Knowledge of the Natural

Sample “A” Paper

	It has been said that there is really only one story in the world. Centuries old, written by every writer who has put pen to paper, this story is of mankind’s purpose in the world, how humans search for individual meaning. Separated by nearly a century and a half, poet Matthew Arnold and writer N. Scott Momaday grapple with the struggle for self-understanding in their respective works, “Self-Dependence” and “A Vision Beyond Time and Place”, in which the speakers argue that knowledge of the self comes from an awareness of and a relationship with the natural world. 


The speaker in Arnold’s poem seeks comfort in the heavens and from the ocean when he is tired of the immediate realm of his life. “Weary of myself, and sick of asking/What I am and what I ought to be,” he turns his gaze skyward and seaward. Longing for the comfort he found in nature when he was younger, he seeks to “feel my soul becoming vast like [the sky and ocean].” The answer he finds is not what he thought it would be. Instead, he realizes that the natural world cannot bestow upon him the peace he craves because he must learn instead to embrace the qualities of the “unaffrighted” and “undistracted” stars and sea. They accept the world around them for what it is and do not rely on the things in that world as sources of love or fulfillment. It is only by committing all of themselves to being the sea or the stars that these entities “attain the mighty life” the speaker so desires. By the end of the poem, the speaker understands that self-knowledge only comes from resolving to “be thyself,” not from seeking the pity and comfort of others. Although the stars and the ocean cannot calm him, they can show him – merely by being what they are – how to find that calm within himself.


Like the speaker in “Self-Dependence”, Momaday uses the example of another to demonstrate how to follow the path to self awareness. He tells the story of an old man, Cheney, whose devotion to the natural world offered an open door into Momaday’s own self. By paying daily homage to the sun, Cheney paid respect to himself. By knowing this entity of the natural world, he “saw as far into himself as he saw into the distance.” In addition, Cheney’s intimate knowledge of the sun gave him a sense of his own place in the world. Momaday urges his readers to look beyond their own realm – essentially the “vessel’s prow” where Arnold’s speaker once stood – to examine how the natural world can shed meaning onto “our own humanity.”


Although Arnold’s and Momaday’s works both stress the connections between humans and the natural world, the writers ultimately make slightly different appeals to their readers. Arnold’s speaker is alone in his quest for self-knowledge, and chances upon it almost accidentally. He pleads with the stars and the sea to “calm me”, and the anonymous answer returns an “air borne voice” delivered in the pedagogical tone of some unseen and unknown entity. At the conclusion of the poem, the speaker is nearly ecstatic to have heard “a cry like thine in mine own heart.” He is joyful in his sole discovery, whereas Momaday’s tone is more calculated, delivered in the steady cadence of a practiced storyteller. He appeals generally, rather than specifically, to the audience, using Cheney’s connection to the sun as a metaphor for the introspection the author sees so woefully absent in our civilization. He repeatedly uses the theme of vision – “a man who saw very deeply into the distance”, “one whose vision extended”, “mind’s eye”, “see in these terms”, “cultural near-sightedness”, “ a vision quest . . . that is, a quest after vision” – to demonstrate the kind of seeing of which we do too little. The “buildings and billboards” are not only tangible obstructions to our view, but metaphorical ones preventing us from knowing ourselves.
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The introspective, solitary experience of the nameless speaker learning from a nameless teacher in “Self-Dependence” asks the reader to concentrate on learning as an individual from 
his interactions with the natural world. Momaday’s story asks that these explorations be used for shared cultural knowledge. Cheney’s and Arnold’s speakers learn, through conversing with nature, to know themselves.  Both authors demonstrate how one must possesses knowledge of the natural to ever reach true self perception, and thus awareness, and, according to Momaday, one must achieve temporary blindness in order to eventually see more clearly. Looking into the sun is actually good for our eyes; it is corrective surgery for personal and cultural nearsightedness.
	Authors and titles mentioned in intro, and properly punctuated!

Body paragraphs “sandwich” quotes into middle, follow with analysis that explain and tie analysis to main points. 

Notice use of text, in small “kernels”, 

incorporated into writer’s own sentences.
Restates thesis, ties in title as a phrase, and ends with a new idea that could be the topic of a whole new essay.
Beautiful integration of text from Momaday, rephrased as writer’s own powerful language.


.

The Mighty Life
Sample “B” Essay

	            The importance of nature in the meaning of humanity crosses all cultures for all time.  Questions search for answers and young seek old to gain insight into the mystery of “Why am I here?”  For each the answer is different, but the question, that is, the lesson, often remain the same.  In “Self Dependence” and “A Vision Beyond Time and Place”, authors Mathew Arnold and N. Scott Momaday both depict the quest outside the self, into Nature, in order to acquire self understanding, purpose and happiness.


The speaker in “Self-Dependence” depends on the familiar stars to find his answers.  Looking out from the bow of a ship he questions his life and his work.  His soul feels empty; only the stars and sea can rejuvenate him as they always have:  “Ye who from my childhood up have calmed me, /calm me, ah, compose me to the end.”  The speaker sets out to recapture something in himself that is lost, and so returns to a place where desire and purposefulness may become familiar again.  What was it about this place that held meaning for this speaker?


By contrast, old man Cheney, in “A Vision Beyond Time and Place”, knows his purpose:  as “an arrow maker.”  He follows rituals to help preserve his sense of self.  “Every morning, my father tells me, Cheney would paint his wrinkled face, go out, and pray aloud to the rising sun.”  In his devotion Cheney knows the sun has purpose, too, in rising each morning.  Both Cheney and the sun desire nothing more in living, but both may have taken years to discover this, for they are old.


While old Man Cheney uses his sunrise meditation to augment his existing wisdom, the speaker in “Self-Dependence” has much to learn and, in looking to the stars and sea, up to the “clear, star-sown vault of heaven”, he seeks the advice of something much older than mankind.  Then, “in the rustling night air” comes the answer. Not by words but by actions the knowledgeable stars “with joy perform their shining” and illuminate an answer: “. . . unregardful/In what state God's other works may be,/In their own tasks all their powers pouring,/These attain the mighty life you see." Not only do the stars rise, shine, and roll with purpose, but they also shine and roll with joy.  That is their purpose.  This is how they attain “the mighty life”, the power and self dependence Arnold’s speaker so desires. 


In the end, both authors offer lasting wisdom, but in contrasting packages.   “Self-Dependence” is biblical in its images, similar to the Bible’s “Book of Wisdom” or “Proverbs”.  The poem ends: “Resolve to be thyself; and know that he, who finds himself, loses his misery!”  While the poem aims to inspire the reader on a spiritual level, Momaday makes use of prose and Native American ritual to inspire and persuade the reader: “We might do well to enter upon a vision quest of our own, that is, a quest after vision itself.”  In contrast to the poem, this piece appeals on a much more earthly, organic level, seeking self understanding not by watching and emulating the actions of something, as the speaker in Arnolds’ poem watches the stars, but in blinding oneself with light until one’s temporary blindness offers no alternative but to look within.

 
Personifying the heavens or the earth, both texts answer ancient questions of mankind.  Who does not wish to possess the glory of omniscience, perception vast as the heavens, or self understanding as bright as the sun?   Whether in an evening devotion or a morning ritual, both Arnold and Momaday call out to Nature to find strength within.  While their prayers take different forms, characters in both pieces step into nature to closer to knowing themselves, happiness, and living the mighty life: an existence of questions, answers and, consequently, fulfillment.
	Includes all required intro elements, (hook/general; specific/author-title; thesis)  but could be more succinct and clear.

Thesis could be more effectively phrased.

Uses “quote sandwiches” but not with the facility that the author of the A paper does; does not go into depth as much.

Restates thesis, ties in title as a phrase, and ends with a new idea that could be the topic of a whole new essay.


The Same Earth and Sky

Sample “C” Paper

	
	Shortcomings of this paper are obvious when compared to the other two –

Needs organization and depth

	
For as long as the stars have twinkled above and the valleys have stretched below, man has looked to heaven and earth for inspiration.  From our earliest writers, who etched their stories on the walls of caves, to modern day bloggers who send words electronically, story tellers continue to mine the elements for meaning and comfort.


Two authors from different eras, one a poet, Matthew Arnold, the other an essayist, M. Scott Momaday, each look to nature for inspiration.  While the earth and sky moves one author closer to self the same earth and sky inspires the other to see his relationships to universe as a whole.


In his poem, “Self-Dependence,” Mathew Arnold sets sail on the sea, searching for inner peace, a sense of self.  He asks, “What I am, and what I ought to be.” This is not the first time he has sought serenity at sea.  He tells the reader, “Ye who from my childhood up have calmed me, calm me, ah, compose me to the end!” He has journeyed before to the quiet vastness of the ocean to look inside himself.  And on this journey that he discovers, “the stars performing, their shining,” with joy. Arnold finds, “In their own tasks all their powers pouring.”  This discovery, of the starts joyfully going about their business, “bounded by themselves and unregarded,” that Arnold discovers he too can be unfettered; ignore others needs and voices and be true to himself.


As were thousands of writers before them, Momaday and Arnold are drawn to nature; searching for self-discovery.  Each imposing vastly different styles and literary techniques, convincingly arguing the power of nature to simultaneously draw one inward toward self; and outward toward the whole.  Their contrasting ideas are very much like the tide; rolling in and rolling out; day after day since the beginning of time.
	


