
 
 

 

© No portion of this course description may be copied, used, or revised without explicit written permission from the Department of English. 

2011 Winter Session (2011-2012 Academic Year) 
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Surviving the Catastrophe 

 
Course Description: 

Catastrophe: an event producing a subversion of the order or system of things 
(Oxford English Dictionary). 

Through the study of novels, plays, and poetry, we will explore a variety of literary themes, styles of 
writing, and theoretical perspectives.  However, one general area of interpretative focus will be the 
idea of crisis referred to in the title of Frank O’Hara’s short book of poems, Meditations in an 
Emergency.  Each of the works on the reading list reflects on critical disjunctions or upheavals as they 
are experienced in the lives of individuals, families, and communities. If the experience of modernity 
could be reduced to one thing (and of course it can’t), then catastrophic change, or crisis, would 
probably be its name. The plays, novels, and poetry on the course explore in detail not only how one 
deals with crisis and change in terms of experience, but also how one deals with the need to find new 
words and forms to represent and know what the language we’ve inherited no longer seems adequate 
to express. 
 
This course is recommended for students interested in or planning a major, minor, or honours degree 
in English. It provides an introduction to university level literary analysis, scholarly research and critical 
writing. The general aim of the course is to build on reading, writing, and thinking skills that students 
have already developed in high school and college. Because this course meets the requirements in 
writing and research of the Faculty of Arts, attention to the development of these skills will be a central 
concern. 
 
Required Texts: 
 
DRAMA 
William Shakespeare, Hamlet 
Harold Pinter, The Homecoming 
Samuel Beckett, Waiting for Godot 
 
FICTION 
James Joyce, Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man 
Rebecca West, The Return of the Soldier 
Ernest Hemingway, The Sun Also Rises 
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POETRY 
Sylvia Plath, Ariel 
Frank O’Hara, Meditations in an Emergency 
 
Course Requirements: 
One annotated bibliography (10%) 
One short research note (10%) 
Short research proposal (10%) 
Research paper (30%) 
Final Exam (30%) 
Attendance and participation (10%) 
 
The course has a Vista web site which registered students will be able to access on the first day of 
classes. Course materials, announcements, and Internet links will be posted on this site. To login 
please go to http://www.elearning.ubc.ca/lms/login-to-vista/. 
 
To access the site, you will need a Campus Wide Login (CWL) account 
(http://www.it.ubc.ca/cwl/homelink.shtml). 
 
For off-campus access, you will need to set up a Virtual Private Network (VPN) connection 
(http://www.it.ubc.ca/service_catalogue/information_security/security/VPN.html). 
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