Summer 2009 Comprehensive Examination

M.A. Program in English

Instructions

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

July 18, 2009.

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, and 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.
Text Question: Mariama Ba’s So Long a Letter



In the significant amount of criticism written about Mariama Ba’s So Long a Letter, tension exists between Western and post-colonial readings of the novel.  These tensions have specifically concerned gender (“feminist” readings of Ramatoulaye) and Ba’s depiction of Senegalese cultural and political institutions, particularly education and polygamy.

Using these tensions to situate your analysis, write a critically and theoretically informed essay in which you examine the men and representations of masculinity in So Long a Letter.  Is this a text in which, as critic Alphy Plakkoottam suggests, “Muslim men and their polygamy wreaks havoc and misery in the lives of their wives,” or is Ba’s portrait more sympathetic?  How are readers to understand the men in this book?

Remember that this is a research essay in which you must demonstrate your familiarity with secondary literature as well as contemporary literary theory. Your final draft should be properly documented in MLA format and include a works cited page.
Theme Question: Nature

Language conveys meaning through systems of social agreements rather than through any essential connection between words and the things they represent; yet human communities depend upon the reliability of language systems to structure their relationship with nature, and thus their strategies for survival.  Literary texts across eras and cultures advance, question, intervene in, and contend with prevailing themes in the ways that human communities imagine and engage with nature—themes that also have implications for the structuring of social relationships.  How do selected literary texts manage people’s relationship to the natural world, and in what ways does this relationship also pertain to differences among people (such as race, gender, sexuality, class, and culture)?  In what ways is nature “the other,” and what are the implications for the structuring of human differences?  
Representations of “nature” may be central to the conflict in a text, or they may appear as background; they may occur as individual nonhuman images or as synesthetic immersions; human bodies may be treated as natural objects, and human subjectivity as antithetical to nature or interrelated with it; social differences may be manifested as differing degrees of absorption in or transcendence of nature. 
Using three texts from three different cultures (in the broad sense of “culture”), discuss how each text represents and/or narrates constructs of nature and their implications for social relations.  The most successful responses will offer nuanced and well supported analyses of the theme, building on 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 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 in MLA format and include a works cited page. 
Summer 2009 M.A. Exam: Poetry Question

Write an analysis of the following poem by the nineteenth-century English poet Alfred, Lord Tennyson.  This poem is lyric 83 of In Memoriam, a sequence of poems inspired by the death of Tennyson’s close friend, Arthur Henry Hallam, and written over the course of the years from 1833 to 1850.  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.

 LXXXIII. 

Dip down upon the northern shore, 

O sweet new-year delaying long; 

Thou doest expectant nature wrong; 

Delaying long, delay no more. 

What stays thee from the clouded noons, 

Thy sweetness from its proper place? 

Can trouble live with April days, 

Or sadness in the summer moons? 

Bring orchids, bring the foxglove spire, 

The little speedwell’s darling blue, 

Deep tulips dash’d with fiery dew, 

Laburnums, dropping-wells of fire. 

O thou, new-year, delaying long, 

Delayest the sorrow in my blood, 

That longs to burst a frozen bud 

And flood a fresher throat with song. 

