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Assertion and Topic Sentences

The Thesis statement in Paragraph 1 followed an introduction about the general theme of the poem (the ideal of beauty). This Thesis statement was:

Throughout history and even in ancient times, Helen can be seen as a symbol of heavenly beauty. Edgar Allan Poe explores this association in his poem “To Helen”. In the poem, he praises the woman he loves by referring to her as “Helen”, invoking the idea of divine beauty through the symbol of Helen of Troy and references to classic Greek myths.

A Thesis statement should connect to the rest of the paper, as seen in the following paragraphs. Notice the topic sentences in each of the paragraphs in the example essay:

Paragraph 2  In the first stanza, Poe uses the story of Helen and the Trojan War as a metaphor for his relationship with his lover.

Paragraph 3  Poe continues into the second stanza with lines that use vivid imagery to paint the picture of his lover’s unworldly beauty.

Paragraph 4  In the last stanza of “To Helen”, Poe uses metaphors to compare his lover and her beauty to that of a goddess.


In each paragraph the student is focusing on one literary device as a clue to the meaning of the poem. Then, in the final paragraph the student returns to the general theme of beauty as an ideal. However, these topic sentences should have been foreshadowed/announced in the Thesis Statement in Paragraph 1. A better Assertion/Thesis Statement would have been:

In the poem “To Helen” by Edgar Allan Poe, the author speaks of the ideal of beauty using classical allusions. He praises the beauty of a woman he knows using a metaphor to compare the woman with Helen of Troy, as well as vivid imagery of the beauty of Greece, and an allusion to the sacred union of the Greek beauty Psyche and the god of love, Cupid. In these ways, he evokes classical symbols to speak of the divine ideal of beauty itself.


NOTE:  Pay attention to how the underlined text connects back to the topic sentences of the paragraphs; the text which follows the underlined area speaks of the overall theme of the poem, and so, of the theme of the student’s anthology. Adding a hook before the assertion as an introduction to the overall theme is also a good trick to interest your reader.
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