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LITERARY MODERNISMS 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

This course takes up the concept of modernism as a historical development in the arts, which 
comprises various artistic practices, and as a critical concept, which has various definitions, one of 
which is Fredric Jameson’s description of modernism as “realism’s historical counterpart and its 
dialectical mirror-image.” This course will explore modernism’s experimental writing practices and key 
theoretical issues and will engage with major critical debates and questions surrounding modernism 
such as the realism/modernism controversy, the problem of historicity, the issue of formalism and 
mediation as well as the topics of feminism and sexual experiment, commodity culture, urbanism, and 
everyday life. 
 
Defined broadly, our aims are: to engage with critical approaches to modernism and the critical issues 
involved in its conceptualization; to analyze modernist texts in terms of conceptual, cultural, aesthetic, 
and historical issues they raise; and to discuss the conceptual stakes involved in different types of 
readings and approaches. 
 
 
COURSE LITERATURE 
 
Primary texts 

Joyce, James. Ulysses 
Woolf, Virginia. Jacob’s Room 
Faulkner, William. As I Lay Dying 
T. S. Eliot. “The Waste Land” in The Complete Poems and Plays 
Loy, Mina. “Songs of Johannes” in Lost Lunar Baedeker (1996) 
Hughes, Langston. The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes (Vintage Classics, 1991) 
Toomer, Jean. Cane 
 
Critical Texts 
 
1. Adorno et al. Aesthetics and Politics. With an Afterword by F. Jameson (Radical Thinkers) 
2. Bad Modernisms. Eds. D. Mao and R. L. Walkowitz (Duke, 2006) 
 
Additional material may be assigned after the course has started. 
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Class Schedule 
 

DATES PRIMARY 
TEXTS 

CRITICAL TEXTS KEY TERMS SUBMISSION 
DEADLINES 

Sem 1 
30/8 
 

Introduction 
 
Course 
Literature 
 
Online 
Resources 
 

Read after this seminar to 
identify some key issues in 
modernist studies: 
 
“Modernism: Bad and 
New” (“Introduction”, Bad 
Modernisms) 

Temporal and 
qualitative 
concepts of 
modernism 
 
 
 
 

 

Sem 2 
6/9 

Jacob’s Room 
 
The Waste Land 
 

1. From Aesthetics and 
Politics (Radical Thinkers): 
--“Presentation I” 
--Bloch, “Discussing 
Expressionism” 
--Lukács, “Realism in the 
Balance” 
 
2. Walkowitz: “Virginia 
Woolf’s Evasion” (Bad 
Modernisms) 
 

Modernism: art 
and social reality 
 
The Realism/ 
Expressionism 
debate 
 

 

Sem 3 
13/9 

Ulysses 1 to 9 
 

1. Benjamin: “On the 
Concept of History” 
(handout) 
 
2. Jameson: “Ulysses in 
History” (handout) 
 

Modernism and 
the question of 
history 
 

 

Sem 4 
20/9 

Ulysses 10 to 15 
 

1. W. Lewis: “An Analysis 
of the Mind of James 
Joyce” from Time and 
Western Man (handout) 
 
2. Joseph Frank, from 
Spatial Form in Modern 
Literature (handout) 
 

Modernism and 
conceptions of 
time 
 

 

Sem 5 
27/9 

Ulysses 16 to 18 
 

1. J. Wicke: ”Advertising 
and the Scene of Writing 
In Ulysses” from 
Advertising Fictions 
 
2. J. Matz: “Cultures of 
Impressions” (Bad 
Modernism) 
 

Modernism and 
spectacle 
 

First Essay 
Assignment 
(deadline 
October 18) 
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Sem 6 
4/10 

As I Lay Dying 
 

1. Walkowitz: “Critical 
Cosmopolitanism and 
Modernist narrative” from 
Cosmopolitan Style 
(handout) 
 
2. Eric White: “Prologue” 
(from Transatlantic Avant-
gardes) (handout) 
 
3. Anne Cheng, “In the 
Museum” from Second 
Skin (Handout) 

Deep modernism: 
cosmopolitan/ver
nacular 
temporalities 
 
 

 

Sem 7 
11/10 

Cane 
 
“The Weary 
Blues” and a 
few other 
poems 
 

1. S. Ngai: “Black Venus, 
Blond Venus” (Bad 
Modernisms) 
 
2. From Ann Cheng, “Her 
own skin” from Second 
Skin: Josephine Baker and 
the Modern Surface 
(handout) 
 
3. D. Chinitz, “The New 
Harlem Renaissance 
Studies” (handout) 

The Harlem 
Renaissance 
 

 

Sem 8 
18/10 

Modernist 
Manifestoes 
(handouts): 
 
1.Mina Loy: 
–Feminist 
Manifesto 
–Aphorisms on 
Futurism 
–Auto-Facial-
Construction 
2. Pound: 
Vortex 
3. Alain Locke: 
The New Negro 
 
Poetry: 
 
Mina Loy, 
“Songs to 
Joannes” 
 

1. Adorno: “Commitment” 
(Aesthetics and Politics) 
 
2. Peter Burger, “Avant-
Garde and Neo-Avant-
Garde” (handout) 
 
3. Optional reading: 
M. Puchner, “The 
Aftershocks of Blast” (in 
Bad Modernisms) 
 

The unassimilable 
avant-garde 

 

Second Essay 
Assignment 
(deadline 
October 29) 
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COURSE AIMS 
 
At the end of the course, students should 

• Demonstrate the ability to approach the course materials, both literary and scholarly texts, in 
critical and analytical terms; 

• Be able to define and discuss the concept of “modernism” in historical, theoretical, and 
conceptual terms and in relation to the assigned literary texts; 

• Develop an independent analysis of a literary text in terms of aesthetic and conceptual 
challenges it posits in response to particular contexts such as cultural, historical, social, or 
political; 

•  Be able to follow and engage with the current debates in the field of the new modernist 
studies and to develop their own approach in relation to the ongoing debates. 

 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 
To achieve the goals of the course, and be given a passing grade, you will be required to  

• Attend the seminars. That is, attendance is compulsory; 80% is required to pass the course. 
Notify the seminar instructor  by e-mail ASAP if for some reason you will be/have been 
absent. For each seminar you miss you will be given an extra assignment to make up for your 
absence, but you are only allowed to miss two seminars. 

• Prepare for the seminars by reading the assigned texts in a critical and active manner. Also 
prepare by carrying out any other tasks that you have been assigned. 

• Participate actively in class discussion. During the seminars every one of us will take part in a 
discussion that aims at finding and probing the difficult questions that come up when we 
analyze narrative form. Come well prepared and be ready to contribute to constructive and 
critical exchanges. Since at each seminar you will communicate your main findings and 
questions to others, it is important to be prepared for this task.  

• Write and hand in responses to assignments given by the instructor. 
 
 
ASSESSMENT AND GRADING CRITERIA 
 
You will be assessed according to the quality of your submitted assignments: 
 

• ORAL PRESENTATION (Pass/Fail) 
• FIRST ESSAY (30% of the overall grade) 
• SECOND ESSAY (70% of the overall grade) 

 
 
OUTSTANDING 
For a grade of A the student should … 
• Display wide-ranging knowledge of the themes and concepts covered by the course material 

and seminar presentations as well as a profound familiarity with the texts we have read. 
• Show the ability, in written work and in active class discussion, to critically analyze theoretical 

arguments and literary works in a manner that is on occasion innovative and often illuminating, 
consistently deploying appropriate critical concepts in an elegant way. 

• Present his/her arguments in a persuasive and coherent manner, in correct, fluent and 
idiomatic English, in a consistently academic style of writing and spoken delivery.  
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EXCELLENT 
For a grade of B the student should … 
• display a broad knowledge of the themes and concepts covered by the course material and 

seminar presentations as well as an solid familiarity with the texts we have read. 
• show the ability, in written work and in class discussion, to critically analyze theoretical 

arguments and literary works in a manner that is on occasion illuminating, with frequent and 
correct use of appropriate critical concepts.  

• present  arguments in a solid and coherent manner, in correct and fluent English, in an 
academic style of writing and in an acceptably formal register of spoken delivery.  

GOOD 
For a grade of C the student should … 
• display considerable knowledge of most of the themes and concepts covered by the course 

material and seminar presentations as well as an adequate familiarity with the texts we have 
read. 

• show the ability, in written work and in class discussion, to critically analyze theoretical 
arguments and literary works, with at least occasional and correct use of appropriate critical 
concepts.  

• present arguments in a coherent manner, in adequate English with only minor errors, with only 
some lapses from an academic style of writing and with a correct and fluent spoken delivery. 

SATISFACTORY 
For a grade of D the student should … 
• display basic knowledge of most of the themes and concepts covered by the course material 

and seminar presentations as well as some familiarity with the texts we have read. 
• show the ability, in written work and in class discussion, to critically analyze literary works and 

theoretical arguments, with some, basic use of appropriate critical concepts.  
• present his/her arguments in a largely coherent manner, in adequate English with only minor 

errors, in a consistent, formal register of writing and with a largely correct and fluent spoken 
delivery. 

ADEQUATE 
For a grade of E the student should … 
• display basic knowledge of some of the themes and concepts covered by the course material 

and seminar presentations as well as a basic knowledge of some of the elements of plots, 
characters, settings and narrative structure in most of the texts we have read. 

• show some ability, in written work and in class discussion, to critically analyze literary works 
and theoretical arguments, with at least a minimal employment of technical terms. 

• present his/her arguments in an intelligible manner, in adequate English, in a largely formal 
register of written or spoken delivery, with some fluency and few errors.  

INADEQUATE 
A grade of F will be set if the student 
• fails the attendance requirements or fails to hand in assignments in time. 
• shows scant or no knowledge of the themes and concepts covered by the course material and 

seminar presentations; likewise shows very little or no familiarity with the texts we have read. 
• fails to reach a satisfactory level of critical analysis in written assignments and in class 

discussion, a failure that includes inability to properly use critical concepts. 
• fails to communicate adequately in English, with many errors and no sense of stylistic register. 
Any of these failures is enough for an overall fail. 

INCOMPLETE 
The Fx grade is set if the student has reached most of the Learning outcomes of the course, but must 
hand in revised or supplementary material in order to fully meet the requirements. 


