
English 621 Final Examination Essay - 2009
The final exam ination in this course w ill require you to prepare an essay to be w ritten during the exam ination period from  topics chosen from  your Shakespeare play or your

novel study.  Since the study of English encourages students to plan and prepare good w ork, each student is required  to prepare a formal outline for one of the follow ing essays

below .  The outline m ust follow  the rules laid out during the research process.  The topics com e first from  Tw elfth Nigh  and then from  your independent novels:

Essay Q uestions from  Tw elfth Night

1. Tw elfth Night m oves from  a potentially tragic situation (shipw reck and loss) into the joyous realm  of rom antic com edy (unions and reunions).  The movem ent from

conflict, sterility and death (tw o w om en w ho m ourn supposedly dead brothers) to fertility, harm ony and life (three couples happily celebrate m arriages that m ay lead to

future births) is typical of Shakespeare's com edies and rom ances (e.g. The Tem pest). W hat m akes the three final couples "w ell-m atched"?  H ow do they differ from  the

three potential couples that are not ultim ately united in m arriages?  W hat do these pairings teach about w hat Shakespeare and his audience viewed as an "appropriate"

m atch? 

2. Tw elfth Night dram atizes the seduction scenario w hich w as a com m on thread in m uch lyric poetry of the Renaissance and early 17th century.  There are six distinct sets

of potential or actual couples; three involve O livia as the fem ale object of desire; one has O livia as the desiring fem ale subject; one has Viola as the desiring fem ale

subject; and one links the com ic characters Sir Toby Belch and M aria.  Know  the characters (by nam e!) in each of these potential or actual couples, and be aw are of the

w ays in w hich the characters and their real or imagined/potential love stories intersect and interact. W hich of the couples are parallel to each other?  W hich are

contrasted?  H ow m uch do the different lovers (and love relationships) have in com m on? (e.g. equality or social inequity of the potential partners; m otivation for

desired union--social clim bing? "love at first sight"-style physical desire? true know ledge of another's qualities and character?). H ow  does Shakespeare use these parallel

relationships and characters to unify the play as a w hole? 

3. Consider the com ical effect of the gender-bending caused by Viola's m asquerade as a young m an, "Cesario ," w ho is later confused w ith her ow n (supposedly dead) tw in

brother, Sebastian.  (Given that w om en's parts in Shakespeare's tim e were originally played by young boys, the gender-bending gets even m ore com plex.)  H ow  does

the gender-bending w ithin the play add to our picture of w hat the Renaissance and early seventeenth century saw  as "appropriate" behaviour for w om en?

4. N otice the various uses of the them e of deception w ithin the play (e.g. deceptive appearances, deceptive w ords/language, and the related them e of self-deception). 

W hich characters are m ost clear-sighted about their ow n qualities and m otives?  W hich are m anipulating appearances in order to deceive others?  W hat are their

m otivations for doing so? 

5. N ote the satire of Puritanism  (personified by M alvolio).  W hat is it about M alvolio that the other characters so dislike?  W hy does O livia put up w ith him ?  Is his

punishm ent by the trickery of the com ical "low lifes" deserved?  W hy or w hy not?  Is the M alvolio subplot there only for com ic relief, or does it convey a m ore serious

m essage? If so, w hat? 

6. It is thought that Tw elfth Night w as first written for the "Carnival"-like festivities of the feast of the Epiphany (the "Tw elfth Night" of Christm as, January 6); these raucous

celebrations involved a tem porary inversion of the established social order.  This "w orld upside-dow n" them e is reflected not only in som e of the m ism atched (potential)

couples in the play, but in the them es of folly, m adness and foolishness.  W hich characters in the play behave m ost foolishly? W hat do you m ake of the official "Fool,"

Feste?  (N ote that a court jester such as Feste had the license to speak freely things that no one else w ould dare say openly). Is "folly" or "foolishness" an unavoidable

part of being in love? W hy is M alvolio punished so cruelly?  (Are his aspirations and behaviour any m ore foolish than those of the other would-be lovers?)

7. N ote the use of m usic and song in the play.  H ow  do the various songs punctuate or com m ent upon the action?  Som e of the songs m ay originally have been intended

for Viola (who notes in 1.2.52-55 a talent for m usic that she had intended to use to get into the good graces of Duke O rsino).  W hat is the effect of giving the songs to

Feste rather than Viola (or any other of the lovers)?  Do they suggest a special connection between Viola and Feste?  In w hat ways are they alike?  H ow  do they differ?

8. D ram atic Irony is defined as:  failure of a character to see or understand w hat is obvious to the audience. The m ost notable exam ple of dram atic irony in all of literature

occurs in O edipux Rex, by Sophocles, w hen O edipus fails to realize w hat the audience know s–that he m arried his ow n m other.  W rite an essay describing how  dram atic

irony enhances the com ic situations in Tw elfth Night.

9. Tw elfth Night is said to present many them es to audiences.  In an essay, com m ent on the follow ing them es, using evidence from  the play (situations/quotes) to support

your com m entary:

- True love sees the soul.

- Love (brotherly and rom antic) is foolish at tim es.

- Love vexes and presents pitfalls.

- Love ultim ately trium phs.

- Appearances and first im pressions can be deceiving.

- Carpe D iem  (Seize the Day)

10. D iscuss the role of m istaken identity in Tw elfth Night. W ho is mistaken for w hom , and what do these m ix-ups signify?

11. D iscuss the role of the explicitly comic characters:  Sir Toby, Sir Andrew , Feste, Fabian (to som e extent) and M aria. W hat function do they serve? H ow is each one

different from  the others?  H ow  is Feste, in particular, different from  Sir Toby and Sir A ndrew ?

12. W hat role does M alvolio serve in the play?  D oes his fate seem  unjust?  Is it out of place in a rom antic com edy?  If so, why m ight Shakespeare have included it?

13. Com pare O rsino and Olivia, and discuss how their attitudes about strong em otions are sim ilar or different. W hat does Shakespeare suggest about the nature of love and

other pow erful feelings in his portrayal of these tw o characters?

14. The character of M alvolio fascinates both scholars and actors. They argue that he is the perfect “pom pous prig” and a character m eant to be seen as getting w hat he

deserves. They see Shakespeare as having created a character w e can despise because of his undeserved high opinion of him self, be angry with for his dom ineering

behaviour tow ard others, and gain satisfaction from  w hen the plot w orks to reveal all that is w rong w ith him . O thers, how ever, have seen him  as a sym pathetic

character, especially at the end of the play, w hen they believe he displays dignity in a very hum iliating situation. Actors have often played him  that w ay.  Look closely

at what Shakespeare has M alvolio do and say and offer your opinion (supported by m aterial from  the play) on this great character.

REV ERSE: Essay topics from  students’ individual novel study choices.



Essay Q uestions from  Animal Farm

1. After doing research on the Russian Revolution, point out sim ilarities betw een real events and people and those in the novel. As a variation, do the sam e w ith any subsequent

rebellion around the w orld since 1917.

2. Look at the list of good leadership qualities m ade at the beginning of the novel. H ow  do the pigs fit this list? W ere there any attributes that the pigs lacked? D id they have som e that

w ere not on the list? W rite a paper explaining how  the pigs do and/or do not qualify as good leaders. Use specific exam ples.

3. D iscuss the im portance of education as it evolves during the course of the novel. At the sam e tim e, address the distinctions that m ay be m ade betw een education and

indoctrination.

Essay Q uestions from  1984

1. H ow  does technology affect the Party's ability to control its citizens? In w hat w ays does the Party employ technology throughout the book?

2. D iscuss this statem ent in an essay:    Tw o of the m ajor them es, w hich are exam ined in the novel 1984  are the control of inform ation and history, and language as m ind control. 

These are tw o form s of control, w hich are practised by the Party over the citizens of O ceania.

3. 1984  is a presentation of O rw ell's definition of dystopia and was m eant as a w arning to those of the m odern era. W hat specifically is O rw ell w arning us against, and how  does he

achieve this?  Explain w hat he was w arning people about. Be sure to exam ine the influence of political clim ates in the world during the tim e when O rw ell w rote.

Essay Q uestions from  Brave New W orld

1. D iscuss the relationship betw een science, religion, and political pow er in the W orld State.

2. It seem s undeniable that m ost W orld State m em bers are happy, though people like John, Bernard, and H elm holtz m ight criticize the quality of their lives. W hat, then, is w rong with

W orld State society? D iscuss the relationship betw een truth and happiness, and the use of som a.

3. W rite a paper that com pares life as Huxley described it in the W orld State w ith life in N orth Am erica today. Include at least three of these aspects of life in your paper: H um an

life/death, love and marriage, art (literature, film , architecture, etc.), consum ption of goods and services, use of drugs (including alcohol and tobacco), pleasure/self-indulgence, and

religion. Com e to a conclusion as to the accuracy of H uxley’s predictions.

Essay Q uestions from  The Great Gatsby

1. The notion of the American Dream  figures prominently in this story. H ow  should readers define American Dream?  How  does Gatsby represent the American Dream  (or at least the

decaying of the American Dream )? M oreover, is pursuing the American Dream  necessarily a good thing, as evidenced by The Great Gatsby?  W hat does the novel have to say about the

condition of the American Dream  in the 1920s?  In w hat w ays do the them es of dream s, wealth, and tim e relate to each other in the novel's exploration of the idea of Am erica?

2. Fitzgerald’s story show s the clear delineations between different strata of society: new  m oney, old m oney, som e m oney, and no m oney. How  are readers to interpret his com m ents

on each of these groups? D oes he hold any one group above the other? Are there ways in w hich people of all groups are alike?

3. Although N ick Carraway has his reservations about Gatsby, it is clear he thinks of him  fondly; after all, he titles the book The Great Gatsby. H e leads a questionable existence and

com es to a tragic end, yet N ick (and by extension, the readers) feel em pathetic toward him . D oes Gatsby deserve to be called “Great”? In what w ays is he great? In what w ays is he

not? In the end, w hich wins out: greatness or m ediocrity?

Essay Q uestions from  The Kite Runner

1. W hat did The Kite Runner teach you about Afghanistan? The Taliban?  About friendship? About forgiveness, redem ption and love?

2. Khaled Hosseini vividly describes Afghanistan, both the privileged world of Am ir’s childhood and the stricken country under the Taliban. H ow did his descriptions differ from

ideas that you m ay already have had about Afghanistan? W hat cultural differences becom e evident in the Am erican passages of the novel? H ow  easy do the Afghans find it to

settle in the US?

3. Exam ine the concept of circularity in the novel. W hat im portant cycles exist in the characters' lives and histories? H ow is circularity connected to redem ption?

4. Explore the w ay in w hich courage is portrayed in the novel. W hat constitutes true bravery? W hat are the key m om ents when characters are brave and w ho is the bravest character,

if any? U se specific exam ples from  the text to support your argum ent.

5. M ake a list of instances in the novel w here som eone is forgiven. W hat constitutes true forgiveness? W hy is forgiveness so im portant? You m ay want to consider m om ents betw een

H assan and Am ir, Baba and H assan, H assan and Sanaubar, A m ir and Sohrab, General Taheri and Soraya, and Am ir and him self.

6. Think about acts of violence in the novel individually and as a w hole.  W hy is violence so essential to the story? Could the story occur w ithout so m uch violence? Using your

answer from  the previous question, explain w hat you think H osseini is using violence to say. You m ay w ant to consider: H assan's rape, Sohrab's rape, the stonings at Ghazi

Stadium , Assef and Am ir's fight, Sohrab's suicide attem pt, the story of Kam al and his father, H assan and Farzana's m urders, Sanaubar's appearance at the house, and the activity of

kite fighting.

Essay Questions from  A Thousand Splendid Suns

1. D iscuss how  the positions held by w om en and the rights that they are afforded change in Afghanistan as the political environm ent changes.

2. M ariam  and Laila w ere brought together due to circum stances they could not control. D escribe how and when both wom en were able to regain power over their own lives and

w ho w as essential for them  to gain this personal pow er.

3. D escribe the focus on legitim acy and illegitim acy in the novel. Include the stories of individual characters and the political clim ate in Afghanistan.

4. If you have had the opportunity to read both The Kite Runner and A Thousand Splendid Suns, w rite a com pare contrast essay entitled:  The Realities and the Differences.

5. The driver w ho takes Babi, Laila, and Tariq to the giant stone Buddhas above the Bamiyan Valley describes the crum bling fortress of Shahr-e-Zohak as “the story of our country,

one invader after another…  w e’re like those w alls up there. Battered, and nothing pretty to look at, but still standing.” D iscuss the m etaphorical im portance of this passage as it

relates to M iriam  and Laila. In w hat w ays does their story reflect the larger story of Afghanistan’s troubled history?

6. A Thousand Splendid Suns has many them es.  Explore any tw o of the follow ing them es, w ith reference to and analysis of specific parts of the story:

- the inner strength of w om en 

- the hum an capacity for evil

 - loyalty and devotion 

- the discrim ination of w om en.



W riting a Literary Essay

If the topics provided don’t do it for you, then you m ay create your ow n (w ith Coffin-approval, of course).  If that’s your plan, keep the follow ing in m ind:

- The best topics are ones that originate out of your ow n reading of a w ork of literature, but here are som e com m on approaches to consider:

- A  discussion of a work’s characters:  are they realistic, sym bolic, historically-based?

- A  com parison/contrast of the choices different authors or characters make in the work.

- A  study of the sources or historical events that occasioned a particular work (Ex. com paring Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar to actual history.)

- An analysis of a specific im age occurring in several w orks (Ex. the use of food im agery in certain plays, poem s, novels)

- A  "deconstruction" of a particular work (Ex. unfolding an underlying racist w orld view in H uxley’s Brave New W orld)

- A  reading from  a political perspective (Ex. how w ould a Taliban reader react to A Thousand Splendid Suns?)

Literary Term s to Rem em ber

M any literary terms describe how  an author com m unicates his or her ideas.  Look through the text and try to identify som e of m ethods Shakespeare uses to convey the patterns of ideas

you are m ost interested in.  The follow ing term s will help you express the m ethods you see:

Characterization: the author's expression of a character's personality through the use of action, dialogue, thought, or com m entary by the author or another character.

Conflict: the struggle w ithin the story.  Character divided against self, character against character, character against society, character against nature, character against God. 

W ithout it, there is no story.

D ialogue: vocal exchange betw een two or m ore characters.  O ne of the ways in w hich plot, character, action, etc. are developed.

Im agery: the collection of im ages w ithin a literary w ork.  Used to evoke atm osphere, m ood, tension.  For exam ple, im ages of crow ded, steam ing sidew alks flanking streets

choked w ith lines of shim m ering, sm oking cars suggests oppressive heat and all the psychological tensions that go w ith it.

Point of View : the vantage point from  w hich the author presents action of the story. W ho is telling the story?   An all-know ing author?   A  voice lim ited to the views of one character?  

The voice and thoughts of one character?   D oes the author change point of view  in the story?  W hy?   Point of view is often considered the technical aspect of fiction

w hich leads the critic most readily into the problem s and m eanings of the story.

Sym bol: related to im agery.  It is som ething w hich is itself yet stands for or m eans som ething else.  It tends to be m ore singular, a bit m ore fixed than im agery. For exam ple, in

Lessing's "A  W om an on a Roof," the brief red sun suit seem s to sym bolize the w om an's freedom  and independence from  externally im posed standards of behavior.

Tone: suggests an attitude tow ard the subject w hich is com m unicated by the w ords the author chooses.  Part of the range of tone includes playful, som bre, serious, casual,

form al, ironic. Tone is im portant because it designates the m ood and effect of a work.

Essay Assessm ent

Introduction & Thesis &  Conclusion

- Contains strong introduction that clearly states an integrated thesis that is thoughtful, argum entative, and specific.

- Contains strong conclusion that clearly re-states the thesis and sum m arizes the argum ents.

Proof of Thesis, Ideas, Concepts & Them es/Supporting D etails & Use of Evidence

- Integrates supporting details, exam ples, and quotes with insightful contextual inform ation to support analysis.

- Incorporate highly effective, well-chosen, relevant evidence taken directly from  the text and used to em phasize essay’s points.

- W riting show s thorough understanding of the topic/supporting details.

- W ithin the essay, when m aterial is referenced, it is done so  according to the agreed-upon form at.

Analysis &  Connections

- Analyses how  evidence supports the m ain idea.  Insightfully connects analysis to the thesis without sum m arizing.

- D evelop ideas w ith a high degree of logic and coherence.  There are no areas w hich are unclear or confusing to the reader.

O rganizational Elem ents

- Selects the m ost effective organizational pattern in support of the thesis.  Argum ents in clim actic order.  Section headings used.

- Essay should be very w ell organized. D istinct paragraphs evident. Ideas flow  in a logical sequence with clear transitions.

M echanical Conventions

- Gramm ar/spelling consistent w ith grade level; includes using a consistent verb tense and appropriate and precise word choices.

- The essay should contain few , if any, spelling, punctuation, capitalization, gram m ar, or usage errors.

Essay Conventions

- Adheres to essay conventions: uses effective transitions to link ideas; avoids slang and saying “I” or “you”.

- Com m and of essay form  {develops a strong thesis or controlling idea, organization, strong body paragraphs, conclusion}.

Essay Style, Language &  Voice

- Show s stylistic m aturity; sentence variety, and paragraph developm ent; understands the style of writing literary pieces. 

- Language and voice are effective, consistent, and appropriate for the essay and the academ ic level.

Guidelines & Focus

- Follow s agreed-upon elem ents insisted upon for this examination; student shows com m itm ent to essay form  and style.

- Essay is related to the assigned topic and allow s the reader to understand m uch m ore about the topic without sum m arizing.

Essay Outline

- Student presents a good copy essay outline which serves as the basis for the essay.  Essay follow s outline carefully.

- Essay outline is presented in proper M LA form at.

Coffin Caliber Score

- Satisfying the elem ents required to suitably im press Coffin’s dem anding/exacting standards.

- Given tim e restraints and planning availability, student produces a piece of writing relative to his/her potential.



Literary Essay Tricks and Tips

For Your Final Essay:

T Try to w rite about som ething about the play that you find interesting.

T Look through your list of topics and choose one of them  that you can exam ine further in  essay form .  

T Again, read the front and back m atter of your play, check out sparknotes and cliffnotes and discuss w ith peers. 

T Give your essay an interesting title that leaves no doubt about the position you are taking w ith regards to your topic.

T Assum e a very intelligent (and bald) reader w ill be looking over the w ork (which m eans he’ll catch on quickly; assum e he’s read the play, but he has N EVER exam ined the them e. 

That’s your job.

T Keep your tone straightforw ard and your explanations concise; w hich m eans don’t w aste words – be clear w ithout being overly-verbose.  Length doesn’t equal quality.

T W rite as directly and clearly as you can, but rem em ber that "sim ple" does not m ean "sim plistic.“  In this case, sim ple m eans clear and to the point.

T D on't retell the story. A  re-telling of the plot is of lim ited value in literary essays and is usually used only to set up the context of the quotations you plan to analyze.   Instead,

express an opinion about w hat you've read.  

T D on't be afraid to take risks to interpret.   A im  for a thesis that not everyone w ould agree w ith. 

T D on't assum e there's one correct view; in literary study there isn't.  This does not m ean that AN Y position you take about the text is correct; som e argum ents fit the evidence better

than others, so be careful about the argum ent you m ake.  

T M ake sure any argum ent you present is supported by text evidence (lines from  the play or passages from  the novel).

T Explain your argum ents thoroughly and patiently. D on't expect the handsom e reader to grasp your claim s easily. 

T O rganize your paragraphs according to the developm ent of your argum ent, not according to the chronological order of a text. 

T Cover one aspect of your argum ent per paragraph or section (if m ore than one paragraph is necessary) of your essay. 

T Use transitions to show  how  sections are logically connected to each other and to your thesis. 

T In this examination, you shall be required to use HEAD IN GS for each section of your essay:

- Introduction (but give it a creative, catchy title)

- Section 1 Title (catchy title)

- Section 2 Title (catchy title)

- Section 3 Title; and so on (catchy title[s])

- Conclusion (again, use a catchy title)

T D on't try to say everything you've figured out about the readings in one essay.  Stick to a narrow  thesis and don’t wander around it.

T Regarding quotations:  Select only those quotations that advance and support your particular thesis.  Set up quotations w ith a brief rem inder to readers of w hat is happening in the

text at that point (but don’t sum m arize plot).  Integrate quotations into your essay so that everything reads as coherent sentences.  Keep quotations as brief as you can.

T W hen quoting the play, m ake certain to use proper M LA in-text quotation:  Act.  Scene.  Line.  (Rom an N um erals must be used for act/scene).  For exam ple:

It is clear that Dogberry is an uneducated man when he states that he and Verges are ‘the malefactors.’  (III.  iv.  81-82)

T Use present tense to show  that literary w orks and the issues they raise are still alive.  Not “M alvolio w as..." but “M alvolio is...." 

T Show  that you care about your w ork by proofreading carefully for sm all errors. 

Great Essays W ill:

T have a strong introduction that clearly states an integrated thesis that is thoughtful, argum entative, and specific.  Strong introductions ‘hook’ the reader.  H ow  w ill you hook?

T integrate supporting details, exam ples, and quotes w ith insightful, on topic inform ation to support analysis; show s the handsom e reader that you – as a critical reader – have fully

understood the play and the essay you choose.

T use w ell-selected textual evidence & create substantial proof of thesis; w hich m eans students w ill use actual lines from  the play in order to support any claim s they make about the

play.

T analyze how  the evidence supports the m ain idea of the paragraph; so don’t just insert a line from  the play w ithout telling the reader how  it supports your thesis. 

T insightfully connects analysis to the thesis; rem em ber, the entire essay is being w ritten to support a thesis statem ent.  If you wander in another direction during the w riting of your

essay, then you aren’t staying on topic.

T select the m ost effective organizational pattern in support of the thesis; so, what is the best way to set up this essay?  This is where the outline is KEY.

T adhere to essay conventions;

T use transitions to effectively link ideas; 

T avoid slang and saying “you” or “I”; 

T show  m aturity through precise w ord choices, sentence variety, and paragraph developm ent; 

T be free of spelling, gram m ar, and punctuation errors; 

T keep a consistent tense

The Outline

• M ust be typed or neatly-handw ritten on a single page.

• M ust follow  the rules:

- your nam e in the top right corner (no num ber necessary)

- parallelism  is still very im portant

- m ust include the follow ing elem ents/headings:

• title of your essay (centered at the top of the page)

• Introduction (but use the catchy one you created)

• Under the Introduction, write out your eventual thesis statem ent.

• Section O ne (but use your catchy name)

• Section Tw o (but use your catchy name)

• Section Three (m ust have at least three – you m ay have m any m ore)

• Conclusion (again, use a catchy phrase for the conclusion)

• Under Conclusion, write out another version of your thesis statem ent.

• N o line in your outline m ay exceed eight w ords.

• O utlines follow  the form at you see on the right:

Essay O utline Form at:

Essay Title

I     Introduction

       Thesis Statement written here.

II    Section One

        A .   Supporting Detail

        B.   Supporting Detail

                  1.   M ore Info

                  2.   (IV. vi. 11-12)

     C .   Supporting Detail

III     Section Two

(and so on...)

General Rules for this Exam  Essay

T You w ill be required to stay for 1.5 hours, so you m ight as w ell use it w isely and take your tim e.

T Essays m ust be double-spaced, which gives the handsom e reader a chance to correct/com m ent.

T You m ust arrive w ith your outline prepared or it shall receive no credit (don’t try to w rite it up during the exam ).

T Essays m ust be within the 1000-1500 w ord range.

T Since you have the topics already, you have lots of tim e to prepare.

T If you use quotes LO N GER than four lines, then the quote m ust be indented on both sides AN D  single-spaced.

T If you still have books (Echoes 12 , Elements of Essays, Independent Novels and Tw elfth Night) you w ill be given an incom plete and you w ill not graduate.
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