Edith Wharton and Material Culture

English 770: Studies in American Literature (3 credits), Spring 2007
Instructor:
Dr. Gary Totten



Phone:

231-7158

Office: 
322-H Minard




Office Hours: 
MWF 10-11 & Email: 
gary.totten@ndsu.edu






by appt.

Course Description and Objectives:

Description: Intensive study of a special period, theme, tecchnique, or group of writers central to the formation, development, or flowering of American literature. May be repeated for credit with change of topic.Utilizing the approach of material culture studies, this course will consider the ways in which material objects function as evidence of “cultural belief” in American literature, using Edith Wharton as a case study.  Readings will include several of Wharton’s novels, selected short stories and essays, and relevant theoretical readings in material culture studies.  We will also consider the role of material culture in the film adaptation of The Age of Innocence.  Students will have the option to apply material culture studies to American writers beyond Wharton in their seminar papers.  

Objectives: 

1. Students will gain expertise in the literary strategies and cultural contexts of Wharton’s fiction.

2. Students will become proficient in a material culture studies approach to literature, one of the most versatile approaches in literary studies today.  

3. Students will gain professional experience.  By the end of the semester, students will be aware of the kind of content and format required to produce written work for presentation or publication and will be aware of what kind of work is required in their own writing to meet these standards.  Ideally, students’ seminar papers will be ready to be sent out for presentation or publication.  Students will also have two completed abstracts, suitable for submission to professional conferences.

Required Texts:

The House of Mirth (Bedford/St. Martin’s, 1994)

The Fruit of the Tree (Northeastern UP, 2000)

The Custom of the Country (Modern Library, 2001)

Summer (Houghton Mifflin, 2004)

The Age of Innocence (Norton, 2003)

Twilight Sleep (Scribner, 1997)

American Artifacts: Essays in Material Culture, eds. Prown/Haltman (Michigan State UP, 2000)
Additional readings supplied by instructor

Course Assignments:

Besides reading, assignments will include four one-page single-spaced response papers, leading class discussion, two abstracts, and an article-length seminar paper (25-30 pages).  Students will periodically be asked to submit reading questions for class discussion.
A Note on Reading: Because this is a graduate course, the reading load (fiction, theory, and criticism) is heavy.  In general, we will spend two course periods (approximately two weeks) on each primary text.  Our course periods will be most productive if students have the primary text read by the first course period in which we will discuss it, since the second period will often be taken up with various critical secondary sources.  Students might want to get a head start on some of the longer novels.

Response Papers: Students will submit four one-page single-spaced response papers throughout the semester, on texts (primary or secondary) of their choosing.  Two of these should be completed before spring break and two after.  Response papers should focus on a theoretical, textual, or cultural issue in the text.  Although secondary sources are welcome, the main focus of these papers should be a close analysis of the identified issue as it plays out in the text.  Students are asked to make enough copies for all class members when they bring their completed response papers to class

Leading Class Discussion: Students will be asked to lead class discussion once during the semester.  Leading discussion will include preparing topics for discussion, locating and providing relevant background or contextual information, and preparing and providing other suitable materials for the session, such as handouts, lists of questions, audiovisual materials, and so forth.
Abstracts: Students will write two 250-300 word abstracts for scholarly papers they would potentially present at a professional conference.  One of these abstracts can be (but does not have to be) the basis for the seminar paper.  One abstract should be completed before spring break and one after.
Article-Length Seminar Paper: Students will write an article-length seminar paper (25-30 pages) on a topic of their choosing, taking a material culture studies approach.  Students have the option of writing on Wharton or on another American writer of their choice.  The paper will be due at the end of the semester.  I am happy to look at drafts of seminar papers throughout the semester.
Evaluation:

Because this is a graduate course, superior scholarly work is expected of all students, including engaged involvement in class discussion.  Formal course assignments are weighted as follows:
Seminar Paper: 60%; Response Papers 20%; Abstracts: 10%; Leading Discussion: 10%

Grading Scale:

A: 90-100; B: 80-89; C: 70-79; D: 60-69; F: 0-59

Special Needs:

If you need accommodations in this course because of a disability or other special needs, please discuss these needs with me as soon as possible.
Academic Honesty:

All work in this course must be completed in a manner consistent with NDSU University Senate Policy, Section 335: Code of Academic Responsibility and Conduct, found at the following URL: http://www.ndsu.nodak.edu/policy/335.htm

Eng 770, Reading Schedule
Jan. 11

Course Introduction 

Jan. 18

Benstock, “What is Cultural Criticism?” (326); Thomas Schlereth, “Material 
Culture and Cultural Research” (handout); from American Artifacts: David Prown, “Preface” (ix); Kenneth Haltman, “Introduction” (1); David Prown, “The Truth of Material Culture” (11); Kenneth Haltman, “Reaching Out to Touch Someone?” (71)
Jan. 25

Thomas Schlereth, “Social History Scholarship and Material Culture Research” 
(handout); from American Artifacts: Leslie Miller, “The Many Figures of Eve” (129); Lucy Soutter, “An Heirloom” (213); Gary Totten, “Beneath the Shallow Abysses: Edith Wharton and Material Culture” (handout)

Feb. 1

The House of Mirth; Wharton, “Introduction to The House of Mirth” (1936) 



(handout)
Feb. 8

The House of Mirth; Wharton, “A Little Girl’s New York” (handout); Jennifer 

Shepherd, “Fashioning an Aesthetics of Consumption” (handout); Michael Duvall, “Wasting and Being Wasted in The House of Mirth” (handout)

Feb. 15
Lori Merish, “Engendering Naturalism” (handout); Emily Orlando, “Pictures of 
Lily” (handout); Wharton, “Mrs. Manstey’s View” (handout), “The Fulness of Life” (handout), “Mr. Jones” (handout)
Feb. 22
The Fruit of the Tree
Mar. 1

The Fruit of theTree; Donna Campbell, “Introduction” (v); Gary Totten, “The 



Machine in the Home” (handout)
Mar. 8

The Custom of the Country
Mar. 14-18
Spring Break

Mar. 22
The Custom of the Country; Carol Baker Sapora, “Undine Spragg, The Mirror and 

The Lamp” (handout); Christopher Gair, “The Crumbling Structure of ‘Appearances’” (handout)
Mar. 29
Summer; Christine Rose, “The Double Sense of Wharton’s Title” (Knight 290); 



Monika Elbert, “The Politics of Maternality” (Knight 304)
Apr. 5

The Age of Innocence

Apr. 12
The Age of Innocence; Nancy Bentley, “Realism, Relativism, and the Discipline 


of Manners” (Waid 447); Karin Roffman, “Use Unknown” (handout)
Apr. 19
Film: The Age of Innocence (in class); Linda Costanzo Cahir, “Wharton and the 
Age of Film” (handout); Brigitte Peucker, “Sorcese’s Age of Innocence” (Waid 506)
Apr. 26
Twilight Sleep
May 3

Twilight Sleep; selections from Dale Bauer, Edith Wharton’s Brave New Politics 



(handout); Deborah Zak, “Building the Female Body” (handout) 
