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General Assignment Information:  

 THESE ARE INDIVIDUAL ASSIGNMENTS. You may not work with another student to complete them.  

 Assignments are due the first full day of classes (the 1-7 day) to be turned in as a printed hard copy when you come to class. 
NOTE: If you don’t have a printed copy with you when you walk through the door, it will be considered late and you will 
lose a letter grade on each assignment.  

 All responses should be typed in MLA format. EDIT. Not proofreading will drop your assignment a letter grade.  

 You may not use Sparknotes, Cliff’s Notes, or any other such reference material.  

 Do not watch the movie as a substitute for the book.  

 If I feel you have gotten help from an outside source, I will treat it as an Honor Code violation.  

 Be prepared for a test within the first week.  

 

In Cold Blood by Truman Capote 

 

In Cold Blood grew out of a series of articles Truman Capote wrote for The New Yorker 

magazine about the 1959 murder of a family in a small, western Kansas town. Capote, 

along with his childhood friend Harper Lee (To Kill a Mockingbird), conducted extensive 

interviews with townspeople, law enforcement, and relatives of the victims and the 

killers. His most extensive interviews were with the killers, however, and he waited until 

after their executions in 1965 to finish the book. The book is sometimes called a “nonfiction 

novel,” a mixture of reporting, reflection, and fictionalizing. It remains today one of 

the most famous works of crime writing in the U.S. 

 

BEFORE you read… 

To help give you some direction as you read, I’ve provided some background information and issues/topics for 

you to consider as you read. You should keep these topics in mind as you read. You must annotate the work as 

you read; doing so will better prepare you for the work we’ll do in the fall. I WILL check for annotations. 

Failure to show evidence of careful thinking may jeopardize your grade. I often hear students say that 

annotating disrupts their reading. I get it…but responding critically to what you read in college isn’t something 

you “just wing.” In lengthier works it can be hard to remember where you read something. If you HATE 

annotating, try jotting down your thoughts at the end of chapters and simply mark a dash or star next to 

something you think might help you discuss the following topics. 

 

● Why does Capote divide the work into sections? What’s the focus of each section? How does this division 

affect the unfolding of the story? 

● Capote obviously could not interview the victims, and he conducted extensive interviews with the killers. 

How does Capote develop portraits of the victims in the story? To what extent is In Cold Blood really just the 

story of the killers? 

● What is Capote’s attitude toward the events/stories he recounts? The people he describes? 

● How does the work blend fictional elements with journalistic and/or non-fiction elements? 

● Describe the narrative voice/voices. How does the voice / do the voices affect the way you read the story? 
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AFTER you read...  

Write a 300-500 word essay on one of the following questions. This essay must be typed in MLA format (12-

point font, double spaced, Times New Roman). Remember, this will be my FIRST IMPRESSION of your 

writing. Make Dr. Katz, Mrs. Gumbardt, Mrs. Henderson, and Mrs. Fleming PROUD. 

Question #1  

The theme of American middle-class is central to Capote’s text. 

Read the passage from the section “The Last to See Them Alive” from Capote’s In Cold Blood, starting from 

“The master of River Valley Farm, Herbert William Clutter...” and ends several pages later with “...had small 

reason to complain.” Then, write a well-organized essay in which you analyze how Capote uses the Clutter 

family to represent the rising middle-class in 1950’s America. Be certain to ground all of your assertions firmly 

in the text. Do not merely summarize the passage.   

Question #2  

While attention to character development, narrative structure, and relationships 

are essential elements in most works of literary merit, Capote, even more than 

other writers, tends to value character. Study the passage from the “Persons Unknown” section of the book, 

starting from “Mountains, Hawks wheeling in a white sky, “ and a few pages later with, “We sure splattered 

him.” Then, write a coherent, well-written essay in which you analyze how Capote manages to effectively 

create a complete impression of the character of Perry Smith. Do not merely describe the character or 

summarize the passage.  

Question #3  

Carefully read the passage from “The Corner” section of the book, beginning with “But had Mr. Jones been 

permitted to discourse,” and ending with, “the amateur analyst reached conclusions not dissimilar.” Then, write 

a well-organized essay in which you evaluate the effectiveness of Capote’s including the report in his book. Be 

certain to justify your stance with evidence from the text. Do not merely summarize the plot.  

 

 

 

 


