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Literature and the Environment 
 
Course Description: 
The words ‘ecology’ and ‘environmentalism’ are popularly associated with notions of nature as a more 
or less coherent and purposive system.  But the history of modernity is punctuated by developments 
that have rendered such notions increasingly untenable:  after the romantic period saw life turned into 
an estranged object of science and technology, Darwin took the further step of stripping nature of 
teleological purpose.  Today we see this estranged, purposeless nature infecting and being infected by 
its erstwhile antithesis, culture, giving rise to harrowing phenomena such as trans-species “super-
viruses” and climate change, phenomena that can seem to predict the collapse of nature even as they 
seriously undermine actual political and social structures such as national boundaries.  From the 
beginning of this series of estrangements it has fallen largely to art and especially literature to give 
meaning and purpose to our increasingly disconcerting environment.  This seminar will consider 
environmental literature as aiming less to reconnect us with a stable and coherent nature than to teach 
us how to inhabit environments that are irreducibly strange.  In this course we will trace the history of 
the ways in which modern imaginative literature, literary theory, science writing (and some yet to be 
determined works of music and cinema) have come to grips with this task.  Most of our theoretical 
readings (from Ruskin, William Morris, Virginia Woolf,  D.H. Lawrence, Raymond Williams, 
Adorno/Horkheimer, Heidegger, Kate Soper, Donna Haraway, Jonathan Bate, Robert Harrison) are 
found in The Green Studies Reader: From Romanticism to Ecocriticism, ed. Laurence Coupe. 
 
Required Texts: 
There will also be a course-pack composed of 

 Selections from The Bible                                                      
 William Blake, Jerusalem 
 William Wordsworth, Coleridge, from Lyrical Ballads 
 Dorothy Wordsworth, from Journals 
 Percy Shelley, “Mont Blanc,” “The Defense of Poetry” 
 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein 
 Keats, “Lamia” 
 Darwin, from Origin of Species 
 Thoreau, from Walden 
 Selected poetry from John Clare, Tennyson, Emily Dickenson, Walt Whitman, Hopkins, 

Thomas Hardy, Robert Frost, Wallace Stevens, Elizabeth Bishop and Denise Levertov 
 Toni Morrison, Song of Solomon 


