION

Arguing that fate has little to do with the tragedy that befalls 

Oedipus, Bernard Knox writes that “the catastrophe of Oedipus is that 

he discovers his own identity; and for his discovery he is first and last

responsible” (6).

The signal phrase names the author of the secondary source; the
number in parentheses is the page on which the quoted words
appear.

The in-text citation is used in combination with a list of works
cited at the end of the paper. Anyone interested in knowing addi-
tional information about the secondary source can consult the list of
works cited. Here, for example, is the works cited entry for the work
referred to in the sample in-text citation.

SAMPLE ENTRY IN THE LIST OF WORKS CITED

Knox, Bernard. Oedipus at Thebes: Sophocles’ Tragic Hero and His Time.

New York: Norton, 1971.

As you document secondary sources with in-text citations, con-
sult MLA-4a in A Writer’s Reference; as you construct your list of
works cited, consult 32b.

L6-b Avoid plagiarism.

The rules about plagiarism are the same for literary papers as 
for other research writing. It is wrong to use other writers’ ideas or
language without giving credit to your source. If an interpretation
was suggested to you by a critic’s work or if an obscure point was
clarified by someone else’s research, it is your responsibility to 
cite the source (as explained in L6-a). In addition to citing the
source, you must place any borrowed language in quotation marks.
In the following example of plagiarism, the plagiarized words are
underlined.

ORIGINAL SOURCE

Here again Glaspell’s story reflects a larger truth about the 
lives of rural women. Their isolation induced madness in many.
The rate of insanity in rural areas, especially for women, was a
much-discussed subject in the second half of the nineteenth 
century.

—Elaine Hedges, “Small Things 
Reconsidered: ‘A Jury of Her Peers,’” p. 59
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PLAGIARISM

Glaspell may or may not want us to believe that Minnie Wright’s 

murder of her husband is an insane act, but Minnie’s loneliness 

and isolation certainly could have driven her mad. As Elaine Hedges 

notes, the rate of insanity in rural areas, especially for women,

was a much-discussed subject in the second half of the nineteenth

century (59).

BORROWED LANGUAGE IN QUOTATION MARKS

Glaspell may or may not want us to believe that Minnie Wright’s 

murder of her husband is an insane act, but Minnie’s loneliness 

and isolation certainly could have driven her mad. As Elaine Hedges 

notes, “The rate of insanity in rural areas, especially for women, 

was a much-discussed subject in the second half of the nineteenth 

century” (59).

Writers sometimes plagiarize unintentionally because they
have difficulty paraphrasing a source’s ideas in their own words. In
the following example of plagiarism, the writer has copied the
underlined strings of words (without quotation marks) and followed
the sentence stucture of the original source too closely, plugging in
some synonyms along the way.

ORIGINAL SOURCE

Mothers [in the late nineteenth century] were advised to teach
their daughters to make small, exact stitches, not only for dura-
bility but as a way of instilling habits of patience, neatness, and
diligence. But such stitches also became a badge of one’s needle-
work skill, a source of self-esteem and of status, through the
recognition and admiration of other women.

—Elaine Hedges, “Small Things 
Reconsidered: ‘A Jury of Her Peers,’ ” p. 62

PLAGIARISM: UNACCEPTABLE BORROWING

One of the fìnal clues in the story, the irregular stitching in Minnie’s 

quilt patches, connects immediately with Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters. 

In the late nineteenth century, explains Elaine Hedges, small,

exact stitches were valued not only for their durability. They became

a badge of one’s prowess with the needle, a source of self-respect 

and of prestige, through the recognition and approval of other

women (62).
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ACCEPTABLE PARAPHRASE

One of the final clues in the story, the irregular stitching in Minnie’s 

quilt patches, connects immediately with Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters. 

In the late nineteenth century, explains Elaine Hedges, precise nee-

dlework was valued for more than its durability. It was a source of 

pride to women, a way of gaining status in the community of other 

women (62).

Although the acceptable version uses a few words found in the
original source, it does not borrow entire phrases without quotation
marks or closely mimic the structure of the original. To write an
acceptable paraphrase, resist the temptation to look at the source
while you write; instead, write from memory. When you write from
memory, the words you choose will almost certainly be your own.

L7
Sample papers

Following are two sample essays. The first, by Margaret Peel, has no
secondary sources. (Langston Hughes’s “Ballad of the Landlord,”
the poem on which the essay is based, appears on p. 30.) The second
essay, by Dan Larson, uses secondary sources. (The short story on
which the paper is based appears on pp. 39–58.)
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Peel 1

Margaret Peel

Professor Lin

English 102

20 April 2001

Opposing Voices in “Ballad of the Landlord”

Langston Hughes’s “Ballad of the Landlord” is narrated through four

voices, each with its own perspective on the poem’s action. These opposing

voices--of a tenant, a landlord, the police, and the press--dramatize a black

man’s experience in a society dominated by whites.

The main voice in the poem is that of the tenant, who, as the last line

tells us, is black. The tenant is characterized by his informal, nonstandard

speech. He uses slang (“Ten Bucks”), contracted words (’member, more’n),

and nonstandard grammar (“These steps is broken down”). This colloquial

English suggests the tenant’s separation from the world of convention, 

represented by the formal voices of the police and the press, which appear

later in the poem.

Although the tenant uses nonstandard English, his argument is orga-

nized and logical. He begins with a reasonable complaint and a 

gentle reminder that the complaint is already a week old: “My roof has

sprung a leak. / Don’t you ’member I told you about it / Way last week?” (lines

2-4). In the second stanza, he appeals diplomatically to the landlord’s self-

interest: “These steps is broken down. / When you come up yourself / It’s a

wonder you don’t fall down” (6-8). In the third stanza, when the landlord

has responded to his complaints with a demand for rent money, the tenant

becomes more forceful, but his voice is still reasonable: “Ten Bucks you say

is due? / Well, that’s Ten Bucks more’n I’ll pay you / Till you fix this house

up new” (10-12).

Thesis states
Peel’s main idea.

Details from the
poem illustrate 
Peel’s point.

The first citation
to lines of the
poem includes 
the word “lines.”
Subsequent 
citations from 
the poem are
cited with line
numbers alone.
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oPeel 2

The fourth stanza marks a shift in the tone of the argument. At this

point the tenant responds more emotionally, in reaction to the landlord’s

threats to evict him. By the fifth stanza, the tenant has unleashed his anger:

“Um-huh! You talking high and mighty” (17). Hughes uses an exclamation

point for the first time; the tenant is raising his voice at last. As the argu-

ment gets more heated, the tenant finally resorts to the language of violence:

“You ain’t gonna be able to say a word / If I land my fist on you” (19-20).

These are the last words the tenant speaks in the poem. Perhaps

Hughes wants to show how black people who threaten violence are silenced.

When a new voice is introduced--the landlord’s--the poem shifts to italics:

oooooooooPolice! Police!

oooooooooCome and get this man!

oooooooooHe’s trying to ruin the government

oooooooooAnd overturn the land! (21-24)

This response is clearly an overreaction to a small threat. Instead of

dealing with the tenant directly, the landlord shouts for the police. His

hysterical voice--marked by repetitions and punctuated with exclamation

points--reveals his disproportionate fear and outrage. And his conclusions

are equally excessive: This black man, he claims, is out to “ruin the

government” and “overturn the land.” Although the landlord’s overreaction

is humorous, it is sinister as well, because the landlord knows that, no mat-

ter how excessive his claims are, he has the police and the law on his side.

In line 25, the regular meter and rhyme of the poem break down, 

perhaps showing how an arrest disrupts everyday life. The “voice” in lines

25-29 has two parts: the clanging sound of the police (“Copper’s whistle! /

Patrol bell!”) and, in sharp contrast, the unemotional, factual tone of a

police report (“Arrest. / Precinct Station. / Iron cell.”).

Transition pre-
pares readers for
the next topic.

Peel interprets
the landlord’s
response.

Peel shows how
meter and rhyme
support the
poem’s meaning.

Topic sentence
focuses on an
interpretation.
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Peel 3

The last voice in the poem is the voice of the press, represented in

newspaper headlines: “MAN THREATENS LANDLORD / TENANT HELD NO BAIL /

JUDGE GIVES NEGRO 90 DAYS IN COUNTY JAIL” (31-33). Meter and rhyme

return here, as if to show that once the tenant is arrested, life can go on

as usual. The language of the press, like that of the police, is cold and dis-

tant, and it gives the tenant less and less status. In line 31, he is a “man”;

in line 32, he has been demoted to a “tenant”; and in line 33, he has

become a “Negro,” or just another statistic.

By using four opposing voices in “Ballad of the Landlord,” Hughes 

effectively dramatizes different views of minority assertiveness. To the 

tenant, assertiveness is informal and natural, as his language shows; to the

landlord, it is a dangerous threat, as his hysterical response suggests. The

police response is, like the language that describes it, short and sharp.

Finally, the press’s view of events, represented by the headlines, is distant

and unsympathetic.

By the end of the poem, we understand the predicament of the black

man. Exploited by the landlord, politically oppressed by those who think

he’s out “to ruin the government,” physically restrained by the police and

the judicial system, and denied his individuality by the press, he is saved

only by his own sense of humor. The very title of the poem suggests his--

and Hughes’s--sense of humor. The tenant is singing a ballad to his oppres-

sors, but this ballad is no love song. It portrays the oppressors, through

their own voices, in an unflattering light: the landlord as cowardly and

ridiculous, the police and press as dull and soulless. The tenant may lack

political power, but he speaks with vitality, and no one can say he lacks

dignity or the spirit to survive.

Peel sums up
her interpretation.

Peel concludes
with an analysis
of the poem’s
political signifi-
cance.



Ballad of the Landlord

Landlord, landlord,
My roof has sprung a leak.
Don’t you ’member I told you about it
Way last week?

Landlord, landlord,
These steps is broken down.
When you come up yourself
It’s a wonder you don’t fall down.

Ten Bucks you say I owe you?
Ten Bucks you say is due?
Well, that’s Ten Bucks more’n I’ll pay you
Till you fix this house up new.

What? You gonna get eviction orders?
You gonna cut off my heat?
You gonna take my furniture and
Throw it in the street?

Um-huh! You talking high and mighty.
Talk on — till you get through.
You ain’t gonna be able to say a word
If I land my fist on you.

Police! Police!
Come and get this man!
He’s trying to ruin the government
And overturn the land!

Copper’s whistle!
Patrol bell!
Arrest.

Precinct Station.
Iron cell.
Headlines in press:

MAN THREATENS LANDLORD

TENANT HELD NO BAIL

JUDGE GIVES NEGRO 90 DAYS IN COUNTY JAIL

— Langston Hughes
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Larson 1

Dan Larson

Professor Duncan

English 102

16 April 2001

The Transformation of Mrs. Peters:

An Analysis of “A Jury of Her Peers”

In Susan Glaspell’s 1917 short story “A Jury of Her Peers,” two 

women accompany their husbands and a county attorney to an isolated

house where a farmer named John Wright has been choked to death in his

bed with a rope. The chief suspect, Wright’s wife Minnie, is in jail awaiting

trial. The sheriff’s wife, Mrs. Peters, has come along to gather some

personal items for Minnie, and Mrs. Hale has joined her. Early in the story,

Mrs. Hale sympathizes with Minnie and objects to the way the male

investigators are “snoopin’ round and criticizin’” her kitchen (293). In

contrast, Mrs. Peters shows respect for the law, saying that the men are

doing “no more than their duty” (293). By the end of the story, however,

Mrs. Peters has joined Mrs. Hale in a conspiracy of silence, lied to the

men, and committed a crime--hiding key evidence. What causes this

dramatic change?

One critic, Leonard Mustazza, argues that Mrs. Hale recruits Mrs.

Peters “as a fellow ‘juror’ in the case, moving the sheriff’s wife away from

her sympathy for her husband’s position and towards identification with the

accused woman” (494). While this is true, Mrs. Peters also reaches insights

on her own. Her observations in the kitchen lead her to understand Minnie’s

grim and lonely plight as the wife of an abusive farmer, and her identifica-

tion with both Minnie and Mrs. Hale is strengthened as the men conducting

the investigation trivialize the lives of women.

The opening 
lines name the
story and establish
context.

The opening
paragraph ends with
Larson’s research
question.

Present tense is
used to describe
details from the
story.

Quotations from the
story are cited with
page numbers in
parentheses.

Quotation from 
a secondary source:
author is named in a
signal phrase; page
number is given in
parentheses.

The thesis
asserts Larson’s
main point.
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Larson 2

The first evidence that Mrs. Peters reaches understanding on her own

surfaces in the following passage:

The sheriff’s wife had looked from the stove to the sink--

to the pail of water which had been carried in from out-

side. . . . That look of seeing into things, of seeing

through a thing to something  else, was in the eyes of

the sheriff’s wife now. (295)

Something about the stove, the sink, and the pail of water connects with

her own experience, giving Mrs. Peters a glimpse into the life of Minnie

Wright. The details resonate with meaning.

Social historian Elaine Hedges argues that such details, which evoke

the drudgery of a farm woman’s work, would not have been lost upon

Glaspell’s readers in 1917. Hedges tells us what the pail and the stove,

along with another detail from the story--a dirty towel on a roller--would

have meant to women of the time. Laundry was a dreaded all-day affair.

Water had to be pumped, hauled, and boiled; then the wash was rubbed,

rinsed, wrung through a wringer, carried outside, and hung on a line to 

dry. “What the women see, beyond the pail and the stove,” writes Hedges,

“are the hours of work it took Minnie to produce that one clean towel”

(56).

On her own, Mrs. Peters discovers clues about the motive for the 

murder. Her curiosity leads her to pick up a sewing basket filled with quilt

pieces and then to notice something strange: a sudden row of badly sewn

stitches. “What do you suppose she was so--nervous about?” asks Mrs.

Peters (296). A short time later, Mrs. Peters spots another clue, an empty

birdcage. Again she observes details on her own, in this case a broken door

and hinge, suggesting that the cage has been roughly handled.

Larson summa-
rizes ideas from a
secondary source
and then quotes
from that source;
he names the
author in a signal
phrase and gives
a page number in
parentheses.

Topic sentence
focuses on Larson’s
interpretation.

A long quotation
is set off by
indenting; no quo-
tation marks are
needed; ellipsis
dots indicate a
sentence omitted
from the source.
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Larson 3

In addition to noticing details, both women draw conclusions from

them and speculate on their significance. When Mrs. Hale finds the dead

canary beneath a quilt patch, for example, the women conclude that its

neck has been wrung and understand who must have wrung it.

As the women speculate on the significance of the dead canary, each

connects the bird with her own experience. Mrs. Hale knows that Minnie

once sang in the church choir, an activity that Mr. Wright put a stop to,

just as he put a stop to the bird’s singing. Also, as a farmer’s wife, Mrs.

Hale understands the desolation and loneliness of life on the prairie. She

sees that the bird was both a thing of beauty and a companion. “If there

had been years and years of--nothing, then a bird to sing to you,” says Mrs.

Hale, “it would be awful--still--after the bird was still” (300). To Mrs.

Peters, the stillness of the canary evokes memories of the time when she

and her husband homesteaded in the northern plains. “I know what stillness

is,” she says, as she recalls the death of her first child, with no one around

to console her (300).

Elaine Hedges has written movingly of the isolation that women expe-

rienced on late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century farms of the West

and Midwest:

Women themselves reported that it was not unusual to spend

five months in a log cabin without seeing another woman . . .

or to spend one and a half years after arriving before being able

to take a trip to town . . . . (54)

To combat loneliness and monotony, says Hedges, many women bought

canaries and hung the cages outside their sod huts. The canaries provided

music and color, a spot of beauty that “might spell the difference between

sanity and madness” (60).

Details from the
story provide
evidence for the
interpretation.

Topic sen-
tences focus on
interpretation,
not just plot.

Ellipsis dots 
indicate omitted
words within the
sentence and at
the end of the
sentence.
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Mrs. Peters and Mrs. Hale understand--and Glaspell’s readers in 1917

would have understood--what the killing of the bird means to Minnie. For

Mrs. Peters, in fact, the act has a special significance. When she was a

child, a boy axed her kitten to death and, as she says, “If they hadn’t 

held me back I would have . . . hurt him” (300). She has little difficulty

comprehending Minnie’s murderous rage, for she has felt it herself.

Although Mrs. Peters’s growing empathy for Minnie stems largely from

her observations, it is also prompted by her negative reaction to the

patronizing comments of the male investigators. At several points in the

story, her body language reveals her feelings. For example, when Mr. Hale

remarks that “women are used to worrying over trifles,” both women move

closer together and remain silent. When the county attorney asks, “for all

their worries, what would we do without the ladies?” the women do not

speak, nor do they “unbend” (291). The fact that the women respond in

exactly the same way reveals the extent to which they are bonding.

Both women are annoyed at the way in which the men criticize and

trivialize the world of women. The men question the difficulty of women’s

work. For example, when the county attorney points to the dirty towel on

the rack as evidence that Minnie wasn’t much of a housekeeper, Mrs. Hale

replies “There’s a great deal of work to be done on a farm” (291). Even the

importance of women’s work is questioned. The men kid the women for try-

ing to decide if Minnie was going to quilt or knot patches together for a

quilt and laugh about such trivial concerns. Those very quilts, of course,

kept the men warm at night and cost them nothing beyond the price of

thread.

The men also question the women’s wisdom and intelligence. For

example, when the county attorney tells the women to keep their eyes out 

Transition
serves as a
bridge from
one section of
the paper to
the next.
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for clues, Mr. Hale replies, “But would the women know a clue if they did

come upon it?” (292). The women’s response is to stand motionless and

silent. The irony is that the men don’t see the household clues that are

right in front of them.

By the end of the story, Mrs. Peters has been so transformed that she

risks lying to the men. When the county attorney walks into the kitchen

and notices the birdcage the women have found, he asks about the where-

abouts of the bird. Mrs. Hale replies, “We think the cat got it,” even though

she knows from Mrs. Peters that Minnie was afraid of cats and would not

have owned one. Instead of correcting the lie, Mrs. Peters elaborates on it,

saying of cats, “They’re superstitious, you know; they leave” (299). Clearly

Mrs. Hale is willing to risk lying because she is confident that Mrs. Peters

won’t contradict her.

The Mrs. Peters character may have been based on a real sheriff’s

wife. Seventeen years before writing “A Jury of Her Peers,” Susan Glaspell

covered a murder case for the Des Moines Daily News. A farmer’s wife,

Margaret Hossack, was accused of murdering her sleeping husband with two

axe blows to the head. In one of her newspaper reports, Glaspell wrote that

the sheriff’s wife sat next to Mrs. Hossack and “frequently applied her hand-

kerchief to her eyes” (qtd. in Ben-Zvi 30).

We do not know from the short story the ultimate fate of Minnie

Wright, but Margaret Hossack, whose case inspired the story, was found

guilty, though the case was later thrown out by the Iowa Supreme Court.

However, as Linda Ben-Zvi points out, the women’s guilt or innocence is not

the issue:

Whether Margaret Hossack or Minnie Wright committed murder is

moot; what is incontrovertible is the brutality of their lives, the 

Larson gives
evidence that
Mrs. Peters
has been
transformed.

Larson draws
on a secondary
source that
gives back-
ground on
Glaspell’s life.
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lack of options they had to redress grievances or to escape abu-

sive husbands, and the complete disregard of their plight by the

courts and by society. (38)

These are the issues that Susan Glaspell wished to stress in “A Jury of Her

Peers.”

These are also the issues that Mrs. Peters comes to understand as the

story unfolds, with her understanding deepening as she identifies with

Minnie and Mrs. Hale and is repulsed by male attitudes. Her transformation

becomes complete when the men joke that she is “married to the law” and

she responds by violating the law: hiding key evidence, the dead canary.

Larson’s con-
clusion echoes
his main point 
without dully
repeating it.
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SUSAN GLASPELL

A Jury of Her Peers

When Martha Hale opened the storm-door and got a cut of the north
wind, she ran back for her big woolen scarf. As she hurriedly wound
that round her head her eye made a scandalized sweep of her
kitchen. It was no ordinary thing that called her away — it was
probably further from ordinary than anything that had ever hap-
pened in Dickson County. But what her eye took in was that her
kitchen was in no shape for leaving: her bread all ready for mixing,
half the flour sifted and half unsifted.

She hated to see things half done; but she had been at that
when the team from town stopped to get Mr. Hale, and then the
sheriff came running in to say his wife wished Mrs. Hale would
come too — adding, with a grin, that he guessed she was getting
scary and wanted another woman along. So she had dropped every-
thing right where it was.

“Martha!” now came her husband’s impatient voice. “Don’t keep
folks waiting out here in the cold.”

She again opened the storm-door, and this time joined the three
men and the one woman waiting for her in the big two-seated buggy.

After she had the robes tucked around her she took another
look at the woman who sat beside her on the back seat. She had met
Mrs. Peters the year before at the county fair, and the thing she
remembered about her was that she didn’t seem like a sheriff ’s wife.
She was small and thin and didn’t have a strong voice. Mrs.
Gorman, sheriff ’s wife before Gorman went out and Peters came in,
had a voice that somehow seemed to be backing up the law with
every word. But if Mrs. Peters didn’t look like a sheriff ’s wife, Peters
made it up in looking like a sheriff. He was to a dot the kind of man
who could get himself elected sheriff — a heavy man with a big
voice, who was particularly genial with the law-abiding, as if to
make it plain that he knew the difference between criminals and
non-criminals. And right there it came into Mrs. Hale’s mind, with
a stab, that this man who was so pleasant and lively with all of
them was going to the Wrights’ now as a sheriff.

“The country’s not very pleasant this time of year,” Mrs. Peters
at last ventured, as if she felt they ought to be talking as well as the
men.

Mrs. Hale scarcely finished her reply, for they had gone up a
little hill and could see the Wright place now, and seeing it did not
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make her feel like talking. It looked very lonesome this cold March
morning. It had always been a lonesome-looking place. It was down
in a hollow, and the poplar trees around it were lonesome-looking
trees. The men were looking at it and talking about what had hap-
pened. The county attorney was bending to one side of the buggy,
and kept looking steadily at the place as they drew up to it.

“I’m glad you came with me,” Mrs. Peters said nervously, as the
two women were about to follow the men in through the kitchen door.

Even after she had her foot on the door-step, her hand on the
knob, Martha Hale had a moment of feeling she could not cross that
threshold. And the reason it seemed she couldn’t cross it now was
simply because she hadn’t crossed it before. Time and time again it
had been in her mind, “I ought to go over and see Minnie Foster” —
she still thought of her as Minnie Foster, though for twenty years she
had been Mrs. Wright. And then there was always something to do
and Minnie Foster would go from her mind. But now she could come.

The men went over to the stove. The women stood close to-
gether by the door. Young Henderson, the county attorney, turned
around and said, “Come up to the fire, ladies.”

Mrs. Peters took a step forward, then stopped. “I’m not — cold,”
she said.

And so the two women stood by the door, at first not even so
much as looking around the kitchen.

The men talked for a minute about what a good thing it was the
sheriff had sent his deputy out that morning to make a fire for
them, and then Sheriff Peters stepped back from the stove, unbut-
toned his outer coat, and leaned his hands on the kitchen table in a
way that seemed to mark the beginning of official business. “Now,
Mr. Hale,” he said in a sort of semi-official voice, “before we move
things about, you tell Mr. Henderson just what it was you saw when
you came here yesterday morning.”

The county attorney was looking around the kitchen.
“By the way,” he said, “has anything been moved?” He turned to

the sheriff. “Are things just as you left them yesterday?”
Peters looked from cupboard to sink; from that to a small worn

rocker a little to one side of the kitchen table.
“It’s just the same.”
“Somebody should have been left here yesterday,” said the

county attorney.
“Oh — yesterday,” returned the sheriff, with a little gesture as

of yesterday having been more than he could bear to think of. “When
I had to send Frank to Morris Center for that man who went
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crazy — let me tell you. I had my hands full yesterday. I knew you
could get back from Omaha by today, George, and as long as I went
over everything here myself —”

“Well, Mr. Hale,” said the county attorney, in a way of letting
what was past and gone go, “tell just what happened when you came
here yesterday morning.”

Mrs. Hale, still leaning against the door, had that sinking feel-
ing of the mother whose child is about to speak a piece. Lewis often
wandered along and got things mixed up in a story. She hoped he
would tell this straight and plain, and not say unnecessary things
that would just make things harder for Minnie Foster. He didn’t
begin at once, and she noticed that he looked queer — as if standing
in that kitchen and having to tell what he had seen there yesterday
morning made him almost sick.

“Yes, Mr. Hale?” the county attorney reminded.
“Harry and I had started to town with a load of potatoes,” Mrs.

Hale’s husband began.
Harry was Mrs. Hale’s oldest boy. He wasn’t with them now, for

the very good reason that those potatoes never got to town yester-
day and he was taking them this morning, so he hadn’t been home
when the sheriff stopped to say he wanted Mr. Hale to come over to
the Wright place and tell the county attorney his story there, where
he could point it all out. With all Mrs. Hale’s other emotions came
the fear now that maybe Harry wasn’t dressed warm enough —
they hadn’t any of them realized how that north wind did bite.

“We come along this road,” Hale was going on, with a motion of
his hand to the road over which they had just come, “and as we got
in sight of the house I says to Harry, ‘I’m goin’ to see if I can’t get
John Wright to take a telephone.’ You see,” he explained to
Henderson, “unless I can get somebody to go in with me they won’t
come out this branch road except for a price I can’t pay. I’d spoke to
Wright about it once before; but he put me off, saying folks talked
too much anyway, and all he asked was peace and quiet — guess
you know about how much he talked himself. But I thought maybe
if I went to the house and talked about it before his wife, and said
all the women-folks liked the telephones, and that in this lonesome
stretch of road it would be a good thing — well, I said to Harry that
that was what I was going to say — though I said at the same time
that I didn’t know as what his wife wanted made much difference to
John —”

Now there he was! — saying things he didn’t need to say. Mrs.
Hale tried to catch her husband’s eye, but fortunately the county
attorney interrupted with:



“Let’s talk about that a little later, Mr. Hale. I do want to talk
about that, but I’m anxious now to get along to just what happened
when you got here.”

When he began this time, it was very deliberately and carefully:
“I didn’t see or hear anything. I knocked at the door. And still it

was all quiet inside. I knew they must be up — it was past eight
o’clock. So I knocked again, louder, and I thought I heard somebody
say, ‘Come in.’ I wasn’t sure — I’m not sure yet. But I opened the
door — this door,” jerking a hand toward the door by which the two
women stood, “and there, in that rocker” — pointing to it — “sat
Mrs. Wright.”

Everyone in the kitchen looked at the rocker. It came into Mrs.
Hale’s mind that that rocker didn’t look in the least like Minnie
Foster — the Minnie Foster of twenty years before. It was a dingy
red, with wooden rungs up the back, and the middle rung was gone,
and the chair sagged to one side.

“How did she — look?” the county attorney was inquiring.
“Well,” said Hale, “she looked — queer.”
“How do you mean — queer?”
As he asked it he took out a note-book and pencil. Mrs. Hale did

not like the sight of that pencil. She kept her eye fixed on her hus-
band, as if to keep him from saying unnecessary things that would
go into that note-book and make trouble.

Hale did speak guardedly, as if the pencil had affected him too.
“Well, as if she didn’t know what she was going to do next. And

kind of — done up.”
“How did she seem to feel about your coming?”
“Why, I don’t think she minded — one way or other. She didn’t

pay much attention. I said, ‘Ho’ do, Mrs. Wright? It’s cold, ain’t it?’
And she said, ‘Is it?’ — and went on pleatin’ at her apron.

“Well, I was surprised. She didn’t ask me to come up to the
stove, or to sit down, but just set there, not even lookin’ at me. And
so I said: ‘I want to see John.’

“And then she — laughed. I guess you would call it a laugh.
“I thought of Harry and the team outside, so I said, a little

sharp, ‘Can I see John?’ ‘No,’ says she — kind of dull like. ‘Ain’t he
home?’ says I. Then she looked at me. ‘Yes,’ says she, ‘he’s home.’
‘Then why can’t I see him?’ I asked her, out of patience with her now.
‘Cause he’s dead’ says she, just as quiet and dull — and fell to
pleatin’ her apron. ‘Dead?’ says I, like you do when you can’t take in
what you’ve heard.

“She just nodded her head, not getting a bit excited, but rockin’
back and forth.
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“ ‘Why — where is he?’ says I, not knowing what to say.
“She just pointed upstairs — like this” — pointing to the room

above.
“I got up, with the idea of going up there myself. By this time

I — didn’t know what to do. I walked from there to here; then I says:
‘Why, what did he die of?’

“ ‘He died of a rope around his neck,’ says she; and just went on
pleatin’ at her apron.”

Hale stopped speaking, and stood staring at the rocker, as if he
were still seeing the woman who had sat there the morning before.
Nobody spoke; it was as if every one were seeing the woman who
had sat there the morning before.

“And what did you do then?” the county attorney at last broke
the silence.

“I went out and called Harry. I thought I might — need help. I
got Harry in, and we went upstairs.” His voice fell almost to a whis-
per. “There he was — lying over the —”

“I think I’d rather have you go into that upstairs,” the county
attorney interrupted, “where you can point it all out. Just go on now
with the rest of the story.”

“Well, my first thought was to get that rope off. It looked —”
He stopped, his face twitching.
“But Harry, he went up to him, and he said, ‘No, he’s dead all

right, and we’d better not touch anything.’ So we went downstairs.
“She was still sitting that same way. ‘Has anybody been noti-

fied?’ I asked. ‘No,’ says she, unconcerned.
“‘Who did this, Mrs. Wright?’ said Harry. He said it busi-

nesslike, and she stopped pleatin’ at her apron. ‘I don’t know,’ she
says. ‘You don’t know?’ says Harry. ‘Weren’t you sleepin’ in the bed
with him?’ ‘Yes,’ says she, ‘but I was on the inside.’ ‘Somebody
slipped a rope round his neck and strangled him, and you didn’t
wake up?’ says Harry. ‘I didn’t wake up,’ she said after him.

“We may have looked as if we didn’t see how that could be, for
after a minute she said, ‘I sleep sound.’

“Harry was going to ask her more questions, but I said maybe
that weren’t our business; maybe we ought to let her tell her story
first to the coroner or the sheriff. So Harry went fast as he could
over to High Road — the Rivers’ place, where there’s a telephone.”

“And what did she do when she knew you had gone for the coro-
ner?” The attorney got his pencil in his hand all ready for writing.

“She moved from that chair to this one over here” — Hale
pointed to a small chair in the corner — “and just sat there with her
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hands held together and looking down. I got a feeling that I ought
to make some conversation, so I said I had come in to see if John
wanted to put in a telephone; and at that she started to laugh, and
then she stopped and looked at me — scared.”

At the sound of a moving pencil the man who was telling the
story looked up.

“I dunno — maybe it wasn’t scared,” he hastened: “I wouldn’t
like to say it was. Soon Harry got back, and then Dr. Lloyd 
came, and you, Mr. Peters, and so I guess that’s all I know that you
don’t.”

He said that last with relief, and moved a little, as if relaxing.
Everyone moved a little. The county attorney walked toward the
stair door.

“I guess we’ll go upstairs first — then out to the barn and
around there.”

He paused and looked around the kitchen.
“You’re convinced there was nothing important here?” he asked

the sheriff. “Nothing that would — point to any motive?”
The sheriff too looked all around, as if to re-convince himself.
“Nothing here but kitchen things,” he said, with a little laugh

for the insignificance of kitchen things.
The county attorney was looking at the cupboard — a peculiar,

ungainly structure, half closet and half cupboard, the upper part of
it being built in the wall, and the lower part just the old-fashioned
kitchen cupboard. As if its queerness attracted him, he got a chair
and opened the upper part and looked in. After a moment he drew
his hand away sticky.

“Here’s a nice mess,” he said resentfully.
The two women had drawn nearer, and now the sheriff ’s wife

spoke.
“Oh—her fruit,” she said, looking to Mrs. Hale for sympa-

thetic understanding. She turned back to the county attorney and
explained: “She worried about that when it turned so cold last
night. She said the fire would go out and her jars might burst.”

Mrs. Peters’ husband broke into a laugh.
“Well, can you beat the woman! Held for murder, and worrying

about her preserves!”
The young attorney set his lips.
“I guess before we’re through with her she may have something

more serious than preserves to worry about.”
“Oh, well,” said Mrs. Hale’s husband, with good-natured supe-

riority, “women are used to worrying over trifles.”
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The two women moved a little closer together. Neither of them
spoke. The county attorney seemed suddenly to remember his man-
ners — and think of his future.

“And yet,” said he, with the gallantry of a young politician, “for
all their worries, what would we do without the ladies?”

The women did not speak, did not unbend. He went to the sink
and began washing his hands. He turned to wipe them on the roller
towel — whirled it for a cleaner place.

“Dirty towels! Not much of a housekeeper, would you say,
ladies?”

He kicked his foot against some dirty pans under the sink.
“There’s a great deal of work to be done on a farm,” said Mrs.

Hale stiffly.
“To be sure. And yet” — with a little bow to her — “I know there

are some Dickson County farm-houses that do not have such roller
towels.” He gave it a pull to expose its full length again.

“Those towels get dirty awful quick. Men’s hands aren’t always
as clean as they might be.”

“Ah, loyal to your sex, I see,” he laughed. He stopped and gave
her a keen look. “But you and Mrs. Wright were neighbors. I sup-
pose you were friends, too.”

Martha Hale shook her head.
“I’ve seen little enough of her of late years. I’ve not been in this

house — it’s more than a year.”
“And why was that? You didn’t like her?”
“I liked her well enough,” she replied with spirit. “Farmers’

wives have their hands full, Mr. Henderson. And then —” She
looked around the kitchen.

“Yes?” he encouraged.
“It never seemed a very cheerful place,” said she, more to her-

self than to him.
“No,” he agreed; “I don’t think anyone would call it cheerful. I

shouldn’t say she had the home-making instinct.”
“Well, I don’t know as Wright had, either,” she muttered.
“You mean they didn’t get on very well?” he was quick to ask.
“No; I don’t mean anything,” she answered, with decision.

As she turned a little away from him, she added: “But I don’t 
think a place would be any the cheerfuller for John Wright’s bein’
in it.”

“I’d like to talk to you about that a little later, Mrs. Hale,” he
said. “I’m anxious to get the lay of things upstairs now.”

He moved toward the stair door, followed by the two men.
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“I suppose anything Mrs. Peters does’ll be all right?” the sheriff
inquired. “She was to take in some clothes for her, you know — and
a few little things. We left in such a hurry yesterday.”

The county attorney looked at the two women whom they were
leaving alone there among the kitchen things.

“Yes — Mrs. Peters,” he said, his glance resting on the woman
who was not Mrs. Peters, the big farmer woman who stood behind
the sheriff ’s wife. “Of course Mrs. Peters is one of us,” he said, in a
manner of entrusting responsibility. “And keep your eye out, Mrs.
Peters, for anything that might be of use. No telling; you women
might come upon a clue to the motive — and that’s the thing we
need.”

Mr. Hale rubbed his face after the fashion of a showman getting
ready for a pleasantry.

“But would the women know a clue if they did come upon it?”
he said; and, having delivered himself of this, he followed the others
through the stair door.

The women stood motionless and silent, listening to the foot-
steps, first upon the stairs, then in the room above them.

Then, as if releasing herself from something strange, Mrs. Hale
began to arrange the dirty pans under the sink, which the county
attorney’s disdainful push of the foot had deranged.

“I’d hate to have men comin’ into my kitchen,” she said
testily — “snoopin’ round and criticizin’.”

“Of course it’s no more than their duty,” said the sheriff ’s wife,
in her manner of timid acquiescence.

“Duty’s all right,” replied Mrs. Hale bluffly; “but I guess that
deputy sheriff that come out to make the fire might have got a little
of this on.” She gave the roller towel a pull. “Wish I’d thought of that
sooner! Seems mean to talk about her for not having things slicked
up, when she had to come away in such a hurry.”

She looked around the kitchen. Certainly it was not “slicked
up.” Her eye was held by a bucket of sugar on a low shelf. The cover
was off the wooden bucket, and beside it was a paper bag — half
full.

Mrs. Hale moved toward it.
“She was putting this in there,” she said to herself — slowly.
She thought of the flour in her kitchen at home — half sifted,

half not sifted. She had been interrupted, and had left things half
done. What had interrupted Minnie Foster? Why had that work
been left half done? She made a move as if to finish it, — unfinished
things always bothered her, — and then she glanced around and
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saw that Mrs. Peters was watching her — and she didn’t want Mrs.
Peters to get that feeling she had got of work begun and then — for
some reason — not finished.

“It’s a shame about her fruit,” she said, and walked toward the
cupboard that the county attorney had opened, and got on the chair,
murmuring: “I wonder if it’s all gone.”

It was a sorry enough looking sight, but “Here’s one that’s all
right,” she said at last. She held it toward the light. “This is cher-
ries, too.” She looked again. “I declare I believe that’s the only one.”

With a sigh, she got down from the chair, went to the sink, and
wiped off the bottle.

“She’ll feel awful bad, after all her hard work in the hot weather.
I remember the afternoon I put up my cherries last summer.”

She set the bottle on the table, and, with another sigh, started
to sit down in the rocker. But she did not sit down. Something kept
her from sitting down in that chair. She straightened — stepped
back, and, half turned away, stood looking at it, seeing the woman
who had sat there “pleatin’ at her apron.”

The thin voice of the sheriff ’s wife broke in upon her: “I must be
getting those things from the front-room closet.” She opened the
door into the other room, started in, stepped back. “You coming with
me, Mrs. Hale?” she asked nervously. “You — you could help me get
them.”

They were soon back — the stark coldness of that shut-up room
was not a thing to linger in.

“My!” said Mrs. Peters, dropping the things on the table and
hurrying to the stove.

Mrs. Hale stood examining the clothes the woman who was
being detained in town had said she wanted.

“Wright was close!” she exclaimed, holding up a shabby black
skirt that bore the marks of much making over. “I think maybe
that’s why she kept so much to herself. I s’pose she felt she couldn’t
do her part; and then, you don’t enjoy things when you feel shabby.
She used to wear pretty clothes and be lively — when she was
Minnie Foster, one of the town girls, singing in the choir. But that —
oh, that was twenty years ago.”

With a carefulness in which there was something tender, she
folded the shabby clothes and piled them at one corner of the table.
She looked up at Mrs. Peters, and there was something in the other
woman’s look that irritated her.

“She don’t care,” she said to herself. “Much difference it makes
to her whether Minnie Foster had pretty clothes when she was a
girl.”
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Then she looked again, and she wasn’t so sure; in fact, she 
hadn’t at any time been perfectly sure about Mrs. Peters. She had
that shrinking manner, and yet her eyes looked as if they could see
a long way into things.

“This all you was to take in?” asked Mrs. Hale.
“No,” said the sheriff ’s wife; “she said she wanted an apron.

Funny thing to want,” she ventured in her nervous little way, “for
there’s not much to get you dirty in jail, goodness knows. But I sup-
pose just to make her feel more natural. If you’re used to wearing
an apron — . She said they were in the bottom drawer of this cup-
board. Yes — here they are. And then her little shawl that always
hung on the stair door.”

She took the small gray shawl from behind the door leading
upstairs, and stood a minute looking at it.

Suddenly Mrs. Hale took a quick step toward the other woman.
“Mrs. Peters!”
“Yes, Mrs. Hale?”
“Do you think she — did it?”
A frightened look blurred the other thing in Mrs. Peters’ eyes.
“Oh, I don’t know,” she said, in a voice that seemed to shrink

away from the subject.
“Well, I don’t think she did,” affirmed Mrs. Hale stoutly. “Asking

for an apron, and her little shawl. Worryin’ about her fruit.”
“Mr. Peters says — .” Footsteps were heard in the room above;

she stopped, looked up, then went on in a lowered voice: “Mr. Peters
says — it looks bad for her. Mr. Henderson is awful sarcastic in a
speech, and he’s going to make fun of her saying she didn’t — wake
up.”

For a moment Mrs. Hale had no answer. Then, “Well, I guess
John Wright didn’t wake up — when they was slippin’ that rope
under his neck,” she muttered.

“No, it’s strange,” breathed Mrs. Peters. “They think it was such
a — funny way to kill a man.”

She began to laugh; at the sound of the laugh, abruptly stopped.
“That’s just what Mr. Hale said,” said Mrs. Hale, in a reso-

lutely natural voice. “There was a gun in the house. He says that’s
what he can’t understand.”

“Mr. Henderson said, coming out, that what was needed for the
case was a motive. Something to show anger — or sudden feeling.”

“Well, I don’t see any signs of anger around here,” said Mrs.
Hale, “I don’t —” She stopped. It was as if her mind tripped on some-
thing. Her eye was caught by a dishtowel in the middle of the
kitchen table. Slowly she moved toward the table. One half of it was
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wiped clean, the other half messy. Her eyes made a slow, almost
unwilling turn to the bucket of sugar and the half empty bag beside
it. Things begun — and not finished.

After a moment she stepped back, and said, in that manner of
releasing herself:

“Wonder how they’re finding things upstairs? I hope she had it
a little more redd up up there. You know,” — she paused, and feel-
ing gathered, — “it seems kind of sneaking: locking her up in town
and coming out here to get her own house to turn against her!”

“But, Mrs. Hale,” said the sheriff ’s wife, “the law is the law.”
“I s’pose ’tis,” answered Mrs. Hale shortly.
She turned to the stove, saying something about that fire not

being much to brag of. She worked with it a minute, and when she
straightened up she said aggressively:

“The law is the law — and a bad stove is a bad stove. How’d you
like to cook on this?” — pointing with the poker to the broken lin-
ing. She opened the oven door and started to express her opinion of
the oven; but she was swept into her own thoughts, thinking of what
it would mean, year after year, to have that stove to wrestle with.
The thought of Minnie Foster trying to bake in that oven — and the
thought of her never going over to see Minnie Foster — .

She was startled by hearing Mrs. Peters say: “A person gets dis-
couraged — and loses heart.”

The sheriff ’s wife had looked from the stove to the sink — to
the pail of water which had been carried in from outside. The two
women stood there silent, above them the footsteps of the men who
were looking for evidence against the woman who had worked in
that kitchen. That look of seeing into things, of seeing through a
thing to something else, was in the eyes of the sheriff ’s wife now.
When Mrs. Hale next spoke to her, it was gently:

“Better loosen up your things, Mrs. Peters. We’ll not feel them
when we go out.”

Mrs. Peters went to the back of the room to hang up the fur tip-
pet she was wearing. A moment later she exclaimed, “Why, she was
piecing a quilt,” and held up a large sewing basket piled high with
quilt pieces.

Mrs. Hale spread some of the blocks on the table.
“It’s log-cabin pattern,” she said, putting several of them

together. “Pretty, isn’t it?”
They were so engaged with the quilt that they did not hear the

footsteps on the stairs. Just as the stair door opened Mrs. Hale was
saying:

“Do you suppose she was going to quilt it or just knot it?”
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The sheriff threw up his hands.
“They wonder whether she was going to quilt it or just knot it!”
There was a laugh for the ways of women, a warming of hands

over the stove, and then the county attorney said briskly:
“Well, let’s go right out to the barn and get that cleared up.”
“I don’t see as there’s anything so strange,” Mrs. Hale said

resentfully, after the outside door had closed on the three men —
“our taking up our time with little things while we’re waiting 
for them to get the evidence. I don’t see as it’s anything to laugh
about.”

“Of course they’ve got awful important things on their minds,”
said the sheriff ’s wife apologetically.

They returned to an inspection of the block for the quilt. Mrs.
Hale was looking at the fine, even sewing, and preoccupied with
thoughts of the woman who had done that sewing, when she heard
the sheriff ’s wife say, in a queer tone:

“Why, look at this one.”
She turned to take the block held out to her.
“The sewing,” said Mrs. Peters, in a troubled way. “All the rest

of them have been so nice and even — but — this one. Why, it looks
as if she didn’t know what she was about!”

Their eyes met — something flashed to life, passed between
them; then, as if with an effort, they seemed to pull away from each
other. A moment Mrs. Hale sat there, her hands folded over that
sewing which was so unlike all the rest of the sewing. Then she had
pulled a knot and drawn the threads.

“Oh, what are you doing, Mrs. Hale?” asked the sheriff ’s wife,
startled.

“Just pulling out a stitch or two that’s not sewed very good,”
said Mrs. Hale mildly.

“I don’t think we ought to touch things,” Mrs. Peters said, a
little helplessly.

“I’ll just finish up this end,” answered Mrs. Hale, still in that
mild, matter-of-fact fashion.

She threaded a needle and started to replace bad sewing with
good. For a little while she sewed in silence. Then, in that thin, timid
voice, she heard:

“Mrs. Hale!”
“Yes, Mrs. Peters?”
“What do you suppose she was so — nervous about?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” said Mrs. Hale, as if dismissing a thing not

important enough to spend much time on. “I don’t know as she
was — nervous. I sew awful queer sometimes when I’m just tired.”
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She cut a thread, and out of the corner of her eye looked up at
Mrs. Peters. The small, lean face of the sheriff ’s wife seemed to have
tightened up. Her eyes had that look of peering into something. But
next moment she moved, and said in her thin, indecisive way:

“Well, I must get those clothes wrapped. They may be through
sooner than we think. I wonder where I could find a piece of
paper — and string.”

“In that cupboard, maybe,” suggested Mrs. Hale, after a glance
around.

One piece of the crazy sewing remained unripped. Mrs. Peters’
back turned, Martha Hale now scrutinized that piece, compared it
with the dainty, accurate sewing of the other blocks. The difference
was startling. Holding this block made her feel queer, as if the dis-
tracted thoughts of the woman who had perhaps turned to it to try
and quiet herself were communicating themselves to her.

Mrs. Peters’ voice roused her.
“Here’s a bird-cage,” she said. “Did she have a bird, Mrs. Hale?”
“Why, I don’t know whether she did or not.” She turned to look

at the cage Mrs. Peters was holding up. “I’ve not been here in so
long.” She sighed. “There was a man round last year selling canaries
cheap — but I don’t know as she took one. Maybe she did. She used
to sing real pretty herself.”

Mrs. Peters looked around the kitchen.
“Seems kind of funny to think of a bird here.” She half

laughed — an attempt to put up a barrier. “But she must have had
one — or why would she have a cage? I wonder what happened to it.”

“I suppose maybe the cat got it,” suggested Mrs. Hale, resuming
her sewing.

“No; she didn’t have a cat. She’s got that feeling some people
have about cats — being afraid of them. When they brought her to
our house yesterday, my cat got in the room, and she was real upset
and asked me to take it out.”

“My sister Bessie was like that,” laughed Mrs. Hale.
The sheriff ’s wife did not reply. The silence made Mrs. Hale

turn round. Mrs. Peters was examining the bird-cage.
“Look at this door,” she said slowly. “It’s broke. One hinge has

been pulled apart.”
Mrs. Hale came nearer.
“Looks as if someone must have been — rough with it.”
Again their eyes met — startled, questioning, apprehensive.

For a moment neither spoke nor stirred. Then Mrs. Hale, turning
away, said brusquely:
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“If they’re going to find any evidence, I wish they’d be about it.
I don’t like this place.”

“But I’m awful glad you came with me, Mrs. Hale.” Mrs. Peters
put the bird-cage on the table and sat down. “It would be lonesome
for me — sitting here alone.”

“Yes, it would, wouldn’t it?” agreed Mrs. Hale, a certain deter-
mined naturalness in her voice. She had picked up the sewing, but
now it dropped in her lap, and she murmured in a different voice:
“But I tell you what I do wish, Mrs. Peters. I wish I had come over
sometimes when she was here. I wish — I had.”

“But of course you were awful busy, Mrs. Hale. Your house —
and your children.”

“I could’ve come,” retorted Mrs. Hale shortly. “I stayed away
because it weren’t cheerful — and that’s why I ought to have come.
I” — she looked around — “I’ve never liked this place. Maybe
because it’s down in a hollow and you don’t see the road. I don’t
know what it is, but it’s a lonesome place, and always was. I wish I
had come over to see Minnie Foster sometimes. I can see now —”
She did not put it into words.

“Well, you mustn’t reproach yourself,” counseled Mrs. Peters.
“Somehow, we just don’t see how it is with other folks till — some-
thing comes up.”

“Not having children makes less work,” mused Mrs. Hale, after
a silence, “but it makes a quiet house — and Wright out to work all
day — and no company when he did come in. Did you know John
Wright, Mrs. Peters?”

“Not to know him. I’ve seen him in town. They say he was a
good man.”

“Yes — good,” conceded John Wright’s neighbor grimly. “He
didn’t drink, and kept his word as well as most, I guess, and paid his
debts. But he was a hard man, Mrs. Peters. Just to pass the time of
day with him — .” She stopped, shivered a little. “Like a raw wind
that gets to the bone.” Her eye fell upon the cage on the table before
her, and she added, almost bitterly: “I should think she would’ve
wanted a bird!”

Suddenly she leaned forward, looking intently at the cage. “But
what do you s’pose went wrong with it?”

“I don’t know,” returned Mrs. Peters; “unless it got sick and died.”
But after she said it she reached over and swung the broken

door. Both women watched it as if somehow held by it.
“You didn’t know — her?” Mrs. Hale asked, a gentler note in her

voice.
“Not till they brought her yesterday,” said the sheriff ’s wife.
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“She — come to think of it, she was kind of like a bird herself.
Real sweet and pretty, but kind of timid and — fluttery. How —
she — did — change.”

That held her for a long time. Finally, as if struck with a happy
thought and relieved to get back to everyday things, she exclaimed:

“Tell you what, Mrs. Peters, why don’t you take the quilt in with
you? It might take up her mind.”

“Why, I think that’s a real nice idea, Mrs. Hale,” agreed the
sheriff ’s wife, as if she too were glad to come into the atmosphere of
a simple kindness. “There couldn’t possibly be any objection to that,
could there? Now, just what will I take? I wonder if her patches are
in here — and her things?”

They turned to the sewing basket.
“Here’s some red,” said Mrs. Hale, bringing out a roll of cloth.

Underneath that was a box. “Here, maybe her scissors are in here —
and her things.” She held it up. “What a pretty box! I’ll warrant that
was something she had a long time ago — when she was a girl.”

She held it in her hand a moment; then, with a little sigh,
opened it.

Instantly her hand went to her nose.
“Why — !”
Mrs. Peters drew nearer — then turned away.
“There’s something wrapped up in this piece of silk,” faltered

Mrs. Hale.
“This isn’t her scissors,” said Mrs. Peters, in a shrinking voice.
Her hand not steady, Mrs. Hale raised the piece of silk. “Oh,

Mrs. Peters!” she cried. “It’s —”
Mrs. Peters bent closer.
“It’s the bird,” she whispered.
“But, Mrs. Peters!” cried Mrs. Hale. “Look at it! Its neck — look

at its neck! It’s all — other side to.”
She held the box away from her.
The sheriff ’s wife again bent closer.
“Somebody wrung its neck,” said she, in a voice that was slow

and deep.
And then again the eyes of the two women met — this time

clung together in a look of dawning comprehension, of growing hor-
ror. Mrs. Peters looked from the dead bird to the broken door of the
cage. Again their eyes met. And just then there was a sound at the
outside door.

Mrs. Hale slipped the box under the quilt pieces in the basket,
and sank into the chair before it. Mrs. Peters stood holding to the
table. The county attorney and the sheriff came in from outside.

GLASPELL / A Jury of Her Peers 53



“Well, ladies,” said the county attorney, as one turning from
serious things to little pleasantries, “have you decided whether she
was going to quilt it or knot it?”

“We think,” began the sheriff ’s wife in a flurried voice, “that she
was going to — knot it.”

He was too preoccupied to notice the change that came in her
voice on that last.

“Well, that’s very interesting, I’m sure,” he said tolerantly. He
caught sight of the bird-cage. “Has the bird flown?”

“We think the cat got it,” said Mrs. Hale in a voice curiously
even.

He was walking up and down, as if thinking something out.
“Is there a cat?” he asked absently.
Mrs. Hale shot a look up at the sheriff ’s wife.
“Well, not now,” said Mrs. Peters. “They’re superstitious, you

know; they leave.”
She sank into her chair.
The county attorney did not heed her. “No sign at all of anyone

having come in from the outside,” he said to Peters, in the manner
of continuing an interrupted conversation. “Their own rope. Now
let’s go upstairs again and go over it, piece by piece. It would have
to have been someone who knew just the —”

The stair door closed behind them and their voices were 
lost.

The two women sat motionless, not looking at each other, but as
if peering into something and at the same time holding back. When
they spoke now it was as if they were afraid of what they were say-
ing, but as if they could not help saying it.

“She liked the bird,” said Martha Hale, low and slowly. “She was
going to bury it.”

“When I was a girl,” said Mrs. Peters, under her breath, “my kit-
ten — there was a boy took a hatchet, and before my eyes — before
I could get there —” She covered her face an instant. “If they hadn’t
held me back I would have” — she caught herself, looked upstairs
where footsteps were heard, and finished weakly — “hurt him.”

Then they sat without speaking or moving.
“I wonder how it would seem,” Mrs. Hale at last began, as if

feeling her way over strange ground — “never to have had any chil-
dren around?” Her eyes made a slow sweep of the kitchen, as if see-
ing what that kitchen had meant through all the years. “No, Wright
wouldn’t like the bird,” she said after that — “a thing that sang. She
used to sing. He killed that too.” Her voice tightened.

Mrs. Peters moved uneasily.
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“Of course we don’t know who killed the bird.”
“I knew John Wright,” was Mrs. Hale’s answer.
“It was an awful thing was done in this house that night, Mrs.

Hale,” said the sheriff ’s wife. “Killing a man while he slept — slip-
ping a thing round his neck that choked the life out of him.”

Mrs. Hale’s hand went out to the bird-cage.
“His neck. Choked the life out of him.”
“We don’t know who killed him,” whispered Mrs. Peters wildly.

“We don’t know.”
Mrs. Hale had not moved. “If there had been years and years

of — nothing, then a bird to sing to you, it would be awful — still —
after the bird was still.”

It was as if something within her not herself had spoken, and it
found in Mrs. Peters something she did not know as herself.

“I know what stillness is,” she said, in a queer, monotonous
voice. “When we homesteaded in Dakota, and my first baby died —
after he was two years old — and me with no other then —”

Mrs. Hale stirred.
“How soon do you suppose they’ll be through looking for the 

evidence?”
“I know what stillness is,” repeated Mrs. Peters, in just the

same way. Then she too pulled back. “The law has got to punish
crime, Mrs. Hale,” she said in her tight little way.

“I wish you’d seen Minnie Foster,” was the answer, “when she
wore a white dress with blue ribbons, and stood up there in the
choir and sang.”

The picture of that girl, the fact that she had lived neighbor to
that girl for twenty years, and had let her die for lack of life, was
suddenly more than she could bear.

“Oh, I wish I’d come over here once in a while!” she cried. “That
was a crime! Who’s going to punish that?”

“We mustn’t take on,” said Mrs. Peters, with a frightened look
toward the stairs.

“I might ’a’ known she needed help! I tell you, it’s queer, Mrs.
Peters. We live close together, and we live far apart. We all go
through the same things — it’s all just a different kind of the same
thing! If it weren’t — why do you and I understand? Why do we
know — what we know this minute?”

She dashed her hand across her eyes. Then, seeing the jar of
fruit on the table, she reached for it and choked out:

“If I was you I wouldn’t tell her her fruit was gone! Tell her 
it ain’t. Tell her it’s all right — all of it. Here — take this in to prove
it to her! She — she may never know whether it was broke or not.”

GLASPELL / A Jury of Her Peers 55



She turned away.
Mrs. Peters reached out for the bottle of fruit as if she were glad

to take it — as if touching a familiar thing, having something to do,
could keep her from something else. She got up, looked about for
something to wrap the fruit in, took a petticoat from the pile of
clothes she had brought from the front room, and nervously started
winding that round the bottle.

“My!” she began, in a high, false voice, “it’s a good thing the men
couldn’t hear us! Getting all stirred up over a little thing like a —
dead canary.” She hurried over that. “As if that could have anything
to do with — with — My, wouldn’t they laugh?”

Footsteps were heard on the stairs.
“Maybe they would,” muttered Mrs. Hale — “maybe they wouldn’t.”
“No, Peters,” said the county attorney incisively; “it’s all per-

fectly clear, except the reason for doing it. But you know juries when
it comes to women. If there was some definite thing — something to
show. Something to make a story about. A thing that would connect
up with this clumsy way of doing it.”

In a covert way Mrs. Hale looked at Mrs. Peters. Mrs. Peters
was looking at her. Quickly they looked away from each other. The
outer door opened and Mr. Hale came in.

“I’ve got the team round now,” he said. “Pretty cold out there.”
“I’m going to stay here awhile by myself,” the county attorney

suddenly announced. “You can send Frank out for me, can’t you?” he
asked the sheriff. “I want to go over everything. I’m not satisfied we
can’t do better.”

Again, for one brief moment, the two women’s eyes found one
another.

The sheriff came up to the table.
“Did you want to see what Mrs. Peters was going to take in?”
The county attorney picked up the apron. He laughed.
“Oh, I guess they’re not very dangerous things the ladies have

picked out.”
Mrs. Hale’s hand was on the sewing basket in which the box was

concealed. She felt that she ought to take her hand off the basket.
She did not seem able to. He picked up one of the quilt blocks which
she had piled on to cover the box. Her eyes felt like fire. She had a
feeling that if he took up the basket she would snatch it from him.

But he did not take it up. With another little laugh, he turned
away, saying:

“No; Mrs. Peters doesn’t need supervising. For that matter, a
sheriff ’s wife is married to the law. Ever think of it that way, Mrs.
Peters?”
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Mrs. Peters was standing beside the table. Mrs. Hale shot a look
up at her; but she could not see her face. Mrs. Peters had turned
away. When she spoke, her voice was muffled.

“Not — just that way,” she said.
“Married to the law!” chuckled Mrs. Peters’ husband. He

moved toward the door into the front room, and said to the county
attorney:

“I just want you to come in here a minute, George. We ought to
take a look at these windows.”

“Oh — windows,” said the county attorney scoffingly.
“We’ll be right out, Mr. Hale,” said the sheriff to the farmer, who

was still waiting by the door.
Hale went to look after the horses. The sheriff followed the

county attorney into the other room. Again — for one final
moment — the two women were alone in that kitchen.

Martha Hale sprang up, her hands tight together, looking at
that other woman, with whom it rested. At first she could not see
her eyes, for the sheriff ’s wife had not turned back since she turned
away at that suggestion of being married to the law. But now Mrs.
Hale made her turn back. Her eyes made her turn back. Slowly,
unwillingly, Mrs. Peters turned her head until her eyes met the eyes
of the other woman. There was a moment when they held each other
in a steady, burning look in which there was no evasion nor flinch-
ing. Then Martha Hale’s eyes pointed the way to the basket inwhich
was hidden the thing that would make certain the conviction of the
other woman — that woman who was not there and yet who had
been there with them all through that hour.

For a moment Mrs. Peters did not move. And then she did it.
With a rush forward, she threw back the quilt pieces, got the box,
tried to put it in her handbag. It was too big. Desperately she
opened it, started to take the bird out. But there she broke — she
could not touch the bird. She stood there helpless, foolish.

There was the sound of a knob turning in the inner door.
Martha Hale snatched the box from the sheriff ’s wife, and got it in
the pocket of her big coat just as the sheriff and the county attorney
came back into the kitchen.

“Well, Henry,” said the county attorney facetiously, “at least we
found out that she was not going to quilt it. She was going to —
what is it you call it, ladies?”

Mrs. Hale’s hand was against the pocket of her coat.
“We call it — knot it, Mr. Henderson.”
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