Spring English 10 

Final Paper Assignment and Prompts 

For this final assignment, please write a 5 to 7 page essay on one of the following questions. Be sure your paper contains a fully developed thesis statement—that is, one that conforms implicitly to the formula “Because x, y follows,” where x = an argumentative and interpretive position and y = a set of critical reflections on the implications of that position. This is not necessarily a research paper; rather the idea is to thoroughly, investigate, explicate and interpret a text through a strategy of close reading and using the critical vocabulary of literary studies. Ask yourself not only what the text says, but how it says what it says.


To that end, select a text (poem, play, or novel) that has particularly moved you in some way or another.  You need to make note of how the author has put the work together—form, content, rhetorical devices, figurative language poetic diction, etc.—so that it will mean in the way that it does. For this paper, make sure that you employ the necessary terms of art in your reading of the poem (think of the final question on the midterm as a model). Superficial readings will not work in this arena because I expect you to take the poem apart and find out not simply what the poem says, but how and why the poet makes meaning the way that he does.

So the prompts:

1) In the final scene of act V of Congreve’s The Way of the World, Fainall presents his notion of the “way of the world” to Mrs. Marwood, and Mirabell counters that perception of the world with his own version of the “way of the world”. Compare and contrast Fainall and Mirabell’s beliefs about of “the way of the world” and how those views take shape over the course of the play. What, for instance, are the implications of each perception of the how the world works with respect to love? language? law?

2) Rochester’s poem seems to break into two parts corresponding to the two heads he plans to satirize: Reason and Mankind. To line 111 or so the object of satire is reason. Do you buy his argument for “right reason” against man’s metaphysics–the tendency to “take a flight beyond material sense, / Dive into Mysteries, then soaring pierce / The flaming limits of the Universe” or rationality’s ability to “frame deep Mysteries, then finds ‘em out”? Illustrate your position argument with examples from Rochester’s poem.  Or on another head, if “right reason” can save reason from the metaphysical dustbin, then can it save mankind from himself? What are mankind’s faults that the satyr exposes and is he fair in his exposé? Why or why not?  Finally, how does your position with respect to “right reason” and the satyr (a complicated and perhaps unreliable poetic voice) shape how you read the poem’s final line “Man differs more from Man, than Man from Beast”?

3) From the arming scene, to the jeweled cross, to the transformation of gold from necklace to bodkin pin, the poem is rife with ornaments.  There are commodities of empire, commodified world religions, reified faces for the faces you meet as T.S. Eliot might have put it. Is this poem a celebration or a critique of ornamentation?  What exactly is an ornament here and what purposes can and does it serve?  What about the poem itself–-a highly wrought thing and possibly an ornament itself–how does the poem both enact and complicate its own thesis about the ornament—think about the final paragraphs of Canto V.

4) Impress me with your critical acumen and create a topic of your own invention.  The basic guidelines are: it has to be a work we read this quarter and you need to engage the text using the critical vocabulary we developed and used over the course of this quarter.  Other than that, select a text that tickled your fancy or otherwise provoked you.

