English 101: Word Rogues’ Galley of Essays
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Elegant, eclectic and clever, Gore Vidal reminds young writers that a peek into the fabulous history of the word essay, an etymological poke into the labyrinth of essays past, yields another word you might not have expected to run across: attempt. You see most people weigh heavily the essay as finished product--a dull, lifeless, textual body with a static introduction, an "ABC" body, and a let’s-tie-up-all-the-pieces conclusion. You will not write this kind of essay, opting instead to produce something that is less product and more process. That’s right, I am asking with no little nostalgia to return to the proud origins of the essay.  In the same way Shakespeare wrote the most captivating literature within sonnet form, your task is to produce a set of ordered reflections, a group of carefully arranged tasty words, using the forms we had studied as your sonnet form.   You shall respond in some way to the essays, films, short critical treatments and lectures you have worked through and will continue to work through in the coming weeks. 

Are you writing for Lanzbom? --in a way, yes. But you must forget about me. The only people who count are the readers.  They are impatient and easily bored.  They like a thesis that takes chances and sets up an argument.  They like a strong plan of development with topic sentences and lots of specific details.  They love direct, succinct quotes woven carefully into the fabric of an essay. They like transitions that are smooth and invisible.  If you are going to write about an image, they want to see a reproduction of that image. They hate misspellings and passive verbs (is, am, are, was, were, been, being). They like tangy language, which is fresh and not filled with stupid clichés. 

Specifications: 8 pages, cleverly titled, double-spaced, 1-inch margins top and sides, proofread, chock-full of active verbs. Late papers will not be accepted. A minimum of 5 works cited, from our library, books, journals or reference databases, staying far away from sources such as Wikipedia.  One last bit of advice, do NOT plagiarize ANY material from the internet; unCITED material = PLAGIARISM; also, if you are going to "quote" a passage from an illustrated text, go to the bother of Xeroxing the image and incorporating it INTO your essay.

Choose ONE of the following prompts:

1

Fiction Redefined

Redefine the term "Word Rogues," using Tan, Magritte, Holtzman, and Satrapi as your textual allies.

2

Dialectical Dance

We might benefit constructively by seeking to complicate our notion of the dialectical relationship between literature and culture (dialectical: The process of arriving at the truth by stating a thesis, developing a contradictory antithesis, and combining and resolving them into a coherent synthesis), between narration and nation (it is from our traditions of political thought and literary language that the nation emerges as a powerful historical idea). Do the works we have read thus far support or dispute this effort? Use at least THREE works as you identify specific phenomena in culture that finds itself represented/critiqued/supplemented in literature.

3

Sexual Fiction or Fictional Sex

Explore the relationship between sexuality and the word in the work of Satrapi, Woolf, Bunuel and Dali, and Neruda.

4

Damn Literary Criticism

On Persepolis or Un Chien or Magritte, or Goldsworthy, or Scene, find a piece of literary criticism, perhaps in a scholarly journal, which you agree or disagree with. Incorporate a critique of this published scholarly study as you produce your own critically informed interpretation of the work.

5

The Dating Game

Marjane Satrapi has a difficult time on the dating scene. A friend of hers, we’ll call him Marquez, knows this interesting guy named Tino Villanueva.  He sets them up on a blind date. How do you think they’ll get along? Where will they go?  What will they do?  Will their date be successful?  Will they meet again?  Make up a scenario, incorporating specific knowledge you have from your readings and information you can find on illustrated novels in general. 

6

Poetry and the Visual Arts

Compare the writing in Jon Krakauer’s, “The Khumbu Icefall” to Donovan Webster’s, “Inside the Volcano.” Find the commonality or differences in each medium.  You may bring in other writers we studied as well.

7

Chicano Hip Hop meets Wishes and Dreams

You are  “The Handsomest Drowned Man in the World,” revived and hanging out at Sigmeun Freud’s house having dinner when Freud has a little too much to drink. He begins to talk about how our society is brainwashed, Using Virginia Woolf, Le Guin, and kingston’s work as examples.  What does he say?   

8

Funny Guys

Write a short essay on the dynamics of contemporary comedy. If you look close enough, you’ll find comedy in the writings of Maquez, Satrapi, Tan, Angelou, Hample, Magritte, Bunuel and Dali. Find some examples on some or all of these writers, artists, and film makers. How does humor help get their point across?

9

Interrogating the Hegemonic

As we learned in class, "hegemony" is the domination of ruling beliefs through consent, the internalization of beliefs so deeply that people think they are voicing their own opinion when in reality they are voicing what the ruling system wants them to voice. Choose any three of the writers, artists, and poets we’ve studied so far, and talk about how they have been able to dissent from hegemonic rule. Use examples from their work. 

10

Racism and the Psyche

Using the “Portfolio of Creation Myths,” discuss the effects “finger pointing” on our psyche.

11

Self Destruction

How does self-destruction operate in “The Handsomest Drowned Man” and “Four Versions of Cinderella”? Any similarities, any correlations, any ideas on how the ancient urge to destroy oneself surfaces again and again?

12

Repetition Compulsions and Iteration Drive

Discuss and draw cogent conclusions about repetition in the Portfolio of Creation Myths.  Absolutely refer to Joseph Campbell’s, “The Four Functions of Mythology”
13

Pondering Death

In Gabriel García Márquez’s, “The Handsomest Drowned Man in the World,” and Tan and Cam: A Vietnamese Cinderella Story, death and birth play roles in our trying to understand life.  Find instances in these works and other works we have read so far that show artists trying to grapple with the issue of death.  Then write a paper that compares these responses.  Make sure to use quotes and specific examples to fully answer the question.

14

Roll Your Own Essay

Choose your own topic, using our readings and resources from the library.  You must come to me with your topic as soon as possible, so I know what to expect.

