McNamara

English 197

Here, in part, is your first essay question: 

In the “Preface to Lyrical Ballads,”  Wordsworth explains that his purpose in the poems is to trace “truly though not ostentatiously the primary laws of our nature.” To best accomplish that end, he says, he has chosen “incidents and situations from common life” and has related them using “a selection of the real language of men in a state of vivid sensation.” Such subjects and means of imitation, Wordsworth claims, will allow him to articulate and communicate valuable truths about the human condition. Wordsworth also offers a very strong recommendation for the power of imitation in “Lines Composed A Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey,”  where once again we find claimed for it the power to inform and improve our moral lives 

Your task in this essay is to explore fully Wordsworth’s treatment of imitation in the poem and to show how it connects with the principles Wordsworth lays claim to in the “Preface.” In doing so, you will need to use the close reading skills you have been developing and be sure to support your claims with apt quotations from the texts.
To answer the question, you will need to articulate a thesis. That thesis should make a claim about Wordsworth’s treatment of imitation in the poem and it’s relation to his treatment of it in the “Preface,” and suggest what kinds of support you will offer for the claim. The claim needs to be a substantial one, and sufficiently specific to provide a roadmap for the rest of your essay. It needs to include, in abbreviated form, all of the  sub-claims you will go on to support by means of interpretation and textual citation.

In order to arrive at your main claim, it will be very important to look at those passages in the poem and the “Preface” in which Wordsworth addresses imitation / representation and why and how he values it. The strong thesis will be the one that accounts most fully for the significant material in both works in all its complexity. (A thesis that ignores the complexity of Wordsworth’s treatment of imitation cannot be strong.)

What I want you to do today in your groups is to lay out for yourselves as clearly as you can what your thesis will need to address. You don’t need to write the paper, but you do need to find a way to indicate to yourselves what the complexities are that you will be addressing. I’ll leave time at the end of the period for the groups to report back to the class as a whole. 

