
Setting out Quotations in a Critical Essay 

 

The examples here are taken from Shakespeare’s plays, but would also apply to essays on poetry 

and prose texts. Try to keep the quotation as short as possible, but long enough to ensure it makes 

sense and provides evidence to support the point you are making. 

 

***   A quotation should always be written exactly as it appears in the original   *** 

 

 

Long Quotations 

 

If a quotation is as long as a complete line of poetry, or longer, separate it from the text of your 

essay: 

 

i) miss a line 

ii) set it in from the margin 

iii) put inverted commas around the whole quote 

iv) when quoting from a Shakespeare play, give the Act, Scene and line number in brackets, 

on the line below the quote, in this form:  (I.3.20-21) 

v) when you have finished quoting, miss a line 

vi) begin the main text of your essay back at the left-hand margin. 

 
Macbeth is a good liar: 
 
 “O! yet I do repent me of my fury, 
 That I did kill them”. 
     (II.3.89-90) 
 
But Macduff, who has been watching him closely, is already suspicious. 
 
 
Continuing your Sentence with a Quotation 

 

You can use a quotation to complete the sense of your own sentence. By doing so, you are 

demonstrating the ability to use text as evidence to support your ideas. 

 

In a mood of happy anticipation Prospero tells Ariel to “bring a corollary/Rather than want a 
spirit”. 
 
You can also continue your sentence into a quotation, and complete after it. Again, use inverted 

commas to lead the reader through the quotation: 

 

The contrast between Banquo and Macbeth is made plain at the beginning, when they meet the 
witches. While the gentle Banquo asks  mildly  
  
   “Live you? Or are you aught 
 That men may question?” 
     (II.1.42-43) 
 
the more aggressive Macbeth pushes forward and orders them to speak. 



 
Lady Capulet tells her daughter that she is not too young to marry since 
 
 “Here in Verona, ladies of esteem, 
 Are already made mothers” 
     (I.3.70-71) 
 
as she herself was at Juliet’s age. 
 
 
Missing Out Part of a Quotation 

 

If you wish to miss out a bit of a passage, put a row of dots in between each part: 

 

Hamlet explains to Laertes why he cannot be blamed for the death of Polonius, Laertes’s father: 
 
                              “What I have done 
         …I here proclaim was madness. 
         Then Hamlet does it not, Hamlet denies it… 
           His madness is poor Hamlet’s enemy”. 
     (V.2.231-240) 
 
 
Short Quotations 

 

If a quotation is only a single word, or a short phrase, introduce it into the text of your essay by 

using inverted commas. You do not need to give a line reference for a short quotation. 

 

Shakespeare has peopled his island with strange creatures. There are apes that “mow and chatter”, 
adders with “cloven tongues”, and elves that chase the ebbing tide across the sands with “printless 
foot”. 
 
If you introduce a series of short quotations one after the other, separate them by putting dots 

between them: 

 
Miranda expresses her wonder in simple words: “a brave form…a thing divine…he’s gentle”. 
 
 
Titles 

 

If word processing your essay, you should put the title in italics, or underline it: 

 

King Lear is a tragic play.       OR       King Lear is a tragic play.  

 

If writing your essay by hand, the title of the literary text must always be in singe inverted 

commas or underlined: 

 

 
 



 Quotation DON’Ts 

 

 

Do not repeat the words of the quotation in the text of your essay: 

 

INCORRECT CORRECT 
 
Brutus tells Cassius that his threats do not 
frighten him: 
 
        “There is no terror, Cassius, in thy threats” 
 

 
Brutus tells Cassius that he is not intimidated 
by him: 
 
        “There is no terror, Cassius, in thy threats” 

 
Romeo replies that he has the darkness of the 
night (“night’s cloak”) to hide him from Juliet’s 
kinsmen. 
 

 
Romeo replies that he has “night’s cloak” to 
hide him from Juliet’s kinsmen. 

 
Lady Macbeth is afraid that her husband’s 
nature is too kind: 
 
          “It is too full o’ the milk of human 
            kindness”. 

 
Lady Macbeth is afraid that her husband’s 
nature is “too full o’ the milk of human 
kindness”. 

 
Prince Escalus says that the families have caused 
public brawls three times before: 
 
       “Three civil brawls bred of an airy word… 
         Have thrice disturbed the quiet of our 
                                                              streets”. 

 
The Prince condemns the families for having 
“three civil brawls”. 

 
 
 Now rewrite these passages in such a way as to avoid repetition.  

 

1. Ophelia’s clothes (the Queen tells Laertes) spread wide in the water and bore her up, so that 
she seemed like a mermaid: 

 
“And, mermaid-like, awhile they bore her up”. 
 

2. Caesar declares that he prefers to have fat, contented men about him, and that he distrusts 
Cassius because he is thin: 

 
“Cassius has a lean and hungry look”. 

 
 

 

 

 


