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Syllabus 2

ENGLISH 4188.02W Individual Authors
Sylvia Plath
MW 12:30-1:45pm, PAF 109
Spring 2011
Dr. Chad Davidson

CONTACT INFORMATION:
Email: davidson@westga.edu

Website: www.westga.edu/~davidson

Phone: 678.839.4865

Office: TLC 2236

Hours: MW 4:00-5:00 pm; T 1:00-3:00 pm; and by appointment
COURSE DESCRIPTION:

The life and work of Sylvia Plath remain among the most captivating and troubling of the latter half of the twentieth century. Her famous October poems of 1962, written four months before her suicide, still occupy a prominent space in the contemporary American poetic landscape, and raise difficult questions regarding the convergence of artistic creation and cathartic release. Rather than eschew the sordid realms of celebrity and violence, however, we will attempt to confront the problematic fascination with “the cult of suicide.” We will begin by contextualizing this live-fast-die-young mentality within still-prevailing Romantic notions of the tragic artist, which in America reached poetic climax among Plath’s milieu. We will inspect closely Plath’s poems, prose, and journals; examine work by contemporaries such as John Berryman and Anne Sexton (both of whom also committed suicide); and along the way familiarize ourselves with the ascendancy of “confessional” poetry. We will also approach Plath’s writing as a staging ground for more contemporary notions of gender and sexuality. Her turbulent marriage to English Poet Laureate Ted Hughes and his “editing” of her posthumous prose and collected poems, for example, has become emblematic of ongoing discourses regarding women poets within a largely patriarchal tradition. In such a context, Plath recalls poets such as Emily Dickinson and Muriel Rukeyser, even as she anticipates, and provides for, “neoconfessionals” such as Sharon Olds and Marie Howe. And it is within this trajectory that we will seek to situate the important life and work of Sylvia Plath.      

COURSE GOALS:

http://www.westga.edu/~engdept/fr/CouGuiSACS.htm
REQUIRED TEXTS:
By Sylvia Plath: The Bell Jar. New York: Harper Perennial, 2006; The Collected Poems. New York: Harper Perennial, 1981; The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath. New York: Anchor, 2000; plus additional essays, poems, stories, and critical matter to be disseminated through CourseDen.
ACADEMIC DISHONESTY:

The Department of English defines plagiarism as taking personal credit for the words and ideas of others as they are presented in electronic, print, and verbal sources. The department expects that students will accurately credit sources in all assignments. Any form of plagiarism or academic dishonesty—no matter the assignment or its relation to the final grade—will result in an automatic course grade of F.
DETERMINATION OF SEMESTER GRADE:

Memorizations



5%

Critical Summary



5%

Creative-Writing Calisthenics

5%

Discussion Posts


            10%
	First Critical-Writing Project
	  5%

	Second Critical-Writing Project
	10%

	Third Critical-Writing Project
	25%

	Final Critical-Writing Project
	35%


MEMORIZATIONS:
To strengthen your sense of the ways in which poetry sounds, you will memorize at least fifty lines of Plath’s poetry throughout the semester. These memorizations occur five times on the syllabus, each accounting for roughly ten lines. You will be asked in class to transcribe perfectly from memory the predetermined lines, including correct spelling, punctuation, and lineation. Each error will be a point off of the total, which will be different for each poem but always objective (based on the actual words and punctuation of the excerpt).
CRITICAL SUMMARY:
Once during the semester, you will construct a 500 word (two pages in MLA format) summary of a critical essay on a Plath-related topic of your choosing. The library houses an ample selection of critical studies specifically on Plath and more generally on confessional and mid-century American poetry. Furthermore, Cary Nelson’s Modern American Poetry website (http://www.english.uiuc.edu/maps/) offers some initial explorations into the critical discourse surrounding Plath. If you choose one of the essays excerpted on his site, however, you must obtain the original printed version.
CREATIVE-WRITING CALISTHENICS :

Three times during the semester, we will deepen our understanding of poetry by actually engaging in the composition of our own verse. No previous experience is required, and you will not be assessed on the “quality” of your attempts. Rather, these exercises will allow you to experience poetry as a creative enterprise rather than as text for critical inquiry. Your grade will be based solely on your participation in the exercise. If you are in class and participate, you receive full credit.
DISCUSSION POSTS:

In order to strengthen both your own ideas and writing, and to foster a sense of shared responsibility and collaboration, you will help construct a vibrant online discussion group (through CourseDen). Each of you must post at least ten meaningful messages during the semester. They may take the form of either an original post or a response to a classmate’s query. I will keep track of your number as the semester progresses, and will also share many “meaningful” posts along the way. In the interests of fostering dynamic and informed discussions in class, I encourage you to post your messages before the relevant class period. That way, your classmates and I will have time to digest and perhaps even respond to your comments, and to use them as valuable starting points in class. I also, however, understand that our class time may often inspire you to look at the text in a different way, thus prompting a “post-class post,” which is also fine. Stay attentive to the discussion board, and read it often.

Discussion posts will, at least initially, revolve around the identification of valuable phenomena within the texts at hand. Inevitably, they will lead us to pose specific theoretical questions and responses regarding the potential literary, historical, and cultural meanings behind them, which will be our second avenue of exploration. Finally, this forum will also be of enormous value while you construct your various critical-writing projects. Think of the ongoing discussions, then, as extensions of our classroom—a collaborative space in which to share your ideas and to consult your peers for aid and encouragement. I will post discussion prompts and encourage you to do likewise. To access these, simply go to the “Discussions” link on our CourseDen site. Best advice: post often and early. I’ll keep a running tally of your number, but I hope that all of you will enter many more posts than the minimum requirement of ten.

CRITICAL-WRITING PROJECTS:

Seventy-five percent of your overall grade will come from the four critical-writing projects, each more rigorous than the last, and each building on skills from the previous project. I will distribute more information on these projects as we approach them in the schedule. The final two projects will follow strict MLA (Modern Language Association) guidelines, the final of which will be a research-based paper of at least seven pages.
GRADING CHART:
A+  =  
98
B+  =
 88
C+  =
 78
D+  =
  68
F  =  No credit
A   =
95
B   =
 85
C   =
 75
D   =
  65

A-  =
92    
B-  =
 82
C-  =
 72
D-  =
  62

USAGE ERRORS:
Grammatical and mechanical errors (including MLA formatting mistakes on the last two projects) on the will be penalized as follows:

First Critical-Writing Project 

= 
- 0 points for each error

Second Critical-Writing Project

= 
- 0 points for each error

Third Critical-Writing Project 

= 
- 1/3 point for each error

Fourth Critical-Writing Project 

= 
- 1/2 point for each error

PENALTIES FOR LATE ASSIGNMENTS:
Turned in late on due date


= 
docked 1/3 of grade (e.g., B to B-)

One day after due date


=
docked 2/3 of grade (e.g., B to C+)

More than one day after due date

=
docked one grade (e.g., B to C)

More than one week after due date

= 
docked two grades (e.g., B to D)

More than two weeks after due date
= 
no credit 

ATTENDANCE AND ETIQUETTE:
Your regular participation in this class is a vital part of its success. Each student is allotted three absences—no more. Upon the fourth absence, you will be administratively withdrawn. Be aware that no distinction exists between excused and unexcused absences. If the withdrawal occurs prior to the withdrawal date, you will receive a grade of W. If the withdrawal occurs after the withdrawal date, you will receive a grade of WF. If you suspect that outside responsibilities might cause you to miss more than three classes, then consider taking the course at another time. Please come to class on time with your cell phone off. Three tardies constitutes an absence. Any cell phone interruption constitutes a tardy. 
COURSE READING SCHEDULE:
We will not cover all of the poetry readings in each class. Rather, we will usually select one or two poems to analyze during class time, thereby leaving the majority of poems for you to consider later in your writing projects. I will inevitably supplement your reading with further criticism, and encourage you to share with the class any helpful information that you discover.
W 1/5
Class Canceled

Watch the Voices and Visions documentary on Plath over the weekend
go to www.learner.org/resources/series57.html, scroll down to Sylvia Plath, and click on VoD (Video on Demand) to the right of her name. (You may have to supply an email address, but it’s free.) the biographical film is one hour and is a wonderful introduction to her life and work.

Read the first three chapters of Analyze Anything (available on my website) 

Read the first half of Plath’s novel The Bell Jar


M 1/10
Discussions of The Bell Jar
W 1/12
Plath, The Bell Jar (continued discussions)
M 1/17
Martin Luther King Holiday—no class

W 1/19
Continued discussions of The Bell Jar (second half)
Plath, “Medallion,” Moore, “The Fish”; Bishop, “The Fish”; Gertrude Stein, “Susie Asado” (All on 

CourseDen)

M 1/24 
“Hardcastle Crags,” “The Colossus”

Phillips, “The Confessional Mode in Modern American Poetry” (CourseDen)


Memorization #1: “The Colossus,” the first ten lines
W 1/26 
Plath, “Suicide off Egg Rock,” “Blue Moles”

Hughes, “An Otter” (CourseDen); Phillips, “The Dark Funnel: A Reading of Sylvia Plath” (CourseDen)
M 1/31
Plath, “The Disquieting Muses,” “The Beekeeper’s Daughter”

Lowell, “Father’s Bedroom” (CourseDen)
W 2/2
First critical-writing project due at beginning of class; creative-writing calisthenics
M 2/7
Plath, “Parliament Hill Fields,” “Blackberrying,” “Metaphors”
Ostriker, “The Americanization of Sylvia Plath” (CourseDen)

Chapter 4 of Analyze Anything (CourseDen)
Memorization #2: “Metaphors,” the complete poem
W 2/9
Plath, “In Plaster” “Black Rook in Rainy Weather” 
Berryman, from Berryman’s Sonnets “7” and from Dream Songs “1,” “2,” “14,” and “29” (CourseDen); 
Alvarez,  “Poetry in Extremis” (CourseDen)
M 2/14 
Plath,  “Crossing the Water,” “Morning Song”

Lowell, “Foreword” to Ariel (CourseDen)
W 2/16
Plath, “The Applicant,” “Lady Lazarus,” “Cut”

Memorization #3: “Lady Lazarus,” the final twelve lines
M 2/21
Critical-writing workshop
W 2/23
Critical-writing workshop
M 2/28
Second critical-writing project due at beginning of class; creative-writing calisthenics in class
W 3/2
Plath, “Tulips,” “Elm,” “Poppies in October ”
Chapter 5 of Analyze Anything (CourseDen)
Last date to drop with a W

M 3/7
Spring Break—no class

W 3/9
Spring Break—no class

M 3/14
Plath, “Purdah,” “Ariel,” “The Moon and the Yew Tree”

W 3/16
Plath, “Medusa,” “Daddy”
Sexton, “You, Dr. Martin,” “Wanting to Die” (CourseDen)
Memorization #4: “Daddy,” the first thirteen lines
M 3/21
Critical-writing workshop
W 3/23
Critical-writing workshop
M 3/28 
Third critical-writing project due at beginning of class; creative-writing calisthenics in class
W 3/30 
Honors Convocation—no class

M 4/4 
Plath, “Fever 103,” “The Bee Meeting,” “The Arrival of the Bee Box” 


Chapter 6 of Analyze Anything (CourseDen)
W 4/6 
Plath, “Stings,” “The Swarm,” “The Hanging Man,” “Edge”
Memorization #5: “Edge,” the first eleven lines
M 4/11
Neoconfessionals and the legacy of Plath: poems from Sharon Olds, Marie Howe, and Priscilla Becker
W 4/13
Critical-writing workshop
M 4/18
Critical-writing workshop
W 4/20
Critical-writing workshop

Critical summary due at beginning of class
M 4/25
Critical-writing workshop
W 4/27
Last day of class
Electronic copies of the fourth critical-writing project due by 5:00pm, Monday, May 2.
PAGE  

