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2012 Winter Session (2012-2013 Academic Year) 
ENGL 490: Majors Seminar (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Glenn Deer 
Section: 003 
Term: 1 
 

Literary Form and the Influence of Photography and Cinema: 
Textual Interventions in Visual Culture 

 
Course Description: 
â€œThe most obvious thing about words and pictures is that they routinely appear together, and even 
the simplest joint appearancesâ€”words supplying credit lines or captions, pictures supplying 
illustrationsâ€”suggest how each art works, how the shown is never exactly the same as the 
spoken.â€• (Jefferson Hunter, from Image and the Word: The Interaction of Twentieth-Century 
Photographs and Texts) 

 
"The Words Don't Fit the Picture" (Vancouver Public Library: Photo by G. Deer) 
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This course will examine the influence of photography and cinema on literary form.  Photography has 
become such a common aspect of contemporary life that camera technology is now regularly built into 
smart phones, iPods, desktop and laptop computers, and automobiles. The photographic recording of 
everyday life provides an unprecedented archive of visual memories. Photographic ways of seeing exert 
complex and contradictory effects on life: the camera both records and distorts, and it is a tool for both 
those who expose social injustice and those who seek to invade the privacy of the citizen and to place 
others under the power of surveillance.   Susan Sontag, in On Photography, alerts us to the 
“peremptory rights [of the photographer] to interfere with, to invade, or ignore whatever is going on. 
Our very sense of situation is now articulated by the camera's interventions” (11).  The judgments of 
the invasive camera eye have, as Sontag states, shaped subjective assessment: "We learn to see 
ourselves photographically: to regard oneself as attractive is, precisely to judge that one would look 
good in a photograph” (85). 
 
We will explore some of the following central questions:  Given the increasing power of  photographs 
and cinematography in the formation of private and public judgments, how have novelists, poets, 
dramatists, and film makers responded to these visual influences?   What happens to the articulation of 
the written self when it confronts the power of photography?  What kinds of critical strategies have 
writers adopted to resist the invasive influences of photography and visual culture?  How have writers 
incorporated some of the techniques of photographic and cinematic ways of seeing into their forms of 
writing?  
 
We will think carefully about the dynamic relationships between literary texts and the modes of 
visualization peculiar to photography and cinema.  In our first seminar meetings I will review the pre-
history of  literary representations of photography through the rhetorical concept of ekphrasis, or the 
representation of painting or sculpture in literary forms, and the historic impact of such developments 
as the daguerrotype, portable personal cameras, motion picture photography, and videography.  
 
The primary texts for investigation will be modernist and postmodernist Canadian, British, and 
American literary works (with some additional forays into international fiction and film) that theorize 
photographic and cinematic modes of seeing, and that also conspicuously develop innovative forms of 
language that respond to the challenges of an increasingly dominant visual culture.  
 
Each seminar meeting will usually include both the discussion of an assigned literary work and a 
theoretical or critical essay (with some exceptions for variety and practicality).  
 
Required Texts: 
(The list below may be subject to minor revision) 

THEORY: Selections from Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida (Hill and Wang); Susan Sontag, On 
Photography (Picador); Kyo Maclear, Beclouded Visions: Hiroshima-Nagasaki and the Art of 
Witness (SUNY);  plus a custom course anthology of selected theory and criticism that will be available 
at the UBC bookstore in September. 
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FICTION/PROSE: Jane Rabb, editor, The Short Story and Photography (U of New Mexico  P); Michael 
Ondaatje, The Collected Works of Billy the KidÂ  andÂ Coming Through Slaughter; Dennis Bock, The 
Ash Garden (Harper); Le Thi Diem Thuy, The Gangster We Are All Looking For (Anchor) 

POETRY:  Fred Wah, Sentenced to Light (Talon); Roy Miki, Mannequin Rising 

DRAMA: Kevin Kerr, Studies in Motion (Talon) 

SCREENPLAY AND FILM: Marguerite Duras and Alain Resnais, Hiroshima, Mon Amour (Grove) 

ADDITIONAL FILMS: Alfred Hitchcock, Rear Window; Michaelangelo Antonioni, Blow-
up;  Christopher  Nolan, Memento. 

A complete schedule of the readings and topics will be available in late summer.  Students who are 
interested in getting an early start on some of the readings could begin with Susan Sontag's On 
Photography and Roland Barthe's Camera Lucida, both available at the UBC Koerner Library (and 
readily available for purchase through the usual on-line book vendors).  You might also view the films 
listed above, and read the books by Michael Ondaatje, and the screenplay by Marguerite Duras.   
 
(You also might visit the sculpture located at the UBC campus (at the corner of Main Mall and Memorial 
Road) by Rodney Graham: titled "Millennial Time Machine," it provokes questions about the nature of 
cameras, "light writing," memory, visuality, nature, and 
technology.  See http://www.belkin.ubc.ca/outdoor/ 
I took the photograph below of the "Millenial Time Machine" when "mobile dressing rooms" for a film 
shoot were parked on the northwest side of the sculpture. GD ) 

http://www.belkin.ubc.ca/outdoor/
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Course Requirements: 
1)  Weekly participation in the discussion of readings, topics, and questions: 20% 
2)  One oral presentation (20 minutes) on a primary text and critical context: 20%Â   
3)  One short reflective essay (750 words) on a central critical term or concept: 10%  
4)  One longer essay (2500-3000 words, or 10-12 pages, excluding bibliography),  that could emerge 
from a revised version of your seminar presentation, or which pursues your particular research 
interests on a relevant question:  50% 


