Spring 2008 Comprehensive Examination

M.A. Program in English

Instructions

Responses to the following two questions are due at 9:00 AM on Saturday, April 19, 2008.

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: Invisible Man
A number of critics have applauded Ralph Ellison’s novel for its universality, arguing that it uses the specificity of the black condition to address the problems of the human condition.  According to Robert O’Meally, “Ellison manages to ‘splice into…the deeper currents of life’ to show the universality of blackness.” In contrast, others critics have honed in on the text’s complicated representation of identity positions, as they relate specifically to race, gender, class, and sexuality. For example, Daniel Kim argues that Ellison’s novel “‘out[s]’ the eroticism that underwrites the hierarchical forms of homosociality that racism engenders…” Write a critically and theoretically informed essay that responds to these dramatically different approaches to the novel. How does the text affirm, challenge, or complicate these interpretations? 

Remember that this is a theoretical/research essay and should demonstrate your familiarity with the secondary literature on  Invisible Man as well as with contemporary critical theory.  Your essay must be properly documented and include a list of works cited.
M.A. Exam Theme Question

“Where thou art, that, is Home.”
   
-- Emily Dickinson

In all literature, there are physical or conceptual “homes” that can be identified as spaces and places of comfort, security, or protection.  Likewise, there are those that signify discomfort, insecurity, or an outright threat.  Whether these homes are relationships, families, nations of origin, or actual physical structures, characters sometimes find or lose themselves within their bounds.   At times, they feel “at home,” “in transit” between homes, or simply “homeless.”  Using three texts you have encountered during your graduate courses at TCNJ, demonstrate the extent to which authors have supported a sense of “self” as equal to a sense of “home.” Focus on the most compelling and unique literary devices they employ to accomplish this. The most successful responses will offer a balanced look at each text and provide thorough and thoughtful observations of how “self and home” operate in each text.  Less successful responses will show an obvious difference in the amount of attention offered to each text and will settle for readings that skim the surface. 

Remember that this essay is a theoretical/research endeavor, and as such it should demonstrate familiarity with a body of critical and theoretical writings as well as your chosen primary sources.  Your final draft should be properly documented and include a works cited page.

M.A. Exam Poetry Question

Spring 2008 

Write an analysis of the following poem by the British poet William Wordsworth (1770-1850).  It was probably written “[i]n the cottage, Town-end, Grasmere, one afternoon in 1801,” according to Wordsworth’s own testimony.  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. 

Remember, 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.

Nuns fret not at their convent’s narrow room
Nuns fret not at their convent’s narrow room; 
And hermits are contented with their cells; 
And students with their pensive citadels; 
Maids at the wheel, the weaver at his loom, 
Sit blithe and happy; bees that soar for bloom, 
High as the highest Peak of Furness-fells, 
Will murmur by the hour in foxglove bells: 
In truth the prison, unto which we doom 
Ourselves, no prison is: and hence for me, 
In sundry moods, ’twas pastime to be bound 
Within the Sonnet’s scanty plot of ground; 
Pleased if some Souls (for such there needs must be) 
Who have felt the weight of too much liberty, 
Should find brief solace there, as I have found.

