
English 233: World Literature I 
Narratives of History, the Divine, and the Self 

 
Mondays and Wednesdays 2-3:15, Comer 208 

Office Hours (201 D Comer): M, W 10-1 and 4-5; Th 3:30-5; 
and by appointment 

 
 

People who are receptive to the influence of art cannot set 
too high a value on it as a source of pleasure and 
consolation in life. 

     --Sigmund Freud 
 

Fiction isn’t a lie at all, but a true representation of the 
distortion that everyone makes of life. 

     --John Barth 
 
Description: The texts for this course are from western and non-western 
cultures and range in chronology from ancient times to the European 
Renaissance.  We will be reading them with consideration to their 
historical and cultural contexts, but will also spend much of our time 
tracing connections between texts, places, and peoples.  This tracing 
will include a consideration of how the themes, issues, and conflicts of 
each text resonate with our own time period.  You should be prepared to 
see each text as both a product of its time and a participant in the way 
subsequent cultures imagined themselves and their place within history 
(personal, national, or universal).  While it may seem to you that these 
texts are far removed from your “real life,” it should soon become clear 
that the topics and concerns of these literary works are reproduced in 
the literature we are all surrounded with every day—in the form of 
novels, films, songs, television, and even advertisements. 
 
A further focus for our work here will be the ways in which each of 
these texts works through the often complicated and troubling 
relationship between history, the self, and images of the divine.  We 
will be especially interested in how the narratives negotiate conflicts 
between personal, national, and otherworldly responsibilities.  Each 
narrative treats these conflicts differently—valuing friendship over 
immortality, pleasure over salvation, for example—and we should all be 
willing to acknowledge these various solutions as viable.  So, while we 
will certainly be interested in connections between the past and the 
present, we should also be wary of valuing our present solutions at the 
expense of those of the past—you will be expected to be sensitive to 
difference and willing to engage it as careful and thoughtful readers 
and writers. 
 
Required Texts: 
The Epic of Gilgamesh. Frayne, ed., Foster, translator. 
Ovid, The Metamorphoses. Melville, translator. 
Sei Shonagon, The Pillow Book of Sei Shonagon, trans. Ivan Morris 
Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, Penguin Reissue Edition, 

 trans. Victor Watts 
Margery Kempe, The Book of Margery Kempe, trans. B.A. Windeatt 
Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron, trans. G.H. McWilliam 
Assignments on E-Reserves—indicated on calendar 
 
 
 
Activities and Assignments: 
First Paper    10% 
Final Paper    10% 
Midterm Exam   20% 
Final Exam    30% 
E-Mail Postings    10% (5% pre-midterm; 5% post-midterm) 



Reading Quizzes   10% (10 points each) 
Attendance and  
 Participation  10% 
 

 
Formal Papers:  The formal papers for this course will be written in 
response to specific questions about the text and periods we are 
studying.  You will be expected to not only offer original and 
thoughtful responses to the questions, but to suggest ambitious readings 
of the texts based upon skillful close reading.  I will always encourage 
papers to be risky rather than predictable—this isn’t a math class, so 
there aren’t right or wrong answers.  However, fluff and filler will not 
be tolerated.  Plagiarism—to claim someone else’s ideas or words as your 
 own—will not be permitted.  Please see me or consult the MLA 
handbook if you are unsure  about how to properly quote or document 
sources or texts. 
 
Exams:  Both the midterm and the final exam will cover material 
discussed in class as well as material assigned, but not addressed, 
during class time.  I will always provide a study guide before each 
exam, and you should feel free to come see me with any questions about 
exam format at any time during the semester.  Each exam will ask for 
short identification (of character names, critical terms, etc.), short 
answers to brief questions about plot or historical detail, and longer 
essay responses about themes and issues covered in the course.  Neither 
the midterm nor the final can be rescheduled for any reason.  They must 
be taken in class on the day scheduled. 
 
Reading Quizzes:  There will be 10 reading quizzes during the course of 
the semester.  The quizzes are meant to not only check on your reading 
progress, but to suggest directions for discussion.  Adequate 
preparation for the quizzes will require timely completion of the 
reading, and attention to previous class discussions regarding themes 
and issues.  Missed reading quizzes cannot be made up. 
 
E-mail postings: Because this class encourages intellectual discourse, 
much of the work we will do will involve careful and close reading of 
texts.  In order to encourage varied discussion, you will need to post 
questions to email AT LEAST 6 times during the course of the semester 
(at least 3 times before the midterm and 3 times after the midterm).  I 
will post periodically as well.  Email postings may or may not be 
addressed during class time—though if there is a posting you would like 
to discuss, be sure to bring it up.  Your grade on email postings will 
be based upon the depth of your question and the engagement it 
demonstrates with the material and our on-going discussion.  There will 
be an additional handout on how to post good discussion questions. 
 
Participation:  An enigmatic category, participation includes the 
comments you make during class, the engagement you demonstrate with the 
readings, the comments of your classmates, and the general movement of 
the course.  If you are asked a direct question, you should be ready to 
respond—thus indicating your preparedness and commitment to the course.  
However, you should also feel free to ask that discussion move to an 
area, text, or issue that you feel isn’t being adequately covered.  I 
expect a lot from you in this class in terms of reading and analysis—you 
should do the same for the texts we read and for me. 
 
Policies:    
Attendance: Your attendance is absolutely vital for this class. If you 
miss 5 or more classes during the course of the semester, you are 
subject to failure for the entire class.  However, because life 
intervenes, you will be granted 2 absences with no penalty.  Any 
additional absences after those 2 will lower your grade by one full 
letter grade per absence (B+ to B, etc.)—no matter what the reason 



(doctor’s appointments, breakups, car problems, printer malfunctions, 
and bad hair days do not excused absences make).  It is your 
responsibility to keep track of your absences.  However, I am always 
willing to discuss your attendance with you.  If you do miss class, it 
is up to you to find out what was covered during that period.  I am not 
a note-taker, and thus will not be able to “let you know what you 
missed.”  My advice is to ask another class member for notes and 
information—with any luck, he or she will be willing to help you out. 
  
Lateness and Presentness: We have a lot of work to do during our class 
time and for that reason, lateness is a severe hindrance to your 
learning and an even more severe annoyance for those who have managed to 
arrive to class on time.  If you are more than 10 minutes late to class, 
it will count as 1/2 of an absence.  If this becomes a recurrent 
problem, I will ask that you make appropriate schedule arrangements in 
order to arrive on time.  In addition, being “in” class does not simply 
mean having your body in a seat (if you are sleeping, doing work for 
another class, fixing your hair, reading a magazine, painting your 
nails—I don’t make this stuff up—or are otherwise engaged) you will be 
counted absent for the class period in which these “other” activities 
have occurred.  By the way, if you are sleeping you also run the risk of 
being the focus of ribald class discussion.    
 
Late Papers:  Are bad.  The paper grade will be lowered one grade (B+ to 
B) for each day it is late (weekends count as two days).  Papers will 
not be accepted if they are more than one week late. I cannot guarantee 
when late papers will be returned to you with comments and a grade. 
 
E-mail:  E-mail is a tremendous resource for this class.  I encourage 
the use of email to ask questions about texts, interpretation, 
terminology, or assignments.  However, I will not accept any emailed 
assignments—under any circumstances.  I will also not accept requests 
for extensions over email.  If, for some reason, you need to ask for an 
extension for any of the work in this class, you will need to do so in 
person, over the telephone, or in writing (on real paper, using ink).  
In addition, I will remind you that email is a form of communication 
that reflects your intellectual investment in the course.  Please adhere 
to standards of professionalism and courtesy in all your emails—these 
include, but are not limited to, proper salutations, grammar, and 
punctuation. 
 
Plagiarism: Plagiarism is the unacknowledged use of another’s work and 
will not be tolerated.  Any plagiarism in a formal paper will result in 
an immediate zero for that assignment and may lead to an automatic F for 
the course. 
 
ADA Statement: If you have a disability that might require special 
materials, services, or assistance, or if you have emergency medical 
information to share, please notify me as soon as possible. 
 
Writing Reinforcement Credit:  This course has been approved by the 
University Writing Committee to provide Writing Reinforcement credit.  
As such, course requirements will include various formal and informal 
writing activities designed with the purpose of enhancing discipline-
directed reasoning and writing skills. 
 
State of Alabama Standards:  In accordance with the Department of 
Education for the State of Alabama, this course adheres to the following 
standards: 
 Students will acquire knowledge of: 
Literature, including theories and methods of literary analysis and classical 
and contemporary American/English/world literature, and including literature 
for youth and adolescents, works by female and minority authors, works of 
theory and criticism, and the short story, novel, poetry, drama, and essay. 



Effective listening techniques. 
 

Calendar 
**Please Note: We will try to move through each text from beginning to 

end.  However, because discussion will proceed according to your 
questions and mine, I suggest that you read each text in its entirety 

for the first day that text is being discussed.  As the course 
progresses, I will try to give us guidelines for reading each week.  
Please pay attention and be prepared.  In addition, throughout the 

semester we will spend class time on various kinds of writing 
activities—always come prepared to write and exchange writing with your 

peers and with me. 
Monday Wednesday 

8/25: Introduction to the course 8/27: Gilgamesh 
 

9/1: No Class—labor day 9/3: Gilgamesh 
 

9/8: Gilgamesh  9/10:  Finish Gilgamesh; Begin Ovid, the 
Metamorphoses 

9/15: Ovid, The Metamorphoses 9/17: Ovid, The Metamorphoses 
9/22: Ovid, The Metamorphoses; Paper One 
Assigned (E-Res) 

9/24: Finish Ovid; Paper One 
Brainstorming/workshop 

9/29: The Pillow Book 10/1: The Pillow Book 
 

10/6: The Pillow Book 10/8: The Pillow Book; Paper One Due 
 

10/13: Midterm Review (E-Res) 10/15: Midterm Exam 
10/20: Boethius, The Consolation of 
Philosophy 

10/22: The Consolation of Philosophy 
 

10/27: The Consolation of Philosophy 10/29: The Consolation of Philosophy 
 

11/3: Margery Kempe, The Book of Margery 
Kempe 
Second Paper Assigned (e-res) 

11/5: The Book of Margery Kempe 
 

11/10: The Book of Margery Kempe;  11/12: The Book of Margery Kempe 
11/17: Boccaccio, The Decameron 11/19: Boccaccio, The Decameron 

 
11/24: The Decameron Second Paper Due 11/26: No Class—Thanksgiving Holidays 
12/1: The Decameron;  12/3: Final Review (e-res) 
 12/10: Final Exam: 4:00-6:00 (in our 

classroom) 
 


