English 354A


Final Paper Topics

Final Papers are due on the scheduled day of the final examination: March 15, 2004

These papers, like all others, are to be submitted in standard manuscript format, as email attachments to me.  This paper should be the LAST number in the sequence of papers you have submitted.  I should mention again that all work must be your own, and everything you use must be properly acknowledged in footnotes or bibliographic citations.  Anything you can find on the internet, I can find too.

General directions:

The final paper is to focus on a single text: Williams’ In the American Grain, Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio, T. S. Eliot’s Collected Poems; or Faulkner’s Light in August.  You should not construe this to mean that you must confine your attention to one book, if you see important relations between the focal text (the one that is primary for your argument) and others.

NOTE particularly that your essay must have a title that indicates what your argument is about.  It will not do to just call it “Final Paper” or any of the several thousand equivalents that you and I can both imagine.  If you don’t have a title, you don’t know what you are writing about.

If you would like to develop one of the short paper topics for the final paper, please contact me by email.

William Carlos Williams: In the American Grain
1.  In the final chapter of the book, “Abraham Lincoln,” Williams develops in a single page a quite remarkable portrait of Lincoln as a woman.  In your essay, explain how the whole book prepares for this, and what it means.

2. One of the major images and motifs in In the American Grain is the idea of “flowering.”  Write an essay in which you trace how Williams introduces and develops this idea, and how it pertains to his idea both of what American can become and what it has been. 

3. As a work of speculative and imaginative history, Williams makes obvious and frequently ingenious use of various kinds of dialogue—including his own dialogue as a writer, employing the letters, journals, books, and other texts by and about the figures he treats.  In a fairly evident way, the principle of dialogue also extends to each reader of the book, as Williams does not expect his reader to be mere passive recipients, but to actively engage the subjects and the issues he treats.  Write a paper in which you examine the principle of dialogue in the book.

Sherwood Anderson: Winesburg, Ohio
1.  Throughout the stories that comprise Winesburg, Ohio, Anderson is frequently concerned with characters for whom religion is a difficult issue.  Write an essay in which you consider how (and to what effect) this issue is treated in Anderson’s development of a kind of portrait of the whole town.  For this topic, you may find it useful to consider how Williams, Eliot, and Faulkner treat similar issues, so long as your focus remains the explanation of Winesburg, Ohio.

2. While Anderson prefaces his book with the sketch titled “The Book of the Grotesques,” his actual treatment of the characters is, in most cases, remarkably gentle and empathetic.  Write an essay in which you consider not the characters who might be, by Anderson’s precise definition of the term, “grotestques,” but the grotesquesness of how the “normal” people of Winesburg may treat them.  You may (but need not) entertain as a title “The ‘Normal’ as Grotesque.”

3. In many ways, the whole of Winesburg, Ohio, is about the difficulty of growing up. Write an essay about this problem, with careful and precise use of examples from the stories in the book.  

T. S. Eliot: Collected Poems
1. In the arc of development within Collected Poems, Eliot traces numerous patterns of doubt, disturbance, crisis, and intense reflection on the peculiarities of the modern world.  For your essay, select one of the Ariel Poems as the center for your analysis of how Eliot’s poems seek and find resolution.  The strategic center of your analysis, in other words, should be the Ariel poem you pick, but the purpose is to explain how it is related to the rest of the book.

2.  Write an essay in which you use Eliot’s “A Note on War Poetry” as a source of internal commentary on the Collected Poems.  Your task here is to connect this poem to the book, and not merely to its occasion in 1942.

3.  In a number of fairly obvious ways, Ash Wednesday is both an answer to and a continuation of The Waste Land.  Write an essay on Ash Wednesday in which you explore several themes that connect the two poems, and explain how those connections make Eliot’s work as a poet more understandable.

William Faulkner: Light in August
1. While Faulkner devotes the largest number of pages to telling the story of Joe Christmas, it would be profoundly misleading to suppose that Light in August is Joe Christmas’s story.  It is at least arguable that the case is quite otherwise with Byron Bunch, to whom Faulkner gives relatively little space, but who has, for this novel, a massive importance.  Write an essay in which you explain how it is, in a manner of speaking, that every other story in the novel points to Byron’s story as the one we really have to understand.

2.  While Joe Christmas travels in a wide but incomprehensible circle, ending very near to where he began, and Lena moves across the South, going west, then north, then east with no particular destination directing her progress, the Rev. Gail Hightower comes to Jefferson and there he stays with a seemingly obsessive determination until he finally becomes all but invisible to the town.  But just so, he represents the town in profound ways, just as his name suggests (against the situatedness of his actual house) that he may have to some degree a perspective on his place that no other character has.  He sits and reads, and Faulkner treats him with a very subtle respect that includes criticism.  Write an essay on Hightower in which you do your best to explain his ambivalent importance for all the other characters.

3.  Construct a diagram or map of the main characters in Light in August, in which you use the relative placement of each character relative to the others as a way of understanding their importance.  Your essay should provide a detailed (and of course, beautifully written) guide to the map.  In this case, the map or diagram should be incorporated into your paper.

