
   
 
English 248: Modernism and Material Form: Experiments in Print Culture  
 
Professor Jennifer Emery-Peck  
Email: Jenny.Emery-Peck@oberlin.edu 
Course Meets MWF 3:30 – 4:20 pm in King 239  
Office: Rice Hall 8     Office Hours on Tuesdays from 1–4:30 pm and by appointment 
 
Course Description:  
In this course, we will judge books by their covers.  Studying literary modernism through its original sites of 
publication and circulation, we will consider the dynamic relations between meaning and physical form, and 
between authors, publishers, and readers.  How and why did modernists experiment with the formats of 
books, magazines, and volumes—not only through their modes of writing, but also with innovative cover 
designs, frontispieces, illustrations, page layouts, prefaces, and notes?  How do these choices shape readerly 
expectations and enhance our interpretation of these texts? How did institutions like publishing houses, little 
magazines, and literary communities shape modernism as an aesthetic movement?  We will read texts by 
Virginia Woolf, Djuna Barnes, Jean Toomer, T.S. Eliot, Henry James, H.D., Gwendolyn Brooks, Hart Crane, 
Langston Hughes, and Elizabeth Bishop, and work extensively with archival materials.   

 
 
 
 



Course Goals:  
I have designed the course to help you develop and hone the following skills:  

*Close-Reading Analysis Skills across a variety of genres as we’ll be reading a diverse and genre- 
bending group of novels, short stories, and poems.  
*The ability to think critically and to argue (verbally and in writing) about both the micro and macro  
 levels (i.e. at the level of the sentence, the paragraph, the chapter, and the structure of the whole  
book or story and at the level of the line, the stanza, the poem, and the volume).  
*The ability to engage with literary criticism and theory about modernism, textual scholarship, and 
materiality and to use these materials to deepen your engagement with primary texts and to enhance 
your ability to think about texts as material objects with linguistic codes (words) and bibliographic 
codes (everything else that packages and frames the text for the reader).   
*The ability to work in the archive and to develop an archivally-grounded research project exploring 
the multiple material incarnations and contexts of a particular literally text.  

I aim for you to emerge from the semester with a complex understanding of literary modernism and 
materiality and textual scholarship.   
 
Required Texts for the Course: (Available at the Oberlin Bookstore or on our course Blackboard site) 
Modernist Experiments with the Book Format: 
Selections from George Bornstein’s Material Modernism, Jerome McGann’s Black Riders, and Janine 
Barchas’s “Expanding the Literary Text: A Textual Studies Approach” [all on Blackboard] 
Jean Toomer, Cane (1923) (Norton Edition) ISBN 0393956008 
Djuna Barnes, A Book (1923) [Blackboard] 
Virginia Woolf, Flush: A Biography (1933) (Harvest Book edition) ISBN 0156319527 
 
Institutions of Modernism and Modernism in Periodicals:  
T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land: A Facsimile and Transcript of the Original Drafts (1922) (Harvest Book  

Edition) ISBN  0156948702 
Henry James, “The Real Thing” [Blackboard] 
Brief readings on and sample issues from: Poetry Magazine, The Little Review, and Others. (Available via 
The Modernist Journals Project at http://dl.lib.brown.edu/mjp/ )    
Selections from Lawrence Rainey’s Institutions of Modernism: Literary Elites and Public Culture  

[Blackboard]    
 
Poetry in the Volume: [all scans of first editions posted on Blackboard] 
HD, Sea Garden (1916) 
Hart Crane, The Bridge (1930) 
Gwendolyn Brooks, A Street in Bronzeville (1945)  
Langston Hughes, Montage of a Dream Deferred (1951) 
Elizabeth Bishop, Geography III (1976) 
Additional Secondary Readings will be assigned later and posted to Blackboard  
 
Assessment:  
Your final grade for this course will be determined by the following breakdown of the percentage weighting 
of each course component: 
 
Close Reading Practice Posts            5%    
Short Assignments & Discussion Posts        5% 
Journal Analysis Assignment        15% 
Material Modernism Paper        25% 
Final Research Project        30% 
Participation          20% 



 
Assignments and Policies:  
Close Reading Practice Posts: This semester you will practice and develop your close-reading skills by 
submitting 2 short responses to our course blackboard site.  These short (1 page) responses will sometimes 
be directed by more specific instructions (i.e. you will respond to a question or prompt that I post) and will 
always be submitted electronically via the Discussion Board area on our course Blackboard site.  These short 
writes encourage you to write-to-learn and the emphasis is placed on the process of closely engaging with 
course readings.  They will all graded on a √ (for fulfilling the expectations of the assignment), √ + (for 
exceeding expectations through an exceptionally thoughtful and interesting response), or a 0 (for failing to 
post a response or for posting a response that fails to fulfill the expectations of the assignment).  If you 
receive a √ or √ + on both of the postings, then you will be awarded full credit for this 5% of your final 
grade.  Each posting assignment will specify more precisely the expectations for successful completion in 
that particular case.  Late responses (after the due date and time but within 24 hours) will receive ½ credit.  
Any response posted later than 24 hours after the due time will not be read and will receive a 0.   
 
Short Assignments and Discussion Posts: You will also be continually submitting shorter responses—often 
in the form of thoughtful discussion questions or short paragraph analyses of moments in the texts—in order 
to keep actively thinking (through writing) about the deluge of words that we’ll be reading together.  These 
shorter assignments will almost always be submitted electronically via the Discussion Board area on our 
course Blackboard site and I will send out an email announcement to let you know what to post and when to 
post it.  They will not be commented upon or returned to you, but I will read them (and sometimes draw from 
them in our class discussions) and they will constitute 5% of your final grade.  If you follow my instructions 
for each short assignment and submit them all on time, then you will receive full credit for this portion of 
your grade.  I hope that they will also serve as a fruitful resource and testing ground for your ideas as you 
think through questions about each text and develop your formal paper assignments.     
  
Journal Analysis Assignment (3 pages) (Due Sunday March 18th by 10 pm posted on Blackboard):  For this 
assignment, you will select 1 issue of one of the modernist journals digitized by The Modernist Journals 
Project at http://dl.lib.brown.edu/mjp/ and you will select one item (this needs to be a literary text of some 
kind (not an advertisement or purely visual image) in that journal to close-read and contextualize within the 
frame of the particular issue/journal that you select.  How do adjacent items (potentially including 
advertisements, manifestos, visual images, other literary texts of similar or wildly different contents and 
styles, etc) inflect your interpretation of your selected item?  We will practice these kinds of contextual 
analyses as we close-read three sample issues together as a class to help prepare you for the kinds of 
analytical connections that you will be asked to make in this assignment.  An assignment sheet with more 
specifics will be handed out in class. 
 
Material Modernism Paper (5 pages) (Due Sunday April 29th by 10 pm on Blackboard): For this paper, you 
will select one of the texts that we have read together as a class (either a volume of poetry or a modernist 
experiment with the book format) and you will develop a debatable argument about one aspect of that text 
and then connect that argument to the material form of the text.  In other words, if you select a volume of 
poetry then the aim of this assignment is for you to formulate an interesting, debatable argument about a 
single poem and to connect that argument in a meaningful way to the larger volume in which that poem 
appeared.  When talking about the volume context, you can address the cover/dust-jacket design, the order in 
the volume in which your poem appears, the relationship amongst a group of poems within the volume, the 
way in which the poem you’re focusing on connects (or resists) larger themes and trends in the volume, etc.  
If you select one of our modernist experiments in the book format, then you will analyze a particular element 
of that text do develop a complex argument about the text and you will also incorporate the bibliographic 
code into your analysis.  An assignment sheet with more specifics will be handed out in class. 
 



Final Research Project (5 pages + Annotated Bibliography) (Due Friday May 18th by 11 am posted to 
Blackboard): After writing about texts that I selected and that we explored together, you will develop a 
research project on a text that you select to explore on your own in the Oberlin Library Archives or through 
online forums, ohiolink, etc.  You will choose a modernist text that has been published in at least 3 different 
formats or editions (for example a poem that appeared in a journal, then in a volume, and then in an 
anthology or on a website) and you will complete a short annotated bibliography summarizing the key 
differences between the 3 different versions.  You will then develop an analytical argument about your 
chosen text and incorporate your analysis of at least 1 of its material forms into your paper. An assignment 
sheet with more specifics will be handed out in class. 
 
Participation: Your participation grade will be based on your active engagement with class materials, your 
frequent and thoughtful contributions to class discussions of all shapes and sizes, your active listening to 
your classmates and to me, your productive work in frequent in-class small group activities, your reflections 
upon and completion of the assigned reading, and your coming to class prepared (with materials, thoughts, 
questions, and assigned work) every day.  In order to engage actively with these texts and to promote lively 
discussions, you will need to prepare diligently for class each day—I encourage you to thoroughly mark up 
your texts (write all over them, use post-it notes, keep a reading journal on a separate page if you prefer), flag 
key passages that interest you, jot down questions as they occur to you, and come to class ready to discuss 
and to contribute questions and themes, passages, and patterns that you find particularly intriguing and worth 
talking about.   
 
As you will see, I keep records of participation every single class meeting so that these grades are fair and 
able to be documented: I keep a huge spreadsheet of each day’s grade (assessed using a 4 point grading scale 
from 4 (an A for outstanding, engaged, thoughtful participation) to a 0 (total non-participation)) and the 
semester’s participation grade is an average of all of these daily marks (thus local highs and lows get evened 
out).  Also, participation in this course can also extend beyond the boundaries of the classroom and efforts to 
engage more fully with the reading and writing in the course during office hours also contributes to good 
participation (I also record frequent office hours attendance and will bump up one or more of the daily marks 
to reflect this alternative, valuable form of engagement).  I will give everyone mid-term participation grades 
so that you can see how you are doing in this area of the course.  If you are concerned about your ability to 
effectively participate, please come and talk with me in office hours and we can develop strategies to 
improve your active participation.      
 
You are responsible for obtaining all of the class readings for the course (including printing out any 
electronic resources assigned and accessible through Blackboard), for reading them carefully prior to 
class, and for bringing them to class with you as we will work actively with the assigned readings every 
single class session.  If you do not bring your reading materials assigned for a given class meeting to 
class with you, then you will receive a zero for that day’s participation.  We will work actively with the 
texts every single day and thus you really need to have them with you in order to actively contribute and 
even to keep up with our discussions.  
 
 Please turn off all cell phones before class begins.  No electronic devices—including computers—are 
to be used during class sessions.  If you have your cell phone or any other electronic device out during 
class, you will receive a zero for that day’s participation.   
 
Attendance Policy and Lateness:  This course will be very discussion-intensive—so if you miss a class 
meeting, you are missing a lot any day that you miss.  But obviously I understand that life sometimes gets in 
the way and so you may have two absences with no penalty.  For each absence after the first two, your 
course grade drops 1/3 of a letter grade (i.e. from B to B-).  So please use those two permitted absences 
wisely, they are to be used for times when you absolutely cannot make it to class (illnesses, family or 
personal emergencies, planned trips, etc.) and not for sleeping in, work for other courses, etc.  Being more 



than fifteen minutes late to class constitutes a full absence and each day that you are even slightly late will 
deduct from that day’s participation grade.  Please be right on-time to class every day as we will start 
promptly at 11:00 am.    
 
Late work:  Late assignments will be penalized 1/3 of a letter grade for each 24 hour period that they are 
late (i.e. if it was due on Wednesday at 4 pm it will be marked 1/3 grade down if it is turned in after then but 
before Thursday by 4 pm; if it is turned in after 4 pm on Thursday, it will be marked down an additional 1/3 
of a letter grade and so on).  Please make every effort to have all your assignments in on time!  I do not 
accept papers or read drafts over email. 
 
The 24-Hour Rule: Please wait 24 hours after I return your graded paper before you come to discuss that 
paper with me.  If you would like to discuss your paper with me, please come to my office hours or schedule 
an appointment (I often require several days notice if you need to make an appointment outside of office 
hours).  Please come prepared with a short paragraph write-up of your response to my comments on your 
paper. 
 
Academic Integrity and the Honor Code: 
Honor Code violations including cheating, plagiarism (failure to acknowledge via appropriate citation the 
sources for written, visual, on-line, and other sorts of material), fabrication, multiple submissions (e.g., 
submitting the same or substantially the same paper for two or more courses without prior approval of all 
instructors).   For each of the 2 formal papers for this course, you will need to complete the Honor Pledge: “I 
have adhered to the Honor Code in this Assignment” on the assignment (whether it is a physical copy or an 
electronic submission) in order to show your understanding of and adherence to the Oberlin College Honor 
Code policies.  On your first posting to our course Blackboard site, you will need to complete the modified 
pledge to cover all work submitted electronically in the form of blackboard posts and short assignments: “I 
have adhered to the Honor Code in this Assignment and will adhere to the Honor Code in all electronically 
submitted posts on blackboard for this course.”  No work will be accepted for a grade without your 
affirmation of this pledge.  Any assignment which violates the Honor Code will be reported to the student 
honor committee.  Please read “Honor Code and System” document carefully and ask me if you have any 
questions: this document is posted at http://new.oberlin.edu/students/policies/2011-2012/11-Policies-
Honor.pdf 
 
The Writing Center 
You will be doing a lot of writing in this course and the Oberlin Writing Center is an excellent resource to 
help you.  The Writing Center offers one-on-one tutoring sessions with experienced student writers to help 
you with a whole range of skills—getting started, building arguments, grammatical issues, organization, and 
many more—and I highly recommend using this resource.  See their website for more details: 
http://new.oberlin.edu/arts-and-sciences/departments/rhetoric/writing-associates-program/writing-
center.dot 
 
Services for Students with Disabilities: 
If you think you may need an accommodation for any sort of disability, please contact the Office of 
Disability Services and make an appointment to see me during my office hours within the first two weeks of 
the semester.  Thank you.  Here is the website: http://new.oberlin.edu/office/disability-services/ 
 
Religious Observances: 
If a class meeting conflicts with a religious holiday, please notify me within the first two weeks of the 
semester so that we can make alternate arrangements.  In most cases, I will ask you to turn in your 
assignment ahead of your scheduled absence, but, in accordance with the Oberlin College policy on 
Religious/Academic conflicts, your absence will not affect your grade in the course. 
 



 
Communication: 
The best way to get in touch with me outside of class and office hours is by email.  During the semester, I 
check my email regularly every weekday.  I probably will not be able to respond as promptly on weekends or 
late at night (I will most likely not respond on the same day if you email after 6 pm).  Email is a great way to 
ask a question, share a comment, or make an appointment to talk in person.  If you have a long, complicated 
question, please come visit during office hours or make an appointment so that we can talk it over in person.  
All conversations about grades and comments on written work should take place in person. 
 
I will email the class if class should be cancelled due to extreme winter weather or other emergency, or if I 
want to circulate course information to the class so please check your own email regularly.  
 
If you must miss a class, please do not email me asking what you missed.  It is your responsibility to check 
in with a classmate to find out what was covered and to obtain the notes from that day.  You should 
exchange email addresses with at least two of your classmates so that you can contact them if you have to 
miss class. 
 
 
Name: ____________________________________________________ 
 
Email: ____________________________________________________ 
 
Name: ____________________________________________________ 
 
Email: ____________________________________________________ 
 
I reserve the right to make minor changes and to adjust this syllabus if necessary for the improvement 
of the course.   
 



Weekly Schedule:  
Week 1:  
M Feb 6: Introductions and Syllabus Review 
 
W Feb 8: George Bornstein’s “How to Read a Page: Modernism and Material Textuality” (excerpt) (on 
Blackboard); In class: Activity with W.B. Yeats’s “Leda and the Swan” and Marianne Moore’s shifting 
“Poetry”  
 
F Feb 10: Janine Barchas “Expanding the Literary Text: A Textual Studies Approach” (excerpt) and Jerome 
McGann excerpt from Black Riders (on Blackboard); In class: Activity with Emily Dickinson Poems 
 
Week 2: 
M Feb 13: Jean Toomer, Cane, pp 5–43 
 
W Feb 15: Jean Toomer, Cane, pp 44–81 
 
F Feb 17: Jean Toomer, Cane, “Kabnis,” pp 81–115 
 
Saturday February 18th: Close Reading Post #1 due by 8 pm on Blackboard  
 
Week 3: 
M Feb 20: Djuna Barnes, A Book, pp 1–102 (on Blackboard) 
  
W Feb 22: Djuna Barnes, A Book, pp 103–163 (on Blackboard) 
 
F Feb 24: Djuna Barnes, A Book, pp 164–220 (on Blackboard) 
 
Week 4: 
M Feb 27: Virginia Woolf, Flush: A Biography, pp 3–74 
 
Tuesday February 28th: Close Reading Post #2 due by 10 pm on Blackboard  
 
W Feb 29: Virginia Woolf, Flush: A Biography, pp 77–143 
 
F Mar 2: Virginia Woolf, Flush: A Biography, pp 145–161 + Excerpt from Woolf’s “Aurora Leigh” essay 
(on Blackboard) 
 
Week 5: 
M Mar 5: “The Real Thing” (read the whole story for homework, pp 189-210 (on Blackboard)).   
 
W Mar 7: “The Real Thing” continued (re-read the story for homework in the Periodical version (on 
Blackboard)) 
 
F Mar 9: Excerpt from Robin Schulze’s Becoming Marianne Moore on Poetry magazine and Modernist 
Journals Project Example Reading: We’ll all read 1 issue of Poetry Journal Analysis Assignment assigned. 
 
Week 6: 
M Mar 12: Modernist Journals Project Example Reading: We’ll all read 1issue of The Little Review and 
excerpt from Robin Schulze’s Becoming Marianne Moore on The Little Review 
   



W Mar 14: Modernist Journals Project Example Reading: We’ll all read 1 issue of Others and excerpt from 
Robin Schulze’s Becoming Marianne Moore on Others 
 
F Mar 16: T. S. Eliot, “The Waste Land” (read the “Text of the 1922 Edition” 3 times before class) 
 
Week 7: 
Sunday March 18th: Journals Analysis Project Due by 10 pm 
 
M Mar 19: T. S. Eliot, “The Waste Land” (read the “Text of the 1922 Edition” 3 more times before class) 
  
W Mar 21: “The Waste Land” & Its Drafts (Notes comparing drafts due in class) 
 
F Mar 23: No Class  
 
Week 8: Spring Recess 
 
Week 9:  
M Apr 2: No Class 
  
W Apr 4: HD, Sea Garden (1916) 
 
F Apr 6: HD, Sea Garden (1916) 
 
Week 10:  
M Apr 9: Hart Crane, The Bridge (1930) 
  
W Apr 11: Hart Crane, The Bridge (1930) 
 
F Apr 13: Gwendolyn Brooks, A Street in Bronzeville (1945) 
 
Week 11:  
M Apr 16: Gwendolyn Brooks, A Street in Bronzeville (1945) 
  
W Apr 18: Gwendolyn Brooks, A Street in Bronzeville (1945) 
 
F Apr 20: Langston Hughes, Montage of a Dream Deferred (1951) 
 
Week 12:  
M Apr 23: Langston Hughes, Montage of a Dream Deferred (1951) 
  
W Apr 25: Elizabeth Bishop, Geography III (1976) 
 
F Apr 27: Elizabeth Bishop, Geography III (1976) 
 
Sunday April 29th: Material Modernism Paper Due by 10 pm on Blackboard 
 
Week 13:  
M Apr 30: Work in Library for Final Research Project; Visit to Letter Press Studio; Final Research Project 
Assigned  
 



W May 2: Work in Library for Final Research Project; Rare Books and Special Collections Display in Room 
202 with Ed Vermue 
 
F May 4: Visit to Allen Art Museum Print Study Room 
 
Week 14:  
M May 7: Work in Library for Final Research Project 
 
Tuesday May 8th: Draft of Annotated Bibliography Portion of Final Project Due by 6 pm 
 
W May 9: Work in Library for Final Research Project 
 
F May 11: Course Overview  
 
Final Research Project Due: Friday May 18th by 11 am posted to Blackboard 
 
 
 
 


