
ENGL 36402-1LL (10973) CCNY, Summer 2019 

THE PLEASURE AND HORROR OF  
PERFORMANCE IN AMERICAN LITERATURE 

M-Th 11:30 am - 2:05 pm � NAC 6/313 
Instructor: Alec Magnet 

Office: NAC 6/216A Office hours: by 
Email: amagnet@ccny.cuny.edu  appointment 
 
Course Description: From Charles Brockden Brown’s nefarious ventriloquist in 
“Carwin the Biloquist,” published at the turn of the nineteenth century, to Lemony 
Snicket’s villainous Count Olaf in A Series of Unfortunate Events, at the turn of the 
twenty-first, American writers have been fascinated, delighted, and horrified by the 
power wielded by performers. In this course, we will explore how American writers 
depict actors, singers, con artists, demagogues, and ordinary people trying to present 
their preferred images of themselves in different contexts. We will examine fiction, 
poetry, and film—American and, in one 
case, anglophone about America—and 
will pay special attention to what 
depictions of performers accomplish in 
these texts. In some, they may undermine 
the supposed stability of gender, class, 
and racial identities or unmask the 
brutality of market economies. In others, 
they may provide unexpected windows 
into individual and collective emotional 
experience. Most of our texts will be 
American, though one provides an 
example of anglophone writing about 
America. Because we do our best thinking 
about literature by writing about it, you will 
write and revise several formal assignments for this course, along with a number of 
informal responses. Other requirements include careful, patient reading of sometimes 
difficult texts, as well as consistent attendance and participation in class discussions. 
 
Learning Outcomes: By the end of this semester, you will learn: 

• to analyze literary texts by selecting passages of particular importance, observing 
details and patterns of evidence, and explicating those details and patterns 
through close reading,  

• to experiment with using academic writing a tool to explore the complexities of 
literary texts and of your own personal responses of them, and 

• to think through the social, psychological, ethical, and artistic implications of 
performance as depicted in American literature.  
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Assignments: There will be two major writing assignments for this course. The first will 
be a creative project (a story, a series of poems or images, a performance, a short film, 
a box with meaningful decorations on the outside and secrets within, etc.) paired with a 
companion paper of at least 600 words reflecting on your goals and methods for the 
project. The second will be a letter, at least 1,000 words long, reflecting on how your 
thinking on a particular issue or question (which you may choose) has developed over 
the course of the semester.  
You will also take reading comprehension quizzes at the start of some classes. I will not 
announce in advance when these quizzes will occur, but I will drop your lowest score at 
the end of the semester.  
 
Grading: (Subject to revision over the semester)  
 
Creative Project 30% 
Reflection Letter 35% 
Quizzes, Intro Email, & Sundries  15% 
In-Class Participation 20% 

 
Books: There are three books to buy: 

• Angela Carter, Nights at the Circus (Penguin 1986), ISBN: 9780140077032  
• F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (Simon & Schuster 2004), ISBN: 

9780743273565 
• Patricia Highsmith, The Talented Mr. Ripley (Norton 2008), ISBN: 

9780393332148 
You will also watch two films on your own (on YouTube, Amazon, etc., for $4): 

• All About Eve, directed by Joseph L. Mankiewicz, 1950 
• Velvet Goldmine, directed by Todd Haynes, 1998  

 
Course Blackboard Site: I will post all other readings and course documents on 
Blackboard. If you miss a class, it is your responsibility to download the reading.  
 
Attendance and Participation are crucial for your grade. In-class discussions, writing, 
and workshops are some of the most effective tools to develop your ability to analyze 
and write about literature. That said, you may miss two sessions without penalty. These 
are not holidays. They are for your hospital/job interview/saving the world type 
emergencies. You’re on the honor system! After that, each absence will lower your 
participation grade by 15%.  
If you miss a quiz, you will get a 0 on it. I’ll drop your lowest score at the end of the 
semester.  
You will be marked as late if you arrive after I have called role. It’s your responsibility to 
make sure I mark you down at all—check with me after class if you come in late. Three 
late arrivals count as an absence. Coming to class three times without a copy of the 
reading counts as an absence, too. 
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Conduct: This course deals with some contentious subject matter, including racism, 
sexism, violence, and sex, both straight and queer, both consensual and coerced. If you 
cannot discuss these topics with maturity and respect, then this is not the right class for 
you to be in.  
Recordings of this class may only be made for personal use and only with the consent 
of the instructor.  
 

 
 
Plagiarism: Plagiarism is the unacknowledged use of anybody else’s words or ideas, 
whether intentionally or inadvertently. Any paper with your 
name on it signifies that you are the author and that the 
wording and ideas are yours, with exceptions indicated by 
quotation marks and citations. Evidence of plagiarism will 
result in a failing grade for the assignment, an F in the 
course, a report filed with the college, or disciplinary 
action. Really. Plagiarizing is an incredibly stupid thing to 
do. And not knowing what plagiarism is doesn’t mean 
you’re not doing it. That said, it’s easy to make a mistake. 
We will be going over the rules. It’s up to you to learn and 
follow them.  
 
The Writing Center, on the downtown and/or East side of 
that plaza between NAC and Amsterdam (see map 
below), provides free one-on-one tutoring. They are open 
this summer M-Th, 12pm-4pm. Visit http://www.ccny.cuny.edu/writing or call (212) 650-
8104 to make an appointment. If you are given a referral to the Writing Center, you 
must go for tutoring on the issues mentioned. 
 
Students with Disabilities: I strive to make my classrooms as accessible and 
welcoming to all participants as possible. If you have a disability and need 
accommodations, please contact the AccessAbility Center (NAC 1/218, 
sds@ccny.cuny.edu, 212-650-5913).  
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Sexual Violence and Harassment: Violence and harassment based on sex and 
gender are civil rights offenses. They create spaces in which people feel unwelcome or 
unsafe because of their gender or sexual identity. We don’t want CCNY to be like that. If 
you or someone you know has been harassed or assaulted, you can find help and 
information on this website: http://www1.cuny.edu/sites/title-ix/campus/the-city-college/. 
At CCNY, you should contact:  

• Michele Baptiste, Title IX Coordinator, mbaptiste@ccny.cuny.edu,      
(212) 650-6310, Shepard 109 A-D 

• Sophia English, Psych Counselor & Confidential Advocate, 
senglish@ccny.cuny.edu, (212) 650-8905, Shepard 109 E 

 
Immigration and Citizenship Resources: The CUNY CLEAR project provides free 
services to address the unmet legal needs of Muslim, Arab, South Asian, and other 
communities in the New York City area that are particularly affected by national security 
and counter-terrorism policies and practices. If you (or your loved ones) have a passport 
from Iran, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, or Yemen, CUNY Clear is offering legal 
help in a number of languages. They can do workshops at your local masjid, too. 
Contact: cunyclear@mail.law.cuny.edu or (718) 340-4558. 
CUNY Citizenship Now! provides free, confidential immigration law services to help on 
the path to U.S. citizenship. Their attorneys and paralegals offer one-on-one 
consultations to assess participants’ eligibility for legal benefits and assist them in 
applying when qualified: http://www1.cuny.edu/sites/citizenship-now/  

  

Schedule of Readings and Assignments  
This schedule may change. I will announce any changes in class and on Blackboard. 

  WEEK ONE 
M June 3 INTRO: Poems by Langston Hughes and Adah Isaacs Menken 

Tu June 4 Intro email due 
  Louisa May Alcott, “Behind a Mask” (1866), Ch. 1-4 

W June 5 Alcott, “Behind a Mask,” Ch. 5-9 

Th June 6 Willa Cather, “A Gold Slipper” (1917)  
  Wayne Koestenbaum, selections from The Queen’s Throat (1993) 

WEEK TWO 

M June 10 Selections from W. E. B. Du Bois, Paul Lawrence Dunbar, Langston 
Hughes, Countee Cullen, and Gene Demby  

Tu June 11 F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (1925), Ch. I-III  
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 W June 12 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, Ch. IV-VI  

Th June 13 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, Ch. VII-end  

WEEK THREE 

M June 17 Creative project due via Blackboard before 11:59 p.m. and, if you have a 
physical or performance component, at the beginning of class 

  Patricia Highsmith, The Talented Mr. Ripley, Ch. 1-11 

Tu June 18 Highsmith, The Talented Mr. Ripley (1955), Ch. 12-20 

W June 19 Highsmith, The Talented Mr. Ripley, Ch. 21-end 

Th June 20 Poems by Walt Whitman and Frank O’Hara   

WEEK FOUR 

M June 24 WATCH: All About Eve, directed by Joseph L. Mankiewicz, 1950, and  
  Velvet Goldmine, directed by Todd Haynes, 1998 

Tu June 25 Angela Carter, Nights at the Circus (1984), Part 1 

W  June 26 Carter, Nights at the Circus, Part 2 

Th June 27 Carter, Nights at the Circus, Part 3 

Su June 30 Reflection letter due via Blackboard by 11:59 p.m. 
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