Preparing For Your Exam in Literary and Cultural Studies
Greta Olson 2011

I) Whether you are doing a teaching degree or preparing to finish your Diploma or
Magister studies, your written or your oral exam will be divided into three subjects.
These include, one, an author; two, a period; and, three, a genre. You can
alternatively elect to choose one or more topics in cultural studies, such as 9/11 or
terrorism, or in literary or cultural theory, such as feminism. In general your topics
should not overlap with one another. In other words, you should not pick Virginia
Woolf as an author if you wish to be examined on literary Modernism as a period.
You should also demonstrate your knowledge of more than one type of literature by
not just choosing, for instance, only American or British primary texts. Additionally,
you should choose at least one topic that falls before 1800 so that you can
demonstrate historical depth.

II) If you are completing a Diploma or Magister degree, you will also need two more
topics. One of these will be the topic of your Diploma or Magister thesis. The other
will be the topic of your written essay exam. In this case you need five topics in total.
Consider that the topic of your thesis should be the one that is most important to you
as you will be working on it for several months time. The topic for your essay exam
should be the second most important one, since you will be writing solely about it for
four hours. Finally, the remaining three topics for your oral exam might cover other
subjects which you have studied while working on your degree. Again, these topics
should not overlap.

III) Before coming to speak to your examiner, you should prepare a list of at least
five of six possible topics. If you wish to be sure that I will be able to examine you in
them, confirm that these are topics which I have already taught or written about.
Once we have agreed on three general topics (author, period, genre), you will need
to prepare a detailed literature list in which you state the type of exam you are doing,
when it will take place, and your contact information. The list should contain,
depending on their length and difficulty, four or more primary texts for each topic and
the secondary texts you will be using in order to prepare for the exam. The list must

include all relevant bibliographical information, including the first publication or
performance date of the primary texts. Two sample lists are provided here.

IV) In your oral and/or written exam you need to demonstrate thorough knowledge of
the formal qualities of the texts you have chosen. In oral exams you will first be asked
to identify a passage from one of your primary texts and to comment on it. This
means stating, for instance, the rhyme structure and meter of a poem and naming its
central metaphors or linguistic particularities, or describing the narrative situation in a
novel and explaining how narrative qualities influence the reader’s experience of the
text. Alternatively, when talking about a play you may need to explain why it belongs
to the Theater of the Absurd or the formal qualities that allow a series to be described
as quality television. You will also need to say how a given text reflects on the period
and/or style it belongs to: What qualities does it have which are typical of, for
example, British Romanticism or American Naturalism? If relevant, you will also need
to describe developments within the genre you are being examined on, for instance,
the history of the sonnet, or the development of quality television. After describing the
formal qualities of the text, you will be asked to identify what kind of cultural or
ideological work the text can be said to be performing; or, what kind of literary or
aesthetic innovations the text brought about; or, why the text is historically important.

V) In preparing for your oral exam it is vitally important to practice thinking on your
feet. Practice having someone ask you unexpected questions about your chosen
texts in English. Work on making connections between the individual texts and topics.

VI) Alternatively, if you are going to write an exam for a L2 or L3 examination or for
the essay part of your Diploma or Magister degree, you can prepare by practicing
writing an essay on your topic, or topics, in English. Your exam essay should include
a clear thesis, which is explained in an introductory paragraph or section, a longer
section in which you develop your arguments in depth, and a conclusion. Practice
leaving enough time to go over the formal qualities of your text carefully.
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Part II: Literature and Cultural Studies – Topics and List of Literature

1. Slave Narratives as a Part of (African) American Literature
2. London Literature – Poems of/about London
3. The U.S. Midterms 2018

Literature for 1.
The Genre, Topics, Historical Context, Form & Style, Impact & Importance, Development;
Examples: Frederick Douglass and his Work, Women and/in the Slave Narrative
Primary Literature:
Douglass, Frederick (and Deborah E. McDowell) (1999): Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass. An American Slave [1845]. (Ed. With an Introduction by D. E. McDowell.)
Oxford: Oxford University Press. Print.
Jacobs, Harriet A. (1990): Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl [1861]. New York: Oxford
University Press. Print.

Secondary Literature:
Gould, Philip (2007): “The Rise, Development, and Circulation of the Slave Narrative.” The
Cambridge Companion to the African American Slave Narrative. Ed. Audrey Fisch.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 11-27. Print.
Meer, Sarah (2016): “Slave Narratives as Literature.” The Cambridge Companion to Slavery
in American Literature. Ed Ezra F. Tawil. New York: Cambridge University Press. 7085. Print.
Miller, Quentin (2016): The Routledge Introduction to African American Literature. New
York: Routledge. Print.
Santamarina, Xiomara (2007): “Black Womanhood in North American Women’s Slave
narratives.” The Cambridge Companion to the African American Slave Narrative. Ed.
Audrey Fisch. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 232-246. Print.

2.
Views on London, Topics, Presentation, Intention, Relationship, Form & Style, Period
Primary Literature:
Pope, Alexander (1806): “A Farewell to London [1715].” The Works of Alexander Pope, Esq.
In Verse and Prose. In Ten Volumes. Volume II. Ed. William Lisle Bowles. London. 383386. Print.
Wilde, Oscar (1991): “Symphony in Yellow [1889].” London Poems. Ed. Adolf Barth.
Stuttgart: Reclam. p. 42. Print.
Wordsworth, William (1999): “Composed Upon Westminster Bridge, Sept. 3, 1803 [1807].” A
Century of Sonnets. The Romantic Era Revival 1750-1850. Ed. Paula R. Feldman and
Daniel Robinson. New York/Oxford: Oxford University Press. p. 115. Print.

Secondary Literature:
Hammond, Brean (2011): “London and poetry to 1750.” The Cambridge Companion to the
Literature of London. Ed. Lawrence Manley. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
67-84. Print.
Sharpe, William (2011): “London and nineteenth-century poetry.” The Cambridge Companion
to the Literature of London. Ed. Lawrence Manley. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press. 119-141. Print.

3.
Definition, Function & Impact, Outcome/Changes, Meaning for the Future, Meaning for
Trump and his Presidency, Visions
BBC News (2018): “US 2018 mid-terms in charts: Should Donald Trump be worried?”
bbc.com. BBC. 2 Nov. 2018. Web. 15 Jan. 2019.
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-44314914
Cooney, Samantha (2018): “Here Are Some of the Women Who Made History in the Midterm
Elections.” TIME. Time Magazine. 19 Nov. 2018. Web. 15 Jan. 2019.
http://time.com/5323592/2018-elections-women-history-records/
O'Loughlin, Michael J. (2018): “A 2018 midterm roundup: health care, wages, abortion and
more.” AmericaMagazine.org. 26 Nov. 2018. Web. 30 Jan 2019.
https://content.ebscohost.com/ContentServer.asp?EbscoContent=dGJyMNXb4kSeqa44
yNfsOLCmr1Gep7VSsKe4SLaWxWXS&ContentCustomer=dGJyMPGqt0%2Bxp7FL
udvii9%2Fm51Pj2vF57t8A&T=P&P=AN&S=R&D=eue&K=133084756
Olson, Greta (2018): “Es geht um die Seele der USA.” FR.de. Frankfurter Rundschau. 6 Nov.
2018. Web. 30 Jan. 2019. https://www.fr.de/meinung/geht-seele-10950779.html

Olson, Greta (2018): “Was bedeutet die Teilniederlage für Trump?” FR.de. Frankfurter
Rundschau. 10 Dec. 2018. Web. 30 Jan. 2019. https://www.fr.de/meinung/bedeutetteilniederlage-trump-10945714.html
Sabur, Rozina (2018): “US midterm elections 2018: Why these congressional elections
matter.” telegraph.co.uk. The Telegraph. 7 Nov. 2018. Web. 15 Jan. 2019.
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/11/06/us-midterm-elections-2018-todayscongressional-elections-matter/
The New York Times (2018): “Midterm Election Results Leave a Divided Congress.” The
nytimes.com. The New York Times. 6 Nov. 2018. Web. 15 Jan. 2019.
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/06/us/politics/election-day.html
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List of Literature
Epoch: Victorianism
Areas of emphasis: Concepts of Femininity
Primary Literature:
• Austen, Jane (1994 [1818]): Persuasion. London: Penguin Books.
• Brontë, Anne (1994 [1848]): The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. London: Penguin
Books.
• Brontë, Charlotte (1994 [1847]): Jane Eyre. London: Penguin Books.
•

Hardy, Thomas (1993 [1891]): Tess of the D’Urbervilles. Ware, Hertfordshire:
Wordsworth Editions Ltd.

Secondary Literature:
Calder, Jenni (1976). Women and Marriage in Victorian Fiction. London: Thames and
Hudson Ltd.
Digby, Anne, ed. (1999). “Victorian Values and Women in Public and Private.”
Proceedings of the British Academy 78. 195-215.
Moran, Maureen (2006). Victorian Literature and Culture. London/New York:
Continuum. 1-5.
Nünning, Vera (2001). Der prä- und frühviktorianische Roman (1830-1859). Stuttgart:
Klett. 56-61.
Nünning, Vera (2004). Einführung in den englischen Roman des 19. Jahrhunderts.
Stuttgart: Klett. 7-24.
Poovey, Mary (1997 [1989]). “The Anathematised Race: The Governess in Jane
Eyre.” New Casebooks. Jane Eyre. Ed. Heather Glen. Basingstoke,
Hampshire/London: Macmillan Press Ltd. 168-195.

