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SAMPLE ASSIGNMENTS 

 
 

1. Short Response Prompts for Much Ado About Nothing (from Women in Shakespeare 
at Georgetown University, FA2011) 
 
 

2. Response Paper Prompts for Medieval & Early Modern Women’s Writing 
(Georgetown, SP2012) 
 
 

3. Response Paper Prompts for Malory’s Morte D’Arthur (Georgetown, AU2011) 
 
 

4. Virtual Art Exhibition Project (from The Renaissance at Simmons College, SP2018) 
 
 
5. “Travel Guide” to Dante’s Inferno (from World Literature I at Southern New 

Hampshire University, FA2014) 
 
 

6. Take-Home Final Exam (from Shakespeare’s Early Works at the University of 
Maryland, College Park, SP2012) 

  



English 131 
Paper Prompts – Much Ado About Nothing  

 
Suggested Secondary Reading 

• S.P. Cerasano, ‘Half a Dozen Dangerous Words’, in Gloriana’s Face: Women, Public and 
Private, in the English Renaissance, ed. S.P. Cerasano and Marion Wynne-Davies (Hemel 
Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1992), pp. 167-83. 

• Mihoko Suzuki, ‘Gender, Class, and the Ideology of Comic Form: Much Ado About 
Nothing and Twelfth Night’, A Feminist Companion to Shakespeare, ed. Dympna Callaghan 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), pp. 121-43. 

• Joost Daalder, ‘The “Pre-History” of Beatrice and Benedick in Much Ado About 
Nothing’, English Studies, 6 (2004), pp. 520-27. 

• Stephanie Chamberlain, ‘Rotten Oranges and Other Spoiled Commodities: The 
Economics of Shame in Much Ado About Nothing’, Journal of the Wooden O Symposium, 9 
(2009), pp. 1-10. 

 
 
Reading Response Questions 
Please write a 400-600 word (1-2 page) response to one of these prompts or a paper of similar length on a 
topic of your choosing. 
 
 

1. Although Beatrice and Benedick are generally viewed as the heart of Much Ado About 
Nothing, the source text is the story of Hero and Claudio. Does the primacy of 
Beatrice’s character demonstrate a more positive view of women on Shakespeare’s 
part, or should Benedick’s final injunction of ‘Peace, I will stop thy mouth’ be viewed 
as an affirmation of patriarchal power? 

 
 

2. The main romantic relationships between Beatrice and Benedick and between Hero 
and Claudio are associated with misdirection if not outright deception, and yet the 
marriage endings are meant to be read as positive. Discuss what this says about the 
intersection between economic and emotional alliances. 

 
 

3. Much like Shylock and Antonio at the end of Merchant of Venice, Don John is 
imprisoned and Don Pedro is markedly alone (cf. Benedick’s line about getting him a 
wife). How do we read the evolution of the homosocial (or is it more than that?) 
bond across the play?  

 
  



 
English 120 

Response Paper III 
Optional Prompts 

 
Please write a 600-800 word (2-3 page) response to one of these prompts or a paper of similar length on a 
topic of your choosing. The only parameters are that you must focus on one of the texts read and discussed 
during Unit 3 (see syllabus for details). 
 
 

1. With reference to any of the writers from Unit 3, discuss how the act of writing, 
whether being undertaken by a fictional character or by the author herself, is figured 
as a means of gaining and keeping intellectual authority. How do these writers 
describe their reasons and methodology for writing? 

 
 

2. We have run across the personal memoir several times over the course of the 
semester, from Sei Shōnagon’s Pillow Book and Murasaki Shikibu’s diary in eleventh-
century Japan, through Christine de Pizan’s Vision in fifteenth-century France, to the 
semi-autobiographical poems and letters of Veronica Franco in sixteenth-century 
Italy. How do these texts in vastly different geographical and cultural contexts 
communicate both the subject matter of the writer’s life and the process by which 
they wrote it down? What similarities, if any, can be found? 

 
 

3. How does Aemilia Lanyer’s use of Biblical exegesis in Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum 
compare to the way Julian of Norwich deployed it in her Showings? How do these two 
writers reinterpret the stories of Adam and Eve and Christ’s Passion to question 
existing gender norms? What might the differences between them say about the 
texts’ intended audiences? 

 
 

4. Queen Elizabeth I, like Christine de Pizan, wrote in a variety of genres and contexts 
(letters, speeches, prayers, poetry, dedications, etc). How does her royal status inform 
her writing and how does she deploy her prodigious education to further her agenda 
as Queen? Discuss with reference to at least two different genres. 

  



Medieval Studies 315 
Response Paper Prompts 

Paper III (Malory, pp. 496-end) 
 

Suggested Secondary Reading 
• Edward D. Kennedy, “Malory and the Marriage of Edward IV,” Texas Studies in 

Literature and Language 12 (1970): 155-62. 
• Victoria L. Weiss, “Grail Knight or Boon Companion? The Inconsistent Sir Bors in 

Malory’s Morte Darthur,” Studies in Philology 94 (1997): 417-27. 
• Patricia Ingham, Sovereign Fantasies: Arthurian Romance and the Making of Britain 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 192-226. 
• Kenneth Hodges, “Guinevere’s Politics in Malory’s ‘Morte Darthur,’” Journal of 

English and Germanic Philology 104.1 (2005): 54-79. 
• Karen Cherewatuk, “Malory’s Lancelot and the Language of Sin and Confession,” 

Arthuriana 16.2 (2006): 68-72. 
• Amy S. Kaufman, “Guinevere Burning,” Arthuriana 20.1 (2010): 76-94. 
• Ryan Muckerheide, “The English Law of Treason in Malory’s Le Morte Darthur,” 

Arthuriana 20.4 (2010): 48-77. 
• See also the special issue of Arthuriana (20.1) devoted to Guinevere. 

 
Response Paper Prompts 
Please write a 600-800 word (2-3 page) response to one of these prompts or a paper of similar length on a 
topic of your choosing. 
 

1. What are the major differences between Malory’s depiction of the love affair 
between Launcelot and Gwenyvere and that of Chrétien de Troyes in The Knight of the 
Cart? What might account for these differences and how do they suggest two 
divergent narrative agendas? 

 
2. We have known from the beginning that Gwenyvere is going to play a major role in 

Arthur’s downfall. How does Malory portray her in the final two books of the Morte 
Darthur? Is she the primary cause as one might argue she is in Geoffrey of 
Monmouth through her treachery with Mordred? Or is Malory proposing an 
alternate theory? 
 

3. How does Malory’s treatment of the final episodes in Arthur’s life diverge from the 
Stanzaic Morte and Le Mort le Roi Artu, two of his major sources? How do these 
divergences fit with other changes he has made throughout the Morte Darthur? 
 

4. Is it significant that Malory ends not with Arthur’s death but with a series of deaths 
that follow including Gwenyvere, Lancelot, and Bors, before proceeding to his own 
imminent demise in the final lines of the book? What sort of resolution does he 
provide? 

  



HISTORY 224 VIRTUAL ART EXHIBITION PROJECT 
 

For this project, you will be required to create a “virtual” art exhibition centered on a 
particular figure from Renaissance Europe. This exhibition will be hosted on Tumblr and 
should contain no fewer than EIGHT (8) distinct artworks. For purposes of this assignment, 
architecture and landscape design also qualify as “artworks” (along with the usual paintings, 
drawings, sculptures, decorative arts items, and books/manuscripts). Remember that at least 
ONE (1) of your artworks must be housed at either the MFA or the Isabella Stewart 
Gardner Museum and that you will need to come up with a short (5min) presentation about 
that artwork for our class visits later this semester. 
 
You can download a variety of old exhibition catalogues at no charge on the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art’s website (www.metmuseum.org). As you’ll notice, most exhibition 
catalogues follow a similar format, so try to model your descriptions on those. Don’t forget 
to come up with a catchy title for your exhibition! 
 
Introductory Post (20pts) 
Since the exhibition will focus on a single person, you must include an introductory post 
with a short biographical description of that person and an explanation of your artwork 
choices on the whole. Does your subject show an interest in new types of media and/or art 
techniques (e.g. printing, new architectural styles)? Does he or she tend to commission 
religious works, secular works, or a combination of both? Are there any recurring themes, 
figures, or motifs? Are there any conflicts or controversies surrounding any of the artworks 
and/or the subject’s acts of patronage? Do you feel that this person should be better known 
as a patron of the arts than he or she is presently known? 
 
Make sure to use clear, high-quality images for each of your artworks. You are more than 
welcome to and even encouraged to use multiple images (details, comparative works, etc) in 
your posts, but only one image is required, so make it a good one. 
 
Each artwork post should include the following information (10pts per post): 

• Detailed physical description (medium, materials, etc.) 
• Artist’s name and context (if known; approximate if not) 
• Date of commission and date of completion (if known; approximate if not) 
• General Analysis  

o Was it commissioned? If so, why? 
o Does it respond to a particular person, event, and/or cultural movement? 
o Was it copied? If so, where, by whom, and for what reason? (For printed 

books, think about where copies ended up.) 
o What can this artwork tell us about the person who commissioned it, or, if 

not a commissioned artwork, the culture in which it was produced? 
• Current location 
• Bibliography for that work 

 
Note: If you use the same source for multiple artworks, that’s perfectly fine, but you 
must list it in all relevant posts. 
 



 
 

SUBMISSION GUIDELINES & TUMBLR INFORMATION 
 
In order to complete this assignment, you’ll need to sign up for a free account on Tumblr 
(www.tumblr.com) and send me the email address you used to sign up so I can add you to 
the class blog. If you already have an account on Tumblr, you are more than welcome to use 
that account. I promise I will not stalk you. 
 
Class Blog Address: simmhist224.tumblr.com 
 
Give each of your artworks and descriptions i t s  own indiv idual post  and use tags to 
link all of your posts together into a cohesive virtual gallery. To this end: 

• Number your posts and put them in an order that makes sense to you. 
• Make sure to create a specific tag for your exhibition and to include it in all of your 

image posts. 
 
I have decided to set up this blog without a password so that it can join the many useful art 
blogs already on Tumblr as a resource for the general public. Feel free to include more 
general tags (e.g. “Renaissance Art,” “16th century,” “Italy,” etc) if you want to make your 
posts easily searchable. 
 
Note about names: If you aren’t comfortable using your full name on what will essentially 
be an open-source blog, you don’t need to. Just remember to tag all of your posts and I’ll be 
able to determine which posts belong to whom. 
 
Tumblr has a variety of FAQs and tutorials available for people who are unfamiliar with the 
interface, but they do make it very simple to upload images, text, and links. For images, you 
have the option of linking to a pre-existing image on the Internet or uploading one of your 
own. Either of these options is fine; just make sure to note the sources of your images, even 
they are your own. 
 
Note about image sizes: When you link to or upload an image using Tumblr, you will see 
text boxes that detail the size of the image. The “ideal” size for a Tumblr blog is 500x750 
pixels so try to edit your images such that they are as close to that size as possible. If this 
isn’t possible for some reason, use a thumbnail image and a “Read More” cut. 
 
Lastly, have fun with this! Try to find artworks you haven’t really studied before and 
juxtapose them with more famous choices. If your subject didn’t commission many works of 
art, find something from the time period that can tell us more about the culture in which he 
or she lived. Be creative! 
 
  



Literature 201 
Dante’s Inferno  
Group Project 

 
 

The Divine Comedy (1308-21) of Dante Alighieri (1265-1321) is one of the foundational works 
of medieval literature in Western Europe, not just because it’s a magnificent poem on its 
own merits, but also because of the author’s intense and complicated relationship with 
earlier historical, literary, religious, and philosophical figures. Although we do not have time 
to read the entire poem in class, this project will give you a glimpse into the incredible 
mental landscape into which Dante supposedly fell in the spring of 1300, “midway through 
life’s journey.”  
 
For this project, you will be required to work in groups of three (and one group of four) to 
produce a “travel guide” to specific regions of the Inferno as described by Dante. Each 
group should put together a 6-8-minute presentation that explains the following aspects of 
the region: 
 

1. Where in the Inferno is it located? How does Dante get there? 
2. What does it look like? What are the physical characteristics? 
3. What sin(s) are being punished? How are they being punished? How does the 

punishment relate to the sin? 
4. Who does Dante place there and why? How does each ghost describe his or her fate? 

Is it deserved or not? 
5. If your circle contains a character or historical figure we’ve encountered before, how 

is he or she portrayed? What can this tell us about how Dante read the earlier text? 
Do you feel that his reading is accurate? Why or why not? 

 
Each group should also come up with a discussion question that connects their region to the 
overall thematic arc of the Inferno and lead a short (5-minute) discussion following the 
presentation. 
 
As a class, we will be reading Cantos 1-5 (for Friday October 31) and Cantos 31-34 (for 
Tuesday November 4), so we all have a sense of where the story begins and where it ends. 
All group members are expected to have read and to be familiar with the canto relevant to 
their region of the Inferno, and all are expected to contribute equally to the final 
presentation. 
 
Groups 1-3 will present on Friday October 31 
Groups 4-6 will present on Tuesday November 4 
  



English 403 – Early Works of Shakespeare 
Final Exam – Spring 2012 

 
 

This exam consists of two sections: (1) Passage Analysis/Close Reading, worth 40 points, 
and (2) Essays, worth 60 points. 
 
1. Passage Analysis / Close Reading (40pts; 10pts per passage) 
Choose FOUR (4) passages from the selection below and, for each passage, write a short 
paragraph explaining the context (play, speaker, etc.), significance, what it is trying to 
communicate, and how it communicates that through the use of rhetorical devices, figures of 
speech, allusions, and other elements. 
 
 
1. And yet I know not how to get the crown, 
For many lives stand between me and home: 
And I,--like one lost in a thorny wood, 
That rends the thorns and is rent with the thorns, 
Seeking a way and straying from the way; 
Not knowing how to find the open air, 
But toiling desperately to find it out,-- 
Torment myself to catch the English crown: 
And from that torment I will free myself, 
Or hew my way out with a bloody axe. 
Why, I can smile, and murder whiles I smile, 
And cry 'Content' to that which grieves my heart, 
And wet my cheeks with artificial tears, 
And frame my face to all occasions. 
I'll drown more sailors than the mermaid shall; 
I'll slay more gazers than the basilisk; 
I'll play the orator as well as Nestor, 
Deceive more slily than Ulysses could, 
And, like a Sinon, take another Troy. 
I can add colours to the chameleon, 
Change shapes with Proteus for advantages, 
And set the murderous Machiavel to school. 
Can I do this, and cannot get a crown? 
Tut, were it farther off, I'll pluck it down. 
 
 
2. Not a whit, we defy augury: there’s a special 
providence in the fall of a sparrow. If it be now, 
‘tis not to come; if it be not to come, it will be 
now; if it be not now, yet it will come: the 
readiness is all: since no man has aught of what he 
leaves, what is’t to leave betimes? 
 
 



 
 
3. Though for myself alone 
I would not be ambitious in my wish, 
To wish myself much better; yet, for you 
I would be trebled twenty times myself; 
A thousand times more fair, ten thousand times more rich; 
That only to stand high in your account, 
I might in virtue, beauties, livings, friends, 
Exceed account; but the full sum of me 
Is sum of something, which, to term in gross, 
Is an unlesson’d girl, unschool’d, unpractised; 
Happy in this, she is not yet so old 
But she may learn; happier than this, 
She is not bred so dull but she can learn; 
Happiest of all is that her gentle spirit 
Commits itself to yours to be directed, 
As from her lord, her governor, her king. 
Myself and what is mine to you and yours 
Is now converted: but now I was the lord 
Of this fair mansion, master of my servants, 
Queen o’er myself: and even now, but now, 
This house, these servants and this same myself 
Are yours, my lord: I give them with this ring; 
Which when you part from, lose, or give away, 
Let it presage the ruin of your love 
And be my vantage to exclaim on you. 
 
 
4. Character 1 
I thank you, good people: there shall be no money; 
all shall eat and drink on my score; and I will 
apparel them all in one livery, that they may agree 
like brothers and worship me their lord. 
Character 2 
The first thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers. 
Character 1 
Nay, that I mean to do. Is not this a lamentable 
thing, that of the skin of an innocent lamb should 
be made parchment? that parchment, being scribbled 
o’er, should undo a man? Some say the bee stings: 
but I say, ‘tis the bee’s wax; for I did but seal 
once to a thing, and I was never mine own man 
since. 
 
 
 
 



5. I left no ring with her: what means this lady? 
Fortune forbid my outside have not charm'd her! 
She made good view of me; indeed, so much, 
That sure methought her eyes had lost her tongue, 
For she did speak in starts distractedly. 
She loves me, sure; the cunning of her passion 
Invites me in this churlish messenger. 
None of my lord's ring! why, he sent her none. 
I am the man: if it be so, as 'tis, 
Poor lady, she were better love a dream. 
Disguise, I see, thou art a wickedness, 
Wherein the pregnant enemy does much. 
How easy is it for the proper-false 
In women's waxen hearts to set their forms! 
Alas, our frailty is the cause, not we! 
For such as we are made of, such we be. 
How will this fadge? my master loves her dearly; 
And I, poor monster, fond as much on him; 
And she, mistaken, seems to dote on me. 
What will become of this? As I am man, 
My state is desperate for my master's love; 
As I am woman,--now alas the day!-- 
What thriftless sighs shall poor Olivia breathe! 
O time! thou must untangle this, not I; 
It is too hard a knot for me to untie! 
 
6. Or, if I live, is it not very like, 
The horrible conceit of death and night, 
Together with the terror of the place,-- 
As in a vault, an ancient receptacle, 
Where, for these many hundred years, the bones 
Of all my buried ancestors are packed: 
Where bloody Tybalt, yet but green in earth, 
Lies festering in his shroud; where, as they say, 
At some hours in the night spirits resort;-- 
Alack, alack, is it not like that I, 
So early waking, what with loathsome smells, 
And shrieks like mandrakes' torn out of the earth, 
That living mortals, hearing them, run mad:-- 
O, if I wake, shall I not be distraught, 
Environed with all these hideous fears? 
And madly play with my forefather's joints? 
And pluck the mangled Tybalt from his shroud? 
And, in this rage, with some great kinsman's bone, 
As with a club, dash out my desperate brains? 
O, look! methinks I see my cousin's ghost 
Seeking out Romeo, that did spit his body 
Upon a rapier's point: stay, Tybalt, stay! 
Romeo, I come! this do I drink to thee.



2. Essays (60 pts; 20 pts per essay) 
Choose THREE (3) of the following five prompts and write a short essay in response. Since 
this is a take-home exam, you are expected to include quotations, but there is no length 
minimum or maximum. 
 

1. How does Shakespeare adapt and complicate the basic cyclical structure of the 
revenge tragedy? Discuss with reference to any of the following: 3 Henry VI, Richard 
III, Titus Andronicus, Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet. 

 
2. All of the plays we read this semester were written under the rule of Queen Elizabeth 

I, England’s second reigning female monarch. With this in mind, does Shakespeare 
construct circumstances under which female characters successfully exercise power 
and agency? If so, what are they? Can they be sustained? Do they differ by genre 
(comedy, history, tragedy)? If not, how do the plays circumscribe female authority? 

 
3. Using the selections from source material assigned for secondary reading, discuss the 

departures Shakespeare makes from one of the following texts: Arthur Brooke, 
“Romeus & Juliet”; Il Pecorone (The Merchant of Venice); Thomas More, The History of 
King Richard III. How do these changes illustrate Shakespeare’s interpretation of that 
material? 

 
4. Critique a performance of any of the following scenes: 3 Henry VI, 1.4, 5.5; The 

Merchant of Venice, 4.1, 5.1; Hamlet, 3.1, 5.2. Do not just describe what you see: 
consider the directorial, acting, and staging choices as particular interpretations of the 
text and critique those interpretations. At least two versions of all of these scenes are 
available on YouTube and all are scenes that we have watched and discussed in 
class.1 

 
5. Shakespeare was writing in a rapidly expanding world--by the end of Queen 

Elizabeth’s reign, Sir Francis Drake had circumnavigated the world and, unlike 
Magellan, lived to tell the tale, the Spanish were mining gold from South America, 
and the English were on the verge of colonizing North America. How does 
Shakespeare represent cultural clashes and non-European/non-Christian characters 
in the early part of his career? Do they conform to stereotypes or subvert them? 
What role does genre play in these negotiations? 

 
 
Bonus Question: If there is anything you learned in this class that you hoped would appear 
on the final exam and did not, this is your chance to write about it for up to 7 bonus points. 

                                                
1 For Hamlet 3.1, this includes versions that use the Q1 placement of this scene, i.e. the 2009 RSC 
production; that is a valid interpretive choice to discuss. 


