“Brave New Worlds” assignments for Viz/SERC
Below are the assignments for ENGL 310 (Shakespeare II) and ENGL 100 (A&I Seminar: Shakespeare on Film) that were used first to create and then in conjunction with “Brave New Worlds: William Shakespeare’s The Tempest in the Weitz Center for Creativity”
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The first assignment for 310 was, obviously enough, to read The Tempest as we would any other play for the class: reading closely and attentively, alert to themes, and form, and levels of meaning. We then read around the play, which is to say read secondary material that would give us a sense of what is at stake in the scholarly discourse about the play. These readings included: 

Brown, Paul. “‘This Thing of Darkness I Acknowledge Mine’: The Tempest and the Discourse of Colonialism.” In Political Shakespeare: New Essays in Cultural Materialism, eds. Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield. (Manchester UP, 1985)
Hulme, Peter and William H Sherman, eds. The Tempest and Its Travels (London: Reaktion Books, 2000)
Knight, G. Wilson. “The Shakesperian Superman: A Study of The Tempest” In The Crown of Life: Essays in the Interpretation of Shakespeare’s Final Plays. (OUP, 1947)
Norbrook, David. “‘What Cares These Roarers for the Name of King?’: Language and Utopia in The Tempest.” In The Politics of Tragicomedy: Shakespeare and After, eds. Gordon McMullan and Jonathan Hope (London: Routledge, 1992)
Orgel, Stephen. “Prospero’s Wife.” Representations 8 (1985) 1-13.
Skura, Meredith. “Discourse and the Individual: The Case of Colonialism in The Tempest” Shakespeare Quarterly 40 (1989):42-69.
Vaughan, Alden, T., and Virginia Mason Vaughan. Shakespeare’s Caliban: A Cultural History. (CUP, 1991)

Students were aware that, ultimately, we would be working on the exhibit, so they had it in mind that the ideas and arguments that were emerging from our readings and discussions would eventually have to manifest physically in the exhibit. With that in mind, I also assigned readings to help them think about exhibits and how they work. These included Beverly Serrell’s book Exhibit labels: an interpretive approach, which is full of good ideas and advice for how to think about and write exhibit labels, a number of websites (http://www.researchdesignconnections.com/pub/2004-issue-4/museum-exhibit-design-successful-examples-informal-learning
http://sensingarchitecture.com/1713/top-10-tips-to-great-museum-exhibit-design/
http://museumtwo.blogspot.com/
and some models, for example:
http://www.folger.edu/documents/LostatSea_Folger_Mag_Summer2010.pdf

The next two assignments were to be worked on in tandem: one was for students to start picking objects; the other was to think about what the exhibit’s “Big Idea” would be. They were required to think about what interested them, do some exploring on campus (for many of them that meant Special Collections, though for others it meant the Music department, or the Theater department, or even Chemistry), and post a few sentences to a Moodle wiki making a brief argument for why a particular object should be included in the exhibit. These first salvos were meant to be relatively casual; here are two examples:

I'd love to create a listening station, either focusing on the music in The Tempest (Johnson's original compositions and other settings that have been used) or music inspired by The Tempest (like Arthur Sullivan’s composition).

I'd really like to work with the map and the Roanoke colony books. I think it would be interesting to explore how Renaissance England’s ideas about the “New World” might have influenced characters like Caliban and Miranda.

We then discussed everyone’s ideas in class to focus them and help the students settle on their particular objects. We spent a good deal of time asking and trying to answer questions along the lines of, “What does this object say?” “What is it arguing?” “What other knowledge would a viewer need to make sense of it?”
	The next steps varied greatly depending on the nature of the chosen object. The task for the student who chose the facsimile of Shakespeare’s First Folio, for example, was quite straightforward: think about why this book matters, how it connects to the exhibit, and what needs to be said about it. For the student wanting to create a listening station, things were more complicated: the entire musical history of the play – its songs, their various settings, how music worked at the Globe Theatre, what recordings and sheet music could be tracked down – had to be researched, after which some serious triage had to be done. The varied nature of these tasks meant that there was no one-size-fits-all assignment rubric that could be developed; to each student his or her own needs and responsibilities. 

The next concrete assignment was to work on the labels. For this, a Moodle forum was set up that would allow students to respond to each other’s labels. The students were instructed to post their exhibit labels to the forum by a particular deadline. Further,
It [the label] should be 100 words. You should then help each other by replying with comments, observations, copyediting notes, ideas, etc…
Your label must include the following, in this order:
· An apt quote from The Tempest. Each label will have an epigraph. How does your quote resonate with your object, or vice versa?
· A clear, objective description of the object. What is it? What are we looking at?
· A claim about its thematic or other connection to the overall exhibit.
· A claim about its significance. What does it mean? What story is it helping to tell?

The crucial move here was to include Aisling Quigley and Margaret Pezalla-Granlund on the Moodle list to allow them to also weigh in on the students’ labels. Their input – their gentle yet firm nudging in particular – made an enormous difference to the eventual quality of the labels. As an exercise in economy, conciseness, and precision, label-writing turns out to be extremely challenging. Asking students used to developing ideas (and going on about them) for 5-10 pages is a very different task from asking them to distill their ideas into 100 words. Even getting them to quote Shakespeare in a precise and technically accurate way (distinguishing prose from verse, getting lineation right) was difficult. We went through revision after revision after revision, and even after it was supposedly all done my assistant and I spent a good chunk of the summer revising. As an exercise in craft, it was invaluable and illuminating. The specific instructions may have been few; yet students found them very hard to follow.
	

The A&I seminar the following fall presented a different set of challenges. A&I seminars must adhere to a series of required “elements,” including, for example, “clarif[ying] how scholars ask questions”; how to use “information effectively and ethically in constructing arguments”; “fostering students’ intellectual independence,” etc. The writing of argument-driven essays is the core of any A&I; so the trick was to find uses for the exhibit that would work with these elements.
	We spent a lot of time talking about arguments: what they are, where they come from, how they’re generated, how they work, why they’re important. A theme of the course is that adaptation of any kind is a type of argument; that is, a production or film of The Tempest by its very existence makes an argument about the play’s meaning(s). We had a range of artifacts to work with: several movie adaptations of the play; the production in the Weitz Center; the exhibit; our secondary readings. An early job, then, was to think about how all of these things are in conversation with each other, making arguments and counterarguments; the students’ responsibility was to make sense of these arguments, and then weigh in with their own. 
	Early assignments are not exciting to read or describe: learn this vocabulary; read this play; see this movie; read this article; give a presentation on the Kuleshov effect; write a 300-word response paper on this one line or this one shot; contribute your thoughts to this forum; go see the play; walk through the exhibit. All baseline stuff. 
	I then went a bit meta: I broke them up into groups, sent them to the exhibit, and had them devise assignments for each other. The class as a whole then critiqued the assignments, discussing their various strengths and weakness, and deciding which ones they actually wanted to do. Asking a question that invites the kind of response in which the taking of a strong but defensible position is required was deemed key. Making the students discover this on their own was crucial to what I was trying to accomplish in the A&I seminar. A good thesis is most often the answer to a good question; if the thesis is weak, it’s most likely because it isn’t answering a worthy question. Some examples of how this worked out:

Proposed Assignment: “Look at the different covers of The Tempest in the white room of the Weitz Center. Which cover is either best or worst? What would you change or keep on the cover if you had to design it?”

This one was universally considered weak. Objections included: “Best or worst” how? By what criteria? Let’s say a student’s response to this was to write: “I like the Pelican cover best; I wouldn’t change anything, except I would make it blue.” Would that get an ‘A’? What is at stake? What kinds of arguments are you seeking to elicit?
	A type of insidious assignment that kept cropping up (students are obviously very comfortable with it, but I’m determined in the A&I seminars to wean them off it) is a type that seems to be the bread and butter of high school English classes: the compare and contrast. Some examples:

Proposed Assignment: “Examine the Caliban corner in The Tempest exhibit. There, four portrayals of Caliban’s appearance are shown. Which one do you feel is the best permutation of the savage Caliban? Does it match up with your own image of him? Has your vision of him changed after viewing the exhibit?”
  or
Proposed Assignment: “Examine the differences between the portrayals of Caliban, Miranda, OR Prospero in two versions of The Tempest.
Possible versions: Movies from class, book covers, engravings, Carleton's two productions (1976, 2011)
Consider: state of politics, casting decisions, costume, reviews from audience, setting and background.”

These are a step up from the “Best Cover” assignment, but they still suffer from the limitations of not leading clearly or easily to a point and not arousing the sense of investment one ideally wants to see in an essay. Students were quick to come up with such ideas, but just as quick, in responding to them, to reject them.
	The students eventually got the hang of it:

Proposed Assignment: “The exhibit traces how different contexts colored various interpretations of The Tempest. If you were to create your own section for the exhibit about how our current time period (i.e. modern day culture, current events) affects how we experience the play, what artifact would you include and how would you connect it to The Tempest?”

Proposed Assignment: “Examine the portrayal and perception of Caliban through the years. Choose two of the following subjects and make a connection between the eras’ different perceptions of colonization that are represented through each Caliban.
-1736 Painting
-1918 Lithograph
-1986 Photograph of film
-2011 Production at Carleton”

Proposed Assignment: “The introduction to the exhibit reflects that “Favorite themes of Shakespeare’s, including family, revenge, redemption, art, magic, and theatre itself vie for dominance in The Tempest.” Select several pieces of different types from the exhibit (a book cover, a photo, an illustration, a quote from a cast member, etc.). Explain how those pieces together illuminate one of the aforementioned themes. Which ideas about that theme are emphasized by the pieces you chose, and how do the pieces complement each other?”

These prompts were all found to be much more conducive to the kind of thesis-driven essay that the A&I seminars are meant to teach them about. Since a great question is likelier to lead to a great essay, getting the students to exercise the intellectual independence to get to their own questions struck me as fundamental to the whole project; they can all answer the good, provocative question; but can they be taught to come up with those questions on their own? Even the hoary compare & contrast returned in new and improved form:

Proposed Assignment: “Your assignment is to choose one aspect of the play and use two or more covers to make an argument about it. Possible topics are: the relationship between Prospero and Miranda, Caliban’s portrayal, the relationship between Prospero and his powers, etc. Once you have chosen your topic, select covers that either contrast or are similar, and use textual analysis and the cover art to make a claim and back it up.
For example, two covers portray Prospero and Miranda together, but one has them standing side by side, and one has him standing in the middle with her under his sleep spell to the side. You can then discuss which cover is the more accurate interpretation of the textual relationship. Likewise, there are many covers involving Caliban, but each is very different. Compare/contrast two or more and talk about which one makes the more persuasive case for the character. You can select any aspect of the play you wish to discuss, as long as two or more covers can be applied and you can adequately back up your claim.

In sum, the exhibit provided a wonderful new set of cross-disciplinary tools and ways of thinking about modes of argument. As an introduction to the values and expectations of a liberal arts education, in which history, art, performance, new media, literature, the ethics of research, the use of evidence, and the civil exchange of ideas all come together, it was invaluable.
