Course Proposal: Duke TIP East Campus

Strange Fiction, Strange World: An Introduction to Postmodern Culture & Literature

Instructor: Robert Martinez

Page 1 of 3

Strange Fiction, Strange World: An Introduction to Postmodern Culture & Literature
Course Proposal for Duke University TIP East Campus

Summer 2007
Instructor: Mr. Robert Martinez

Required Texts & Materials

· Thomas Pynchon, The Crying of Lot 49
· Nicholson Baker, The Mezzanine
· Paul Auster, City of Glass
· Julian Barnes, Flaubert’s Parrot
· Coursepack: Selections from Fredric Jameson’s Postmodernism: Or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, Jean Baudrillard’s Simulacra & Simulations, Jean-Francois Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition
· College-ruled notebook, folder with pockets, floppy disks, and CD-RWs (writeable/rewriteable CDs).

Film Screenings

Francois Ozon, Swimming Pool (2003)
Michelangelo Antonioni, Blow Up (1966)
Course Description

In 1979, French theorist Jean-Francois Lyotard proclaimed that we were living in a strange world, a bizarre moment in history unlike any other.  He termed contemporary life “the postmodern condition.”  In this course, we will come to terms with just what Lyotard means and analyze the historical currents that led to this new age of postmodernism that many believe we still inhabit.  Globalized markets, mass technology and media saturation, the Cold War, and the rise and effect of atomic and nuclear technologies and warfare are just a few of the key historical changes in the twentieth century we will study in our efforts to define the postmodern condition and how it has altered our conceptions of human nature.  We will then examine how artists and thinkers—painters, filmmakers, musicians, novelists, architects, philosophers—began responding to the “strange effects” that arose from these historical changes.  Students will study brief examples of pre-postmodern art, architecture, and thought in order to gauge the immense artistic revolution brought on by postmodernism.  We will then spend the rest of the course analyzing and discussing why and how these artists and thinkers started breaking the rules of language, fiction, representation, musical forms, etc.  By the end of the course, students will produce a thoughtful essay in which they attempt to move beyond postmodernism and, a la Lyotard, to define the cultural era awaiting them.

Activities and Assignments

This course is reading and writing intensive.  Daily class sessions will involve reflective journal writing, critical reading, analytical discussion, library research and presentations, workshops on creative and scholarly writing, film analysis, and guest lectures by professional scholars.  

An in-class essay test will be given on each of the novels.  Students will also be required to complete and turn in a final project at the end of the course.  They will have two options for the final project: (1) Students may write a scholarly paper on one or more of the novels studied in the class, or (2) they may create their own postmodern work of art.

Tentative Course Syllabus for “Strange Fiction, Strange World: An Introduction to Postmodern Literature & Culture”

Week 1

	Monday
	Introductions: Getting to Know the Course and the Class

What Is Postmodernism?

Cultural unit: The roots of postmodernism: changes in art and thought, 1910-1960

Lesson: historical underpinnings of the postmodern condition: decolonization, the Atomic Age, Nuclear technology, computer technology, multinational corporate business.

Reading: Before postmodern fiction, short fiction of Edith Wharton and Kate Chopin

	Tuesday
	Defining the characteristics of fiction before postmodernism.

Assign creative and academic projects

Library Tour

Announcing the arrival of the postmodern: Lyotard’s “Postmodern Condition” and John Barth’s “The Literature of Exhaustion”

Discussion

	Wednesday
	Finish discussing Lyotard and Barth

Lesson: How to Talk (and write!) about Literature

Begin reading: Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49
Passage analysis writing and discussion



	Thursday
	Continue reading Pynchon

Discussion

Group work project time

	Friday
	Finish reading Pynchon and hold final discussions.

In-class essay test on Pynchon, Barth, and Lyotard



	Saturday
	Early postmodern cinema: Antonioni’s Blow Up
Discussion and analysis




Week 2

	Monday
	Postmodernism and the search for meaning: the influence of detective fiction in postmodernism

Read example of detective fiction (Conan Doyle)

Begin reading Auster’s City of Glass
Discussion

Art lesson: importance of the city in contemporary art and theory



	Tuesday
	Group work project time

Read Auster and discuss

Passage analysis/reflective writing



	Wednesday
	Read and discuss Auster

Documentary on deconstruction theory: discussion



	Thursday
	Finish reading Auster, final discussion.

Group work time



	Friday
	In-class essay test on Auster, Doyle, and deconstruction theory

Group work time

	Saturday
	Postmodernism in film II: Genre play in Ozon’s Swimming Pool
Analyze film and discussion


Week 3

	Monday
	Lesson: postmodernism and the importance of history

Begin reading Barnes’s Flaubert’s Parrot

Discussion

Postmodernism and music lesson

	Tuesday
	Continue reading Barnes

Discussion

Group work time: wrap up group projects



	Wednesday
	Present group projects

Continue reading Barnes

Discussion



	Thursday
	Present group projects

Finish reading Barnes and final novel discussion

Postmodernism and comedy: modern life in Baker’s The Mezzanine


	Friday
	Finish Baker’s novel and discussions

Conclude course

	Saturday
	Parent conferences.


