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ENGL0510R: American Renaissance

Professor Gould

Spring, 2014

Office: 328 Carr House  (3-3736)
Philip_Gould@Brown.edu
Office: T/R 11-12 and by appointment

Course Description

What is an “American Renaissance”? decades ago the term was created to invent a national literaty tradition for the US at a time when Liberal politics and (later) Cold war animosities demanded such a project. This course investigates the literature and culture of the early 19th century, particularly the antebellum period (1820-60). It focuses on the writings of American Transcendenatlists such as Emerson and Thoreau as a context for the cultural debates involving Romantic subjects: the place of “Nature,” the capacity for individual expression, the search for “truth” and its limitations, the role of artistic genius, the relation between history and myth, and the problem of enslavement generally and African bondage in particular as a violation of natural law and national self-image.

This is the period in American literary history when professional authorship and modern udnerstandings of “literature” itself came into being. Much of the course will focus on the figure of the author in early 19th-century literature, particularly as it affects Romantic ideas about creative inspiration, literary genius, the marketability of print, and the relation between the author and reading publics.
Readings

Brooks, March (Penguin)

Ed. Buell, The American Transcendentalists (Modern Library)
Dickinson, Final Harvest
Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (Modern Library)
Hawthorne, The Scarlett Letter
Melville, Short Novels (Norton)
Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin (Penguin)

Thoreau, Walden; or, Life in the Woods (Princeton UP)

Course Requirements

Midterm exam 25%

Final exam (take home) 25%

First essay 20%

Second essay 20%

In-class work 10% (Class attendance is required)

Writing Assignments

Each of the two essays is a literary analysis of one or more texts from this period. The two essays are about primary works and involve close reading. I will say more about these assignments and help you decide on your topics. We will have plenty of time to talk about your writing, and I am willing to read work-in-progress.

The midterm exam will include passages to analyze as well as a longer essay question. There will be choice on both parts of the exam. The final exam is a take-home exam, which will include several questions asking you to compare different writers and writings we have read this semester. It too will give you some choice.

Class Schedule

Week of January 20 

What is an “American Renaissance”?

I. Nature
Week of January 27
Readings from The American Transcendentalists
Emerson, Nature, “The American Scholar,” “The Transcendentalist”
“Self-Reliance,” “The Poet”

Week of February 3
William Henry Channing, Theodore Parker, Margaret Fuller

Emerson “The Rhodora, “”The Snow Storm,” “Days”

Begin Walden: “Economy” and “Where I lived and What I Lived For”

Week of February 10
Walden
II. Art and the Aesthetic
Week of February 17 (No class Tuesday)
Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter (Read “The Custom House”)
Week of February 24
The Scarlet Letter

FIRST ESSAY DUE 2/26
March 3

Melville, “Bartleby”

Week of March 10
Dickinson, Final Harvest
Emerson, “Bacchus,” “The Rhodora”
Week of March 17
Final Harvest (Tuesday class)
MIDTERM EXAM March 20

III. The Antislavery Imagination

Week of March 31
Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin
Week of April 7
Finish UTC
Week of April 14
Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom
Week of April 21
Melville, “Benito Cereno”

SECOND ESSAY DUE ON 4/23
Coda: Reimagining the Renaisance

Week of April 28

Brooks, March
Selections from Alcott, Little Women
The take-home final exam will be distributed at the final class and will be due Monday, May 9th at 9 am.

