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Novel Options: 

The Inferno by Dante, 1314  - Divine Comedy, Epic Poetry 

Dude goes to Hell.  We repeat: a guy wandering around in the forest outside of Florence meets a dead epic poet... and then gets an all-expenses paid, full-blown tour of Hell.

This is basically a 14th Century Italian poetry version of getting a VIP day at Disneyland with Donald Duck as a guide. Except, you know, replace It's A Small World with a river of boiling blood, Splash Mountain with a desert nightmare escape complete with fiery rain, and The Matterhorn with a harrowing scaling of the legs of Lucifer.
Hmm. Maybe that Disneyland metaphor doesn't actually work.

But you know what metaphors do work? Answer: all of the metaphors in Inferno. When Dante and his host-with-the-most Virgil take a stroll through the netherworld, he sees that every sinful action has an equal and opposite Hellish reaction—if you're sullen, you spend eternity glubbing in mud like a catfish. If you're a suicide (if you decided you didn't want life), boom—no humanoid afterlife for you: you spend eternity as a tree. A tree being perpetually bitten by harpies.

This poem is insane. And it's also insanely important and eloquent. And—as if you needed a cherry on top of this demented literary sundae—it was totally controversial when it came out.

Written in the early fourteenth century by Italian politician Dante Alighieri, the Divine Comedy is a literary reaction to the bitterly contested politics of medieval Florence. Florence, the richest of the Italian city-states and possibly all of Europe at that time, was divided between two political parties—the Blacks (who supported the Pope) and the Whites (who didn’t). When Pope Boniface VIII schemed with the Blacks to seize power over Florence in a military coup, Dante was exiled. His hatred of the Pope can be seen throughout his Divine Comedy.

You heard right. A trip through the three layers of Catholic afterlife is actually about (in part) how much its author hates the Pope. We told you this poem was nuts.

The Divine Comedy is Dante's fictional (shocker, right?) account of himself traveling through the three divine realms: Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven. Not surprisingly, in this story Dante puts his enemies in Hell and makes 'em suffer; the Inferno is heavily populated with corrupt Florentine politicians characterized as sinners.

But more than just a means to get payback, the Divine Comedy is the first Italian epic work of poetry that is not in church Latin but in the vernacular—the language of the common people—the Florentine dialect of Italian. So Dante played a major role in standardizing the Italian language, coining new words and paving the way for major works of literature written in the vernacular.

In other words, Dante’s a big kahuna among poets. And Inferno is widely believed to be his magnum opus.

Hamlet by Shakespeare, ~1599 – Shakespearean revenge tragedy

If extraterrestrials were to visit Planet Earth, we'd probably put a copy of Hamlet in their welcome basket. It's that good. Well over 400 years after William Shakespeare wrote the play between 1599 and 1601, readers and audiences are still connecting with it.

Hamlet, in particular, has a lot of "most famous" things in it: it's Shakespeare's most famous play about Shakespeare's most famous character (that would be Hamlet), and it contains Shakespeare's most famous line: "To be or not to be, that is the question" (3.1.64).

The play tells the story of Prince Hamlet. But Hamlet's no party-boy prince. When the action begins, we discover that his dad (the King of Denmark) has been murdered by his own brother and Hamlet's uncle, Claudius. Ouch. Talk about sibling rivalry. And it gets worse: not too long after the murder, Claudius married Hamlet's mom, Gertrude. So, what's a prince to do?

If you're Hamlet, not much of anything. He's got a big to-do list (and only five acts to complete it), but he just can't figure out how to get himself moving. Honestly, we understand. It's hard enough to make it through our to-do list, and our biggest item is "Laundry." In comparison, Hamlet's to-do list is epic.  Whew. No wonder he drags his feet.

Hamlet is such a complex character that playing him is the actor equivalent of going to the Olympics. 

Shakespeare didn't come up with this story all on his lonesome. (Don't call the plagiarism brigade just yet: most of Shakespeare's plots are borrowed, and people in the 16th century didn't think about "originality" in the same way we do.) The story of Hamlet dates back to at least the 9th century. It centers on "Amleth" (sound familiar?), a young man who fakes being crazy in order avenge his father's murder. Saxo the Grammarian included the tale in a 12th century text and later, François de Belleforest translated the story from Latin into French in Histoires Traquiques (1570), which is where Shakespeare may have found it.

The story didn't end with Shakespeare, either. Other people followed in Shakespeare's footsteps and further adapted the story, including legendary Japanese filmmaker Akira Kurosawa (in The Bad Sleep Well), Disney (in The Lion King), The Simpsons, and tons of English students on YouTube. 

Frankenstein by Mary Shelley , 1818 – Gothic Fiction, Tragedy, Science Fiction

Despite what Hollywood wants you to think, there was no flash of lightning, no bolt through the head, no scientist crying "It's alive!," and no flat-top haircut. (Oh, and the monster wasn't named Frankenstein.) But if you ask us, the real story of Frankenstein is way, way cooler:

During the summer of 1816, eighteen-year-old Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin was hanging out in a Swiss lake house with her lover and future husband Percy Bysshe Shelley; famous English poet, Lord Byron; and Byron's doctor John Polidori. (And some others, but those are the important names.) It was a bummer of a vacation, since the 1815 eruption of Indonesian volcano Mount Tambora disrupted weather patterns so severely that 1816 became known as the "Year Without Summer."

So, you're bored out of your skull in a lakeside villa with two of the most famous writers in all of English literature. What do you do?

You have a ghost story contest.

Lord Byron challenged everyone to write the scariest, freakiest, spookiest story they could come up with. Polidori came up with The Vampyre, one of the first sexy vampire stories in the English language. Byron wrote a few fragments. And Mary Godwin had a vision (she claims) that she turned into one of the most famous horror stories in English literature: Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus.

Let's back up for a second: Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin wasn't just any eighteen-year-old. She was the daughter of two seriously smart people: Mary Wollstonecraft, who wrote basically the first work of English feminism ever (not to mention a bunch of political philosophy about human rights in general); and William Godwin, an atheist, anarchist, and radical who wrote novels and essays attacking conservatism and the aristocracy (and whose Caleb Williams probably influenced Frankenstein). Just imagine their dinner table conversations.

Our point is, Mary Godwin wasn't some girl writing gothic fan fiction in her LiveJournal. She may have been only eighteen, but she was seriously engaging with major intellectual questions of the time, like:

· Should there be limits to scientific inquiry?

· What's the relationship between human rationality and human emotion?

· What's the role of the individual in relation to society, or to the family?

The result was Frankenstein, a horror story about what happens when one man's desire for scientific discovery and immortality goes horribly wrong—and what happens to society's outcasts. With Percy's support (and the help of his extensive vocabulary, whether she asked for it or not), she expanded her short story into a novel and published it in 1818.

The critics didn't exactly go wild, but it was popular enough to be republished as a one-volume edition in 1831. Only Shelley wasn't the same bright-eyed 21 year old she'd been in 1818. By 1831, she had lost her husband and two of her children, and the revised edition has a grimmer tone. In the 1831 text, nature is a destructive machine; Victor is a victim of fate, not free will; and families are not so much happy and supportive as claustrophobic and oppressive. She made so many changes, in fact, that there's a real question about which version we should be reading. 

Wuthering Heights by Emily Bronte, 1847  - Gothic Fiction, Romance, Psychological Thriller

You know the sayings: love conquers all. All you need is love. Love is many splendored thing.

How about this one: love is incestuous, psychologically damaging, manipulative, violent, digs up your corpse when you die, and wants to be haunted by your ghost forever and ever?

It may not be the sentiment on most Valentine’s Day cards, but it sure is the pervasive opinion on l'amour in Wuthering Heights. Does that sound like kind of a horrific idea of love to you? We have bad news for you—you're almost totally alone in thinking that. Wuthering Heights, and its warped idea of true love, is often voted the #1 Greatest Love Story.

Wuthering Heights, published in 1847, revolves around the passionate and destructive love between its two central characters, Emily Brontë's headstrong and beautiful Catherine Earnshaw and her tall, dark, handsome, and brooding hero/devil, Heathcliff.

Forget the romantic candlelit dinners, the wine, and the roses. Catherine and Heathcliff's love exists on an entirely different plane: one that involves ghosts, corpses, the communion (or possession) of souls, and revenge. And, speaking of revenge, Heathcliff—who harbors more than one grudge against his adoptive family, the love of his life, and his neighbors—manages to make every revenge drama look like kids' play.

Though Wuthering Heights is considered a classic, the book wasn't always so popular. In fact, when it first came out there was all sorts of confusion about the author, because Brontë published the book under the pseudonym Ellis Bell. Readers thought the book was by the same author who wrote Jane Eyre (which was more immediately embraced by the public because the characters are a lot more likable). Turns out, Emily's sister Charlotte wrote Jane Eyre... under the pseudonym Currer Bell.

A Doll’s House by Henrik Ibsen, 1879 – naturalistic, realistic problem play, modern tragedy
You're in Henrik Ibsen's debt and you probably don't even know it.

Imagine what Law and Order would be like in verse—Oh, dearest judge, do not slam your gavel; for if you do, justice will unravel. (No. Just... no.)

Or what Orange is the New Black would be like if the inmates broke out in weird, flowery soliloquies at the drop of the hat. Or if True Detective were set in a castle or among the upper-upper classes... because that's just where drama took place.

Ibsen is often called "the father of modern drama" because he helped popularize realism, which a good portion of today's entertainment imitates without even knowing it. Just about every show on television that a) doesn't preoccupy itself with only the super-rich, b) examines real-life situations, and c) uses normal-sounding language owes a little something to Ibsen. 

Yep, even Game of Thrones—despite its very unrealistic subject matter and love of all things gold n' shiny—tips its hat to theatrical realism. The line is "You know nothing, Jon Snow," and not "Thou knowest naught, Jon Snow," after all.

And if Ibsen is he Big Daddy of theatrical realism, then A Doll's House is his prodigal son, er, daughter.

After a few smaller successes with plays such as Brand, Peer Gynt, andPillars of Society, Ibsen took the world by storm with A Doll's House. Boy, was it controversial.  The very idea that a woman might have something to do other than keep house and raise children was pretty scandalous in the Victorian Era.

Party invitations were sent out requesting that people not discuss the play. Hosts were afraid their elegant engagements would turn into all-out brawls. Many critics were just as scandalized. They scathingly criticized Ibsen for undermining society's most sacred institution: marriage. However, a few critics, such as George Bernard Shaw, championed Ibsen because he was unafraid to challenge societal norms. 

Though the play is often pigeon-holed as a feminist manifesto, Ibsen denied it. Once, when he was being honored by the Norwegian Society for Women's Rights, he said, "I am not even quite sure what women's rights really are. To me it has been a question of human rights."
To Ibsen, it isn't necessarily about the fact that Nora is a woman; it's about the fact that she's a human being. He thought that all people, men and women alike, should have the courage to stand up against society and form their own opinions. Think about it—in a way, Torvald, Nora's husband, is just as caged by society as his wife. Society has programmed them both into their prescribed roles: dominant, provider husband; submissive, homemaking wife.

In Ibsen's mind, all human beings have a sacred duty to themselves. Yup: our Henrik was way ahead of his time, in terms of both his style (yay, realism!) and his free-thinking individualism.

Heart of Darkness By Joseph Conrad, 1899  - Adventure, Psychological Thriller, Literary Fiction, Novella

We really can't say it better than Joseph Conrad himself. Heart of Darkness is:

A wild story of a journalist who becomes manager of a station in the (African) interior and makes himself worshipped by a tribe of savages. Thus described, the subject seems comic, but it isn't. 
No—not comic at all. Set in the African Interior and based on Conrad's own experiences as the captain of a Belgian steamer, Heart of Darknessisn't much like the rousing adventure story that it could be. It's less Indiana Jones and the Ivory Traders than, well, psychological horror. And in February of 1899, readers of Blackwood's Magazine—a high-falutin' literary rag, kind of like The New Yorker—would have been treated to the first of its three parts.

Conrad is one of the most important English writers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. And get this: he wasn't even English. Conrad was Polish, and he didn't actually learn English until he was in his twenties—and after he'd already learned French. (Think about that next time you complain about having to write an essay.) His works explore the seedy underbelly of imperialism, the move in the nineteenth century for European countries to stake out claim to various far-flung parts of the world.

Heart of Darkness is set right after the Scramble for Africa, the period of the late nineteenth century when imperial powers sliced up and doled out Africa like some particularly delicious—and ivory-rich—birthday cake.None of the Western countries really come off looking good in this whole debacle, but Belgium, unfortunately, looks 

particularly bad. They were after the valuable ivory hidden away in the African Interior, and they weren't afraid to brutalize and oppress the Africans in order to get it. Heart of Darkness follows the disturbing journey of English ivory-trading agent Marlow, who, working for a Belgian company, travels into the jungles of Africa in search of a mysterious man named Kurtz who appears to have (1) become a god-like figure, and (2) gone totally mad.

But Heart of Darkness is much more than a story about a trip up the river. It's a searching exploration of difference: of good and evil, black and white, sanity and insanity. In the end, what we're left with is … nothing. Really. Most contemporary critics agree that the novel is about the essential emptiness at the core of humanity—and language. That's why T. S. Eliot used a quotation from the novel as an epigraph to his poem "The Hollow Men," a super important and famous literary exploration of modern life.

The Awakening by Kate Chopin, 1899 – Literary Fiction, Tragedy, Romance Novella
The Awakening is a novel by American novelist Kate Chopin about a woman’s transformation from an obedient, traditional wife and mother into a self-realized, sexually liberated and independent woman. Despite the book’s place in the current literary canon (it’s now a classic), when The Awakening was published in 1899 it received awful reviews. While reviewers acknowledged Chopin’s masterful literary technique, they were absolutely shocked with the protagonist’s independence and sexual liberation. This makes sense when you consider that women were not fully considered people at this time: Louisiana law still held that wives were the property of their husbands. Not surprisingly, The Awakening was "re-discovered" in the early 1970’s (right around Second Wave feminism) and is now celebrated as a masterful insight into the mores of late nineteenth century society.

The Stranger by Albert Camus, 1942 – Philosophical Fiction, Existentialism, Absurdism

What's the first thing you think of when we say the word "absurd"? A baby rhino trying to act like a baby goat? Fashion week? Maybe an eleven minute long homage to 80's sitcoms starring a bearded psychopath?  Or how about a platypus (have you ever really looked at one)? 

Okay—try this absurd tidbit on for size: a man loses his mom, murders a dude on a beach, and is sentenced to death.

Wait. What?

The Stranger—or L'Étranger, if you want to be all authentically French about it (pro-tip: lose the beret and the baguette)—is an absurdist novel about a bonafide weirdo named Meursault. This charming guy shoots and kills a man, Johnny Cash-style, just to watch him die.

But this ain't just a feel-bad book about a cold-blooded seaside murder. Camus uses all the events leading up to the shooting (and Meursault's subsequent trial, and prison sentence) to explore issues of meaning and meaninglessness in life. In other words, Camus's book is about Philosophy with a capital P.

So who was this Camus guy, anyway? He was a trés famous French thinker known for his philosophy of the absurd, which is a cousin of the philosophy of existentialism. But don't go saying that Camus was an existentialist—having his philosophical musings pegged as existentialism was a huge pet peeve of Camus' back when he was alive (and channeling Humphrey Bogart).

These days, Camus is most famous as the author of three big-deal novels: The Stranger (1942), The Plague (1947), and The Fall (1956). Starting onThe Stranger is a good call: Camus' later novels kept getting more complex… which is not to say that The Stranger is lightweight. After all, it explores a philosophy that states that the world is devoid of all rational meaning.

But at least one absolutely rational decision came about because of Camus' scribblings. In 1957 the Nobel Prize Committee gave him the Nobel Prize for Literature for his generally "important literary production, which with clear-sighted earnestness illuminates the problems of the human conscience in our times."

And once you read The Stranger, you'll understand that handing Camus the big daddy of all literary prizes is the exact opposite of absurdity. It makes 100%, no-questions-asked sense.

1984 by George Orwell, 1949– Dystopian Literature, Science Fiction, Parody 
If you've ever seen the so-bad-it's-good reality show Big Brother, you should close this page right now and get back to watching, because guess what? You're already familiar with George Orwell's dystopian classic, 1984. Phew, that was easy.

Think we're kidding?

Well, you're right, we kind of are.

But, it is worth noting that Big Brother—where contestants are constantly monitored while living in a house together—totally got its name from1984 in what might be the most awesome interpretation of classic literature to modern day reality TV programming of all time (sorry, Shakespearean Idol).

So, what does any of this tell us about the book itself? Well for one, if it's still getting referenced in pop culture today, then it's gotta be crazy-influential—dare we say, iconic. And considering it was written waaay back in 1949, it's managed to stay pretty darn relevant to audiences here in the present. Its message? Something along the lines of, "Don't let the government have too much power or they will make your lives completely miserable and possibly torture you for extended periods of time.“

The story takes place in the year 1984, which was still 35 years in the future when this book was published. It follows Winston, a painfully average dude who works for the Ministry of Truth, editing old newspaper articles to revise the past. In the future, life kinda sucks. The world is in a state of constant war and government surveillance is the norm—people even have telescreens in their homes that watch their every move (sound familiar?). 

Oh yeah, and love is outlawed. You read that right: Love is against the law.

This proves troublesome for dear old Winston when he—you guessed it—falls in love with Julia, his coworker by day and foxy undercover rebel by night. Things seem peachy at first—the two spend time in the country and find a secret room in the city where they can escape surveillance together. Maybe the future isn't so bad after all.

Not so fast. The two become more resistant to party rule as the story progresses, until they're both found out by the Secret Police and taken to the Ministry of Love (which should be more accurately titled the Ministry of Torture and Brainwashing). We don't want to give away too much, but things go full Hostel-status and a cage of hungry rats is involved. Winston walks away a broken man.

So while we may enjoy watching Big Brother, let's just be thankful Big Brother isn't watching us…yet. 
 

First They Killed My Father by Loung Ung, 2000 - Memoir
First They Killed My Father is a tear-jerking memoir by Loung Ung, a survivor of the Khmer Rouge Killing Fields. She wrote the story as an adult looking back on her childhood years between the ages of five and nine. The story begins with her pleasant life in the Cambodian capital city, Phnom Penh, as the young daughter of a middle class family. Her father worked for the Cambodian government, which allowed her family to live a good life with plenty of food to eat, nice clothes to wear, and quality schools to attend. All of that changed when the Khmer Rouge took over the country.
PROMPT:

Choose one of the schools of literary criticism and apply it to one of the texts listed above.  Research will include but not be limited to the study of one school of literary criticism (can include multiple areas of one school of criticism), available literary criticism on the subject, and your own conclusions supported by textual references.  

Schools of Literary Criticism 

· Gender roles/Feminism

· Psychoanalytic/psychological

· Deconstruction

· Gay/Lesbian 

· Reader’s Response 

· Cultural

· Literary History 

· Biographical

· Mythical/Archetypal

· EcoCriticism

· Critical Race Theory 

· Post-Colonial 

RESEARCH REQUIREMENTS:

1. Essay must be typed and follow MLA 7th edition format:

a. MLA format heading on first page of paper

b. Running headers starting on page one (Last Name page #) and continue for the entire document

c. Entire document must be double spaced

d. Parenthetical notation (each source on Works Cited must be referenced at least once in the paper)

e. Works Cited page (7th edition MLA)

f. 12 point font / Times New Roman

g. 3-5 pages in length

h. Underline the thesis statement

2. Research

a. Must include textual support in every body paragraph in the form of direct quotations from BOTH research and novel/play

b. Must include at least three outside sources (from Google Scholar, Questia or Proquest)

c. All sources need to be documented in the essay and on your Works Cited page (if not – considered plagiarism = 0)

d. Note cards, notes, or highlighted information must be turned in with final draft

3. Writing

a. Should follow guidelines in NHS Research Paper Guide and MLA 7th edition

b. Should be as error free as possible as it relates to grammar and usage
Due Dates and POINTS:

Novel must be completed by the end of Spring Break
Choose a topic/ write thesis – due Monday, 3/28 (20 pts)

Outline due Tuesday, 4/5 (50 pts)

Rough draft Submitted to Turn it in – due Friday, 4/8 (30 pts)

Peer edit on Turn it In – 4/11 at 11:59 PM (20 pts)
Final draft – due Wednesday, 4/13 at 10:00 AM (120 pts)
Marking Period 3 – 100 points
Marking Period 4 – 140 points
RUBRIC:
MLA Format (30 points)

Running headers







_____ / 5 points
Parenthetical notation (in-text citations)



_____ / 10 points
Works Cited page







_____ / 10 points
Other (thesis underlined, spacing, etc.)



_____ / 5 points

Content (60 points)

Introduction (hook, topic, thesis)




_____ /10 points
Body Paragraph 1

(topic sentence, support, explanation, conclusion)  

_____ / 10 points

Body Paragraph 2

(topic sentence, support, explanation, conclusion)  

_____ / 10 points
Body Paragraph 3

(topic sentence, support, explanation, conclusion)  

_____ / 10 points
Body Paragraphs 4-6

(topic sentence, support, explanation, conclusion)  

_____ / 10 points
Conclusion Paragraph






_____ / 10 points

Writing Conventions (30 points)

Literary present tense






_____ / 5 points
Academic voice used throughout




_____ / 5 points
Variety of sentence structure





_____ / 5 points
Objective point of view only





_____ / 5 points
Smooth transitions






_____ / 5 points
Comma, semicolon usage






_____ / 5 points 

Total: ______/120

