Literature At-a-Glance

This will give you a basic overview of all of the literary pieces we will read this semester.

· Beowulf (Anonymous) – A great warrior, motivated by pride and fame, goes on a quest to save a friend’s kingdom from a demon.  A boasting hero, supernatural enemies, and glorious battles characterize this epic poem.

· Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (The Pearl Poet) – A young knight from King Arthur’s Round Table takes a challenge from a mysterious knight.  His quests, challenges, and displays of chivalry are typical of traditional Romantic literature.

· Morte d’Arthur (Sir Thomas Malory) – Sir Gawain insists that King Arthur fight the adulterous Sir Launcelot.  Meanwhile, Arthur’s son Modred has seized the throne from his father.  Loyalty, revenge, and chivalry are the themes of this story.

· The Canterbury Tales (Chaucer)

· Prologue – This introduction to the 29 travelers gives a detailed cross-section of the various social classes in medieval England

· The Pardoner’s Tale – The Pardoner, one of the 29 travelers, is a greedy and dishonest man who tells a tale warning the audience about the dangers of…greed!

· The Wife of Bath’s Tale – A female perspective on what constitutes acceptable behavior from a “good husband” and the consequences of that good behavior.

· Shakespeare’s Sonnets (William Shakespeare)

· 71 – This sonnet is told by a narrator who cares very deeply about his subject.  He wants the listener to forget about him once he is dead because he doesn’t want him to suffer.

· 116 – Shakespeare uses metaphor in this sonnet to describe the permanence of true love and how it can withstand any impediment.

· 130 – One of Shakespeare’s most interesting sonnets, this starts off sounding quite insulting to the narrator’s “true love” but ends with a heartwarming turn.

· 141 – A testament to how things never change; the speaker cannot tear himself away from someone who is not right for him.

· Poems

· “Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night” (Dylan Thomas)

· “She Walks in Beauty” (George Gordon, Lord Byron)

· “To an Athlete, Dying Young” (A.E. Housman)

· “The Unknown Citizen” (W.H. Auden)

· “Holy Sonnet 10” (John Donne) 
· Selections from William Blake

· Blake’s most famous works of poetry are in two volumes: Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience.  Each poem has a “partner” poem in the other book, and two sets will be read in class.

· “If” (Rudyard Kipling) and “What If” (Dr. Benjamin Zephaniah)

· Another pair of related poems, written 150 years apart, encourage the reader to take the world in stride no matter what harm may befall you.
· Pygmalion (George Bernard Shaw) – A play written in the early 20th century about the way first impressions can impact entire relationships, and teaches that the way you speak and present yourself speaks volumes about you to the rest of the world.
· The Rime of the Ancient Mariner (Samuel Taylor Coleridge) – This ballad tells the story of a man who commits a pointless act of violence toward an innocent creature and his pathway back to redemption.
· “A Cup of Tea” (Katherine Mansfield) – When a wealthy woman offers generosity to a young girl in need, it is up to the reader to decide what motivates her to perform this act of kindness and later, what reverses her decision.
· “The Rocking-Horse Winner” (D.H. Lawrence) – A young boy lives in a home that appears comfortable on the surface, but in reality, his family suffers from a lack of money and satisfaction in their lives.
· “A Devoted Son” (Anita Desai) – Indian culture demands respect of elders and family.  In this story, a successful son goes home to care for his ailing father.  The son’s expertise overtakes the father’s final desires.
· Macbeth (William Shakespeare) – A story of the easy slip into greed and the seductive pull of power, this play is known as Shakespeare’s bloodiest play, with Macbeth as a textbook tragic hero.  His strengths and flaws are at odds within him and lead him to destruction.

· Frankenstein (Mary Shelley) – Victor Frankenstein, a man from a privileged background, grows up ill-equipped to deal with loss and death.  When he does encounter these in his life, he decides to “play God” and cheat death, to the destruction of all he loves.
· Dr. Faustus (Christopher Marlowe) – The original “good angel/bad angel” story, this dialogue illustrates a man’s inner conflict with his choice to sell his soul to the devil as his time is running out.  He bargains, pleads, argues, and begs, but to no avail.

· Lord of the Flies (William Golding) – This novel is one of the original survival stories.  It takes place on an island that is the site of a plane crash, and the only survivors are boys from an English preparatory school.  It is an examination of how people behave without the constraints of “civilization.”
· Brave New World (Aldous Huxley) – In this dystopic novel, we see a society that has been so strictly regimented and prescripted, people are no longer even born into families.  They are created in labs and pre-conditioned to be “happy” with their place in the world. 

