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This is an advanced course in the practice of the long-form cultural essay, which means speculative or argumentative nonfiction-with-a-thesis on a cultural topic that is longer than a brief review and shorter than a big book.  (This means swimming in a lake, as opposed to in a pool or an ocean.)   It consists of the readings below, class discussions, short writing exercises, and the production of one long essay by the end of the semester.
So this course is different from Critical Survey in two major ways: it goes wider—it is about cultural criticism in general, rather than arts criticism in particular--and generally deals with longer pieces of writing.
We will be reading various kinds of essays—a critical reading of a single subject; meditations on cultural-social-political themes; polemics; work that combines forms.  Among the names below are famous critics, as well as writers better known as journalists, novelists, historians or poets.  I have made an effort to include some very recent writing here as well as what’s old and established, or old and almost forgotten.
We will look at how a writer can turn an argument and thesis into a narrative that makes a reader want to keep reading.  Our class discussions will not focus on whether we agree with the arguments within the writing.  Instead they will focus on the qualities that make all these pieces sing: form, thesis, tone, rhythm, rhetorical style, counterintuitive thinking, vocabulary, confidence, authority, evidence, tight or loose focus, trustworthiness, daring. 
WRITING ASSIGNMENTS:

One long essay (3,500 words) will be due at the end of the semester on a topic of your choosing, subject to my approval.  No late papers will be accepted.   See below for dates: first the proposal (maximum one page), then the essay itself about six weeks later, which I will read and comment on so that you can revise it as thoroughly as possible, handing it in by the end of the semester.
There will also be shorter in-class and at-home writing assignments as exercises. Through the semester, each student will lead a discussion for 20 minutes on a recently-published article about a contemporary event or social situation—a new book, film, play, television show, demonstration, debate, etc.  
GRADING:

Because the 3,500 word paper is the one significant piece of written work in this class, it will count for a significant part of the grade.  Reading and class participation counts for the rest.
READING:  (Books available at Shakespeare & Co.)

Joan Acocella, Willa Cather and the Politics of Criticism 
John D’Agata, About a Mountain
Rebecca Solnit, River of Shadows: Eadweard Muybridge and the Technological Wild West
All other essays will be in the course packet.
1/24  Introduction.  Ordering of in-class presentations.  
1/31  What’s all around us
Joan Didion: “Los Angeles Days” 
Gerald Early:  “The Unquiet Kingdom of Providence:  The Patterson-Liston Fight”

John Kouwenhoven:  “What’s ‘American’ about America”

2/7 Cultural criticism as profile
Otis Ferguson: “John Hammond”

Murray Kempton: “Ronald Reagan: The Performer’s Art”

Hilton Als: chapter 2, on Dorothy Dean, from The Women
PROPOSAL FOR FINAL PAPER DUE
2/14  Noticing 
Joan Didion: “On Keeping a Notebook” 
Virginia Woolf: “Street Haunting”

Sean Wilsey: “Using So Little”
SHORT ASSIGNMENT 1 DUE
2/21 Experiments with form and style
D.H. Lawrence: “Herman Melville’s Moby Dick”  
Janet Malcolm: “Forty-One False Starts” 
David Ramsay: “I Will Forever Remain Faithful”

Anne Carson: “Just for the Thrill: an Essay on the Difference Between Women and Men”
SHORT ASSIGNMENT 2 DUE
2/28 Experiments with Form and Style II
Sam Anderson: “Five Ways of Looking at the Legend of Derek Jeter,” from New York Times, April 1, 2011. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/04/03/magazine/mag-03Riff-t.html?pagewanted=all
Nik Cohn: “Soljas”

Sukhdev  Sandhu:  “A Partial Burial: Flushers”

Elizabeth Hardwick, “Bartleby in Manhattan”

Guest: Sam Anderson

3/6 Book-length essay I
John D’Agata, About a Mountain

3/13  SPRING BREAK—NO CLASS
3/20  Book-length essay I
Joan Acocella, Willa Cather and the Politics of Criticism
Guest: Joan Acocella
3/27 NO CLASS—MAKE-UP CLASS ADDED TO END OF SEMESTER…

4/3 Book-length essay III
Rebecca Solnit, River of Shadows: Eadweard Muybridge and the Technological Wild West
FINAL ESSAY DUE
4/10 Editing workshop

4/17 What’s all around us II
Constance Rourke:  “Corncobs Twist Your Hair”

George Orwell: “The Art of Donald McGill”

Robert Moor: “On Douchebags” (from Wag’s Review, Spring ’09:  http://www.wagsrevue.com/Download/Issue_1/Moor.pdf)

4/24:  Three introductions
Jane Jacobs: Introduction to The Death and Life of Great American Cities

Robert Hughes: Introduction to Nothing if Not Critical
Lewis Hyde:  Introduction to Trickster Makes This World
5/1  Recent work
Terry Castle: “Do I Like It?”  from London Review of Books 7/28/11 

(http://www.lrb.co.uk/v33/n15/terry-castle/do-i-like-it)

Caryl Phillips: “Rude am I in My Speech”

Zadie Smith: “Generation Why?” from New York Review of Books 11/25/2010
(http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2010/nov/25/generation-why/?pagination=false)

5/8  Conclusion
REVISED FINAL ESSAY DUE
