Integrating Quotations

The best proof that a work of non-fiction or literature does what you say it does is textual evidence: words and sentences you can site from the essay, article, poem, story, play, or other text that you are discussing. If you say that a character in a story is evil, can you quote a passage in which he clearly says or does something evil? (And then discuss the proof of evidence.)  The best support you have as you discuss a text is direct quotations from the work itself.

As you incorporate textual evidence into your discussion through the use of quotations, there are some rules you should keep in mind.

1. Do not overuse quotations. Follow this pattern:
   a.    Assertion.  Make some argument or sub-argument about the text(s).
   b.    Quotation.  Quote, with context, a word, phrase, line or passage that supports
    that (sub)argument.
   c.    Commentary.  Comment on the quotation, directly engaging with the  
    language within the quotation and explaining how it supports your assertion.

  Avoid “this quote shows…” in your commentary!


2. Avoid “floating quotes.”  The style of your writing will be better if you incorporate quoted phrases into your own structure rather than writing a sentence and then quoting a sentence or a poetic line.

Hester Prynne was very radiant.  "Her beauty


INEFFECTIVE (floating quote)

shone out and made a halo of the misfortune

and ignominy in which she was enveloped” (Hawthorne 2).

Hester Prynne's "beauty shone out" and even 


EFFECTIVE

in her shame, it "made a halo of the misfortune

and ignominy” (Hawthorne 2).

2. Avoid having two quotations in a row. Your own commentary MUST bridge the two.

Chillingworth was rotten from the start.
INEFFECTIVE (two floating

"Very soon, however his look became



quotes!)

keen and penetrative" (Hawthorne 55).  "A living horror

twisted itself across his features, like a snake"
(Hawthorne 56).

Chillingworth was rotten from the start,


EFFECTIVE

and had the penetrating appearance

of a "living horror" twisting across his face (Hawthorne 55-6).

3. Always work your quotation comfortably into your own sentence structure.

The forest shows it is frightening,



INEFFECTIVE

"Darkened by the gloomiest of trees” (Hawthorne 7).






The forest, "darkened by the gloomiest of


EFFECTIVE

Trees” (Hawthorne 7), is a frightening place.

4. Longer quotations (more than two lines of verse or three lines of prose) should be set off from your paragraph's usual display form: single-spaced and centered without quotation marks.  This longer form is called a block quote.

Dickinson describes the numbness that comes with the shock of the loss of a loved one:


The nerves sit ceremonious, like Tombs--


The stiff Heart questions was it He--


  that bore


And Yesterday, or Centuries before. (7-10)

WORDS OF CAUTION ABOUT BLOCK QUOTES:

Use block quotes sparingly, if at all, and do not leave them “hanging” to speak for themselves (e.g. at the end of a paragraph).  Remember that it is your job, not the reader’s, to explain how the quotation illustrates the point you are making.  As a general rule: the longer the chunk of quoted material, the more of your own words you will need to explain its significance.

5. Separate lines of poetry running within your sentence structure with a slash (/) and preserve the capitalization of words at the beginning.

The speaker notes that the bruised heart of the mourner wonders "was it He/that

Bore/And Yesterday, or Centuries before?" (Dickinson 3-4).

6. Amend or edit your quotation to conform to the needs of your sentence structure as long as you do not change meaning.

He was a gentleman from sole to crown,

ORIGINAL LINES FROM POEM

Clean flavored, and imperially slim.

Richard Cory, "clean flavored, and imperially

ALTERED GRAMMAR TO FIT

slim," was from head to toe a gentleman 

THE SENTENCE STRUCTURE.

(Robinson 3-4).

7. If, for clarity or sentence structure, you must alter a quotation, use brackets to indicate the change(s).

Hester Prynne claims that she "'would willingly
ALTERED FOR CLARITY

Have gone [with Hibbins] into the forest.'"

Rodriguez comments that his education has “[c]arried [him] far” (5).

8. If you omit material in order to be succinct, mark the omission by three periods (ellipsis) with a space between each (. . .). 

Dimmesdale argues that Pearl "'was meant for a blessing. . .for a retribution to her mother” (Hawthorne 79).

NOTE: There is no need to use these routinely at the beginning and end or your quotations; it is understood that you are lifting passages from a longer work.

NOTE: Do NOT omit words that are crucial in proving your point.  You cannot expect the reader to go hunting for the missing words!

