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Sample Papers from Previous Classes (these were all either “A” or “A-“ papers)

INTRODUCTION/FIRST STAGES OF ANALYSIS/CONCLUSION FROM


Dickinson's Preoccupation with the Difficulty of Understanding Death and God


It's an extraordinary moment that occurs in a handful of Emily Dickinson's poems:  Time seems to slow down; the atmosphere seems to change, turning thick and eerie; and the speaker begins to grasp some supreme truth.  But the emerging truth is elusive, and it slips away at the last instant.  This scenario is particularly clear in three poems:  "There's a certain Slant of light," "I felt a Funeral, in my Brain," and "I heard a Fly buzz--when I died."  The moment the poems describe, brief but magnified to fine detail, is the arrival of death, and the elusive truth that begins to dawn on the speakers is whatever lies beyond--often God or eternity.  Dickinson displays a preoccupation with grasping death and eternity in several poems, portraying speakers who venture to the brink of death but fail to truly understand it, as well as others who suggest that unraveling grand mysteries like death and eternity can be self-destructive.   


One of the poems in which Dickinson portrays a speaker on the verge of knowing death is 280, which begins, "I felt a Funeral, in my Brain . . . "  The speaker seems to be dying--approaching the threshold moment--while imagining what death will feel like, describing what he or she might hear while lying in a coffin in the course of a funeral.  That the funeral is being "felt" in the brain or the intellect begins to suggest that the speaker is envisioning death.  In the remainder of the first stanza, the speaker says that "Mourners to and fro/Kept treading--treading--till it seemed/That sense was breaking through--" (1-4).  Understanding of the death-state resounds as the footfalls of a line of "Mourners" apparently walking past the coffin:  They "Kept treading . . . " the speaker says, "till it seemed that sense was breaking through."  The "sense" that the speaker is gradually making of the funeral vision represents a sharpening understanding of death, as if the speaker is being overcome by an awareness of what it would feel like to be lying in the coffin.    


But as the vision continues to develop, the speaker's ability to see into death deteriorates.  After the mourners have been seated, "A Service, like a Drum--/Kept beating--beating--til I thought/My mind was going numb--" (5-8).  The "beating--beating" of the "Service" strongly parallels repetition in the previous stanza, which describes the "treading--treading" of the marching mourners.  The speaker's understanding of death is still building as a droning, drum-like sound, but not as clearly now:  The speaker listens to the service "til I thought/My mind was going numb," suggesting confusion and blindness.  The droning sound itself, projected by both the mourners and the service, also suggests the speaker's obscuring vision of death.  The drone represents fading clarity--a blending of distinct sounds into haziness.  This imagery is emphasized again shortly after the speaker's mind begins numbing, when the mourners seem to lift "a Box," presumably the coffin, and the speaker feels a "creak across my Soul" that resembles "those same Boots of Lead, again . . ." (9-11).  In the creaking wood, the speaker discerns the same numbing monotony of the marchers--as if it's again being made by their "Boots of Lead"--and of the voice delivering the service. 

 [CONCLUSION}



As in "Tell all the Truth" and "I know that He exists," meeting God in "He fumbles at your Soul" is a painful experience, which contrasts the threshold experiences portrayed in "I heard a Fly buzz," "I felt a Funeral" and "Slant of Light," where the speakers long to see God, though they discover that they can't.  For Dickinson, the prospect of death swirls with confusion and uncertainty.  She can't decide whether to welcome or fear it.  Dickinson can see enough of death to speculate that it might be the ringing bells and the glorious light of Heaven, or maybe a scathing, blinding thunderbolt.  But she can't see enough to tell which.  Dying is both terrible and beautiful.  But more than anything else, dying is simply blurry in Dickinson's poems. 

SAMPLE PAPER ENTIRE


Usher as Narcissus: The Hazards of Introspection in Poe's "The Fall of the House of Usher”


Narcissism is usually considered a character disorder, one of egocentrism and excessive love of oneself.  The term itself comes from Greek mythology, wherein Narcissus sees his reflection in a mirror and falls deeply in love with himself.  While several themes are at work in Edgar Allan Poe's "The Fall of the House of Usher," a major one is that of Usher's own battle with this "malady."  Self-love is represented on many different levels within the character, and Poe goes to some effort to illustrate its harmful effect on everyone around Usher.


The issue is important to Poe, who appears to want to make a statement contrary to what some of his literary contemporaries have expressed in their own work.  Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, among others, stressed the importance of self-reliance, and of looking only inward or to nature for inspiration rather than depending upon relationships with others.  Emerson exhorts his readers to break out from the mundane everyday lives they lead, and Thoreau takes his mentor's idea even further by endorsing a complete withdrawal from society.


The first image of narcissism put forth in the story comes in the discussion of Usher's heritage.  The "family tree" has no branches, only a trunk from top to bottom, with a single direct line of descent from father to son.  The family name is rarely and never for long applicable to another household.  This suggests an innate flaw: a reluctance by Usher's ancestors to share their existence with other people.  The family has isolated itself from the rest of the world so as not to be exposed to intrusive outside influences.  Because his ancestors loved themselves so much, they were unmoved by the need to reproduce.  They choose to be satisfied with what they had got, so challenges to reach higher levels of awareness are ignored, stagnating growth for the individuals as well as the family as a whole.


One can hardly blame Usher himself for the hand he has been dealt, but he clearly has done nothing to break the chain, and, in fact, sees fit to end the linear sequence by not producing an heir to the family name.  Obviously, the consequences of this separation of the family from society have a disastrous result.  Roderick Usher lacks "collateral issue" (140), and the disintegration of the family is the direct result.  The narrator further comments that the name "House of Usher" has been merged over time to apply both to the family and the crumbling edifice in which they dwell.  As the family is falling apart, so, too, is the house itself.  The building is described not only as frightening and depressing, but also as being in an advanced state of decay. 


The house also possesses what the narrator at first imagines to be a peculiar atmosphere over the estate, independent of the changes in the surrounding climate.  This perception is later confirmed by Usher, who places some blame for his illness on a "condensation of an atmosphere of their own" over the property.  The dark clouds over family and home are further evidence of Poe's concern regarding over-indulgence of the self.  Nature has recognized the family's effort to exist apart from the world, and has complied by casting a gloomy pall over the land.


Poe repeatedly uses the tool of mirror imagery to elicit this theme of narcissistic inbreeding.  Early in the story, the house is shown to be reflected in the "tarn" that lies beside it.  The building also has an appearance very similar to its tenant.  Each has "web-like" hair (141, 142), the windows of the house are "eyelike," and both structure and man has been ravaged by the passage of time.  This represents a vivid comparison to the young Greek, and the image applies to both sides of the duality between the human and material House of Usher.  Furthermore, Roderick looks much like his sister Madeline.  Interestingly, it is not revealed until late in the story that the two are twins.  The narrator's attention is "arrested" (151) by this discovery, implying that the similarity was remarkable. (When the narrator makes this observation, incidentally, Madeline is supposedly dead. The narrator has more than once described Roderick's countenance as "cadaverous.")


The three main subjects of the tale, the house and the Usher siblings, are mere versions of themselves.  Brother and sister are reflected in each other, and together they are reflected in the pool.  This doubling of characters in a Poe story is normally used in an effort to take attention away from the "action" and place it more in the "art," but here it is used to show the nature of the characters as tortured self-lovers, constantly reminded of their desperate situation.  The similar appearance of the siblings also highlights some of Usher's features that make him an example of Poe's caution toward excessive self-reliance.


Among the symptoms (causes?) of Usher's illness is a "morbid acuteness of the senses" (143).  All of Roderick's senses are extremely delicate, and this is a chief source of his misery.  This is a crucial point in Poe's writing: what better opportunity for an individual to experience beauty in its ideal form than in a condition of this nature?  At the very peak of heightened awareness, the long sought epiphany (so characteristic of Poe's stories) is finally attainable.  What a cruel irony, then, that the side-effect of this hypersensitivity is a torturous inability to deal with the routine aspects of reality.


The result of this infirmity is a madness that is ultimately brought on by the object whose beauty he most desires: his own body.  The narrator describes this malady as being, as it were, genetic:  "It was, he said, a constitutional and family evil, and one for which he despaired to find a remedy..." (143).  Yet what the reader may initially believe is a genetic disease passed down from his forebears is more likely a sexual attraction to his twin.  Here is an example of what is perhaps the ultimate narcissism.  Incest, particularly involving a twin, is simply an avenue for self-adoration.  The narcissist is free to use his sister as a representative of his worship, especially one with such a notable similarity of appearance to himself.  The mirror-imagery is stressed again to provide evidence of the attraction to one's own body manifested through the relationship with the sister.


Among the several sources of blame for the illness from which Usher suffers are his fear and worry over his sister's own illness.  Apparently without cure or even an accurate diagnosis as to the exact nature of the disease, Madeline has slipped into a cataleptic condition.  Her withdrawal from the surrounding world cannot be measured because the reader is not told what she was like before becoming ill.  Importantly, she is described as Usher's "sole companion for long years" (144).  However, Usher's lamentation is not so much for his sister's suffering, but for his fear of being without her, and of being the last surviving member of his ancient family.  The "passionate tears" shed by Usher as he catches a glimpse of Madeline as she passes through the room are not brought on by sympathy for his sister, but rather by the painful recognition of his impending loss--a loss, in fact, of the mirror-image of himself.


Once Madeline abruptly dies, the curious decision by Usher to maintain her corpse in a dungeon-like tomb within the house also hints that the possibility of Usher's intention to carry on an incestuous, necrophiliac relationship with his sister, and his refusal to forsake the malady of narcissism.  The reasons behind this decision do not seem to be logical in nature, for if Madeline is truly dead, whatever infirmity took the life from her is irrelevant.


Ultimately, after Madeline's entombment, Usher's condition worsens, and the narrator opines as to one aspect of his friend's frail state: "There were times, indeed, when I thought his increasingly agitated mind was labouring with some oppressive secret, to divulge which he searched for the necessary courage' (151).  This is the most direct reference in the story to the existence of an unnatural relationship between the siblings.  The narrator has alluded to this idea several times, but this time almost makes a proclamation that Usher has something to hide.  That something is his incestuous attraction to his sister; that, in turn, is a "cover" for his narcissism.


Usher seems to have known all along that Madeline was, in reality, not dead.  His desperation for "finding a remedy" for his "nervous affliction" leads him to an attempt to suppress his desire by eliminating his sister.  Knowing that the problem lies within himself, and not in his sister, he anticipates the events which come to pass at the end of the story with a certain eagerness.  The existential philosopher Kierkegaard says "...one fears, but what one fears, one desires" (45).  Usher seeks to end his suffering by killing not himself, but his mirror image.



The result of all these narcissistic tendencies is, in the end, a final leap into the madness which Poe has predicted.  Poe professes in his writing to be in search of heightened awareness and new levels of consciousness (44).  Yet he also realizes that the quest for the ideal will result in an inability to deal with life on the levels of consciousness we have already achieved.  Like Kierkegaard, he fears the madness, but seems willing to accept it if the payoff comes in the acquisition of the purest form of the perception of Beauty. 

SAMPLE PAPER ENTIRE

Sucking out the Marrow of Life: The Psychology of Solitude in Thoreau's Walden

The portrait of Henry David Thoreau's persona as suggested by Walden, his 1854 account of his two year-long stay in a self-constructed home in the woods by Walden Pond, is often said to be a not entirely accurate one.  Rather, the Thoreau whom we meet in the book is merely a symbolic identity--the "shining example" of the Transcendentalist ethic.  Autobiographical accuracy aside, Walden can be read on many levels.  First, the book is ripe with aesthetic, reverent evocations of nature and the serenity of the outdoors.  Secondly, and perhaps most strikingly, it serves as a scathing critique of nineteenth-century American consumerism and capitalism.  More interesting than these obvious aspects of the book, however, are the subtle glimpses into Thoreau's psyche which Walden affords.  Exaggerated "shining example" or not, numerous undeniable facets of his personality emerge: the recluse, the idealist, the misanthrope, the intellectual elitist.  Clearly Thoreau has an obsession with purity in his introspective, spiritual journey and sees isolation and oneness with nature as the only means of achieving it.  The psychological dimension of his self-imposed unconventional lifestyle provides the book's most compelling undercurrent.


Thoreau's given reasons for opting for a life of isolation are surprisingly straightforward; yet his tone often suggests a certain defensiveness, as if he is anticipating having to justify his position further to the reader.  Simplicity, economizing, and stripping down to the bare necessities are the bridge to a vital, meaningful existence for Thoreau.  "I went to the woods because I wanted to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived" (Thoreau, 135).  His views on the importance of economizing stem from a growing disgust with the perceived trends in American consumerism.  The first chapter, entitled "Economy," is filled with lengthy tirades against materialistic obsession, calling instead for austere living, especially in matters of food, clothing, and shelter.  He emphasizes that it "would be some advantage to live a primitive and frontier life, though in the midst of an outward civilization, if only to learn what the gross necessaries of life are and what methods have been taken to obtain them" (54).  He chastises those who allow their lives to wither into dreary patterns of monotony.  "Most men, even in this comparatively free country," he writes, "are so occupied with the factitious cares and superfluously coarse labors of life that its finer fruits cannot be plucked by them" (48).


So Thoreau sees materialism, capitalism, and excessive consumerism as fostering unhealthy lifestyles in others; is that why he chose to break away from these forces and retreat to solitude?  Perhaps he became a recluse who considers nature his only worthy companion because of a misanthropic slant in his nature:  "There can be no very black melancholy to him who lives in the midst of Nature and has his senses still...while I enjoy the friendship of the seasons I trust that nothing can make life a burden to me" (176).  His language might suggest mere escapism to some rather than misanthropy.  But while we have a reference to "friendship of the seasons," however figuratively he may utilize the term, no one can deny that references to friendships of the human variety are scarce in Walden; whenever he turns his keenly descriptive eye away from nature and towards his fellow humans his voice becomes bitter and scornful, as it is usually to criticize them for one thing or another.  Thoreau takes his preference for nature to the company of other humans to the extreme.  Note a passage in which he discusses wasps making their way into his lodge in October: "Each morning, when they were numbed with cold, I swept some of them out, but I did not trouble myself much to get rid of them; I even felt complimented by their regarding my house as a desirable shelter.  They never molested me seriously, though they bedded with me" (287).  Could it be that Thoreau considers the presence of wasps a more welcome intrusion than human company?


Further evidence exists in the book to suggest that Thoreau may have had this slant to his character.  In "Former Inhabitants," he discusses those who lived in the immediate area before him.  The examples he cites seem to suggest that, no matter who lived there or what business they had there, he cannot help but view them as corrupting forces, spoiling the purity of the woods.  "Here, by the very corner of my field, still nearer to town, Zilpha, a colored woman, had her little house, where she spun linen for the townsfolk making the Walden Woods ring with her shrill singing, for she had a loud and notable voice" (304).  Clearly he views any human presence therein, regardless of when they lived there, as unwelcome human pollution.  He guards the sanctity of Walden Pond with a territorial ferocity.  The first few pages, however, have a flat, almost journalistic ring to them; he is merely relating facts about these former woods-dwellers.  But notice the change in tone in mid-chapter when Thoreau begins to reflect more thoughtfully upon them, and on an earlier failed community:

But this small village, germ of something more, why did it fail while Concord kept its ground?  Were there no natural advantages, no water privileges, forsooth?  Ay, the deep Walden Pond and cool Brister's Spring, privilege to drink long and healthy draughts at these, all unimproved by these men but to dilute their glass...Alas!  how little does the memory of these human inhabitants enhance the beauty of the landscape!
(311)

One cannot help but wonder if he considers his own presence a blight for future inhabitants, when he suggests the importance of not building upon the ruins of others' work, and being the first to build upon the area in which one dwells: "I am not aware that any man has ever built on the spot which I occupy.  Deliver me from a city built on the site of a more ancient city, whose materials are ruins, whose gardens cemeteries.  The soil is blanched and accursed there, and before that becomes necessary the earth itself will be destroyed" (311).  Here again we see the theme of humanity's presence polluting and corrupting his quest for purity through oneness with nature.


In Walden we have the ultimate expression of the Transcendentalist ethic: complete and total rejection of Old World values, veneration of nature, and an attempt to realize unfulfilled potential.  But Thoreau's transcendentalism is dualistic: one part outward-looking in its critique of contemporary American society, the other part being more introspective; in short, a spiritual quest for purity.  The role of solitude in this quest is its most vital component.  Thoreau never could have enjoyed such a journey into his own being were he out in society.  In "House-Warming," Thoreau discusses his use of a stove which he used to cook potatoes "since I did not own the forest" (301).  The stove had one unexpected, undesirable effect, however: "It concealed the fire, and I felt as if I had lost a companion.  You can always see a face in the fire.  The laborer, looking into it at evening, purifies his thoughts of the dross and earthiness which they have accumulated during the day" (301).  Just as the laborer purifies his thoughts by looking into the fire, Thoreau purifies his being by looking into himself in a state of blissful solitude:

I find it wholesome to be alone the greater part of the time.  To be in company, even with the best, is soon wearisome and dissipating.  I love to be alone.  I never found the companion that was so companionable as solitude.  We are for the most part more lonely when we go abroad among men than when we stay in our chambers.  A man thinking or working is always alone, let him be where he will" (180-1).


His preference for solitude could be said to be reflective of his insistence upon self-reliance in all aspects of life.  Self-reliance and independence seem to be the traits which he most admires.  But he seldom finds them in his fellow humans.  Notice his admiration as he observes a hawk, passing overhead while he fishes: "It was the most ethereal flight I had ever witnessed.... It appeared to have no companion in the universe, sporting there alone, and to need none but the morning and the ether with which it played" (364-5).  Self-reliance breeds individuality, perhaps even nonconformity, in the hawk, as it does in human beings.  He claims that it "did not simply flutter like a butterfly, nor soar like the larger hawks, but it sported with proud reliance in the fields of the air" (364).


The importance of solitude as a pacifying, purifying force in Walden is undeniable and explicitly stated.  But Thoreau is, individualism and self-reliance aside, nonetheless a human being.  Wasn't he, too, susceptible to feelings of loneliness?  "Men frequently say to me,  I should think you would feel lonesome down there, and want to be nearer to folks, rainy and snowy days and nights especially'" (178).  In "Solitude," he dismisses the question somewhat defensively, saying that "I am tempted to reply as such, This whole earth which we inhabit is but a point in space.  How far apart, think you, dwell the two most distant inhabitants of yonder star, the breadth of whose disk cannot be appreciated by our instruments?" (178).  Again, we see a stronger feeling of community with nature and the universe than with individual human beings:  "Why should I feel lonely?  Is not our planet in the Milky Way?  What sort of space is that which separates a man from his fellows and makes him solitary?" (178)


Interestingly, he only claims to recall one incident in which he felt overwhelmed by a feeling of loneliness.  Could it be that Thoreau, despite his extreme reclusive tendencies, is not being entirely honest with his readers here?  "I have never felt lonesome, or in the least bit oppressed by a sense of solitude," he avers, "but once, and that was a few weeks after I came to the woods, when, for an hour, I doubted if the near neighborhood of man was not essential to a serene and healthy life.  To be alone was something unpleasant" (177).  Strangely, he attributes this perfectly natural human characteristic to a form of temporary insanity.  "But I was at the same time conscious of a slight insanity in my mood, and seemed to foresee my recovery" (177).  It is, of course, nature that brings him back to his "sane" state.  "In the midst of a gentle rain while these thoughts prevailed, I was suddenly sensible of such sweet and beneficent society in Nature, in the very pattering of the drops, and in every sound and sight around my house ... as made the fancied advantages of human neighborhood insignificant, and I have never thought of them since" (177).


A later passage can be interpreted in two ways, however.  In "The Ponds," Thoreau commits himself almost entirely to lyrical, beautifully poetic descriptions of the surrounding tranquil lakes.  But could it perhaps be loneliness, or a subconscious longing for human contact, that causes him to attribute human characteristics to one of the lakes, or his he merely once again utilizing his remarkable descriptive abilities?

A lake is the landscape's most beautiful and expressive feature.  It is earth's eye; looking into which the beholder measures the depth of his own nature.  The fluviatile trees next the shore are the slender eyelashes which fringe it, and the wooden hills and cliffs around are its overhanging brows. (233)


In his conclusion, Thoreau emphasizes what has already been made explicitly clear to the perceptive reader; and that is the "point" of his voyage into isolation: enhanced knowledge of self.  All the traveling in the world, reading, learning foreign languages and cultures, broadening one's outwardly horizons, are worthless unless they coincide with an inward journey.  In his own words, "If you would travel farther than all travelers, be naturalized in all climes, and cause the Sphinx to dash her head against a stone, even obey the precept of the old philosopher, and Explore thyself" (370).








	

--a particular title gives immediately focus; not a generalized moralizing or philosophical or emotive title such as “Searching for Meaning” or “The Inner Scream” 

--writer digs in, no vague profound sentiments about the human condition.  I know this writer has his/her eye focused on Dickinson, staring hard at her verse from the very first sentence

--no Webster’s dictionary definition of death (which would sound highschool-ish)

--nice sentence variety and rhythm to sentences; precise phrasing but not flowery; academic but almost conversational




--topic sentences help deliver the argument stage-by-stage






































--conclusion doesn’t say “in conclusion” and merely rehash









--title is precise


--we know the focus of the paper by the time we conclude the first or second paragraph.  This is a two-paragraph intro., so there is an extra line space to indicate end of intro. and beginning of main analysis




--analysis demonstrates that story has been read intensely and intently.  Essayist writes about the story by focusing on the text, not by remembering it at a distance.  The essay is about the text, not about self-love or some other theme or issue that the text may make you ponder in the abstract
--the development more or less follows the plot, but the unfolding of the argument does not sound like plot summary


--sometimes there are short quotes . . .





















































































































































































































--and sometimes there are longer inset quotes

--paragraphs vary in length, and avoid being the journalistic short, choppy paragraphs that make it hard to see the main stages of the essay’s development




--through all of these samples, there are few (if any) references to the writer and his/her personal experiences/background
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