English 185A: The Trauma Narrative

Winter Quarter 2010-11

MW 1:15-3:05, Room 110-101

Adam Johnson, Office 460-324

adamjohn@stanford.edu

Course Description: By combining a critical and creative approach, this seminar will examine essays, short stories and novels to reveal how trauma narratives make special use of architecture, temporality and narrative strategy to produce forms that challenge traditional conventions and reader expectations. In a traditional narrative, it’s expected that literary characters grow and change. It’s accepted that characters value insight and discovery and are willing to face conflict, overcome obstacles and make meaningful choices on their paths toward satisfying deeply held desires. But what of characters whose stories are of loss, dislocation and marginalization? What shapes and structures are organic to painful stories? In this course, we’ll examine the ways in which stories of troubling experiences manifest themselves in fragmentation, repetition, deflection and withholding. We’ll study cyclical shapes, horizontal development, non-linear release of information and a host of distancing techniques—remote points of view, tense variation, floating points of narration and perspective shifts. And we’ll come to recognize why some characters lack insight, refuse change, focus on minutia and have difficulty locating the beginnings and endings of their stories.


Attendance is crucial; if you must miss a class, I’ll expect you will make arrangements beforehand. Come to class, come on time, and come prepared. Each unexcused absence will reduce your course grade by 1/3 grade point—an A drops to an A-; an A- drops to a B+; and etc.


Grading: Your course grade will be based on the following: the level of your in-class discussion (10%); the level of your in-class presentation (10%); my assessment of your writing exercises (10%); my assessment of your creative mid-term (30%); and your final ten-page paper (40%.)


Students with Documented Disabilities: Students who may need an academic accommodation based on the impact of a disability must initiate the request with the Student Disability Resource Center (SDRC) located within the Office of Accessible Education (OAE). SDRC staff will evaluate the request with required documentation, recommend reasonable accommodations, and prepare an Accommodation Letter for faculty dated in the current quarter in which the request is being made. Students should contact the SDRC as soon as possible since timely notice is needed to coordinate accommodations. 
Required Texts:

Course Reader

The Year of Magical Thinking by Joan Didion

The Things They Carried by Tim O’Brien

The Gangster We Are All Looking For by Lê Thi Diem Thúy

The Sun Also Rises by Ernest Hemingway

Course Schedule:

Week one: 
Course overview and discussion of traditional narrative shapes and conventions.



Writing exercise—dramatic, scene-based writing mode.



“The Prophet from Jupiter” by Tony Earley; “Cathedral” by Raymond Carver.
Week two:
Group discussion of dramatic scenes.



Discussion of narrative chronology, causality, temporality, layering and structure.



“In the Gloaming” by Alice Elliot Dark; “People Like That” by Lorrie Moore.
Week Three:
Martin Luther King, Jr. Holiday.



Loss of linearity, horizontal development, misdirection and withholding.



“Lechery” by Jayne Anne Phillips; “In the Cemetery” by Patricia Hempel.


Writing exercise—fragmentation of narrative.

Week Four:
Group discussion of fragmented narratives.



The Things They Carried by Tim O’Brien.



Tim O’Brien (hopefully) class visit.

Week Five: 
Physical pain versus psychological suffering.



Essays by Susan Sontag, Elaine Scarry; “The Pain Scale” by Eula Biss.



Creative mid-term due.

Week Six:
Trauma and the wake of trauma.



The Year of Magical Thinking by Joan Didion.



“The Sweeping Flood” by Oates; “Car Crash While Hitchhiking” by Johnson.
Week Seven:
Post Trauma, the endless present, hauntings, looping.



“Torch Song” by Charles Bowden; “The Love of My Life” by Cheryl Strayed.

Week Eight:
President’s Day Holiday



Cultural dislocations. Guest lecture



The Gangster We Are All Looking For by Lê Thi Diem Thúy

Week Nine:
Post trauma, absences and amnesias; dissociation and the inaccessible self.



“Lawns” by Mona Simpson; “The Management of Grief” by Bharti Mukherjee.


The Sun Also Rises by Ernest Hemingway.

Week Ten:
Distant points of narration. “UFO in Kushiro” by Haruki Murakami.


Conclusions, Final essay due; “The Point” by D’Ambrosio.
