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Fall Topic: The Great American Novel
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T/Th 1-2:20
This term we explore the idea of “the great American novel.”  What are the historical origins of this idea and its ties to an emerging twentieth century literary marketplace?  Why is the phrase “the great American poem” not similarly in cultural circulation?  How does the idea influence student’s expectations about what they should be–and especially what they should not be–reading in a university American literature survey course?  

To take up the above questions, we consider a number of well known and lesser known novels.  In order to specify what it is we think makes a book “great,” “American” a “big novel” and so forth, we begin with a text which falls squarely into these categories, Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls. Against that formative backdrop, we then read a range of texts, from early American works to those of the mid-nineteenth century, to more recent revisions of the great novel tradition.  Listed below are our readings, in the order in which they will be read. Our discussions emphasize how it is this idea about “the great novel” shapes our attitudes about our other course readings, about the relationship of United States culture to international political movements and literatures, about the role of literature in society today.

Required Readings: available at bookstore, or on reserve + handouts (denoted by **)


Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls (1927) 


Mary Rowlandson’s TheCaptivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson (1682)


Herman Melville’s Typee, A Peep at Polynesian Life (1846)


Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852)


Kate Chopin, The Awakening (1899)


Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925)


Zora Neale Hurston’s, Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937)


Jovita Gonzales’s, Caballero (written during the 1930s/40s, published 1996)


John Okada’s No-No Boy (1946)


Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony (1977)


Ernest Gaines, A Lesson Before Dying (1993)

 Assignments (3 essays): 


Papers can be submitted in class or to my mailbox in English 

Department Office, 5th floor Fondren, by 4pm. Do not arrive late or the office may be closed and locked. Also, be aware that the “in box” and “out” boxes are different. Papers should be submitted to the “in” box.  The outbox, which is for pick up not submissions, is located in Fondren’s 5th floor hallway by the stairs.

Essay #1.  3-5 pages, due 9/18, on “Evaluating the Great American Novel.” This essay permits students to hand in an early assignment so as to familiarize themselves with professor’s grading style and writing expectations. This essay may be revised.  Essay should present material from class lectures and discussions, combined with student readings, to define what, traditionally, has constituted a great American novel.  Since critical thinking is a crucial course objective, you also must evaluate the implicit and explicit criteria operating in the idea of a great American novel– all of which we be discussed at length in class.  I will hand out a more detailed description as the assignment date nears. 20% of grade. 

Essay # 2.. 5-7 pages, due 10/16, on “Evaluating Novels Written Before the Idea of ‘a Great American Novel,” covering Rowlandson, Typee, Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  A handout will be provided. 25% of grade. 

Essay #3. 10 pages, due last day of exams, December 17th, on “Reevaluating the Great American Novel.”  Last paper covers the texts of the course from Chopin to the end, and asks students to both lay out examples of revisions of the great novel tradition, as well as to take a stab at evaluating the impact of the tradition itself on the evolution of modern and postmodern literary culture.   Again, a handout will be provided.  40% of grade.

4. Participation and attendance. 15%.  It is always best to come to class, prepared or not, sleepy or not, late or not. Even when you haven’t read, even when you are distracted by other things, you will learn things in class that you are less likely to learn by yourself. Coming to class keeps you connected to other people, connected to me, and you will perform better especially in parts of the semester where people are overwhelmed with work and feel isolated.  

5.  Profile of an “A” Student: An “A” student attends class, is prepared, contributes to discussion, does not distract anyone during class by whispering or making private jokes (I consider both of these behaviors a request for attention and I like to stop the class until people can pay attention fully), and someone who does well on papers.  An “A” student in not someone who does well on papers even though they don’t come to class or contribute thoughts to discussion.  The classroom is a community space, and doing well on papers is not the only or final measure of exemplary accomplishment. Students have both a chance and a responsibility to share thoughts, share the confusions of the learning process, and to listen as openmindedly as they are able. 

Other Notes: Written assignments should remain within page limits, since discipline is a big part of writing competence. In a bigger class, such as this, due dates are firm, unless owing to medical or personal emergency. Late penalties will apply to late work, at my discretion, usually a half grade for each date late (weekends count 2 days). Do not email papers, since my time is better spent reading, not printing, your work. 


SYLLABUS


[image: image1]
Aug. 26  Tuesday 
Introductions. Remarks.




Opening discussion: What is a “Great American Novel?

Aug 28  Thursday
Theoretical Perspectives. How do we “know” what to read? 

$ 




HANDOUT Eagleton, “Introduction: What is Literature?” 1-16 **

$ 




Start reading Hemingway for next week’s discussion

Sept. 2  Tuesday
War Stories & the Great Novel(ist)

$ 



Screen Ernest Hemingway [videorecording] / a Clark Television production for BBC Worldwide Television (50 minutes)

$ 



Discuss 1st 50 pages.

Sept.4 Thursday
Continue Hemingway

Sept. 9 Tuesday
Continue Hemingway

Sept. 11 Thursday
 conclude For Whom the Bell Tolls




Sept. 16 Tuesday
“Homegrown” Traditions:  Captivity Narratives




Begin Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson(1682)

Sept. 18 Thursday
Conclude Rowlandson




1st ESSAY DUE
Sept. 23 Tuesday
A Different Kind of Captivity




 Begin Typee, Melville

Sept. 25 Thursday
 Conclude Melville

Sept. 30 Tuesday
A Best Seller Does Not a Great Novel Make (in the 20th Century, that is)




Begin Uncle Tom’s Cabin
Oct. 2 Thursday
continue Uncle Tom’s Cabin



Oct. 7 Tuesday
Conclude Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

Oct. 9 Thursday
Toward . . . New Voices for Women, and the Price of the “Great Novel”




Chopin’s, The Awakening

Oct. 14 Tuesday
Fall Recess– No Class

Oct. 16 Thursday
essay # 2 due


Oct. 21 Tuesday
In class midterm (covering material from 9/19-10/17)
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Oct. 23 Thursday
Music Culture and Generation X Literature 




Bret Easton Ellis, Less Than Zero (1986)

Oct 28 Tuesday
Finish Less Than Zero
Oct 30 Thursday
WLA  Consumer Culture in the “first” Lost Generation 




Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (1925)

Nov. 4  Tuesday


 HYPERLINK http://www.oberlin.edu/~ctaylor/
Finish Gatsby
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Nov. 6 Thursday
Relations between the self and society in postmodern LA




Judith Freeman’s The Chinchilla Farm (1989)

Nov. 11  Tuesday
Finish Freeman
Nov. 13 Thursday
Relations between the self and society in American Indian reservation contexts 




Begin Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony (1977)

Nov. 18 Tuesday
Finish Ceremony
Nov. 20 Thursday
Relations between the self and society pre-Enlightenment




Selected readings from Early American Writing
Nov. 25  Tuesday 
Finish selected readings from Early American Writing
Nov. 27 

Thanksgiving Recess

Dec. 2   Tuesday
Surveying what we’ve learned. 




Hand out, Eagleton “Political Criticism” 194-217, from Literary Theory.



Hand out paper topics, 10 pages, due Dec. 18th. 

Dec. 4 Thursday
Concluding Discussions about literary and cultural analysis.


Selected General References
WEBSITES: 

Excellent site for gen’l literary info
http://andromeda.rutgers.edu/~jlynch/Lit/american.html
“Voice of the Shuttle” no frills, but very comprehensive on line literature resource

http://vos.ucsb.edu/shuttle/english.html 
University of Minnesota, Voices from the Gaps, Women Writers of Color

http://voices.cla.umn.edu/
Guides to Authors, Movements, Historical Events

http://www.gonzaga.edu/faculty/campbell/enl311/
VIDEOS & AUDIO (just a very few of very many, most on reserve)

Herman Melville’s Moby Dick (49 minute video + interactive CD Rom)

Writing Women’s Lives, 20th century women writers speak about their writing lives (60 min)

Voices & Visions (13 video cassettes) PBS. Contents: Elizabeth Bishop, Hart Crane, Emily Dickinson, T.S. Eliot, Robert Frost, Langston Hughes, Robert Lowell, Marianne Moore, Sylvia Plath, Ezra Pound, Wallace Stevens, Walt Whitman, William Carlos Williams. 

Conceptual Frameworks: What is a “Great American Novel”? 


Critical Challenges: Reading Material before “the Great Novel” Period


Conceptual Challenges: Literature & 20th Century Consumerism


Conceptual Challenges: Morality, Modernity, Difference 






