“Peeling Back the Layers” of a Prose Passage

Pre-AP Ninth Grade

The Lives of a Cell: Notes of a Biology Watcher, Lewis Thomas

“Patterns and Structures”

Art, music, dance, literature, even sports—we admire different attributes in each medium, but perhaps most of all complexity.  The artist creates the scene brush stroke by brush stroke, building up the layers until the final highlights are added.  The most exquisite musical compositions contain subtleties and interplays between harmony and melody.  Careful readers agree that the criteria for greatness in literature involves levels of complexity which the author creates with tools of his trade—diction, imagery, figurative language, point of view, details, structure, grammar and syntax.   

Two paragraphs from Lewis Thomas’s book The Lives of a Cell: Notes of a Biology Watcher offer a surprising number of rhetorical patterns and structures.  Whether Thomas intended consciously to make these language choices or whether he unconsciously used them is beside the point.  A gifted writer internalizes the patterns of language and creates new ones from his own intellect, much as Michael Jordan twists and pirouettes in midair to make unbelievable shots.  Jordan is probably not aware of the chemical reactions going on in every cell of his body, enabling him to perform these athletic feats.  But he performs them just the same because he is gifted and he is superbly trained.  

It is as delightful to thoughtful readers to discover layers of meaning in a text as it is to watch Michael Jordan amaze us on the basketball court.  

Lesson Objectives

Students will

· paraphrase a prose passage.

· identify figures of speech and connect their use to meaning in the passage.

· analyze the diction in a passage, finding patterns and contrasts.

· determine the point of view and shifts in point of view and connect to meaning in the passage.

· analyze the grammatical and syntactical structure of a passage and connect to meaning in the text.

· analyze the structure and organization of a passage and connect to meaning in the text.

 Passage from The Lives of a Cell: Notes of a Biology Watcher

A gallery in New York exhibited a collection of 2 million live army ants, on loan from Central America, in a one-colony show entitled “Patterns and Structures.”  They were displayed on sand in a huge square bin, walled by plastic sides high enough to prevent them from crawling over and out into Manhattan.  The inventor of the work, Alan Sonfist, arranged and rearranged the location of food sources in different places, according to his inspiration and their taste, and they formed themselves into long, black, ropy patterns, extended like writhing limbs, hands, fingers, across the sand in crescents, crisscrosses, and long ellipses, from one station to another.  Thus deployed, they were watched with intensity by the crowds of winter-carapaced people who lined up in neat rows to gaze down at them.  The ants were, together with the New Yorkers, an abstraction, a live mobile, an action painting, a piece of found art, a happening, a parody, depending on the light.


I can imagine the people moving around the edges of the plastic barrier, touching shoulder to shoulder, sometimes touching hands, exchanging bits of information, nodding, smiling sometimes, prepared as New Yorkers always are to take flight at a moment’s notice, their mitochondria fully stoked and steaming.  They move in orderly lines around the box, crowding one another precisely, without injury, peering down, nodding, and then backing off to let new people in.  Seen from a distance, clustered densely around the white plastic box containing the long serpentine lines of army ants, turning to each other and murmuring repetitively, they seem an absolute marvel.  They might have dropped here from another planet.

(Student lessons will be in bold print.)

1. Students will paraphrase the passage.

A gallery in New York exhibited 2 million live army ants in a show called “Patterns and Structures.”  The ants form themselves into patterns, and so do the New Yorkers as they line up to watch the ant exhibit.

2. Students will analyze the patterns of diction and connect to meaning in the text.

The first layer—diction

The first paragraph concerns mainly the patterns of the ants, as the ants are the focus.  In the first sentence, the diction is of an art show—“gallery,” “exhibited,” “show.”  And Thomas introduces witty word-play in “one-colony show” rather than the common term “one-man show.”  The ants are also personified as an “army.”  In the third sentence, the ants are described as creating “long, black, ropy patterns,” with “writhing limbs, hands, fingers.”  Thus, Thomas establishes the connection between the people and the ants —the people, like the ants, line up in “neat rows.”  

The second paragraph shifts to focus on the people, who exhibit some of the same orderliness as the ants.  In the first sentence, the people are “moving,” “touching,” “exchanging,” “prepared,” (all participles) and the people move in “orderly lines,” “crowding,” “backing off,” “clustered densely.”  The people behave much like the ants.  

Through the diction Thomas establishes the theme that the New Yorkers and the ants are united in the basic elementals of life—each group accomplishing its purpose in an orderly fashion.

3. Students will identify the figures of speech and connect to meaning.

The second layer—figurative language

First paragraph:

Metaphor—the ants form “ropy” patterns

Simile—their patterns extend like “writing limbs, hands, fingers.”  (the simile personifies the ants)

Metaphor—the people are “winter-carapaced,” as a turtle, linking the ants and the humans together in the animal world

The first paragraph ends with six metaphors—the ants are an “abstraction,” a “live mobile,” “an action painting,” “a piece of found art,” “a happening,” “a parody.”  All these metaphors would seem to belong exclusively to the world that humans inhabit, not ants.  Just as the people are compared to turtles and birds, these six metaphors personify the ants.  Thus Thomas shows the exchange and sharing of life between ants and humans.

Second paragraph:

Metaphor—New Yorkers are compared to a flock of birds, ready to “take flight.”

Hyperbole—“They [the New Yorkers] might have dropped here from another planet.”

As in the diction, Thomas links the two groups, ants and humans, with figurative language.

4. Students will determine the point of view and shifts in point of view and connect to meaning in the text.

The third layer—point of view
The third person narrator in the first paragraph describes the exhibit, discusses the inventor’s plan for displaying the ants, then moves to describe the people who line up to observe this exhibit.  This paragraph ends with the omniscient observer commenting on both the ants and the New Yorkers.

The second paragraph shifts to first person (presumably the author Lewis Thomas) exclusively describing the New Yorkers.  This narrator watches the people moving in an orderly fashion as they file past the ant display, and he notes their basic similarity with humans in the mitochondria.  
	The mitochondria act as the cell’s power source. They are organelles, usually rod-shaped.  The food we eat is oxidized to produce electrons that are converted to energy.  This energy is stored in a molecule called ATP or adenosine triphosphate.  Various reactions in the cell can either use energy or produce it.  Food turns into ATP and water.  Sugars or carbohydrates from food are broken down into glucose, and glucose is then broken down to produce ATP.  Mitochondria continue this breakdown process to get enough ATP to run all the cell functions.  The energy carried by ATP is used for cellular functions such as movement, transport, entry and exit of products, division, etc.  FYI: In mammals, 99.9% of mitochondrial DNA is inherited from the mother.


An alert reader needs to understand this basic information about the cell (found in any ninth grader’s biology textbook) because this book is written from the point of view of a man who received his doctorate in medicine at Harvard and was President of the Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center in New York City.  This author would expect his audience to have a basic knowledge of cellular activity when they read that New Yorkers have their “mitochondria fully stoked and steaming.”  New Yorkers, savvy as they may be, cannot possibly be aware of the workings of their body on the cellular level, conscious of this activity moment by moment.  Thomas is again linking the ants with humans because at the most basic level, all living things have mitochondria producing power for the cells to operate.

5. Students will find the patterns in grammar and syntax and connect to meaning in the text.

The fourth layer—grammar and syntax

First paragraph:

· The first and second sentences are cumulative.

· The third sentence is compound and seems to connect and balance the inventor of the exhibition and the ants.  This compound sentence plus the metaphor “winter-carapaced” connects the ants the people, showing their commonality as animals.  The first part of this sentence concerns the people and the second the ants.  

· The fourth sentence is written in passive voice—“they were watched”—which sets up the ants as the more important part of the sentence, leaving the people passive, just watching the ants as the people  themselves are bundled up like turtles.

· The fifth sentence is simple in structure and contains six parallel predicative nominatives, (also metaphors).  The parallel structure of the predicate nominatives/metaphors on the page echoes the “long, black, ropy patterns” the ants create.  Thomas skillfully uses words in black print to mirror the movement and shape of the ants.

Second paragraph:

· The first sentence is cumulative and piles on the details, mirroring both the patterns of the ants and the New Yorkers.  This sentence contains seven participles and one absolute phrase.

participles: “moving,” “touching,” “touching,” “exchanging,” “nodding, smiling,” “prepared”

absolute phrase:  “their mitochondria fully stoked and steaming”

· The second sentence is cumulative and contains four participles.

· The third sentence is periodic.  It opens with a participial phrase, then four other participial phrases, and ends with the main point of the passage—that the ants and the humans “seem an absolute marvel.”

· The fourth sentence is simple.  Although the subject “they” refers to the New Yorkers, the linking of the people with the ants all through the passage makes it clear that both the people of New York and the ants are “absolute marvel[s]” in their orderliness and control.  Both groups  seem not of this chaotic earth.

6. Students will determine the structure and organization of the passage and connect to meaning in the text.

The fifth layer—structure and organization

The first paragraph focuses almost exclusively on the ants—their museum habitat, their patterns and ways of organizing themselves.  Although the paragraph is mainly about the ants, the people are introduced in stages in this paragraph.  Alan Sonfist is mentioned as “the inventor of the work”; then the New Yorkers are introduced as observers of the ants.   The paragraph ends with a sentence that shows the joining of the ants and the humans, but the ants are mentioned first in the sentence.

The second paragraph, however, focuses almost exclusively on the people, the New Yorkers, who are not now merely observers but living creatures who form “patterns and structures” like the ants.  This paragraph ends with the true focus of the passage: the New Yorkers who “seem an absolute marvel,” who “might have dropped here from another planet.”

Lewis Thomas expertly uses rhetorical devices and structure to link the people in New York and the ants in many ways.  The result is that the people of New York seem on exhibit in this passage as much as the ants are.

1. One paragraph is about the people, one about the ants.

2. The compound sentence in the first paragraph connects the two.

3. The absolute phrase joins the two at the most basic cellular level.

4. The metaphors concerning the people compare them to animals, and the metaphors for the ants compare them to people.

