ENGLISH 1122 – WINTER 2008


Literature and Composition III: English Literature until 1700

Essay #1 Topics

· Due January 31st, 2008

· The essay is worth 20% of your final mark.

· Essays are due at the beginning of class and must be

· 1000 – 1500 words in length 

· Double-spaced

· With 1 inch margins 

· Essays must present a logical argument that:

· States a clear thesis

· Uses logically connected arguments to support the thesis

· Provides textual evidence in support of the thesis

· See my “Essay Writing Tips”  

1) In the poem “The Wanderer”, the poet utilizes the ubi sunt (“where are they”) poetic device. The use of this device is indicative of the elegiac tone of much Old English literature. Discuss the nature of this elegiac tone in either “The Wanderer” or “The Wife’s Lament”. What does this tone convey to the reader in terms of the poem’s teaching concerning the value of existence and what type of life is ultimately the most meaningful?

2) Discuss the reconciliation of heroic and Christian values in “The Dream of the Rood”. In what ways is allegory used to effect this reconciliation? 

3) Near the beginning of Beowulf, Unferth’s envy causes him to confront Beowulf (see lines 499-528). Later, however, Unferth apparently realizes that circumstances have changed and that he must accept Beowulf as a saviour (see lines 1455-91). What can analysing the character of Unferth tell us about the alternatives available to the individual in a changing world?

4) In many ways Beowulf subtly articulates the cultural contradictions that existed in Anglo-Saxon society. By closely analysing one or two passages, defend one of the following statements:

· “Beowulf is a character who represents the highest ideals of a pagan, warrior culture.”

· “Beowulf’s self-sacrifice is a form of heroism that points from the ideals of warrior culture to those of a Christian culture.”

5) Discuss the theme of the pilgrimage in Chaucer’s “General Prologue” of The Canterbury Tales. What does the theme convey in terms of the poem’s teaching concerning the value of existence and what type of life is ultimately the most meaningful?

6) Discuss the ways in which Chaucer’s ambiguous portrayal of two of the characters described in the “General Prologue” of The Canterbury Tales contributes to the Prologue’s status as an “estates satire” (i.e., a “satire” or criticism of the shortcomings of each of the three social “estates” of medieval society: nobles, clergy and plebs).

7) Tyndale’s The Obedience of a Christian Man contains a section on “Scriptural Interpretation” that effectively summarizes the Protestant view on the question. More’s A Dialogue Concerning Heresies contains a section that deals with “the authority of the old interpreters”, which posits the Catholic stand on the issue. Analyze the arguments of each author in these sections and discuss the role reserved for human reason in each.
8) Discuss the “Ladder of Love” in Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier. In what ways could Peter Bembo’s description of the role of beauty in enlightening the soul be used to defend poetry against the philosophic attack (i.e., that poetry is morally dangerous and that it spreads mere fictions or lies, not truth)?
