Post-1900 British and Anglophone Literature

1. The novel of development, or bildgungsroman, has a long tradition coming out of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in England. What are some of the conventions of the novel of development, and how are they employed in two of the following 20th-century novelists: James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, and D.H. Lawrence. Use any of the novels these authors wrote.

2. The modernist worldview dwells on the individual’s sense of isolation, of separateness; it is a commonplace to say a sense of alienation seems pervasive in many 20th-century novels. But surely there are differences in how one novelist sees this key concept versus another. Discuss how isolation (separateness or alienation) is portrayed in the novels of two of the following: Joseph Conrad, Virginia Woolf, and E.M. Forster.

3. Discuss the poetry of W.B. Yeats and Seamus Heaney on three or more major points of comparison, such as theme, the use of history, and the role of the poet in society.

4. Virginia Woolf in her famous attack on Edwardian novelists, “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown,” condemned the “tyrants” of plot and conventional narrative. The “problem before the novelist at present,” she argues, “is to contrive a means of being free to set down what he chooses…to have the courage…[to look into] the dark places of psychology.” Woolf and other 20th-century novelists indeed altered the narrative technique to the point where some wondered aloud, “Where is the narrator?” Discuss narrative consciousness in the work of three novelists: Ford Madox Ford, Virginia Woolf, D.H. Lawrence, Graham Swift.

5. British dramatists from Shakespeare forward have been drawn to the binary, reality versus appearance. Discuss how the disparity is portrayed in at least three plays from three different playwrights: J.M. Synge, G.B. Shaw, Harold Pinter, Caryl Churchill.
6. It is a commonplace to say that a key to understanding the modernist Zeitgeist is the alienation of self or self-fragmentation. However, some assume that because of this fragmentation characters in modern novels necessarily must fail to find meaning and purpose in their lives. Discuss self-fragmentation in the work of three novelists: Joseph Conrad, James Joyce, E.M. Forster, Margaret Atwood.

7. We are told that the word “dystopia” came into our language around 1950. But numerous dystopian aspects to modern society were depicted in early 20th-century writers, as well as in the works of the famous icons of dystopia, George Orwell and Margaret Atwood. Discuss what you consider to be significant qualities to dystopian representations of society. Are there unifying characteristics or themes in dystopian literature? You should discuss Orwell and Atwood, but you may use other writers in varying degrees as you see fit.

8. To paraphrase Henry James, “It’s a complex fate, being an Irishman.” Write a unified essay on the exploration of Irish culture and identity in The Playboy of the Western World, Juno and the Paycock, and the poetry of Heaney. What do these writers seem to criticize about Ireland? What do they praise?

9. “Loneliness is the great reality, love the great necessity: the problem of modern fiction is how to bring the two together.” Write a unified essay analyzing this observation as it applies to The Secret Agent and two other novels on your list.

10. Many of the novels on the 20th-century British reading list involve empire—not surprisingly, given Britain’s world position during the first half of the century. Write a unified essay about Heart of Darkness or Lord Jim, A Passage to India, and Things Fall Apart or Wide Sargasso Sea in which you explain how Britain’s imperial endeavor is represented, furthered, questioned or critiqued. How does attention to race affect the representation of empire?

11. Write a unified essay defining and demonstrating the particular poetic achievement of W.B. Yeats. Your essay should “place” him historically in his period. Be sure to base your essay on consideration of specific poems.
12. In his essay “Inside the Whale” (1940), George Orwell comments that in the writings of the modernists “there is no attention to the urgent problems of the moment, above all no politics in the narrower sense.” Write an essay analyzing the treatment of “urgent problems of the moment” in Nineteen Eighty-Four, and two of the following: the poetry of Walcott, Top Girls, Waterland.

13. Lord Jim, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Women in Love, and The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie all include significant departures: Jim for Patusan, Stephen Dedalus for Paris, Birkin and Ursula “toward the south” with its “stretches of land dark with orange trees and cypresses, grey with olives,” Joyce Emily for Spain. Write an essay interpreting three of these departures. What are the characters leaving behind? What do they hope to find in the places they are bound for? How are these departures related to the central themes of the novels?

14. Write a detailed essay comparing and contrasting Nineteen Eighty-Four and The Handmaid’s Tale as dystopian fictions.

15. Write an essay discussing the search for spiritual meaning in a “post-Christian” world in three or four of the following: A Passage to India, Brighton Rock, Waiting for Godot, “Church Going,” and The Secret Rapture. How is such meaning achievable in the works you have chosen? How is the possibility of such meaning undercut? Construct your essay carefully so that your frame of reference clearly accommodates the works you are discussing.

16. “The Playboy of the Western World, Juno and the Paycock, and Translations all richly and complexly dramatize the importance of language to Irish culture and identity.” Write an essay discussing this assertion (and not overlooking the richness of the complexity).

17. If you had to choose three texts from the list to study with future teachers in a class in Hungary, which texts would you choose and why? What historical, cultural, stylistic or pedagogical issues would you raise by teaching these texts? What differences and continuities among these texts would you be addressing?

18. Examine the issue of gender and work in three of the following texts: Churchill’s Top Girls, Forster’s A Passage to India, Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, and Sparks’ The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie. If you like, you may substitute another text from the list for the ones I have suggested here. How is work gendered in these texts? What kinds of identity and personal liberty are at stake in the necessities or choices of work?

19. Poetry is certainly the most difficult genre for our students, and I find that students studying in a second or foreign language also consider poetry more difficult than prose genres. If you had to pick one poet from the list to introduce such students to 20th-century poetry, who would it be? What dimension of the poetry would you point to as characteristic of English language poetry in this century? Which poet on your list would you characterize as most unlike the poet you’ve chosen to discuss in answering this question?

20. Since drama is about dialog (its success, failure, necessity, impossibility), it also involves the social location of speakers. Choose two of the plays on your list and discuss how language creates both dramatic movement and the social location of the speakers. How does the very texture of language motivate the action in these plays? How do the playwrights make meaning out of misunderstanding?

21. Use (and define for your purposes) the concept of intertextuality to discuss at least four 20th-century texts. You may choose to use the intertextuality of film and literature.

22. Discuss in detail two texts that changed for you after you re-read them in light of what is loosely called contemporary theory (include before and after photos).

23. George Lukcas wrote a book (focusing on Mann, Kafka, Joyce, Musil—“the great European modernists”) called the Ideology of Modernism. How might modernism be viewed as an ideology?

24. Discuss the “vision of America” of at least four authors.

25. In Portraits from Life Ford Madox Ford remarks that poetry should be “like one’s intimate conversation with someone one loved very much.” What do you think Ford means by this remark? Write an essay about Yeats, Thomas, and either Auden or Heaney in which you test the critical usefulness of Ford’s observation.

26. Using The Well of Loneliness, Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit, and Swimming Pool Library, develop a working paradigm for the “queer” novel. What happens when you introduce Women in Love into the mix? Your paradigm should take into account the possible distinction between gay and lesbian literature and between gender and sexuality.

27. Seamus Deane writes that “Irish writing has traditionally been extraordinarily interrogative. It has moved between the extremes of aestheticism—seeing literature as an end in itself—and of political commitment—seeing it as an instrument for the achievement of other purposes.” Develop an essay about Irish writing along the lines Deane suggests. While your essay can hardly be comprehensive given the time constraints, it should nevertheless allude to works in all three genres: drama, fiction, and poetry. You might select from among such works as Salome, Cathleen ni Houlihan, The Playboy of the Western World, The Informer, At Swim-Two-Birds, the poetry of Yeats, Kavanagh, Montague, Hahon, or Heaney.

28. Joseph Conrad and Ford Madox Ford are often praised for their resourceful use of narrative technique in Lord Jim, Heart of Darkness, and The Good Soldier. Discuss two novels (only one by Conrad) and identify innovative characteristics of narrative technique. What are the distinguishing qualities? Are there important similarities or differences between Conrad and Ford?

29. In “Professions of Women” Virginia Woolf talks about challenges to women and the woman writer in particular. She says she has

Many ghosts to fight, many prejudices to overcome.

Indeed, it will be a long time still, I think, before

a woman can sit down to write a book without finding a

phantom to be slain, a rock to be dashed against.

Discuss some of the challenges, “phantoms,” or “prejudices” women writers have confronted through fictional characters. Include a discussion of at least two of the following: Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, and Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea.

30. Some critics, such as McCormack and Stead, consider Ulysses to be the archetypal modernist novel, while others, such as Bernard Benstock, see it as a prototype of the post-modernist novel. How can this be? What is it about Joyce’s art in Ulysses that allows both claims to be made? Discuss the techniques or qualities of Ulysses that make it a touchstone for both modernists and post-modernists.

31. A considerable number of the novels (or novellas) and poems on the 20th-century British reading list involve empire—not surprisingly, given Britain’s world position at the beginning of the century. Select three works from the list and write an essay in which you discuss how each addresses the intersections of gender and empire (or race and empire). How is Britain’s imperial endeavor represented, furthered, questioned or critiqued? How does attention to race or gender affect the representation of empire? (If you wish, M. Butterfly may be one of the three works you discuss.)

32. Waiting for Godot, The Homecoming, Top Girls, and (from the American list) Fool for Love all make use of non-traditional, innovative dramatic techniques. Write an essay about three of these plays in which you (a) discuss the innovative techniques and (b) analyze the function(s) of these techniques.

33. In the century-and-a-half after Romanticism, poets have had to come to terms with the Romantic tropes of nature and place. Wordsworth approached place as an aid to memory and memory itself as constituting the heart of poetry. The poet so feared divorce from the natural world that asserting continuity with it became a crucial rhetorical move. What happens in the poetry of Yeats, Thomas, Larkin, Heaney, and Walcott? Choose three of these poets and discuss how each negotiates the problem of representing place/nature. How do these representations connect to their definitions of the poet’s role?

34. “In our attempts to make sense of—and cope with—the world, we need fictions which offer the concordance of beginning, middle, and end. At the same time we are skeptical of such concordance, which points to the fact that the resolutions of the best modern novels do not resolve.” Write an essay exploring this observation as it applies to three of the following: Lord Jim, The Good Soldier, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Women in Love, and Mrs. Dalloway.
35. Write an essay defining and demonstrating the particular poetic achievement of W.H. Auden. Your essay should “place” him historically in his period and briefly relate his work to that of one or two of his contemporaries. Be sure to base your argument on consideration of specific poems.

36. Write a unified essay analyzing the “decline of England” as represented in The Good Soldier, Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Brideshead Revisited, and the poetry of Philip Larkin. What exactly is declining in each text? Can the decline be reversed? Compare and contrast as necessary.

37. Write a unified essay analyzing the uses of fantasy in The Passion of New Eve, Midnight’s Children, and The Handmaid’s Tale. Why is fantasy an apt mode for these novels? Compare and contrast as necessary. If you wish, bring The Invisible Man and/or The War of the Worlds into your discussion.

38. Write a unified essay analyzing the intersection of gender and social class in three of the following: The Playboy of the Western World, Pygmalion, Juno and the Paycock, the Homecoming, Top Girls. What difference do gender and class make? Your essay has the potential to span eight decades of theatre history. Consequently, it should take into account the evolution of gender and class issues during the lengthy period you are discussing.

39. “In many ways Seamus Heaney is the true inheritor of W.B. Yeats, but in many ways he is a very different poet.” Write a unified essay on the continuity/ discontinuity between these two poets, drawing on as many poems as you can.

40. Oscar Wilde wrote in "The Decay of Lying" that the "function of literature" is "to create, from the rough material of actual existence, a new world that will be more marvelous, more enduring, and more true than the world that common eyes look upon." Use this assertion as the basis for a unified essay on three or four of the following: The Playboy of the Western World, Endgame, Top Girls, The Handmaid's Tale, The Magic Toyshop, and The Satanic Verses. Be sure to pay attention to the various components of Wilde's definition.

41. "Twentieth-century Irish literature cannot escape its obligation to engage with Irish history and culture." Write and essay developing this assertion, drawing on the works of Yeats, O'Casey, O'Brien, and Heaney on your list. Organize your essay around several key concepts.

42. Create a working definition of high modernism and write a unified essay in which you use this definition to illuminate a selection from the following novels: The Good Soldier, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man or Ulysses, Mrs. Dalloway or To the Lighthouse, Lady Chatterly's Lover.

43. Much modernist and contemporary literature features characters who experience an "encounter with the Other." What does this term mean to you? How do you explain the currency of this scenario in 20th- (and 21st-) century literature? Can you draw a distinction between literature of the first half of the 20th century and more recent works? Write an essay considering these issues, drawing on such works as The Time Machine, Heart of Darkness, A Passage to India, Things Fall Apart, Walcott's poetry, "Morpho Eugenia," and The Satanic Verses.

44. Contemporary British fiction is filled with women who are trapped or in jeopardy or both. Write a unified essay about the female protagonists in three or four of the following (The Magic Toyshop, The Handmaid’s Tale, The Secret Rapture, Morpho Eugenia, Felicia’s Journey, Atonement) in which you explain the situation the protagonist finds herself in and relate the treatment of the protagonist (by the author, by male characters) to the larger cultural and historical context.

45. Auden, Waugh, Greene, and Orwell are key figures in the generation of English writers that followed the modernists. Write a unified essay about three of these in which you identify their common concerns and some significant points of departure (not including the obvious fact that only Auden was a poet). Drawing on the works on your reading list and any knowledge beyond these works, how would you “place” your writers in the literary history of their period?

46. Relationships between men, not necessarily sexual or romantic, play a large role in twentieth-century British literature. Write a unified essay discussing the representation of homosociality and male bonding in the works of at least three of the following authors: Kipling, Forster, Lawrence, Woolf, Pinter. Does sexuality figure in the works you have selected? How so? What cultural pressures led to the proliferation of fictional male relationships (if indeed there was a proliferation)?
47. “Twentieth-century Irish literature cannot escape its obligation to engage with Irish history and culture.” Write a unified essay analyzing The Playboy of the Western World, John Bull’s Other Island, Juno and the Paycock, and Translations (from the post-colonial list) as representations and critiques of Irish culture. In which of these plays is the criticism most oblique? How so? What positives about Ireland can you locate in these plays?

48. “Contemporary poets are often said to write poems less hierarchical in outlook, form, or ideology than modern poems. Most postwar poets take a democratic view of language and of poetry’s function in society, and they are open to a variety of discourses and even popular genres.” Use this quotation as the starting-point for a unified essay about three of the following: Larkin, Hughes, Hill, Heaney.

49. War figures in such important twentieth-century novels as The Return of the Soldier, Mrs. Dalloway , Lady Chatterley's Lover, The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, and Nineteen Eighty-Four. Write a unified essay about Mrs. Dalloway plus two or three of the other "war" novels on your list in which you analyze the ways that war helps express the novels' concerns about the state of English culture.  Only two of the novels in your essay can be about World War I. 

50. Write a unified essay on the "decline of England" using three or four of the following: Tono-Bungay, Howards End, The Good Soldier, Lady Chatterley's Lover, and A Handful of Dust. What exactly is declining in each text?  Is the decline real or imagined? Can the decline be reversed?  How do these novels differ in the representation of decline; how might they be similar?

51. Many critics have observed that twentieth-century Irish literature cannot escape its obligation to engage with Irish history and culture. Write an essay developing this assertion drawing on the works of Yeats, Synge, Heaney, and other writers on your list.  Organize your essay around several key concepts. 

52. Philip Larkin and Ted Hughes, the two figures who emerged as the most important British poets in the aftermath of World War II, could not have been more different in their styles, their themes, and their artistic visions. Write an essay about the two poets in which you analyze and articulate their basic differences. Where would you place each poet in the British poetic tradition? If you wish, feel free to bring Seamus Heaney into  the conversation.
53. In his poem “London,” William Blake refers to the “mind-forged manacles” worn by everyone.  Discuss how three of the following writers represent these “mind-forged manacles” in their writings and what (if anything) they seem to propose to free the wearers:  Bernard Shaw, D. H. Lawrence, Ford Madox Ford, Evelyn Waugh.

54. “The early twentieth century saw the beginning of a destabilization of the imperial order, just as it had extended itself to its greatest limit, and the correlative extension of fears, expressed even in the work of an empire supporter such as Rudyard Kipling, that Britain had over-reached itself.”  Use this assertion as the jumping-off point for a unified essay including Kim or Burmese Days (or both) and one or two other works on your list.

55.  Oscar Wilde wrote in “The Decay of Lying” that the “function of literature” is “to create from the rough material of actual existence, a new world that will be more marvelous, more enduring, and more true than the world that common eyes look upon.”  Use this assertion for as the starting-point for a unified essay on Cloud 9 and two other plays on your list.  Be sure to pay attention to the various components of Wilde’s definition. 

56.   “Twentieth-century Irish literature cannot escape its obligation to engage with Irish history and culture.”  Write an essay developing this assertion, drawing on the works of Yeats, Synge, O’Casey, and Heaney.  Organize your essay around a few key concepts.

57. To paraphrase Henry James, “It’s a complex fate, being an Irishman.”  Write a unified essay on the exploration of Irish culture and identity in The Playboy of the Western World, the poetry of Yeats, and one or two other writers on your list.  What do these writers seem to criticize about Ireland?  What do they praise?  What are the common themes?


58. A considerable number of the novels and plays on the post-1900 British and

Anglophone reading list involve empire—not surprisingly, given Britain’s world

position at the beginning of the 20th century.  Select three or four works from the list (including at least one play) and write an essay in which you discuss how each addresses the intersections of gender and empire (or race and empire).  How is Britain’s imperial endeavor represented, furthered, questioned, critiqued?  How does attention to gender or race affect the representation of empire?

59. Write an essay tracing the development of Virginia Woolf’s career as a novelist, focusing on The Voyage Out, Mrs. Dalloway, To the Lighthouse, Orlando, and possibly The Waves.  What is Woolf attempting as a “modern” novelist?  How and why does her style evolve?  How do her major themes evolve?

60. Write an essay on the “decline of England” as represented in two or three of the following:  Tono-Bungay, The Good Soldier, Brideshead Revisited, “The Conjugial Angel.”  In what way does The Rainbow play a part in this vision of decline?  In way does The Rainbow not play a part in this decline?  The works listed in this prompt were written over a span of more than 80 years.  What bearing does that fact have on the representation of decline?

61. One of the main subjects of drama is the family: its dynamics, tensions, harmonies, complications.  Write a unified essay exploring the staging of parents and children in three of the following:  The Playboy of the Western World, Juno and the Paycock, The Homecoming, Cloud 9, Arcadia.  Saint Joan and The Cripple of Inishmaan can be said to play off this issue.  What is each of your plays trying to communicate in its staging of parents and children?  How is the presentation of parents and children related to the main theme of each play?  Given that these plays are so diverse and span 90 years of theater history, it is important to develop an effective, overarching argument.

62. In Portraits from Life Ford Madox Ford remarks that poetry should be like “one’s intimate conversation with someone loved very much.”  What do you think Ford means by this remark?  Write a unified essay about Yeats and two other poets on your list in which you test the critical usefulness of Ford’s observation.  It might be interesting to include one poet for whom the remark definitely does not hold true.

63. The Bildungsroman (novel of education) has a long tradition dating back to Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister at the end of the 18th century.  What are the conventions of the Bildungsroman and how are they employed in works by two or three of the following:  H. G. Wells, D. H. Lawrence, James Joyce, Salman Rushdie.  Write a unified essay explaining what the protagonist of each novel learns.  What are the key experiences on the way to that knowledge?

 64. Regeneration makes reference to Henry Head’s experiments involving the “regeneration of nerves after accidental injury.”  This attempt at actual physical healing points toward a deeper metaphor for the healing of a character’s broken emotional and psychological state.  Write a unified essay on regeneration in the Barker novel and two or three additional novels on your list.  You may wish to write about one novel in which the attempt at regeneration fails.

