MODERNISM & MODERNISMS 
SAMPLE ESSAY QUESTIONS 

Refer to at LEAST TWO TEXTS in your answer, AT LEAST ONE of which should be an ESSENTIAL text.

1. [bookmark: _Hlk495953772]Rather than an unfolding narrative of ‘progress’ or ‘development’, Walter Benjamin conceives of history as a jumble of shards and fragments.  Examine the relevance of this historical understanding for modernist writing.

2. How convincing is Brecht’s claim that modernist innovations as responses to reality rather than flights from it.

3. Ricardo Quinones argues that one of the major achievements of modernism was the articulation of complex central consciousnesses. Do you agree? 

4. How (and why) are themes of empire, colonialism, and cultural difference broached in Modernist texts?

5. Explore the shift from the ‘readerly’ to the ‘writerly’ mode in the Modernist text.


Refer to at LEAST TWO TEXTS in your answer, AT LEAST ONE of which should be an ESSENTIAL text. 
Do not repeat material you have already used.


1. Consider the literary significance of modernist attitudes towards subjectivity.

2. Stan Smith argues that ‘part of the power of the symbol is that it always carries a surplus of meaning. It is charged with a significance in excess of what, following scientific method, we can pin on it’. Discuss with relation to the modernist text.

3. ‘These fragments I have shored against my ruin’ (T.S. Eliot). 
Explore the significance of the Modernist aesthetics of Montage 

4. Explore the idea that the ‘epiphany’ is crucial to the structure and development of the modernist narrative. 

5. Peter Watson is not alone in noting that, as science stripped the world of transcendent meaning, it became the task of art 'to describe this state of affairs, to assess and criticise it, and, if possible, to redeem it'. Do you agree?


Refer to at LEAST TWO TEXTS in your answer, AT LEAST ONE of which should be an ESSENTIAL text. 
Do not repeat material you have already used. 

1. Discuss the aesthetic importance of symbol and metaphor in Modernist texts.

1.  	After such knowledge, what forgiveness? Think now 
History has many cunning passages, contrived corridors 
And issues, deceives with whispering ambitions,        
Guides us by vanities.    
Eliot ‘Gerontion’
Explore the significance of knowledge and perception in modernist writing.

1. Relating clock time and durée: examine the treatment of time in the modernist text

1. Illuminate the mind within rather than the world without’ (Virginia Woolf). What formal and linguistic techniques are employed by Modernist texts in order to represent the workings of individual consciousness?

1. In what ways can Modernist texts be said to engage with ‘a new era of aesthetic self-consciousness’ (Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane)?  

Refer to at LEAST TWO TEXTS in your answer, AT LEAST ONE of which should be an ESSENTIAL text.

1. Virginia Woolf  noted that a major problem for modernist writers was that of survival in a world obsessed by the new: ‘ How can we combine the old words in new orders so that they survive, so that they create beauty, so that they tell the truth?’  Discuss.

2. ‘The stylistic complexity of high modernism exists as an attempt to negotiate or resolve ...an impasse defined by a fractured sense of space and community’ (Frederic Jameson).
Discuss.

3. Referring to the numbers of modernist writers who were exiles or émigrés, Raymond Williams argues that the ‘experience of alterity has a direct connection with the characteristic modernist themes of strangeness, distance and alienation.’  How and why would you agree with him? 

4. To what extent do modernist writers ‘read change the way [they read] time, memory, self, love, fear, beauty: in the key of loss’? (André Aciman)

5. Consider the implications of Marianne Dekoven’s statement that modernists ‘saw art as the only remaining avenue to truth, meaning, value and transcendence in the otherwise bankrupt twentieth century.’

Refer to at LEAST TWO TEXTS in your answer, AT LEAST ONE of which should be an ESSENTIAL text. 
Do not repeat material you have already used.


1.	Henri Bergson argued that the mind ‘imagines... a formless ego’ but is instead a ‘flux of fleeting shades merging into each other’. Explore some of the implications of  his claim for the modernist text. 


2.	Explore the idea that the ‘epiphany’ is crucial to the structure and development of the modernist narrative. 


3.	Brecht claims that modernist innovations are responses to reality rather than flights from it.  Examine selected modernist texts in the light of this comment.


4.	‘The clustering of migrant artists [happened] in a time when willing and unwilling expatriations and exiles were common… Many if not most of [modernism’s] chief creators crossed frontiers, cultures, languages and ideologies in order to achieve it.’ Bradbury and McFarlane
Discuss .


5.	‘A defining characteristic of high modernism [is] the tendency to move forward by spiralling back and refiguring the past.’ Jewel Spears Brooker 
Consider the revision of time in the modernist text. 


