The Anatomy of a Successful History Paper
Halvorson

Each history paper should have a beginning, middle, and an end, and be organized in an acceptable format.

Example #1. A hypothetical introduction to an essay about Dante's book Inferno:

The beginning should feature one to three paragraphs of introductory material, including a clear statement of the topic or problem you are about to discuss, the basic evidence you will present to prove your point, and (for longer research papers) a summary of how other historians have approached your topic.

Dante Alighieri's Inferno (c. 1314) has been described as depicting a kind of 'anti-society,' where the normal bonds between people are suspended, inverted, or thwarted.  This essay will support this argument by exploring the relationships among several of the inhabitants of Dante's Hell and by evaluating their allegorical significance.  Fundamentally, the damned souls in Hell depict different levels of sinful behavior and emphasize the extreme cost of ignoring the Church's message of salvation.  This theme is especially apparent when we examine the relationships between the damned souls in Hell, between Dante and political figures he knew in Florence, and between the damned and their tormentors.

In this example, note the first sentence which introduces the topic, providing some information about the Inferno and another writer's opinion about it. The second sentence describes the goal of the essay, and the introduction concludes with three or four points that will be elaborated in the text of the essay.

Example #2.  Evidence from a paper discussing Dante's Inferno
The middle should present your evidence—the facts, arguments, illustrations, and comparisons you plan to use to support your opening statement.  This evidence should be presented in an organized way and should follow the direction presented by your introduction.  In a history paper, evidence is often presented sequentially, for example, you might present a series of points you have gleaned from a close reading of a primary document (such as Dante's Inferno) or a secondary source (such as a commentary on Dante's Inferno or another History book).

Dante's Hell is a tough place.  The damned have been rejected by God and are beyond salvation or redemption.  In Canto 5 we are told that new arrivals confess their sins to the classical beast Minos, and are sentenced to the circle in Hell where they will receive punishment for their transgressions. Minos picks a torment to match each soul's most deplorable action, and then measures the penalty symbolically with his tail:

When the ill-faced soul appears before him it confesses all, and that grim sorter of the dark and foul decides which place in Hell shall be its end, then wraps his twitching tail about himself one coil for each degree it must descend.1  

1Dante Alighieri, The Inferno, trans. John Ciardi (Mentor Books: New York, 1954), Canto 5, p. 58.

In this example, the author wants to describe the sorry position of those in Hell and the beast that damned souls encounter as a judge. After an introductory statement, the author identifies the Canto where this scene is acted out, and provides a direct quotation from the source material. Note that the quote is indented and single spaced (with no paragraph indent or quotation marks) since it is longer than 2 lines. The footnote format is shown below, and should appear at either the bottom of the page or at the end of the paper.  Shorter quotes should not be indented in the block quote format, but you should include quotation marks. Both quotation styles require a footnote mark.

Example #3.  Hypothetical conclusion to essay on Dante's Inferno
The end of your paper should provide a conclusion to your work, using language very similar to the introduction. This is your chance to restate what you've told the reader, and if you use similar words if will bring the points home even more. An excellent conclusion might also discuss related issues that have arisen in the discussion, how this paper fits in with the work of other historians, or future areas for discussion.  (However, with shorter papers, these final items are not really necessary.)

In this essay, I have investigated several themes related to the structure of relationships in Dante's Inferno.  Although the damned souls are busy with their individual torments, Dante allows them to interact with each other subtly, from the parallel movements of Paulo and Francesca to the discussions of the philosophers in Limbo.  In addition, Dante visits himself with the famous and infamous in Renaissance Florence, typically turning the conversation to meet his own political goals.  Finally, the Inferno suggests that the damned routinely visit with their own tormentors, expressing both dismay in their punishment and unrelenting duplicity in their damnation.  For Dante, Hell is not a reached by the overpowering temptations of Satan, but by the extraordinary sins a person commits on Earth.  In this regard, it may be that previous commentators have overlooked the relative inactivity of Satan in Hell—a domain in which (according to some Christian theologians) the Evil One should rule supreme.  In Dante's Inferno, Satan speaks to no one, judges no one, ignores Dante completely, and sits frozen in ice.

In this is example, the author has restated the themes of the essay, using the basic points outlined in the introduction and adding a few details that have emerged in the course of the essay.  In conclusion, the author has pointed out how this paper relates to the wider discussion about Dante's Inferno—the result of the analysis suggests an area that has been neglected or misread in the past.

Question to Remember for History Papers:

1.  Does my opening paragraph prepare the reader for all that follows?

2.  Does my writing flow smoothly and logically from point to point?  Are there adequate transitions between sentences and paragraphs?

3.  Is every major fact or opinion supported with a reference, example, or explanation?

4.  Have I proofread and revised for spelling, grammatical, and typographical errors?  Are my footnotes and bibliographic references in the proper style?

5.  Is the paper printed with adequate margins, page numbers, and in double-spaced type?  Do my paragraphs have indents?

