English 4165-01W—Contemporary Literature

Fall 2004

2:00-3:15 Monday and Wednesday       Humanities 225

(An electronic version of this syllabus is available at www.westga.edu/~jhill. Consult the electronic version for updates and revisions of the syllabus.)

 

Professor: Jane Hill

Office: TLC 2-230

Phone: 770-836-6512

Office Hours: 11:00-12:00 Monday, Wednesday, and Friday; 2:00-5:00 Tuesday; and by appointment

E-mail: jhill@westga.edu and janehill@mindspring.com

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION: An examination of selected texts produced in the last thirty years in the British Isles and the United States.

 

COURSE GOALS:

· Students will understand a range of texts in various genres from the recent literary traditions of the British Isles and the United States and how those texts relate to each other and to the historical literary traditions of the respective cultures. 
· Students will become familiar with the distinctive properties of literary expression in these countries during the preceding three decades. 
· Students will appreciate that social, political, economic, and historical influences shape the production of literary texts. 
· Students will consider the connections between the literary representations of their era and their own experience of the world. 
· Students will demonstrate in both oral and written work a discipline-specific critical facility through convincing and well-supported analysis of related material. 
· Students will demonstrate their command of academic English and the tenets of sound composition by means of thesis-driven analytical prose. 
· Students will learn to use discipline-specific computer technologies related to the study of language such as listservs, word processing, and internet research. 
PROGRAM GOALS:

· This course fulfills one of the departmental requirements for the completion of the English major. 

· Students will develop the analytical, oral and written skills to pursue graduate study or careers in teaching, writing, business and a variety of other fields. 

· Students will be able to define and pursue independent research agendas. 

· This course contributes to the program goal of equipping students with a foundation in literary history and the issues surrounding literary study in contemporary culture. 

· This course broadens students' desire and ability to take pleasure in their encounter with literature. 

SECTION OBJECTIVES: 
1) 1)      To read and analyze major literary works from Great Britain and the United States during the period from 1974 to the present, including literary nonfiction, poetry, short stories, novels, and film

2) 2)      To understand the postmodern era in literary history, paying particular attention to the ways in which authors have responded to the cultural framework within which their works have been created

3) 3)      To examine how postmodern texts deal with form and content and how decisions about the relationship between these aspects of a work make contemporary texts both a continuation of modernist traditions and an alteration or expansion of those traditions, as well as other literary traditions farther removed in time from the contemporary era

4) 4)      To sharpen and strengthen skills in critical thinking, writing, and speaking through class discussion and writing assignments in various modes

5) 5)      To develop and encourage independent thinking and group participation

6) 6)      To experience pleasure in the literary acts of studying texts and exchanging ideas and information with other members of a literary community

NOTE: This course counts toward satisfying the University’s WAC requirement.

 

TEXTS: Amis, Martin. Time’s Arrow.


   Beattie, Ann. Falling in Place.


   Banks, Russell. Continental Drift.


   Browne, Jackson. The Very Best of Jackson Browne. (CD)


   Carver, Raymond. Cathedral.


   DeLillo, Don. Mao II.


   Didion, Joan. The White Album.

   
   Lively, Penelope. Moon Tiger.


   Morrison, Toni. Jazz.


   Shields, Carol. Unless.

In addition to these written texts, you will be expected to view the following films outside of class: The Right Stuff, Backbeat, Chilly Scenes of Winter, Moonlighting, My Beautiful Laundrette, and Love Actually. You will also read poems from a course pack I will provide to you.

 

 

SCHEDULE OF CLASSES

[NOTE: In addition to the assignments listed here, I will give you the poetry course pack during the second week of class with a reading list of selected poems to scatter throughout the term, chosen for their relationship to the longer works in terms of content and form. Please remember to add these to your reading each week once you receive the course pack.]

Monday, August 23—Introduction. Discussion of course policies and procedures. Philip Larkin’s “High Windows” (1974).

Wednesday, August 25—“The White Album” in Didion’s The White Album (11-48) and “The Searcher,” Hilton Als (a review of Didion’s most recent essay collection, Where I Was From, which appeared in The Nation [12 July 2004]).

Monday, August 30—The Right Stuff (1983) and Backbeat (1994).

Wednesday, September 1—The White Album. Response 1 due.

Monday, September 6—No class. Labor Day.

Wednesday, September 8—The White Album.

Monday, September 13—Falling in Place.

Wednesday, September 15—No class. I will be away at a professional conference.

Monday, September 20—Falling in Place. Response 2 due.

Wednesday, September 22—Chilly Scenes of Winter (film).

Monday, September 27—Beattie interview and articles (handouts).

Wednesday, September 29—Ann Beattie visits our class. She will also do a reading at 4:00 p.m., which you are strongly encouraged to attend.
Monday, October 4— Cathedral (1-109).
Wednesday, October 6— Cathedral (111-228).
Monday, October 11— Moonlighting (1982) and My Beautiful Laundrette (1986). Response 3 due.

Wednesday, October 13—Moon Tiger.

 

Thursday, October 14—Last day to withdraw with a grade of W.

 

Monday, October 18—Moon Tiger.

Wednesday, October 20— Continental Drift.

Monday, October 25—Continental Drift. Midterm essay due.

Wednesday, October 27—Time’s Arrow.

Monday, November 1—Time’s Arrow.

Wednesday, November 3—Mao II.

Monday, November 8—Mao II. Formal proposal for documented paper due.

Wednesday, November 10—Jazz.

Monday, November 15—Jazz. Response 4 due.

Wednesday, November 17—Unless.

Monday, November 22—Unless.

Wednesday, November 24—No class. Thanksgiving.

Monday, November 29—Full day of poetry discussion from course pack.

Wednesday, December 1—The Very Best of Jackson Browne.

Monday, December 6—Love Actually.

Wednesday, December 8—Documented essay due.

Wednesday, December 15—Final essay due in my office no later than 4:00 p.m.

 

EVALUATION PROCEDURES: Your final grade will be determined according to the following formula: 


Average of response papers—20%


Average of quizzes and in-class writing—15%


Midterm essay—20%


Documented essay—25%


Final essay—20%.

Late work will not be accepted unless you make arrangements in advance and persuade me that you have a legitimate reason for turning work in after the announced deadline. In case of emergencies, it is your responsibility, immediately upon your return to class, to make arrangements about assignments you have missed. If you do not follow the procedure articulated here, you will receive a zero for all work not submitted on time.


Quizzes and in-class writing cannot be made up. At the end of the term I will drop the two (2) lowest grades, including zeros for missed work, from this category. You should expect a reading/viewing quiz designed to determine only that you have done the assigned reading/viewing at the beginning of the first class for which material appears on the syllabus. Because this in a writing-intensive course, you should also expect fairly regular brief in-class writing exercises designed as writing-to-learn instruments.

 

ATTENDANCE POLICY: Because this is an upper-division class, I believe that attendance is a matter of student responsibility. However, my experience has been that students who miss more than three (3) classes find themselves unable to participate or to perform at acceptable levels. In addition, excessive absences begin to take their toll on your final grade through missed quizzes and in-class writing assignments. The assumption in all upper-division English classes, for me, is that students want to be here and thus will be here. Persistent tardiness and/or leaving class early is the equivalent of an absence in my opinion, as is sleeping in class.


If you are absent, I expect you to communicate with me as soon as possible, through e-mail, about any work that you miss (see policy on late work above). Students should not miss class on a regular basis, with no explanation, and expect, at the end of the course, to receive special consideration of any kind.

 

WAC REQUIREMENTS AND RESPONSE WRITING: Courses that satisfy the University’s WAC requirement must include substantial writing assignments throughout the semester. In addition, those assignments must include both formal academic writing (assessed in standard ways) and writing-to-learn assignments. As you will note in the schedule of classes above, you will do four out-of-class formal responses (which will be assessed in the ways that formal writing is assessed) as well as longer essays for your midterm and final and a documented research paper. You will also do a number of in-class responses (usually at the beginning or the end of class); these assignments will not usually be announced in advance. For these assignments, you will write for five or ten minutes on an assigned topic or question. While the in-class responses will not be graded as formal writing is graded, I will comment on them and point out areas for concern and improvement in your writing. Students must complete these in-class responses in order to receive a passing grade in the course. If you are absent and miss an in-class response, it cannot be made up; each student will, however, be able to miss two (2) daily grades—these informal responses and the quizzes—that will be dropped at the end of the term before averaging that portion of the grade.


Formal writing assignments that do not demonstrate a serious and conscientious effort to deal with writing problems that have been pointed out in earlier papers will be severely penalized in terms of their grade. It is your responsibility to take yourself extremely seriously as a writer in this course. In addition to my written comments on your papers, I will be glad to work with you during office hours to facilitate your improvement as a writer. You can also work with the University Writing Center (located on the first floor of the Technology-Enhanced Learning Center) on those elements of the writing process that give you trouble.

 

EXPECTATIONS: I expect students to take their work seriously, to come to class prepared and willing to participate, and to treat peers and their ideas with respect. 


The in-class responses serve several functions in this class. They can be the basis for class discussion on the occasions when they are written at the beginning of the class; they can guide your preparation for the following class when they are written at the end of the period. Those responses written at the end can also indicate to me material that needs further explanation or development at the next meeting. As stated under the heading on WAC requirements and response writing, I expect you always to use those writing assignments to develop your ideas and to improve and strengthen your writing abilities. I see these papers serving you as an ongoing dialogue with yourself about issues raised in the course objectives and evolving ideas that will emerge in our class discussions.


All writing and discussion in this course will be formulated with the course objectives (stated above) in mind; that is, I expect you to consider the literature we study in the context of the issues of contemporary life and aesthetics. You are studying in this class the literature of your time and place; this is also literature that has not stood the traditional test of time and is therefore somewhat different to approach from the perspective of the literary critic. In addition, you need to be aware that contemporary literature often reflects the realities of the contemporary world in rather graphic ways. If such depictions are troubling to you, you need to raise those concerns with me at the beginning of the semester. In some cases, this course might not be the right course for students with such reservations.


I expect students to take themselves seriously as writers, readers, and thinkers, as members of the class community. This is a course that is reading, thinking, and writing intensive. If you don’t feel comfortable with a high level of intensity, this isn’t the course for you. 

 

All cell phones, beepers, and other electronic devices should be turned off during class. Students should not expect to submit work for the class by fax or by attaching documents to e-mail messages. Providing a hard copy of your work by the announced deadline is your responsibility.

 

PLAGIARISM STATEMENT: 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. Plagiarism is grounds for failing this course. In addition, I will turn any student who plagiarizes in for further disciplinary action, according to the stated policies of the University.

 

“High Windows”

Philip Larkin

(1974)

 

When I see a couple of kids

And guess he’s fucking her and she’s

Taking pills or wearing a diaphragm,

I know this is paradise

 

Everyone old has dreamed of all their lives—

Bonds and gestures pushed to one side

Like an outdated combine harvester,

And everyone young going down the long slide

 

To happiness, endlessly. I wonder if

Anyone looked at me, forty years back,

And thought, That’ll be the life;

No God any more, or sweating in the dark

 

About hell and that, or having to hide

What you think of the priest. He 

And his lot will all go down the long slide

Like free bloody birds. And immediately

 

Rather than words comes the thought of high windows:

The sun-comprehending glass,

And beyond it, the deep blue air, that shows

Nothing, and is nowhere, and is endless.

 

