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PROFESSOR: DOROTHEA BARRETT (cell phone 3487295602; e-mail 
addresses: dorothea.barrett@nyu.edu and dlbarret@syr.fi.it) Ph.D. Cambridge University 
1987. Dorothea Barrett has taught at Beijing Normal University (China), Glasgow 
University (Scotland), and the University of Florence. She is the author of Vocation and 
Desire: George Eliot's Heroines and various articles; she has edited works by George 
Eliot, Oscar Wilde, E. M. Forster, James Joyce, Katherine Mansfield, and others.  
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION: What is postmodern fiction? We'll try to answer that 
question by reading and discussing a wide variety of examples. The writers we will be 
reading are from four continents and employ a vast diversity of styles and approaches. 
This diversity will be explored within the context of uniting issues (reflexivity, 
intertextuality, fragmentation, experimentalism, and the uses of magic, myth, and 
fantasy) and recurring themes (gender, sexuality, class, ethnicity, language, war, history, 
mystery, and the irrational sadism of the powers that be).   
 
THE BOOKS WE’LL BE READING THIS SEMESTER 

                               
The books are available at Feltrinelli International, Via Cavour 12r (phone: 055 292 196; 
fax.: +39 055 282183; e-mail: firenze.international@lafeltrinelli.it.  

Jorge Luis Borges Ficciones 
Gabriel Garcia Marquez One Hundred Years of Solitude 
Toni Morrison  Song of Solomon 
Italo Calvino If on a winter’s night a traveler… 
Milan Kundera  The unbearable lightness of being 
Salman Rushdie Shame 
Jeanette Winterson The passion 
T.C. Boyle After the plague 

                               
 



WRITTEN REQUIREMENTS : The written requirements of the course are 
the midterm exam, the final exam, and two essays (or the notes of your in-class 
presentation and one essay).  

Exams: Each exam will consist of a series of quotations from texts we have read. 
For all the passages: name the author and the text and give the date of publication. For five 
of the passages: write a paragraph of commentary for each quotation. This will be fairly easy 
to do if you have read the material and attended the classes; it will be virtually impossible if 
you have not. The final exam will only deal with texts read the second half of semester. 
Exam responses do not have to be original, but they must be detailed, accurate, and show a 
good grasp of the deeper issues raised in each passage as they relate to the text as a whole.  

Essays: IN THE INTERESTS OF SAVING A FEW TREES, PLEASE 
SUBMIT YOUR ESSAYS AS WORD DOCUMENTS ATTACHED TO E- MAILS.  
The first assignment is either a short essay on Borges (2-3 pages) or a class presentation 
on Garcia Marquez (plus 1 page of notes outlining your presentation); it will only count 
for 10% of your final grade. The second essay (4-6 pages) can be on any of the authors 
from Borges to Rushdie, except the one you discussed in your first assignment; it will 
count for 30% of your final grade. An optional third essay or Winterson, Boyle, or Pulp 
Fiction can replace the grade for the Borges/Garcia Marquez assignment (if it's 2.3 pages 
long) or the second essay (if it's 4-6 pages). The essays can be as broad or as narrow as 
you wish. For example, you can write about one idea or image that runs through Song of 
Solomon or you can analyze one scene or character from the novel. You are free to 
choose your own subject, but it is a good idea to tell me your title and thesis statement 
before you start writing, so that I can alert you to any problems in them.  

Grading:  When marking the essays, I reserve A-range grades for work that is 
interesting, original,1 complex, convincing,2 and written in good English prose. I only 
give Fs in cases of plagiarism or failure to submit. 
 Your final grade will be calculated as follows: 
Short Borges or Garcia Marquez assignment.......................................... 10% 
midterm exam…………………………………………………………. 25% 
final exam…………………………………………………………….... 25% 
longer essay...........................…………………………………………….. 30% 
class participation …………………………………………………….. 10% 
 
ATTENDANCE AND CLASS PARTICIPATION: Attendance is mandatory. Any absence that 
is not excused by an e-mail to me from Lisa Cesarani in the Office of Academic Support will 
entail a dock of one increment off your final course grade. Lively intelligent class participation 
will earn you an A for class participation, which counts as 10% of your final grade. Absolute 
silence, sleeping in class, whispering to your neighbor, or reading or writing something else 
during lectures or seminar discussion will result in a poor grade for class participation. Good 
participation is not only a matter of talking but also of listening and responding to what others 
have to say. 

                                                 
1 Here 'original' does not mean that no one has ever come up with the idea before; it means that the idea 
was not discussed in class or found on the internet or in the recommended reading; it means, in short, that 
you thought of it yourself. 
 
2 Here 'convincing' does not mean that I agree with it; it means that your argument was supported with 
evidence from the text that an opponent would have trouble refuting.  



 

COURSE CALENDAR 
The supplementary readings are all available in the library or on the Blackboard site. 

 
SESSION 1 (Tue 7 Sep): MODERNISM/POSTMODERNISM. The main business of 
this first class will be to get to know one other and define the terms that will be central to 
future discussions. The session will include a Power Point presentation on literary 
modernism and postmodernism and will end with one on Borges. 
 
SESSION 2 (Tue 14 Sep): MAGICAL WORLDS 1 – BORGES. Seminar discussion 
of the stories in Ficciones by Jorge Luis Borges.  
Required reading: Borges, Jorge Luis, Ficciones (1944). 
Supplementary reading: Higgins, James, “Spanish America's new narrative” in Smyth, 
Edmund J. (ed.), Postmodernism and contemporary fiction (1991), pp.90-102. 
Required writing: For next week, EITHER write a short essay (2-3 pages) on some 
aspect of Ficciones OR prepare a ten-minute class presentation on some aspect of 
Garcia Marquez (and submit one page of notes outlining your presentation).  
 
SESSION 3 (Tues 21 Sep): MAGICAL WORLDS 2 - GARCIA MARQUEZ. Power 
point presentation on Garcia Marquez. Seminar discussion of the first half of the novel. 
Required reading: the first half of One Hundred Years of Solitude (up to p. 207). 
Supplementary reading: There are various articles on Garcia Marquez in his file on the 
Blackboard site.  
Required writing: SHORT FIRST ASSIGNMENTS ON BORGES OR GARCIA 
MARQUEZ ARE DUE TODAY. 
 
SESSION 4 (Tue 28 Sep): Seminar discussion of the second half of the novel. 
Required reading: the second half of One Hundred Years of Solitude. 
 
SESSION 5 (Tues 5 Oct): RACE, CLASS, AND GENDER IN MORRISON'S SONG 
OF SOLOMON.  Discussion of the end of The tin drum. Power Point presentation on 
Toni Morrison. Discussion of Part 1 of Song of Solomon. 
Required reading: Morrison, Toni, Song of Solomon, Part I. 
Supplementary reading: Morrison, Toni, Playing in the dark: whiteness and the literary 
imagination (1992).  
 
SESSION 6 (Tues 12 Oct): SONG OF SOLOMON, PART II. Seminar discussion of 
the second half of the novel. REVIEW FOR MIDTERM EXAM. 
Required reading: Part II of Morrison's Song of Solomon. 
Supplementary reading: Hutcheon, Linda, 'Discourse, Power, Ideology: Humanism and 
Postmodernism' in Smyth, Edmund J. (ed.), Postmodernism and contemporary fiction 
(1991), pp.105-22. The class will end with a Power Point presentation review of the first 
half of semester to prepare you for the exam.  
 
SESSION 7 (Tue 19 Oct): MIDTERM EXAM . 
 



Monday March 25 October-Friday 29 – Fall Break (No Classes) 
 
SESSION 8 (Tues 2 Nov) HEAVY & LIGHT, PART 1 – ITALO CALVINO. Group 
work and seminar discussion of the novel. Class will end with a Power Point 
presentation on Kundera. 
Required reading: Calvino, Italo, If on a winter's night a traveler. 
Supplementary reading: Kundera, Milan, 'Introduction' in Jacques and his master, 
translated by Simon Callow (London: Faber & Faber, 1986). 
 
SESSION 9 (Tues 9 Nov): HEAVY & LIGHT, PART 2 – MIL AN KUNDERA.  
Seminar discussion of The unbearable lightness of being. At the end of class, I will give a 
Power Point presentation on Rushdie. 
Required reading: Kundera, Milan, The unbearable lightness of being (1984). 
Supplementary reading: Calvino, Italo, 'Lightness' in Six memos for the next millennium 
(1985). 
 
SESSION 10 (Tues 16 Nov): THE HISTORY GAMES OF SALMAN RUSHDIE 1. 
Seminar discussion of Books I, II, and III of the novel. 
Required reading: Rushdie, Salman, Shame, (1983), Books I, II, and III.. 
Supplementary reading: Boehmer, Elleke, chapters 5 and 6 of Colonial & postcolonial 
literature. 
 
SESSION 11 (Tues 23 Nov): THE HISTORY GAMES OF SALMAN RUSHDIE 2. 
Group work and Seminar discussion. 
Required reading: Books IV and V of Salman Rushdie's Shame. 
 
SHOWING OF PULP FICTION - place and time to be arranged 
 
SESSION 12 (Tue 30 Nov): GENDER, SEXUALITY, AND MYTH-MAKING IN 
WINTERSON'S THE PASSION. Power Point presentation on Winterson's The passion 
followed by seminar discussion. 
Required reading: Winterson, Jeanette, The passion (1987). 
Supplementary reading: Sherzer, Dina, 'Postmodernism and feminisms' in Smyth, 
Edmund J. (ed.), Postmodernism and contemporary fiction (1991), pp.156-68. 
Required writing: YOUR LONG ESSAY(4-6 PAGES) ON ANY AUTHOR FROM 
BORGES TO RUSHDIE (except the one you discussed in your first assignment) IS 
DUE TODAY. 
 
SESSION 13 (Tues 7 Dec): LAUGHING IN THE FACE OF DEATH: T.C. BOYLE. 
Seminar discussion of the stories. The class will end with a Power Point review of the 
texts we have read this half of semester to prepare you for the final exam. 
Required reading: T.C. Boyle, After the plague (2001). 
 
SESSION 14 (Tues 14 Dec): FINAL EXAM. OPTIONAL THIRD ESSAY ON 
WINTERSON, BOYLE, OR PULP FICTION DUE TODAY.  


