English 120

The “Lycidas” Project: An Object Lesson in the Endless Relay of Signifiers 

This will be an experimental research project that uses Milton’s poem, “Lycidas,” as a springboard for an exploration of the many facets of the genre of pastoral elegy, and, by extension, the difficulties of genre research and the role of literary precedents generally in the construction of meaning in a text.  Along the way, I hope this exercise will also help familiarize you with a variety of research tools that are at your disposal, thanks both to the HSU library and to the Internet.

Be warned: the results of your work will probably be sloppy, sprawling, and generally difficult to manage!  I expect this; I’m not looking here for a tidy little package.  Actually, I am looking for a tidy little package—physically.  I do expect the material you hand in to be typed, grammatical, and wrangled into some kind of vague structure (see below, “Presenting Your Findings”).  What I don’t expect is intellectual tidiness; by the end of this process you’ll certainly know more about the conventions of the pastoral elegy, and, I hope, more about resources for research, but this isn’t the sort of project that will result in a focused and water-tight thesis statement supported by a strenuously reasoned argument.   

As a controlling metaphor for this project I’m borrowing from the World Wide Web the notion of hypertextuality—itself a manifestation of the post-structuralist notion of the “endless relay of signifiers.”  Basically, as you read through the materials you discover in the course of your research, you’ll identify key concepts, terms, authors, or titles cited in the new research material that in turn need to be researched.

The Procedure:

You’ll be divided into five research teams of either five or six people.  Each group will be given, at random, a chunk of “Lycidas”—generally around twenty lines of the poem.  Your job is to identify terms, conventions, and/or references that need further elucidation—more specifically terms, conventions, or references that you suspect (or learn) have some connection to the tradition of the pastoral elegy.  Your passage may have enough such material for every member to have one to track down, but it’s just as likely that the group will identify three of four references most in need of glossing and can thus concentrate your respective energies by “sharing” terms (e.g., two people can agree to see what they can dig up on, say, the name “Lycidas”).  We’ll refer to the passage itself as Source A.

Making use of whatever resources you think useful, each member of the group should find something that elucidates his or her term.  You’ll share your materials (to be referred to as Source B) with each other, either by providing photocopies to other group members, emailing links (for materials found on the Internet), or simply sharing a source around (in the case of, say, a book).  As a group, you’ll debate and then select one of the resources as the richest source of additional information on the pastoral elegy (which will then be transformed from Source B to Source C); you’ll then identify additional terms found in that source that need further elucidation.  Each member of your group should take one term, and repeat the process pursued for the term in “Lycidas”—that is, track down a useful resource (Source D) that would help you to understand better your chosen term and its role in the tradition of the pastoral elegy.  

Finally, identify, in your newest source, yet another term that, had you world enough and time, you would want to further research.  You don’t have to actually pursue any research into this final term—just identify it as another term that you would, in an ideal world, plan to research further.

Where possible, I encourage you to meet face-to-face to work on tracking down and assessing sources; it might be possible for only two or three people to meet at any given time, however.  You may conduct as much of this work as possible via email, too.

Caveats and Conditions:

1.  Remember that your focus throughout should be the pastoral elegy.  You might find references to Milton’s theology in the passage you’re assigned, and that’s well and good, but if you want to pursue that you’ll have to figure out the relevance of Milton’s religious views to the pastoral elegy tradition as exemplfied in “Lycidas.”

2.  Only one (1) of the sources you use can be a site from the World Wide Web.  You can use the Internet to access other materials (through, for instance, a database that provides full-text copies of journal articles), but you should also be investigating print sources available at the library. (I know—that involves actually going somewhere physically.  Horrors!)

Presenting Your Findings:

Then, of course, you’ll need to hand in to me the results of your research for a grade.  You’ll turn over to me a packet of materials, to include:

a) print-outs or photocopies of all the relevant source material (A through D), with the pertinent terms highlighted in some way;

b) individual narratives (no more than two pages in length, typed, double-spaced) that specify the terms you pursued, the sources you found and how you found them;

c) one group narrative (no more than two pages in length, typed, double-spaced) that explains the rationale for the group’s selection of Source C from among all the sources you accumulated individually, and what your collective research contributed to your understanding of the conventions of pastoral elegy and how Milton uses them in “Lycidas”; 

d) critical assessments of all the sources consulted, as in an annotated bibliography (each member of the group should compile his or her own bibliographic entry for the sources found, and these should be scrutinized by the other group members);

e) an assessment of each group member’s contribution to the project as a whole.

These materials should be gathered together and presented in a folder or portfolio of some kind.

Grading:

All group members will receive a single grade for the project.  If most members of a group express some dissatisfaction with the contribution of one particular member, however, I will make a note of the accusation of slacking.
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