
 
 

 

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

2013 Winter Session (2013-2014 Academic Year) 
ENGL 490: Majors Seminar (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Professor Mary Chapman 
Section: 005 
Term: 1 
 

‘Shouts, Shrieks, and Yells’: American Fiction and Popular Print Culture, 1890-1930 

 
Course Description: 
In an address to Bryn Mawr College’s 1905 graduating class, modern novelist Henry James 
characterized modern mass print culture as: 

a noisy vision of the ubiquitous page, bristling with rude effigies and images, . . . vociferous 
‘headings’, . . . letterings, . . . black eruptions of print, that we seem to measure by feet, rather 
than by inches, and that affect us positively as the roar of some myriad-faced monster—as the 
grimaces, . . . shouts, . . .  shrieks and yells, ranging over the whole gamut of ugliness, 
irrelevance, dissonance, of a mighty maniac who has broken loose and . . . is running amuck 
through the spheres alike of sense and . . . sound. (43) 

In this wide-ranging oration, James describes the “shouts”, “shrieks”, and “yells” of modern print 
culture as produced not only by the modern newspaper’s design innovations—its bold headlines, 
graphic illustrations, and heterogeneous and hence multi-vocal form—but also by the presence of 
unwelcome newcomers to modern print culture: first, poor immigrants whom James describes later as 
“dump[ing] their mountain of promiscuous material into the foundations of the American [language]” 
“while we sleep” and second, New Women whom James accuses of “corrupting” the English language 
instead of guarding its “sacred flame”. 
 
This seminar focuses on the interplay between popular communication culture (print culture such as 
magazines, newspapers, and telegrams, as well as oratorical culture) at the turn of the century and 
elite literary culture, and tropes of “noise”. It attends in some measure to the “shouts, shrieks, and 
yells” produced by writers outside the mainstream—i.e. immigrants and New Women, as well as Asian 
American writers—as well as to more canonical or mainstream American authors during the Progressive 
Era. The seminar will provide excellent training for majors students intending to study US or modern 
literature from a feminist, print-cultural, or Marxist perspective. Students will be encouraged to make 
use of ProQuest Historical Newspapers and other American digitization projects to familiarize 
themselves with Progressive-Era print culture so that their research essays situate literary works within 
their print cultural context. 
 
Topics addressed by research papers may include: 

 The relationship between popular print culture and “literature” 
 The rise of the magazine 
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 Modes of literary authorship enabled by popular print culture 
 Figures of the emergent female author as “sob-sister”, stunt-girl journalist, or “typewriter 

girl” 
 The relationship between high-modernist literary artifacts and more popular fiction writing 
 Newspaper culture and the emergence of literary realism 
 The relationship between modernist literature and popular Progressive-Era fiction 

Required Texts: 

 Harriet Beecher Stowe, preface to My Wife and I 
 Henry James, “The Question of Our Speech” 
 Henry James, The Bostonians 
 Henry James, In The Cage 
 Wharton, Custom of the Country 
 Howells, Hazard of New Fortunes 
 T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land 
 Sui Sin Far, “The Thrilling Experience”, “The Success of a Mistake”, “The Typewriter”, “How 

She Did Her FirstMurder”, “Its Wavering Image” 
 Salome of the Tenements 
 Elizabeth Jordan, ed. The Sturdy Oak 
 Modernist Journals Project site 
 Little Magazines and Modernism site 

Course Requirements: 

 Presentation on modern magazine 15% 
 20-minute Seminar presentation 15% 
 Proposal with annotated bibliography 10% 
 Final research paper 40% 
 Participation 10% 

 


