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LT203  United States Literature Since 1850

                

Essay Titles 2011 – First Term
Essays should be c. 2000-2500 words. The deadline is for online submission is Tuesday 13 December (Week 11), with the hard copy being submitted the following day.
Choose one of the following:
(Herman Melville)
· Consider Moby-Dick as a meditation on America.
· “It was the whiteness of the whale that above all things appalled me.”

“I but put that brow before you.  Read it if you can.”

Consider what the whale represents AND/OR how he is presented in Moby-Dick in the light of one or both of the above quotations.
· ‘Ahab is a complex figure. A tragic hero carrying the marks of his mortality, the human limitation he would deny…he is also a type of the artist, or any visionary intent on the essence of things.’ Do you agree with this? [From: Richard Gray, A History of American Literature, Blackwell, 2004 p.211]
· Comment on the significance of religion and religious belief to Moby-Dick.

· ‘More than a crafted fiction, Moby-Dick, is an outburst of a fluid consciousness in which ideas and persons appear and collide and form new combinations and sometimes drop away.’ How far would you agree with this assertion? [ From: Andrew Delbanco, Introduction to Moby-Dick, Penguin Books, pp.xvii]
(Henry David Thoreau)
· “Walden is an imagined work; it is a re-creation of experience in the form discovered by conscious intent.”
“The ‘truth’ that Walden conveys is the truth of Thoreau’s attempt to create a language which would embody the mystical illumination he found in natural facts.”
Consider Walden in the light of one or both of these statements.
· “While civilisation has been improving our houses, it has not equally improved the men who are to inhabit them.”  How does Thoreau portray the American experience?
· ‘But all art is a matter of exclusions, rejections. To write of one subject is to ignore all others. To live one life passionately…is necessarily to detach oneself from other lives. If Henry David Thoreau is an emblematic and even a heroic figure for many writers it is partly because the “Henry David Thoreau” of Walden is so triumphant a literary creation – a fiction, surely, metaphorical rather than human, pieced together as we now know by slow painstaking labor out of the journals of many years.’ Discuss these ideas.
(Ernest Hemingway)
· “A writer’s job is to tell the truth.”  What kind of truth does Hemingway try to tell in The Sun Also Rises?  Does he succeed in telling it?

· What is the importance of ‘aficion’ in The Sun Also Rises?
· Consider the role of Jake Barnes, as both narrator and character, in The Sun Also Rises.  
(Robert Frost)
· “The tentativeness of Frost’s ambiguous viewpoint stems from his tendency to approach truth by cautiously accepting and accentuating the limits of human knowledge.” 

“Frost in the supreme example of the sceptic in modern poetry: the person who cannot or will not make up his mind.”

“I had as soon write free verse as play tennis with the net down.” – Robert Frost.

Consider some of Robert Frost’s poetry in the light of one or more of the above comments.

· We enjoy Frost’s poetry because of the accessibility of his imagery, and the often colloquial nature of his language, not despite it. Discuss this in relation to at least three poems.

· ‘The figure a poem makes. It begins in delight and ends in wisdom….it runs a course of lucky events, and ends in a clarification of life – not necessarily a great clarification, such as sects and cults are founded on, but in a momentary stay against confusion.’

Consider this in relation to two or more poems paying particular attention to Frost’s notion of ‘a momentary stay against confusion’.

(William Carlos Williams)
· “No ideas but in things.” – William Carlos Williams.

“Williams is a poet of the moment.” – Marianne Moore.

Consider some of Williams’s poetry in the light of one or both of these statements.

· Consider William Carlos Williams as an American poet.
· Consider the importance of ‘contact’ in Williams’s poetry.
(William Faulkner)
· “The past is never dead.  It’s not even past.” – Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun.

“Maybe nothing ever happens once and is finished.” – Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom!
Discuss Light in August with reference to one or both of the above quotations.

· “It would be easy for you to write Joe Christmas into a separate novel, but the anthologist can’t pick him out without bits of his flesh hanging to Hightower and Lena.” – Malcolm Cowley.

Discuss Light in August in the light of this statement.

· Discuss the treatment in Light in August of one or more of the following: 1.) race; 2.) religion; 3.) sex and gender.
(John Steinbeck)
· One critic has described The Grapes of Wrath as an epic of America and the betrayal of the American dream.  Do you agree?
· “Steinbeck offers a powerful portrait of mass humanity, but his depiction of individuals verges on stereotype.”

“For all his moral serenity, the sympathetic understanding of men…Steinbeck’s people are always on the verge of becoming human, but never do.” – Alfred Kazin.

Discuss The Grapes of Wrath with reference to one or both of the above statements.

· The Grapes of Wrath is at once a great documentary and a great protest novel.  Discuss.

(Richard Wright)
· “I am inside someone who hates me.” – Leroy Jones/Amiri Baraka.

“The nature of our society is such that we are prevented from knowing who we are.” – Ralph Ellison.

“The complex forces of society have isolated here for us a symbol, a test symbol.” – Max, in Native Son.
Consider Richard Wright’s Native Son with reference to one or more of the above statements.

· Consider the narrative tensions within Native Son, and the effects these may have on its message.
· “In the end,” Frantz Fanon writes, “Bigger Thomas acts. To put an end to his tension, he acts, he responds to the world’s anticipation.” Do you agree with this analysis of Richard Wright’s Native Son? Discuss. 
(Wallace Stevens)
· “The imagination is the power of the mind over the possibilities of things.”

“The great poems of heaven and hell have been written, and the great poem of the earth remains to be written.”

“A poet looks at the world as a man looks at a woman.”  (all Wallace Stevens)

Discuss some of Stevens’s poems in the light of one or two of the above statements.

(Toni Morrison)
· Discuss the importance of memory AND/OR history in Beloved.

· Who or what is Beloved?

· Consider Morrison’s treatment of EITHER race OR gender in Beloved.
· Toni Morrison refers to Beloved as “outside most of the formal constricts of the novel.” Do you agree or disagree?
