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Mad Science: An Introduction to Criticism 

 
Course Description: 
This course offers an introduction to the skills of literary criticism. Our theme is mad science, a concept 
we will explore by way of a handful of literary works, ancient, modern, and contemporary. Each of 
these works raises important questions about the relations between scientific knowledge and human 
culture more generally. Examples of these questions include: What are the relations between scientific 
knowledge and power? How should we understand the relations between scientific practice and the 
emotions? What are the consequences, both for humankind and for nonhumans, of scientific invention? 
In addition to these and other questions, we will discuss criticism itself as science or technical 
knowledge. 

We begin with Aristotle's Poetics, probably the most influential book of literary criticism, and define 
some terms for our course. We then move to Aeschylus'Prometheus Bound, an ancient Greek tragedy 
that describes the fate of the god Prometheus who is punished by Zeus for teaching humans how to 
use fire and other basic arts. We continue with Mary Shelley's Frankenstein; or the Modern 
Prometheus (1818), which tells the story of a scientist who creates a technology (the Creature) that is 
sentient and intelligent; Shelley's novel becomes the template for many subsequent treatments of the 
urge to create and control life. R.L. Stevenson's The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886), 
like Shelley's novel, has been enormously influential for twentieth- and twenty-first century readers, as 
it sets forth a basic theme of the scientist's dual personality. Finally, we conclude with Kazuo 
Ishiguro's Never Let Me Go (2005) and its narrative of a group of young men and women in a 
dystopian near-future. We will explore each of these texts in their critical, historical, and theoretical 
contexts, reading secondary sources that will both help us to understand these texts and serve as 
examples of criticsm. 

The course will be taught as a mix of lecture and classroom discussion. Participation is highly 
encouraged. Four written assignments and a final examination are required. 

Prerequisites: 
In order to remain registered in this class, all students must fulfill the First-Year English Course Entry 
Requirement (LPI). For further details on the First-Year English Course Entry Requirement, please 
visit: http://www.english.ubc.ca/ugrad/1styear/faq.htm#1. 
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Required Texts: 
The following texts are required for this course and are available at the University bookstore. 

 Katherine Acheson, Writing Essays About Literature (Broadview, 2011) 
 Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound. Trans James Scully and C. John Herrington (Oxford, 1975) 
 Aristotle, Poetics translated by Malcolm Heath (Penguin, 2003) 
 Kazuo Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go (Vintage, 2006) 
 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (Broadview, 2012) 
 Robert L. Stevenson, The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (Broadview, 2005) 

Secondary readings will either be provided by links online or in a slim coursepack, available at the 
bookstore. 

 

 


