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Course Description: 

This course will examine a range of pre-modern, modern and contemporary texts, whose theme is a descent into Hell.  Students will learn about the classical and pre-classical narratives that gave shape to this literary tradition (Gilgamesh, Descent of Inanna, Homer’s Odyssey 11, Virgil’s Aeneid 6). We will study Dante’s Inferno, with close reading of a number of key cantos, then consider some transformations of the tradition in Milton (Paradise Lost) and Blake (Marriage of Heaven and Hell). In the modern period, we will examine both historical and fictional descents to Hell, taking in Primo Levi’s If This is a Man, along with fictional revisions and reinterpretations of Dante in contemporary literature (from T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land and Conrad’s Heart of Darkness to Carter’s The Passion of New Eve and Rushdie’s The Ground Beneath Her Feet). Our aim will be to examine the changing significance of the narrative of the descent to Hell in Western culture, from its imaginative and religious beginnings to the often secular and sometimes historical contexts in which the journey is undertaken in contemporary narratives.
Aims:  

Students will be expected to explore and formulate possible responses to the following questions.  What are the generically specific features of a ‘descent narrative’?  Does Hell have a special sense of time or place?  What is the function of the hero in a descent text, and how does s/he relate to Hell’s inhabitants, the souls of the damned?  How do writers from different periods represent evil?  Why, and with what effect, are systems of crime and punishment organized hierarchically in descent texts?  In what ways do infernal journeys construct an image of the ‘self’?  In terms of skills acquisition, the aims of the course are:  to develop students’ powers of comparative analysis, to sharpen their analytical skills across a trans-historical field, and to encourage original and independent thinking about texts, by learning to combine literary theory, a sense of historical context, and close reading practice.

Learning Outcomes:

By the end of the course, students will have learned the defining features of the genre of katabasis, the literary descent into and return from the underworld. They will have an introductory knowledge of descent texts from Dante through to the contemporary period, and an in-depth understanding of at least three major examples of the genre. By the end of the course, they will be able to formulate an intelligent, fully comparative analysis of texts from different historical periods and contexts. 

Teaching Methods:

There will be two teaching hours per week.  One will be a seminar led by a student presentation of around ten minutes, on one of the core texts, followed by tutor-led discussion and debate.  The other session will be a large group seminar, which will consist of an informal lecture by the tutor, with questions and contributions from students. The small-group seminars, led by student presentations, are aimed to develop confidence in public speaking and debate. The informal lecture will provide historical and theoretical contexts for the core texts being studied each week. These are designed to widen students’ knowledge of the genre, and the different periods covered. 
Assessment:

Across both assessments, students will be required to write on at least three texts and two authors.  The first assessment, worth 40% of the total mark, will consist of one essay of 1500 words.  In this essay, students will be asked to show that they can identify the major features of the genre, to analyze closely at least one descent narrative, and to discuss central issues such as: otherness, metamorphoses of the self, conceptions of evil, descent protagonists and their relation to descent narrators, and the representation of infernal revelation. The second assessment, worth 60% of the total mark, will consist of one essay of 2500 words.  In this essay, students will be asked to demonstrate their skills of comparative analysis, developed in the seminar discussions. In addition, they will be asked to demonstrate close knowledge and understanding of at least one, preferably two, major descent narratives.  They will have already gained an understanding of the genre of descent literature, and will be able to analyze innovations to the genre in greater depth and sophistication.  
Students will be given the option of writing one 4000 word essay instead of the two essays; the long essay must fulfill the assessment criteria of both essays, described above.  
All students will be asked to give a 10-15 minute oral presentation to the small-group seminar. Material from the presentation may be re-used in written essays.
Pre-course reading: students are strongly advised to read Dante’s Inferno and the two long novels, Alasdair Gray’s Lanark  and Salman Rushdie’s The Ground Beneath Her Feet, before the start of the semester. 

Core Texts (in the order in which we will study them):
· Virgil, Aeneid, Book 6: available on the Web; see Reading List, Internet Resources.

· Dante Alighieri, Inferno which is the first of three books in The Divine Comedy. You can buy just the first part, or all 3 books if you think you’ll go on to read the whole thing (which I recommend!). Recommended editions: (a) The Divine Comedy I: Inferno, translated by Mark Musa (Penguin) or (b) The Inferno of Dante, translated by Robert Pinsky (Farrar Straus Giroux) or (c) John Ciardi translation available either in part, The Inferno (Mentor Library) or in whole, The Divine Comedy (New American Library). Avoid Dorothy Sayer’s rhyming translation, unless you want to give another meaning to the title ‘comedy’! 
· John Milton, Paradise Lost Books 1-2 (Norton Anthology, Vol 1)

· William Blake, ‘The Marriage of Heaven and Hell’ (Norton Anthology, Vol 2)

· Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness (Norton Anthology, Vol 2)

· T.S. Eliot, ‘The Waste Land’ (Norton Anthology, Vol 2)
· Primo Levi, If This is a Man (Abacus or Vintage/Ebury, 1996)
· Angela Carter, The Passion of New Eve (Picador or Little, Brown & Company, 1992)
· Alasdair Gray, Lanark (Picador or Canongate Books Ltd 1999)

· Alice Notley, The Descent of Alette (Penguin)

· Peter Reading, Perduta Gente, in (a) Collected Poems Vol 2: 1985-1996 (Bloodaxe); or (b) Perduta Gente (Secker and Warburg) or (c) Ukelele Music and Perduta Gente (Northwestern Uni Press) – look on Amazon.co for cheaper second-hand copies. 

· Francis Ford Coppola, dir., Apocalypse Now (this film can be borrowed from the Dept Video Library)
· Salman Rushdie, The Ground Beneath Her Feet (Jonathan Cape)

Additional Texts: Extracts from criticism and theory will be made available in a course pack to be purchased from the Dept Office. For details, see Reading List.
Rachel Falconer’s office is on the top floor of the main English Literature building, Room C2. 
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