SAMPLE SYLLABUS

ENGLISH 238a
THE MONSTROUS BODY (linked and team-taught with Thor Hansen, Professor of Geology,  Geology 204)

Bruce Beasley, Professor of English

Winter 2004

TEXTS:

Mary Shelley, Frankenstein
Bram Stoker, Dracula
Selections from John Milton, Paradise Lost; Grimms’ Fairy Tales; Flannery O’Connor, The Collected Stories; Beowulf; Nikolai Gogol, “The Nose”; Sigmund Freud, selected essays; the book of Job (King James version); Darrin Strauss, Chang and Eng: A Novel; Bruno Bettleheim, The Uses of Enchantment.  (Contained in course packet)

Background theory; recommended and reserve reading: 

Jan Bondeson, The Two Headed Boy and Other Medical Marvels

Rosemarie Garland Thomson, Freakery: Cultural Spectacles of the Extraordinary Body

Jeffrey Cohen, Monster Theory: Reading Culture

Rosamond Purcell and Stephen Jay Gould, Crossing Over: Where Art and Science Meet

Requirements: Midterm and final examinations; group collaborative project and presentation

In this course we will consider the literature, psychology, and mythology of the monstrous.  The course will examine cultural fascination and repulsion toward the monstrous body through the lens of poetry, short stories, novels, fairy tales, Biblical texts, and films.  We will examine ways in which the boundaries of the “normal” are questioned and dissolved by confrontations with monstrous otherness, both dreamed and real: the vampire and werewolf; the Leviathan; the fifty-foot woman and the incredible shrinking man; the moral monstrosity of Satan’s Milton and O’Connor’s murderous Misfit; the comic monstrosity of Gogol’s Nose that secedes from the body and takes on a cultured and socially successful life of its own.  We will examine the ways in which societies constructed fantasies of the monstrous in order to confront (and mythologize) their deepest cultural and individual fears, as they externalize into film, fairy tale, literature, and scripture some of the monsters that lie outside and within.

This course is linked to Geology 204 in which we’ll be considering the physiology and science of the monstrous body through the fossil record of prehistoric “monsters” and through study of the “monstrous” bodies of whales, sharks, giant squids, and arthropods.  The objective of the course is to combine scientific and humanistic investigation of human reactions to the monstrous in both its inhuman and human forms (and especially in those monstrous imaginations of forms in which the monstrous inhuman becomes inseparably merged with the human body through excess, deformity, and human-inhuman hybrids like the werewolf and vampire).

COURSE OUTLINE

Week One. The psychology of revulsion.  Freud, “The Uncanny.”  Bettleheim, from The Uses of Enchantment. Brothers Grimm, “Hansel and Gretel”; Beauty and the Beast”

Week Two.  The monstrous as revelatory.  Flannery O’Connor, “Good Country People,” “The Life You Save May Be Your Own.” Ambrose Paré, “On Monsters and Marvels.”   Book of Job.

Week Three.  Gigantism and Excess. The monstrous as the excessive, the too-large, the terrifyingly outgrown: the cultural background of monster films, including selections from  Attack of the 50-Foot Woman; King Kong; Godzilla; Mothra

Week Four.  The monstrous and excess, continued: conjoined twins; the “double monster”; selections from Chang and Eng: A Novel.  Monstrosity as a parasitic doubleness inside the body: scenes from Alien.  

Week Five.  Monstrosity through excessive subtraction: the part become the whole.  Gogol, “The Nose.” Selections from Michael Paterniti, Driving Mr. Albert: A Trip Across America with Einstein’s Brain
Week Six. The Beast Inside, and the Charming Monster. Satan in Milton’s Paradise Lost.  Hannibal Lecter in The Silence of the Lambs.  The Stepfather.

Week Seven.  The Beast Outside. Selections from Beowulf.   Kafka, “The Metamorphosis”; Hitchcock, The Birds

Week Eight.  The Beast Inside and Outside.  Bram Stoker, Dracula
Weeks Nine and Ten.   Technology and Monstrosity.  Mary Shelley, Frankenstein
