
Literature 3323: The American Renaissance 1820-1865

Dr. Shari Goldberg Office  JO 3.924      Fall 2011
sgoldberg@utdallas.edu Office hours  W 5:15-7:15      M W 4-5:15
972-883-4470         (and by appointment)           JO 4.122

Course description

The term "American Renaissance" was coined in 1941 by the scholar F. O. Matthiessen, 
who was fascinated by "how great a number of our past masterpieces were produced in
one extraordinarily concentrated moment of expression."  This moment seemed to him
a renaissance or re-birth, and it is with an eye toward the experimentalism of these 
masterpieces that we will approach them.  What does it mean to write at the beginning,
we will ask, to create a national literature where none has existed previously?  How 
does such writing go about formulating—and inventing—many ideas that we take for 
granted today, such as self, nature, law, testimony, death, occupation and, perhaps 
most of all, America?  Our goal will be to understand these ideas in their context and in
ours, and to pursue how they continue to speak to the way we read and live as 
Americans.

Student learning objectives

This course aims to have students:

1. become familiar with key writers and texts from a period of important literary 
production.

2. learn how to pay close attention to, and make sense of, the language of older texts.

3. write about texts by interpreting and analyzing quotations from them. 

Texts

Available at Off Campus Books and the on-campus bookstore:

Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (Norton)

Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter and Other Writings (Norton)

Thoreau, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers (Princeton UP)

These editions are strongly recommended, for their accuracy and for the cohesion of 
class discussions.  Additional readings will be posted via the library e-reserves.

A useful writing handbook is Graff & Birkenstein, They Say/I Say, also ordered at the 
stores listed above.



Course Policies

Primary responsibilities

Students must:

1. bring the book or other printed copy of the assigned text to class.

2. read assigned texts closely, engage with their ideas, and think seriously about what
and how they mean before class.  You are responsible for providing yourself with 
materials and an environment that will allow you to do so.

3. use the edition on e-reserves for texts marked [ER].  The web site for our course is: 
http://utdallas.docutek.com/eres/coursepage.aspx?cid=1478.  The password is:  
wallstreet.

4. act respectfully towards the viewpoints of others—those present in class and those 
whom we will read. 

5. use personal technology responsibly.  Looking up an unfamiliar word is okay; 
texting your friends is not.  In general, I prefer phones to be off desks.

6. complete all assignments on their own and on time.  

Attendance

Students are expected to be present and prepared in all class sessions.  Semester 
grades will reflect this expectation as follows:  

Four absences or unprepared presences will result in the final grade being lowered 
by five points.  Five absences or unprepared presences will result in the final grade 
being lowered by ten points.  More than five absences may result in failure of the 
course. Coming late to class twice is the equivalent of being absent once.

There are no distinctions made between excused and non-excused absences.  If an 
emergency occurs that will require absences beyond the allotted three, contact me as 
soon as possible.

A sign-in sheet will be circulated at the start of every class session.  It is your 
responsibility to make sure that the sheets accurately reflect your attendance, as they 
are my only means of determining absences at the end of the semester.  If a sheet is 
not circulated, please remind me to take attendance at the conclusion of class.  

Communication

Email will be used for course updates or to notify students of individual concerns, so 
be sure to check your UTD account regularly.  You may also stop by my office hours at 
any time.  

In the event that the terms of this course become difficult to meet, please contact me 
immediately.  My goal is for you to successfully complete the course once you have 
begun it.



Evaluation

Student performance will be evaluated on an A-F grading scale, with components 
weighed as follows:

Presentation (+ paper):  25%

Students will be divided into 6 groups during the first week of the course.  Each group 
is responsible for presenting on a concept that will focus our study of one of our 
authors.  Group 1 will present on self, group 2 on nature, group 3 on the law, group 4 
on testimony, group 5 on death, and group 6 on occupation.  Your task is to research 
how the given concept circulates, or is defined and understood, in our culture today.  
Group members should brainstorm together and then divide up various aspects of the 
concept to avoid overlapping content, but you will be primarily graded on your 
individual work.  Each group will have 20 minutes to present their findings.

On the date of your presentation, you will turn in an 800-1,000-word accompanying 
paper.  

As a group, you must meet with me to ensure a productive brainstorm.  More detailed 
instructions will be distributed in class on 1/14.

Brief writing assignments:  20%

At five points during the semester, students will turn in a printed paper of 300-450 
words, answering a specific question about the reading.  Grades for these will be a 
check (grade equivalent of 85%), check plus (grade equivalent of 95%) or zero.  Keep in 
mind that work must be above average to receive credit.

◇ a check means that the assignment reflects an adequate reading of the text (usually, 
1-2 hours of reading).  Check papers demonstrate a basic understanding of the terms
of the question and/or a deliberate effort to make sense of them.  They are polished 
but may contain (limited!) factual or grammatical mistakes.

◇ a check-plus means that the assignment reflects a serious engagement with the text 
(usually, 2-3 hours of reading).  Check-plus papers answer the question thoroughly 
and with good prose.  Often, they also ask "So what?".  This means that they grapple 
with the consequences of their answers and attempt to extend them to other aspects 
of the text or to class discussions.

◇ a zero means that the assignment presents no information that could not be gleaned
from a cursory search about the text on the Web (10 minutes of reading).  A paper 
that reflects more time reading, but does not answer the question asked, will also be 
a zero.  Finally, a paper with seriously sloppy writing will be a zero.  In other words, 
assignments that might be graded C or D in other contexts will be zeroes here—so 
don't bother turning in such work.

Late assignments will not be accepted.  In case of illness or emergency, they may be 
emailed to me before the class meeting time if a hard copy is also delivered in or by 
the next class.  



Evaluation, continued

Contribution to class:  15%

In addition to sharing thoughtful observations in class discussions, contribution points 
may be earned by coming to class prepared, listening attentively, respecting all the 
persons present, completing any quizzes, and communicating uncertainties regarding 
the course material.

Final paper proposal:  10%

The goal of the final paper is to analyze how a concept is presented in a piece of 
American literature from the course period (1820-1865), as compared with the 
concept's circulation today.  Your paper must discuss at least one current cultural 
phenomenon or object and at least one scholarly assessment of the text at hand.  For 
the paper proposal, you will turn in 750-1,000 words that identify your chosen text and
concept, outline your argument about how the concept functions in the text, and 
discuss the cultural and scholarly texts you will include.  More detailed instructions will
be distributed in class.

Final paper:  30%

After receiving feedback on your paper proposals, you will craft a paper of 2,250-2,500
words.  Hard copies are due, following MLA format, at the start of class on 5/1.  Again,
more detailed instructions will be distributed in class.

University Policies

University-wide policies such as academic integrity, grievances, incompletes, disability 
services, and plagiarism are included in the scope of this syllabus.  Please read them 
on the provost's Web site:  <http://go.utdallas.edu/syllabus-policies>.

Adjustments

Any changes made to this syllabus by the instructor will be announced in class and 
communicated via email.



Schedule of readings and assignments, DUE ON THE DATE LISTED

Experimental literature

M 1/14 Introduction & expectations

W 1/16 Irving, "Rip Van Winkle" [ER]

Emerson's self

W 1/23 Group 1 presentations

Emerson, "The Lord's Supper Sermon" [ER]

M 1/28 Emerson, "Self-Reliance" [ER]

Brief writing assignment #1 due

W 1/30 Emerson, "Spiritual Laws" [ER]

Thoreau's nature

M 2/4 Group 2 presentations

Thoreau, "Concord River"

W 2/6 Thoreau, "Saturday"

M 2/11 Thoreau, "Wednesday"

Brief writing assignment #2 due

W 2/13 Thoreau, "Civil Disobedience," "Slavery in Massachusetts" [ER]

M 2/18 Solnit, "The Thoreau Problem" [ER]

Hawthorne's law

W 2/21 Group 3 presentations

Hawthorne, "The Custom House"

M 2/25 Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter chapters 1-7

W 2/27 Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter chapters 8-14

Brief writing assignment #3 due

M 3/4 Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter chapters 15-20

W 3/6 Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter chapters 21-24

[spring break]



Schedule of readings and assignments, continued

M 3/18 Korobkin, "The Scarlet Letter of the Law: Hawthorne and Criminal Justice"

W 3/20 Paper proposals due

[no class 3/25]

Douglass's testimony

W 3/27 Group 4 presentations

Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, preface

M 4/1 Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, chapters 1-8

W 4/3 Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, chapters 9-11

Brief writing assignment #4 due

M 4/8 Douglass, "What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?"

W 4/10 McBride, "Consider the Audience:  Witnessing to the Discursive Reader in 
Frederick Douglass's Narrative" [ER]

Dickinson's death

M 4/15 Group 5 presentations

Dickinson, selected poems [ER]

W 4/17 Dickinson, selected poems [ER]

Brief writing assignment #5 due

Melville's occupation

M 4/22 Group 6 presentations

Melville, "Bartleby" [ER]

W 4/24 Melville, "Bartleby" [ER]

M 4/29 Greenberg, "Occupy Wall Street's Debt to Melville" [ER]

Klein, "What Bartleby Can Teach Us About Occupy Wall Street" (read the 
comments too) [ER]

5/1 Final papers due


