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2011 Winter Session (2011-2012 Academic Year) 
ENGL 490: Majors Seminar (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Dr. Jeffrey Severs 
Section: 011 
Term: 2 
 

Postmodern Fiction and Historical Representation 

 
Course Description: 
This seminar explores two main topics: first, literary representations of global political struggles in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, centered on landscapes and issues such as the U.S. 
western frontier, the battles of imperial powers leading to World War I, and the rise of technology’s 
dominance; and second, what theoretical questions of writing, distortion, and fidelity to “reality” 
postmodern novels pose to a reader when they try to represent and scrutinize this or any other 
historical era.  Our study will revolve around Thomas Pynchon’s massive exploration of life in the U.S. 
and around the globe in the 1890s-1920s era, Against the Day.  Published in 2006, this mind-blowing, 
1085-page novel begins with the young crew of an airship descending on the 1893 Chicago World’s 
Fair; travels to Venice, New York, Siberia, Mexico, and several places (as Pynchon’s jacket copy says) 
“not, strictly speaking, on the map at all”; mixes the tale of a Colorado mining family with the fates of 
anarchists, labor insurrectionists, weapons dealers, oligarchs, scientists, mathematicians, shamans, 
alchemists, gunslingers, prostitutes, detectives, time travelers, historical personages like Nikola Tesla 
and Archduke Franz Ferdinand, and many others; and often narrates its action in voices that parody 
and complicate the popular representations of the era, such as dime novels, science fiction, westerns, 
“working girl” novels, and boys’ adventure books.  Against the Day is a global fiction that proposes 
parallels between the corruption, greed, and destruction of the last turn-of-the-century and the one 
through which we are currently living.  We will digest it in four or five two-hundred page chunks over 
the course of the term, filling in intervening weeks with a few fictions (Owen Wister’s western The 
Virginian, Theodore Dreiser’s “working girl” novel Sister Carrie, examples of the boys’ adventure book 
genre and “rags to riches” story) that fill out and amplify Pynchon’s sense of the era, as well as shorter 
takes on key historical reference points (Frederick Jackson Turner’s thesis on the “closing” of the U.S. 
frontier, writings about anarchism, other essays by contemporary historians).  Students will also sample 
some of the debate among theorists of the postmodern fiction (including Linda Hutcheon and Brian 
McHale) about the nature of the “historical novel” in the period after 1945, in addition to reading critics 
applying such ideas toAgainst the Day itself. 
 
Our overall goal will be to understand Pynchon’s scrutinizing of the origins of twentieth-century 
phenomena such as faith in technological solutions, worldwide warfare, and the abuse of immigrant 
populations and political radicals by robber barons and the like.  The course will likely be divided into 
three or four major sections: The West, Labor Politics and Anarchism, Science and Technology.  This is 
a class ideally suited to students who enjoy challenging texts from which they can learn not only about 
characters’ lives and conflicts but science, history, economics, fantasy, esoterica, the dark nature of 
modern power – a whole encyclopedia of topics.  A dedication to careful reading is a prerequisite; 
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knowledge of the era, postmodernism, or Pynchon is not. 
 
Required Texts (Tentative): 

 Thomas Pynchon, Against the Day 
 Owen Wister, The Virginian 
 Theodore Dreiser, Sister Carrie 
 Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Frontier in American History” 
 James Joll, from The Anarchists 
 Linda Hutcheon, from A Poetics of Postmodernism 
 Brian McHale, from Constructing Postmodernism 
 Jeffrey Severs and Christopher Leise, eds., from Pynchon’s Against the Day: A Corrupted 

Pilgrim’s Guide 

Course Requirements (Tentative): 
Participation (including leading of discussion in one or two weeks)  = 20% 
Nearly weekly 1-2-page papers (“think pieces”) = 20% 
Presentation of a secondary reading = 10% 
Midterm Essay = 20% 
Term Research Essay = 30% 


