 Spezialtopics for the oral Matura

1.

Stephan Fadinger: 

Paul Auster's novels

The Music of Chance

Mr. Vertigo

Read the two extracts from Paul Auster's novels and explain their significance in the novels.

Compare the relationships between the two main characters of each novel. Can you discern any similarities?

How did the main characters meet?

What are their reasons for staying together?

How do their relationships develop?

Do the two pairs reach their goals?

What have they gained?

Explain the title of the novel The Music of Chance. Does chance also play a role in Mr. Vertigo?

Can you find any other parallels between the two novels?

2.

Felizitas Hütter

Differences and Misunderstandings between the USA and Europe

Read the passage from the preface of Andy Soutter's book The Drive-thru Museum and explain its meaning in the context of the book. In what ways is America different from Europe? Give examples  of the anachronisms and differences discussed by Andy Soutter and Paul Watzlawick and include your own experiences in America.

p. 4-5

(language differences, euphemisms, politically correct language, non-sexist language…

old fashioned lifestyle, cars, housing, worries, social situation, morals, old towns, tension, anxiety (crime),  homes like in old movies…

3.

Michaela Menzinger

Dreams and Nightmares in American and English Literature

Read the poem "Imagine" by John Lennon and explain its meaning.

Lennon says that he is not the only dreamer – who are the other dreamers he might be referring to? Give examples of similar dreams.

In the literature you have selected one can discern three major types of dreams:

· Dreams of personal success (the American Dream)

· Political dreams of freedom

· Nightmares

Give examples of each type of dream.

Then discuss the ways the different characters try to fulfill their dreams. Can you find any similarities?

poem

Imagine by John Lennon

4. 

Alice Fischer

Mental Problems and Depression in American Literature

The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath and Play it as it Lays by Joan Didion

Read the following poem by Sylvia Plath and briefly summarize its meaning.

What did the speaker of the poem do? Where is she? What does she look like? What does she say about suicide? What does she say about doctors?

Explain the meaning of lines 58 to 63. Why is there a very large charge for a word or a touch?

What might be the reasons for her depression and suicide?

Compare the poem to the two novels you have read.

What are the reasons for the protagonists' depressions in the two novels.

How do Esther and Myria Wyeth cope with their problems?

In both novels the titles are important keys to the understanding of the main themes. Explain the meanings of the two titles in the context of the novels.

5. 

Klaus Engelke

Stock Characters in Crime Novels

Read the following passages by Bertold Brecht and by Joseph Wood Krutch and explain their meaning? What do the two writers think of crime novels? 

What are the characteristic features of the crime novel according to Brecht and Krutch?

Which characteristics have you found in your reading?

Explain what makes John Grisham's novels bestsellers? What   makes them so appealing to the American public?
extracts from: Michael Dibdin Ed. ,  The Picador Book of Crime Writing,, 1993, p. 207

Doris Kolmanitsch

Mind Control in Utopian Literature

Read the extract from George Orwell's essay "On Politics and the English Language" and summarize its content. 

Explain the relationship Orwell sees between politics and the English language. 

What is the purpose and aim of Orwell's essay? What measures does he suggest?

How can language be used as a method of mind control? Refer to Orwell's essay  and to his novel Nineteen Eighty-Four.

Which other means of mind control have you found in the novels of Orwell and Huxley? 

Can you find any signs of mind control in contemporary society?

George Orwell On Politics and the English Language (extracts)

(…(
 Now, it is clear that the decline of a language must ultimately have political and economic causes: it is not simply due to the bad influence of this or that individual writer. But an effect can become a cause; reinforcing the original cause and producing the same effect in an intensified form, and so on indefinitely. A man may take to drink because he feels himself to be a failure, and then fail all the more completely because he drinks. It is rather the same thing that is happening to the English language. It becomes ugly and inaccurate because our thoughts are foolish, but the slovenliness of our language makes it easier for us to have foolish thoughts. The point is that the process is reversible. Modern English, especially written English, is full of bad habits which spread by imitation and which can be avoided if one is willing to take the necessary trouble. If one gets rid of these habits one can think more clearly, and to think clearly is a necessary first step towards political regeneration. (…(
This mixture of vagueness and sheer incompetence is the most marked characteristic of modern English prose, and especially of any kind of political writing. As soon as certain topics are raised, the concrete melts into the abstract and no one seems able to think of turns of speech that are not hackneyed: prose consists less and less of words chosen for the sake of their meaning, and more and more of phrases tacked together like the sections of a prefabricated hen-house. (…(
The whole tendency of modern prose is away from concreteness. The attraction of this way of writing is that it is easy. It is easier--even quicker, once you have the habit--to say In my opinion it is not an unjustifiable assumption that than to say I think. (…(
A scrupulous writer, in every sentence that he writes, will ask himself at least four questions, thus: What am I trying to say? What words will express it? What image or idiom will make it clearer? Is this image fresh enough to have an effect? And he will probably ask himself two more: Could I put it more shortly? Have I said anything that is avoidably ugly? But you are not obliged to go to all this trouble. You can shirk it by simply throwing your mind open and letting the ready-made phrases come crowding in. They will construct your sentences for you--even think your thoughts for you, to a certain extent--and at need they will perform the important service of partially concealing your meaning even from yourself. (…(
When one watches some tired hack on the platform mechanically repeating the familiar phrases--bestial atrocities, iron heel, blood-stained tyranny, free peoples of the world, stand shoulder to shoulder--one often has a curious feeling that one is not watching a live human being but some kind of dummy: a feeling which suddenly becomes stronger at moments when the light catches the speaker's spectacles and turns them into blank discs which seem to have no eyes behind them. And this is not altogether fanciful. A speaker who uses that kind of phraseology has gone some distance towards turning himself into a machine. The appropriate noises are coming out of his larynx, but his brain is not involved as it would be if he were choosing his words for himself...And this reduced state of consciousness, if not indispensable, is at any rate favorable to political conformity.


In our time, political speech and writing are largely the defence of the indefensible. Things like the continuance of British rule in India, the Russian purges and deportations, the dropping of the atom bombs on Japan, can indeed be defended, but only by arguments which are too brutal for most people to face, and which do not square with the professed aims of political parties. Thus political language has to consist largely of euphemism, question-begging and sheer cloudy vagueness. Defenceless villages are bombarded from the air, the inhabitants drive out into the countryside, the cattle machine-gunned, the huts set on fire with incendiary bullets: this is called pacification. Millions of peasants are robbed of their farms and sent trudging along the roads with no more than they can carry: this is called transfer of population or rectification of frontiers. People are imprisoned for years without trail, or shot in the back of the neck or sent to die of scurvy in Arctic lumber camps; this is called elimination of unreliable elements. Such phraseology is needed if one wants to name things without calling up mental pictures of them.

Doris Reishofer

Rebellion and Conformity in The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner  and The Catcher in the Rye

Read the two extracts below and explain their meaning within the context of the novels. 

What are the causes that Holden Caulfield and Smith are fighting for?  What are they rebelling against? Explain the advice Mr. Antolini gives Holden. What would Smith answer if given this piece of advice?

Which other similarities can you find between the two novels?

The Catcher in the Rye

"All right. Listen to me a minute now…. I may not word this as memorably as I'd like to, but I'll write you a letter about it in a day or two. Then you can get it all straight. But listen now, anyway." he started concentrating again. Then he said, "This fall I think you're riding for – it's a special kind of fall, a horrible kind. The man falling isn't permitted to feel or hear himself hit bottom. He just keeps falling and falling. The whole arrangement's designed for men who, at some time or other in their lives, were looking for something their own environment couldn't supply them with. Or they thought their own environment couldn't supply them with. So they gave up looking. They gave it up before they ever really even got started. You follow me?"

"Yes, sir."

"Sure?"

"Yes."

He got up and poured some more booze in his glass. Then he sat down again. He didn't say anything for quite a long time.

"I don't want to scare you," he said, "but I can very clearly see you dying nobly, one way or another, for some highly unworthy cause." He gave me a funny look. "If I write something down for you, will you read it carefully? And keep it?"

"Yes. Sure." I said. I did, too. I still have the paper he gave me. 

He went over to this desk on the other side of the room, and without sitting down wrote something on a piece of paper. Then he came back and sat down with the paper in his hand. "Oddly enough, this wasn't written by a practicing poet. It was written by a psycho-analyst named Wilhelm Stekel. 

" Here's what he said: 'The mark of the immature man is that he wants to die nobly for a cause, while the mark of the mature man is that he wants to live humbly for one.'"

The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner

(…( Because I'm slowing down now for Gunthorpe to catch me up, and I'm doing it in a place just where the drive turns in to the sportsfield – where they can see what I'm doing, especially the governor and his gang from the grandstand, and I'm going so slow I'm almost marking time. (…(
No, I'll show him what honesty means if it's the last thing I do, though I'm sure he'll never understand because if he and all them like him did it'd mean they'd be on my side which is impossible. By God I'll stick this out like my dad stuck out his pain and kicked them doctors down the stairs; if he had guts for that then I've got guts for this and here I stay waiting for Gunthorpe or Aylesham to bash that turf and go right slap-up against that bit of clothes-line stretched across the winning post. As for me, the only time I'll hit that clothes-line will be when I'm dead and a comfortable coffin's been got ready on the other side. Until then I'm a long-distance runner, crossing country all on my own no matter how bad it feels. (pp. 51 f.)

Susanna Gartler

Extraordinary Characters in Contemporary American Fiction

John Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany and Robert Anton Wilson, The Walls Came Tumbling Down 

Read the commentary on A Prayer for Owen Meany and the opening paragraph of the novel. Explain its meaning within the context of the novel.

Can you find any of the above themes in Wilson's novel TheWalls Came Tumbling Down.?

· Compare the two novels at the following levels:

· main characters

· main themes

· language /style

Verene Engele

Free Will and  Determination in Modern Literature

Kurt Vonnegut, Breakfast of Champions and "The Euphio Question"

Anthony Burgess, A Clockwork Orange

Read the extract from A Clockwork Orange and explain its meaning within the context of the novel. What does Anthony Burgess say about free choice and mind control? How is Alex's mind manipulated? Explain the metaphor "clockwork orange".

What are Kurt Vonnegut's views about freedom and mind-control? Who or what controls the characters' minds in Vonnegut's stories?

Sophie Lampl

Women Writers between the World Wars

Carson McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter

Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God

Dorothy Parker, poems

Read the following text collage and explain the meaning and relevance of the individual passages. What are the typical themes of the women writers that you have read? What are their goals?

How do the protagonists cope with the limitations they have to live with?  What obstacles do they have to overcome? Do they succeed?

A Riddle

A man and his young son were in an automobile accident. The father was killed and the son, who was critically injured, was rushed to a hospital. As attendants wheel the unconscious boy into the emergency room, the doctor on duty looked down at him and said, "My God, it's my son!" What was the relationship of the doctor to the injured boy?
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