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Timothy Bewes

ENGL 1762B: The Ekphrastic Mode in Contemporary Literature 

Spring 2014

Tuesday and Thursday 10.30-11.50 pm, J. Walter Wilson 502
Office hours: Monday 2.00-3.30 pm
Description

Ekphrasis – the extended description of a visual work of art in a work of literature – is as old as Homer and as modern as McEwan, but it has been eclipsed in recent years by critical categories such as self-reflexivity and metafiction, which explain contemporary ekphrastic works in terms that evacuate them of their expressive qualities. Such categories thereby set aside the most difficult question of all when it comes to analyzing works of art and literature: What does the work express, and how does it do so? This course begins from a different premise: that ekphrasis is a mode of verbal description that stages the conditions and quandaries peculiar to literary representation and expression.  Ekphrasis is not in itself a form limited to either antiquity or postmodernity. The transformations that ekphrasis undergoes in the contemporary period are best understood in terms of the shifting possibilities of expression and representation. This course will not put forward a strong central argument but is instead organized around ten provisional “theses.” The intention is to explore different explanations as to why this ancient form might be seen to be a key feature of contemporary works. Includes texts by Alan Bennett, Tom McCarthy, J. M. Coetzee, Jafar Panahi, Ian McEwan.

Requirements

Completion of all reading assignments and regular participation in class discussions (10%), one brief seminar presentation (20%) and two 6-8 page papers (due weeks 9 and 14, 70%).

Required texts

Alan Bennett, The Habit of Art (Faber and Faber)

Tom McCarthy, The Remainder (Vintage)

J. M. Coetzee, Slow Man (Penguin)

Alexandro Zambra, Ways of Going Home (Farrar Straus Giroux)

Dennis Cooper, Period (Grove)

James Kelman, Kieron Smith, Boy (Penguin) (out of print but available cheaply online)
Nadeem Aslam, Wasted Vigil (Vintage)
Ian McEwan, Atonement (Anchor)

Coursepack, available at Allegra Print & Imaging (above Sovereign Bank on Thayer Street). Contains all secondary readings listed in the syllabus unless otherwise stated.
Other resources 

There will be a dedicated Canvas website with further visual material (paintings, films) and secondary readings on certain assigned texts. The site is organized according to the various primary texts. 
Syllabus


January 

Thursday 23 Introduction

Thesis I: Ekphrasis vs. Metafiction
Tuesday 28 

Patricia Waugh, “What is Metafiction and Why Are They Saying Such Awful Things About It?”

W. J. T. Mitchell, “Ekphrasis and the Other” 

Thesis II: The Alibi
Thursday 30

Alan Bennett, The Habit of Art/1

Jean Paulhan, “Literature in its Wild State,” “Poverty and Hunger” and “Words are Frightening” 

Mikhail Bakhtin, from “The Speaking Person in the Novel,” pp. 331-3
February 

Tuesday 4

Alan Bennett, The Habit of Art/2

Thesis III: Metaphysical Desire
Thursday 6

Tom McCarthy, The Remainder/1

René Girard, “Men Become Gods in the Eyes of Each Other” 
Tuesday 11

Tom McCarthy, The Remainder/2

Thesis IV: The Promise of Happiness 
Thursday 13

Marcel Proust, Swann’s Way, pp. 418-25

Marcel Proust, Time Regained (excerpt, pp. 203-282)/1 

Gilles Deleuze, “Essences and the Signs of Art,” Proust and Signs, pp. 39-51
February 15-18 Long Weekend: No University Exercises

Thursday 20

Proust, Time Regained/2
Thesis V: Circularity 
Tuesday 25

J. M. Coetzee, Slow Man/1

J. M. Coetzee, “Realism,” Elizabeth Costello, pp. 1-34
Louis Althusser, “From Capital to Marx’s Philosophy” 

Alain Robbe-Grillet, “Time and Description in Fiction Today”

Thursday 27  

J. M. Coetzee, Slow Man/2

Thesis VI: Crystallization
March 

Tuesday 4

Dennis Cooper, Period/1

Gilles Deleuze, “The Crystals of Time,” from Cinema 2
Thursday 6 

Dennis Cooper, Period/2
Thesis VII: “Re-Entering Reality” (The Case of Iranian Cinema)
Sunday 9

Film Screening: Mohsen Makhmalbaf (dir.), A Moment of Innocence (Iran, 1996)

Location to be confirmed, 6.00-8.30 pm

Tuesday 11

Mohsen Makhmalbaf (dir.), A Moment of Innocence (film)

Mark Cousins, “Leading Lights in Iran” 
Adam Bingham, “Post-Revolutionary Art Cinema in Iran” 

Thursday 13 

Mohsen Makhmalbaf, A Moment of Innocence/2 

Friday 14

First paper due (5 pm)

Sunday 16

Film Screening: Abbas Kiarostami (dir.), Close-Up (Iran, 1990)

Location to be confirmed, 6.00-8.30 pm
Tuesday 18

Abbas Kiarostami (dir.), Close-Up (film)/1

Godfrey Cheshire, “Prison and Escape” 

Godfrey Cheshire, “Where Iranian Cinema Is” 

Paola Marrati, “Images and Immanence” 

Thursday 20 

Kiarostami (dir.), Close-Up/2

March 22-30 Spring Recess

Thesis VIII: Equality of Existence
April

Tuesday 1

Alejandro Zambra, Ways of Going Home/1
Jacques Rancière, “The Politics of Literature”

Tim O’Brien, “Spin,” The Things They Carried, pp. 30-36
Thursday 3

Alejandro Zambra, Ways of Going Home/2
Tuesday 8

James Kelman, Kieron Smith, Boy/1

Mikhail Bakhtin, “The Hero, and the Position of the Author with Regard to the Hero, in Dostoevsky’s Art,” Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, pp. 47-77

Peter Boxall, “Kelman’s Later Novels” 
Thursday 10

James Kelman, Kieron Smith, Boy/2
Thesis IX: Theology
Tuesday 15 

Nadeem Aslam, The Wasted Vigil/1

Sadia Abbas, “Theologies of Love” 

Thursday 17

Nadeem Aslam, The Wasted Vigil/2

Thesis X: Reprise

Tuesday 22

Ian McEwan, Atonement/1

David James, “Integrity After Metafiction”

Thursday 24 

Ian McEwan, Atonement/2

April 25-May 6: Reading Period

Monday 5

Final paper due (noon)
