Fall 2010 Comprehensive Examination

M.A. Program in English

Instructions

Responses to the following two questions are due at 9:00 AM on Saturday, November 13, 2010.
The response to each question should be 1500-2000 words.  To keep your responses within this limitation, be sure to offer analysis, not plot summary; assume your audience is familiar with the works you are discussing.  In addition, quote sparingly.  Use MLA parenthetical citation form and attach a list of works cited for each question.

Responses should be typewritten or computer-printed, double-spaced.  Answers to the two questions should be stapled together.  Do not put your name on your responses. Instead, put your student ID number on the first page of each. Please turn in THREE copies of each essay.
M.A. Exam Text Question:  Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Blithedale Romance
For generations, readers of The Blithedale Romance have been drawn to its dual portrait of American womanhood – the wan and malleable Priscilla and the fiery and independent Zenobia, a character some have connected to Margaret Fuller.

Recently, however, scholars have uncovered a strong cultural discourse about masculinity in the antebellum period.  Employing a variety of methods from cultural criticism and the history of the book to Lacanian psychoanalysis and queer theory, these scholars suggest a surprising theme at the heart of The Blithedale Romance: a powerful interest in men, masculinity, and middle class identity.

Using theories of gender performance and Hawthorne criticism from the past twenty-five years, develop a thesis about the relationship between Roger Hollingsworth and Miles Coverdale.  How do these characters perform their masculinity?  Where do they find clues about how to behave?  What do their relations with Priscilla, Zenobia, and each other reveal about their sexual identity?  Does the sentimentalism of bachelorhood suggest, as one critic put it, a choice between hope or fear?  

Remember that this is a research essay in which you must demonstrate your familiarity with secondary scholarship as well as contemporary literary theory.  Be sure to introduce and frame the material you bring into your essay.  Your paper must be properly documented in MLA format and include a "Works Cited" page.

M.A. Exam Theme Question:  “The Past”
“Narrative concerns itself with what is happening all the time, history concerns itself with what happens from time to time. And that is perhaps, what is the matter with history and that is what is perhaps the matter with narrative.”
--Gertrude Stein, Narration
Using three texts from three different cultures, write a critically and theoretically informed essay that explores the use of “the past” in your chosen texts.  The most successful responses will analyze how narrative methods are employed to construct and reconstruct “the past” through literature.  You should feel free to address a variety of narrative methods for apprehending “the past” – such as myth, legend, autobiography, and “history” – but your primary attention should be focused on the methods themselves and the ways in which each author’s skilled and imaginative engagement with these methods represents and/or complicates conceptions of “the past”.

Successful responses provide thoughtful and coherent readings of the literary works.  Less successful responses may show an obvious difference in the amount of attention offered to each text and may settle for readings that skim the surface.  

Remember that this essay is a theoretical/research endeavor and, as such, should demonstrate familiarity with a body of critical and theoretical writings as well as your chosen primary texts.  Your essay must have an analytically sophisticated thesis and employ secondary sources on the texts you use.  Your final draft should be properly documented in MLA format and include a “Works Cited” page.  

M.A. Exam Poetry Question

Fall 2010 

You are to choose ONE of the following two poems written by the American poet, Rita Dove (1952-  ), and write an analysis of it.  Your analysis should consist of a unified interpretation of the poem drawing directly upon its constitutive elements.  Among the elements that you might choose to discuss are imagery, structure, figurative language, tone, formal qualities (including syntax, stanza, and lineation), rhythm, and sound. 

Your answer will be judged on the coherence of your overall interpretation as well as your insight into how various aspects of the poem enable that interpretation.
“I have been a stranger in a strange land”

by Rita Dove
Rita Dove 
Life's spell is so exquisite, everything conspires to break it. 


--Emily Dickinson
It wasn't bliss. What was bliss   

but the ordinary life? She'd spend hours   

in patter, moving through whole days   

touching, sniffing, tasting . . . exquisite   

housekeeping in a charmed world.   

And yet there was always   

more of the same, all that happiness,   

the aimless Being There.   

So she wandered for a while, bush to arbor,   

lingered to look through a pond's restive mirror.   

He was off cataloging the universe, probably,   

pretending he could organize   

what was clearly someone else's chaos.   

That's when she found the tree,   

the dark, crabbed branches   

bearing up such speechless bounty,   

she knew without being told   

this was forbidden. It wasn't   

a question of ownership—   

who could lay claim to   

such maddening perfection?   

And there was no voice in her head,   

no whispered intelligence lurking   

in the leaves—just an ache that grew   

until she knew she'd already lost everything   

except desire, the red heft of it   

warming her outstretched palm.

Adolescence II   

by RITA DOVE 

Although it is night, I sit in the bathroom, waiting.

Sweat prickles behind my knees, the baby-breasts are alert.

Venetian blinds slice up the moon; the tiles quiver in pale strips.

Then they come, the three seal men with eyes as round

As dinner plates and eyelashes like sharpened tines.

They bring the scent of licorice. One sits in the washbowl,

One on the bathtub edge; one leans against the door.

"Can you feel it yet?" they whisper.

I don't know what to say, again. They chuckle,

Patting their sleek bodies with their hands.

"Well, maybe next time." And they rise,

Glittering like pools of ink under moonlight,

And vanish. I clutch at the ragged holes

They leave behind, here at the edge of darkness.

Night rests like a ball of fur on my tongue.
