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Humanities 41A

Fall 2019
Essay Assignment #1
The Task
Pick one of the objects, events or ideas we’ve discussed in class or that cropped up in one of the readings.  Focus on one that really grabbed your attention, sparked your interest, piqued your curiosity, raised questions for you.  Do a little research to see what other folks have to say about it.  Then, write a polished, intelligent 3-4 page paper that does the following things:

· Explain what the object, event or idea is.  Be as specific as possible – pick out one pyramid to research, rather than “pyramids,” for example.
· Describe what’s interesting about it, and the question it raises that you’re going to try and address in this essay (this focus question is pretty crucial; make sure you have a clear one).  

· Examine your subject closely, describing all the different aspects of it. 

· Contrast your subject with something similar to help establish what’s unique about it, how it is special.

· Try and mention at least a couple of different ideas that experts have about your subject.

· Summarize your findings, explaining how they might help you answer your focus question.  
Here’s how you might go about writing a paper like this
Take your focus question seriously.  Every essay is an effort to answer a specific question.  Include your actual focus question in the intro of your essay, along with the answer you’ve come up with after all your writing (that’ll be your thesis).  Your focus question is the question you’re seeking to answer in your essay, so use it as a filter to decide what needs to go into your paper, and what needs to stay out.   If it helps you answer the question, include it.  If it doesn’t directly connect to your question, leave it out.
Be Specific. This is a survey course, so we make big generalizations about life, the universe and the people in it all the time.  A paper like this is where you get the chance to be specific – to examine actual works made by humans, and see if they fit in with, prove or disprove some of the generalizations we’ve made in the class.

So be specific – you don’t need to provide tons of background that’s irrelevant to the task.  You don’t need a fancy flowery introduction, or conclusion.  Get right to the task at hand: focusing on an artifact that grabbed your attention for whatever reason.

Include your opinions.  This is an essay, not a book report, which is why a good focus question will always require that you include your own opinion.  Use your opinions and responses to your subject as the basis for further inquiry – ask yourself:  what precisely is my response?  What detail or place in the text am I responding to?  How am I responding differently to my subject than I would to something else?  Go ahead and use “I” if you want to, though don’t get repetitive….  
To research, or not to research?  Feel free to do some informal research on the internet or whatever to see what other folks have to say about the work you’re focusing on, if it helps you.  Some of the questions might really need more reading and research.  But you don’t have to.  Don’t go into what other people have to say on your subject unless you like what they say or agree with it.  This paper must include your reactions – you need to tell me what you like or dislike, what you think, explaining as specifically as possible why you like or dislike, why you think the way you do.

Prose.  Clarity is the number one priority.  Try to be as polished as possible in your prose, but a few grammar errors are not as big a deal as fuzzy, vague, unclear thinking is.  Know what you want to say, and then say it as clearly as possible.  That’s the number one rule of academic writing.

This is a short paper

So get right to the point, which is presented in your focus question.  No filler, no unnecessary stuff.

Grading Criteria

· Identify your focus question and provide some sort of response to it in your intro.  Use this focus question effectively to help you organize and shape your essay.

· Use specific evidence, based on close examination of your subject, to support your opinions, arguments, and observations.

· Organize your paper in a sensible way – each paragraph should make a clear point.

· Write prose that is as clear as possible.  

Due Date:
Wednesday, October 16.
Sample Focus Questions for Papers

· What do you think is the most striking thing about any of the cave paintings or other examples of Paleolithic art we looked at?  What do experts have to say about it, and what might it tell us about the people who created it?

· What can a particular monumental work, like the Ziggurat at Ur or the Pyramids at Giza, tell us about the cultural values of the people who built it?  This one might be a good one to get specific about and check with what experts have to say.  
· Since the Iliad was regarded as a kind of sacred text by the Greeks, what “cultural values” seem to be present in the selections of the Iliad we read?  
· Contrast Achilles’ form of heroism to that of Hector’s.

· How would you characterize the biggest difference between a sculpture from classical Athens (like the Doryphorous, or Spear-Bearer), and an earlier sculpture like that of Khafre, or one of the earlier Kouroi?

· How does a black-figure image on a vase like that of Pasiphae and the baby Minotaur provide a new insight on the myth of the minotaur that we’ve read?

· What do you think is the most important difference between Athenian and Spartan civic values, as represented in texts we’ve read from Plutarch and Pericles?

· Pick out one aspect of Plato’s allegory of the cave that seems to apply to contemporary life, and explain.

· How does Socrates’ method of oral debate and questioning fit in with Athenian civic values, as represented by Pericles?
· Another focus question of your own devising (maybe run it by first in email or something…)
