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English 354: Shakespeare
Assignments
1. Course Papers 
The research project for this course should get you more deeply involved in some aspect of Shakespeare’s work. The most important goal for this kind of project, of course, should be for you to get passionately involved with a subject — truly engaged in wanting to find answers. And we can hope that the project will develop your ability to read texts critically and independently and will help you extend your understanding of the works we read for class.  


Ideally, your paper will have your voice — and creativity and interpretations — at the center. But this paper should also demonstrate your ability to move into the community of scholars who talk about Shakespearean literature — it should incorporate and build upon the scholarly research in the field. The paper can take one of several shapes: 

a) Interpretation and analysis:  Your reading of a literary text.

Most papers of this sort would take an issue or problem in a play (or related plays, preferably something we aren’t reading for class) and offer a possible solution or a reading that corrects, modifies, or goes beyond current readings. While your reading — your interpretation and argument — would be the center of the paper, you’ll want to fit your point of view into the continuing conversation that has already taken place: what sorts of things have critics before you said about the work?


This assignment would encourage you to try out different critical approaches, such as feminist, new historicist, or psychological readings, on texts that have received more “traditional” interpreta​tions.   Or you could simply take a problem in a text - -the unity of King Lear, the place of humor in Merchant of Venice — and attempt to make an argument based on what you see in the text.


A variation of this approach would be to offer a thematic or stylistic reading of a play, again noting aspects of the text that have been given too little emphasis. For instance, you may discover a pattern of images that runs through Midsummer Night’s Dream, leading to an interpretation that has escaped most readers.

b) Interpretation/synthesis 

An alternative approach would be to take a play that has received a variety of critical interpretations and to collect, analyze, and synthesis those opinions. This sort of paper puts more emphasis on thorough research (have you discovered the range of opinions?) and synthesis (how do those readings fit together?). The creative aspect of this paper depends on your making sense of the critical opinions and offering your own sense of how they fit and which readings seems most convincing. Works that have been controversial and thoroughly discussed — e.g. Hamlet or The Tempest would be especially appropriate for such a paper. One could also examine performance issues of a play, surveying various approaches and interpretations through the years.

c) Issue analysis

English Renaissance literary texts were affected by a variety of social, cultural, and artistic issues that you may wish to investigate. How, for example, do Renaissance understandings of women or the family affect the plays we read? How does the Elizabethan political situation influence our understanding of Shakespeare? How does King Lear reflect such influences as militant Puritanism or mysticism? What do Shakespeare’s plays reflect about religion or sex or the intellect, and how do those issues affect our readings of his plays?


Artistic issues could produce questions like the following:  How does Shakespeare use and adapt Renaissance notions of tragedy or comedy? What do Renaissance writers say about literary originality and how does that apply to Shakespeare? How do material conditions of Shakespeare’s plays affect interpretations?


Papers of this sort obviously depend heavily on good research but also require your creativity in interpreting, synthesizing, and responding to the information.

d)Critical issues

The discipline of English has been, for some time now, in a period of intense preoccupation with literary theory. You may wish to encounter that theory by focusing this project on a critic or critical approaches to a text. Such a paper would attempt to describe, analyze, and evaluate different critical approaches. For instance, one might examine new historicist criticism—or other approaches—using a single play (or several plays) as a case study.  What critical assumptions and moves do the critics make? To what extent are the critics convincing in their approaches to Shakespeare? This type of paper would put primary emphasis on critical theory, secondary emphasis on Shakespeare; successful papers would depend upon excellent research, critical thinking, and interpretation.

e) Multimedia Shakespeare
I can work with a few students to create an experimental html version of a Shakespeare play. You would create your own “edition” of a play, providing annotations of words and passages, bringing in video and audio clips, and ultimately producing a version of the play that would offers multiple kinds of interaction with the text.  Or you might wish to work with some of the commercial products now available, reviewing, evaluating, and testing their versions of the plays.

No matter which approach you take to the course paper, you should observe these guidelines 

(1) I’m not very interested in mere restatements of what the work is  about. I am interested in seeing you make connections, make sense of literary problems. Your paper should thus have some kind of point to it — if not a strict thesis, then some sense of inquiry and direction. Think in terms of identifying a problem and posing various solutions. 

(2) I will expect you to supplement your investigation with the perspectives of other scholars. That is, you should use secondary sources to back up your points and to make your thesis more persuasive or to provide a springboard for your independent consideration of the issues. But note the following: 

    
•Don’t allow your paper to become a collection of quotations from other sources. You must control the research rather than it controlling your paper. Make your voice the dominant one. Being able to do something with your sources is far more important than the number of sources you use. 

    
•Be sure to acknowledge secondary sources with proper documentation, using the MLA system of parenthetical references and works cited pages.  Properly using MLA citation establishes that you are serious about your work and about joining the scholarly conversation. Papers without proper documentation will be returned unread.
(3)Length:  A substantial paper that shows your ability to work on a subject in depth:  15 pages sounds about right.

(4)Schedule:

T, 9/23 (wk 4):  A general proposal for the paper.  The proposal should indicate the general subject and nature of the paper, your anticipated direction, and your thoughts on what will make this paper worth doing.  Schedule an appointment with me during office hours before then to discuss the proposal. Changes in the project will not be easily allowed after the submission of general proposals.

Th, 10/23 (wk 8): A progress report about the state of your research, featuring an annotated bibliography.

Th, 11/20 (wk 12): Drafts of papers due; we’ll use a system of peer editing and discussion to work toward final versions.

Th, 12/4 (wk 14): Final papers due.
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2. Computer Forum
Assumptions
In making this assignment and in using this technology, I operate with these assumptions:

a) there’s no substitute for students encountering texts on their own terms; the absolute bedrock of this course is each student’s willingness to wrestle with the reading on their own — and to find a voice to articulate what he or she has discovered; 

b) there’s also no substitute for our communal discussion of the works: the give and take involved in discussing literature forces each of us to shape our own opinions and to confront other ideas; being a full participant in this process is crucial for understanding the material and for developing the critical skills this course seeks to teach and is far more valuable than receiving ready-made, tidy sets of Meaning from the Professor; 

c) the two class sessions each week are not enough to fully discuss the rich literature we’ll be reading; 

Given those premises, I’ve always asked students in a course such as this to write about their responses to literature, for in writing opinions become shaped and more fully formulated; in writing about the process of reading, you might understand better where the discoveries or problems lie. 

The computer forum can encourage that discovery through writing and do a few more things: 

a) it extends the hours of our classroom, breaking the boundaries of the conventional boxed-off school schedule; 

b) it makes student writing more public, giving students both more motivation to write well (it’s not just for the teacher, after all) and opportunity to speak with more authority (it’s not just between you and the teacher, after all); 

c) it saves paper; 

d) it gives students more opportunity to learn from each other (not just from the Teacher/Authority) and allows for more interaction, more public discussion of what we’re in the process of doing as a class.

Getting Started
•Log in to the Alma College Blackboard site at http://blackboard.alma.edu. Use your AC username and password. 

•Within the Blackboard discussion board for our class are various threads, with “Welcome” being the first and “Taming of the Shrew” the second. Click on the one you want to read. Now you will see the topic under discussion, and the messages that others have posted.

•Once you’ve become familiar with a discussion and have something to add, scroll down to the bottom of the page and you will find an area in which to compose your message. Just type in what you want to say, remembering to leave a blank line before each new paragraph.

•If you are not a good speller, you may wish to compose your message in a word-processing program, run it through spell-check, then cut and paste it into the message area.

•Post your message as a “reply” to respond directly to a previous post or as a new message to simply add yours to the list.

The Assignment
All students must contribute some writing each week; approximately 30 lines and 2 postings each week is the minimum requirement. 

1) You must make an initial comment before we discuss a play on Tuesday (due by 9 pm on Monday), one that poses questions and first reactions. If you do the reading early in the weekend, you can seek clarification for problem passages, ask questions about puzzling scenes, and suggest items for discussion in class. I don’t expect these initial postings to be finished or definitive: make them exploratory.

2) A follow-up posting should comment on or otherwise reflect on our classroom discussion. Use this posting to continue our in-class discussions, write what you didn’t get to say in class, react to the views of your classmates and professors, offer links to helpful articles and websites.  This message must be posted by the end of the week during which we discuss a play.

Aim for a conversation—response to each other and me rather than formal statements and diatribes; don’t be afraid to argue with your classmates, or me, but please observe the conventions of courtesy you expect in face-to-face interaction.

Grades
I’ll periodically review the forum and assign grades for each discussion based on the following system:

 = good; you’ve met the assignment (2 points)

+ = excellent; beyond the ordinary (3 points)

– = poor; you haven’t met the minimal expectations.

To receive an A for this assignment, you’ll need to do mostly + work; regular  work will earn a B; steady – or less will result in C or lower grades. I’ll periodically send you e-mail about your work in the forum. 
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3. Research Assignments

Two writing assignments for this class will take the form of brief research reports. With these assignments I hope to accomplish several things: to get you into the library, discovering and using the research in English literature; to engage you in some of the critical controversies of our time and to give you more critical proficiency; to involve you more substantially with works of special interest to you; and to enrich our classroom discussions by drawing upon your additional readings.

The procedure:

 •Before we discuss the work in class but after you have read the work, you should find one or two critical articles discussing that work (make them substantial articles — start with journals like Shakespeare Quarterly (available through Project Muse online) rather than sources like The Explicator).  I’ll be glad to suggest important critical articles; the Norton Shakespeare also offers you a wealth of citations. But you should also check the library resources, especially the PMLA Bibliography and The Essential Shakespeare:  An Annotated Bibliography of Major Modern Studies (on reserve at the library). 

•The written report should include a brief synopsis of the article (be sure to include who wrote it, when and where it appeared), as well as analysis of the critic’s approach and your response.  The crucial questions are these: what does the article say? how does the author approach the work? how did you respond to the critical work (agree, disagree, etc.)?  I put heavy emphasis on analysis  in these papers:  I want to see that you can discuss the critical methods and assumptions of the author.  The papers should be in the range of 4-6 pages.

•I will call upon the writers of research reports to contribute their insights and to help lead our class discussions of the literary works.  Thus you will become important resources for class discussion, introducing different ideas and points of view.

Sign below, giving top 3 choices, for the plays you wish to work on for the research assignment  — 1 for each half. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Name:                           
1st half
        Taming of the Shrew

        Titus Andronicus

        Midsummer Night’s Dream

        Richard II

        Henry IV, Part 1

        Henry V

2nd  half 
        Hamlet

        Twelfth Night

        Othello  

        Measure for Measure

        King Lear:  

        Winter’s Tale
