English 394: Austen and Brontë

Paper #1 Assignment

The assignment: 

This paper should be a literary analysis of 6-8 pages on a topic of your choice. I have listed suggested topics below, but you are welcome to develop a topic of your own if you get approval from me first. The topic must involve responding to a primary historical document (from the appendices of your Broadview editions or from your own historical research) and connecting the information that document provides about an issue relevant to our discussions of Austen’s novels. Your paper should address three of Austen’s novels: Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice, Mansfield Park, or Emma.
General specifications and policies for papers:
Please include a title page and do not put your name on the subsequent pages

Papers should be:

· typed or word processed

·double-spaced

· have an interesting title [not just “Paper #1” or “Marriage in Austen”]; the title should reflect some aspect of the paper’s argument

· Pages should be numbered

No late papers will be accepted unless previous agreement has been made with me

Suggested Topics:
These topics are prompts to help you develop your thesis. You do not need to answer every question within the prompt, though I would consider each of them before developing your provisional thesis as you write a first draft of your essay.
1. Consider the different types of aesthetic principles of landscape architecture, the picturesque, and “improvements” laid out by William Gilpin (in Appendix C in the Broadview Sense and Sensibility) and Humphrey Repton (in Appendix D in the Broadview Mansfield Park).  Mr. Rushworth is a fan of Repton, while Austen herself we knew to be a fan of Gilpin. How do differing attitudes to landscape architecture, the picturesque, and “improvements” reveal aspects of character in three of Austen’s novels? You might consider the influence of class, gender, and consequence on characters’ responses to various estates and the landscape architecture they display.
2. Consider the essays about amateur theatricals and acting in general in Appendix A of Mansfield Park. Take particularly Gisborne’s comment that even if amateur theatricals are well chosen and kept within families, the results of acting will be 

to encourage vanity; to excite a thirst of applause and admiration on account of attainments which if they are to be thus exhibited, it would commonly have been far better for the individual not to possess; to destroy diffidence, by the unrestrained familiarity with persons of the other sex which inevitably results from being joined with them in the drama[.] (477)

Austen’s novels show us many different versions of women and men performing/acting social roles (against what would appear to be their “natural inclination”) whether onstage or off. Some (such as Marianne, sometimes Elizabeth, and Fanny) refuse to act roles that others ask them to perform. Some (Elinor, sometimes Elizabeth, perhaps Charlotte Lucas) perform roles, if reluctantly. To what degree do the novels seem to endorse or caution against acting/performing according to scripted roles? To what degree do the wishes of family influence the appropriateness or inappropriateness of acting/performing a role?

3. Consider John Gregory’s advice to his daughter’s on the display of wit, humor, and learning from Appendix B in Pride and Prejudice. 

“Wit is the most dangerous talent that you can possess. It must be guarded with great discretion and good-nature, otherwise it will create you many enemies, Wit is perfectly consistent with softness and delicacy; yet they are seldom found united. Wit is so flattering to vanity, that they who possess it become intoxicated, and lose all self-command. Humour is a different quality. It will make your company much solicited; but be cautious how you indulge it. . . .  It may sometimes gain you applause, but it will never procure you respect. Be cautious even in displaying your good sense. . . .  But if you happen to have any learning, keep it a profound secret. 

Consider the various female characters Austen invests (or perhaps does not invest) with some degree of wit, humor, and learning: Elizabeth Bennet, Marianne and Elinor Dashwood, Emma Woodhouse, Mary Crawford, Fanny Price, etc. 

To what degree do these texts (the narrators and characters) value “wit” in these female characters?  To what degree do the narrator and other characters’ responses to female wit suggest Austen’s endorsement of all or part of Gregory’s advice? Are some kinds of wit more acceptable than others?
4. Consider both the Appendix E of Pride and Prejudice on domestic tourism and the home/owner metonomy that we have discussed as functioning in Pride and Prejudice to warm Elizabeth’s feelings for Darcy when she visits Pemberley. To what extent do visits to new homes (Barton Cottage, Mansfield Park) or other homes (Pemberley, the Price home in Portsmouth, Donwell Abbey, Emma’s visit to the sick), help develop or facilitate the education and/or marriage plots within Austen’s novels?  
Due Date: Wednesday, October 18th
