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2010 Winter Session (2010-2011 Academic Year) 
ENGL 492B: Senior Honours Seminar – Research (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Michael Zeitlin 
Section: 002 
Term: 1 
 

From Plymouth Rock to Point Omega: A Course in American Literature 
 
Course Description: 
In this course we’ll trace an historical and narrative line that extends from Plymouth Rock in 1620 to 
what Don DeLillo, in his most recent novel, set mainly in the western American desert, calls “Point 
Omega” (the end point, the “leap out of our biology,” the reality of personal and global finitude and yet 
time on a cosmic scale).  We’ll move from a literature of the garden to a literature of the desert, 
passing through a series of culturally important works of American fiction that express the historical 
logic of “Manifest Destiny” and westward expansion.  These works hint at the buried past while being 
rich with visions and premonitions of the future, representing the turbulence and contestation of 
American cultural memory, desire, and repression. 
 
Given the seminar format of the course, students will be expected to take a leading role in presenting 
the results of their research, performing close readings and literary analyses, and sharing the 
development of their thinking in classroom discussions.  Assignments will include one seminar 
presentation (30 minutes, followed by another 30 minutes of response and discussion), one two-page 
essay (double-spaced, to be distributed and read aloud), and one research essay (2000 words). 
 
Ideal advance reading would include Neil Sheehan, A Bright Shining Lie:  John Paul Vann and America 
in Vietnam.  The necessary element of French Theory will be provided by Paul Virilio (in the form of 
occasional handouts from the instructor). 
 
Students should pick up a copy of  Hawthorne’s “Main-street” from the box outside Zeitlin’s office 
(BuTo 507) and read it before the first meeting of the class. 
 
Required Texts: 

 Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Main-street” (1849):  “The pavements of the Main-street must be laid 
over the red man’s grave.” 

 F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (1925):  “I see now that this has been a story of the 
West, after all . . .” 

 William Faulkner, Pylon (1935):  “in the reflected light of the passing torches the familiar black 
thick type and the raucous cries seemed to glare and merge faster than the mind could 
distinguish the sense through which each had been received: ‘Boinum boins!’  FIRST 
FATALITY OF AIR  ‘Read about it!  Foist Moidigror foitality!’ LIEUT. BURNHAM KILLED IN 
AIR CRASH  ‘Boinum boins!’ (811) 
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 J. D. Salinger, Nine Stories (1953):  “He continued to look down at the street.  ‘They’re all goin’ 
over to the goddam draft board,’ he said.  “We’re going to fight the Eskimos next.  Know 
that?’  ‘The who?’ said Ginnie.  ‘The Eskimos. . . . Open your ears, for Chrissake.’ ‘Why the 
Eskimos?’  ‘I don’t know why.  How the hell should Iknow why?’” 

 Joan Didion, Slouching Towards Bethlehem (1968):  “California is a place in which a boom 
mentality and a sense of Chekhovian loss meet in uneasy suspension; in which the mind is 
troubled by some buried but ineradicable suspicion that things had better work here, because 
here, beneath that immense bleached sky, is where we run out of continent.” 

 Michael Herr, Dispatches (1977):  “There was a map of Vietnam on the wall of my apartment in 
Saigon. . . .  That map was a marvel, especially now that it wasn’t real anymore.” 

 Don DeLillo, End Zone (1971):  “The sun.  The desert.  The sky.  The silence.  The flat 
stones.  The insects.  The wind and the clouds.  The moon.  The stars.  The west and 
east.  The song, the color, the smell of the earth. 
                        Blast area.  Fire area.  Body-burn area.” 

 Cormac McCarthy, Blood Meridian or the Evening Redness in the West (1985):  “They were 
Diegueños. . . .  and they watched each day for that thing to gather itself out of its terrible 
incubation in the house of the sun and muster along the edge of the eastern world and whether 
it be armies or plague or pestilence or something altogether unspeakable they waited with a 
strange equanimity.” 

 Anthony Swofford, Jarhead:  A Marine’s Chronicle of the Gulf War and Other Battles (2003): 
“The supposedly anti-war films have failed.  Now is my time to step into the newest combat 
zone.  And as a young man raised on the films of the Vietnam War, I want ammunition and 
alcohol and dope, I want to screw some whores and kill some Iraqi motherfuckers.” 

 Don DeLillo, Point Omega (2010):  “‘I still want a war.  A great power has to act.  We were 
struck hard.  We need to retake the future.  The force of will, the sheer visceral need.  We can’t 
let others shape our world, our minds’ . . . .   I wondered if he was right, that the country 
needed this, we needed it in our desperation, our dwindling, needed something, anything, 
whatever we could get, rendition, yes, and then invasion.” 


