ENAM 204 Paper Topics

Assignment 1

Spring 2015

Your paper is due on Wednesday, March 11th, by 5 PM, and should be approximately 4-5 pages long.  Please send the paper to me via email. You should try to focus on several key passages from your chosen text, looking closely at issues of style, structure and vocabulary.  Consider consulting the Middle English Dictionary if there are keywords in your text that you think may have complex multiple meanings.  Choose one of the following options (or come up with your own, in consultation with me): 

1. Look carefully at the relationship between one of the portraits in the General Prologue and the tale told by that figure.  How are we prepared for the rhetorical strategies of the tale by the teller’s portrait?  How sufficient is the portrait as a key to the tale?  For example, do you find the Miller’s tale in any way surprising in the mouth of the Miller we encounter in the GP? How do you see the Knight’s Tale complicating, subverting, or fulfilling the expectations Chaucer creates in his portrait of the knight?

2. Focus on moments of social unease or instability in the CT.  What is the function of these moments?  Consider, for example, the moment when the host grabs the limelight in the GP and declares himself the judge of the tales, or when the Miller disrupts the order of the estates by insisting on telling his tale after the Knight.  How do these moments complicate the tale-telling situation, and what is their fictional purpose?

3. Consider the representation of love in one of these tales: how does the complex mixture of “harlotrye” and “courtly love” in the Miller’s tale function, for example?  What do you take to be Chaucer’s point in “silencing” Emelye in the Knight’s Tale?

4. Consider the representation of women in two tales.  How sympathetic do you take Chaucer (poet) to be to a figure like Alisoun in the Miller’s Tale, or Alisoun the Wife of Bath?  How truly subversive are these figures?  Do you take the apparent differences between Emelye and Alisoun to be merely functions of their different generic contexts, or to suggest the liberating power of female agency and sexuality? 

5. Consider the problem of ending or closure in one of the tales we have read.  How does this story’s end reflect the larger issues at work in the tale?  How satisfactory do you find the ending?  Does it provide a clear way of interpreting the tale?  If not, what do you make of the multiple interpretive possibilities it introduces?  Why would Chaucer choose this kind of complexity?

6. Consider the construction of the gendered body in any of the tales we have read so far. What constitutes a “masculine” or “feminine” body in the world of your chosen tale? How “realistic” is this body? How stable are its attributes? You may of course draw on the material in the General Prologue as well as the tales, and use another tale for purposes of contrast as well. 

7. Consider the function of genre in one of the tales we have read. How do the “epic” topoi function in the Knight’s Tale, for instance, or the tensions between epic and romance modes in that tale; how do you take Chaucer to be working with the “fabliau” in the Miller’s tale? What do you make of his decision to import elements from the romance/epic into the world of the fabliau? 

