
2007Ð2008 Penn Humanities Forum on Origins 
Penn ÒOriginsÓ Courses ¥ Spring 2008 
 
The following courses, offered by Penn Humanities Forum Mellon Postdoctoral Fellows and selected Penn faculty, are 
a sampling of Origins-related courses offered at Penn and by no means reflect the full range of courses available on this 
subject. Courses are open to full-time Penn students. To register, interested students should consult with the individual 
departments rather than the Penn Humanities Forum. 
 
1. Modern Primitivism, Prof. Judith Brown 

English 016.302, MW 3:30Ð5:00 
2. Massacres in History, Prof. Mark Doyle History 

106.301, W 2:00Ð5:00 
3. Colonial and Pre-Colonial America: Origins of 

American Literature, Prof. Timothy Powell, 
English 057.001, TR 4:30Ð:00  

4. Representing the Modern Metropolis, 
Architecture/Painting/Film, Prof. Anthony 
Raynsford,  
Art Hist 301.303, M 2:00Ð5:00 

5. The Social Contract and the Origins of 
Society, Prof. Camille Robcis, Anthro 138, W 
3:30Ð6:30 

6. Theatre, History, Culture I, Classical Athens 
to Elizabethan London, Prof. James Schlatter, 
Theatre Arts 410.401, TR 1:30Ð3:00 

7. Becoming Modern: The German-Jewish 
Experience, Prof. Liliane Weissberg, German 
581-401, T 3:00-5:00 (cross-listed as Hist 490, 
Jwst 490, Rels 429, Coml 584) 

8. Human Nature at the Origin, Prof. Llyd Wells, 
History &  Sociology of Science STSC 313,  
R 9Ð12 

9. Slavery and Abolition in the Eighteenth 
Century, Prof. Chi-ming Yang, English 341.401, 
TR 9-10:30

 
1. 

Modern Primitivism 
English 016.302 | MW 3:30–5:00 
Prof. Judith Brown, Andrew W. Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow, Penn Humanities Forum 
 
King Kong, Josephine Baker, PicassoÕs masks, FreudÕs Òdark continentÓ Ð why has the twentieth century 
been so drawn to the idea of the primitive? In this class, weÕll think about ideas of origin and authenticity in 
relation to the primitive, beginning with the eighteenth-century image of the Ònoble savage,Ó and primarily 
focusing on the twentieth centuryÕs appropriation of Africa for both mass entertainment and high art. 
Modern artists and writers seemed to think that the primitive offered them something Ð what was it? Did 
PicassoÕs use of the African mask, for example, make his work more modern? More original? In order to 
respond to these questions, weÕll look at some visual art (Matisse, Picasso, Gauguin, Man Ray), watch 
some f ilm (including King Kong and Josephine BakerÕs Princess Tam Tam), read some poetry and fiction 
(including poems by Langston Hughes and fiction by Joseph Conrad), and read some of the centuryÕs most 
influential critical work (by Freud and his postcolonial critics). The class will be small, discussion-based, 
and committed to serious engagement with the questions of race, colonialism, and modern aesthetics raised 
by the twentieth-century representation of the primitive. 
 
 
2. 
Massacres in History 
History 106.301 | W 2:00–5:00 
Prof. Mark Doyle, Andrew W. Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow, Penn Humanities Forum 
 
Many of the most important political and social movements in modern history have started with a massacre, 
or so it is often claimed. John Adams called the night of the Boston Massacre the moment when an 
independent America was founded. In India, nationalists look to the Amritsar Massacre of 1919, when the 
British Army killed some 1,000 protesters, as a vital catalyst in their successful independence movement. 
Similar examples, from Ireland to South Africa, abound. But who decides when an event merits the term 
massacre, and what is the value of attaching this highly charged term to particular outbreaks of violence? 
How does a massacre start, and why do people participate in them? In this course, we will examine both the 
power of massacres to galvanize movements for social and political change as well as the ways in which 
stories about massacres are told and remembered. Along the way, students will be challenged to think 
critically about their own responses to stories about violence, power, and victimhood. 
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3. 
Colonial and Pre-Colonial America: The Origins of American Literature 
English 057.001 | TR 4:30–6:00 
Timothy Powell, Senior Research Scientist, Penn Museum 
 
In the last 25 years, the idea of American literature's "origins" has changed dramatically. In the 1980s, 
anthologies of American literature consistently began with Puritan writings from early 17th century. Today, 
we recognize that the intellectual roots of "America" did not begin solely with British colonization, but 
included the writings of Spanish, French, and Dutch colonizers as well as the literature of women, African 
Americans, and Native Americans. 
 
Focusing on the premise that our understanding of the past is always shaped by the politics of the present, 
the course will examine questions such as: What changed in the late 20th century that allowed us to deepen 
American history from 1620 to 1492 and to acknowledge the multicultural complexity of the continent? Is 
the date 1492 still too limited? In what sense are these discursive borders curtailed by the deeply 
entrenched idea that "history" equates to the alphabetic texts of the European colonizers? 
 
In the spirit of the Penn Humanities Forum's theme of "origins," the class will contemplate the shifting 
margins of early American literature. With the goal of participating in this still evolving intellectual 
inquiry, the course will endeavor to deepen the collective memory of "American literary history" beyond 
the "historic" / "prehistoric" divide that continues to limit the field to this day. The story of the Plumed 
Serpent, for example, will be traced all the way back to the Olmec culture from 1500 BC and will be 
studied in a variety of forms ranging from contemporary novels to pre-colonial manuscripts and artifacts 
from the Penn Museum. Tracing such storylines deepens not only the sense of time, but also maps a 
transnational sense of space that will help students rethink the formal, spatial, and temporal borders of 
"America." 
 
 
4. 
Representing the Modern Metropolis: Architecture/Painting/Film 
Art History 301.303 | M 2:00–5:00 
Anthony Raynsford, Andrew W. Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow, Penn Humanities Forum 
 
The metropolis has held a central place in the development of modern art and architecture. By the end of 
the 19th century, the modern metropolis had become a primary object for aesthetic reflection, both among 
the artistic avant-gardes, who sought to represent its subjective effects, and among architects and urban 
planners, who sought to reform its physical shape and thus represent its utopian alternative. Thus, even as 
the metropolis has provoked new modes of visually perceiving the architectural environment, it has also 
inspired new paradigms of architectural intervention. In its sheer physical form, it embodied an 
unprecedented scale of building and tempo of motion. In its subjective effects, it seemed to stimulate a new 
kind of consciousness, internally fragmented and externally disassociated from traditional social groups. 
Focusing on three major media; architecture, painting and f ilm, this course will examine the reflexive 
relationship between the socio-historical phenomenon of the modern metropolis and its aesthetic 
representations. It will examine the rise of the metropolis as already mediated by these representations. 
Specific movements and genres that will be covered include German expressionism, CIAM urbanism, 
architectural Postmodernism, Pop Art, and Hollywood science fiction. 
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5. 
The Social Contract and the Origins of Society 
Anthropology 138 | W 3:30–6:30 
Prof. Camille Robcis, Andrew W. Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow, Penn Humanities Forum 
 
Political philosophy has always been preoccupied with the problem of Òthe socialÓ: how is society born? 
What links individuals into units such as the family, the group, the corporation, or the nation? How can the 
State promote strong and lasting bonds between the individual and the collectivity? This seminar provides 
an introduction to some of the major figures of European intellectual history who have attempted to think 
and rethink the origins of society. We will pay special attention to the implicit and explicit role that class, 
gender, sexuality, and race have occupied in the constructions of each authorÕs normative social orders. The 
class will focus on the close reading and the historicization of each text. Readings might include 
Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, Hegel, Rousseau, Freud, Durkheim, Mauss, Bataille, LŽvi-Strauss, Lacan, 
Arendt, Derrida, Fanon, Clastres, Lefort, Wittig, Irigaray, Pateman. 
 
 
6. 
Theatre, History, Culture I, Classical Athens to Elizabethan London 
Theatre Arts 410.401/English 087.401 | TR 1:30–3:00 
Prof. James Schlatter, Director, Theatre Arts Program 
 
This course will explore the forms of public performance, most specifically theatre, as they emerge from 
and reflect the dynamic life of civic and social bodies, from their anthropological origins in ritual and 
religious ceremonies, through the rise of great urban centers, to the closing of the theaters in London in 
1642. The course will focus on the development of theatre practice in both Western and non-Western 
cultures as it intersects with the history of cities, the rise of market economies, and the emerging forces of 
national identity. In addition to examining the history of performance practices, theatre architecture, scenic 
conventions, acting styles, and dramatic texts, this course will investigate, where appropriate, social and 
political history, the arts, civic and religious ceremonies, and the dramaturgic structures of urban living. 
 
 
7. 
Becoming Modern: The German-Jewish Experience 
Liliane Weissberg, Professor of German and Comparative Literature 
German 581-401, T 3:00-5:00 (cross-listed as Hist 490, Jwst 490, Rels 429, Coml 584) 
 
In a recent book, Yuri Slezkine described the twentieth century as a ÒJewish AgeÓÑ to be modern would 
essentially mean to be a Jew. In German historical and cultural studies, this linkage has long been made--
only in reference to the last years of the German monarchy and the time of the Weimar Republic. Indeed, 
what has become known as ÒmodernÓ German cultureÑ reflected in literature, music, and the visual arts 
and in a multitude of public mediaÑ has been more often than not assigned to Jewish authorship or Jewish 
subjects. But what do authorship and subject mean in this case? Do we locate the German-Jewish 
experience as the driving force of this new Òmodernity,Ó or is our understanding of this experience the 
result of this new ÒmodernÓ world? The graduate course will be accompanied by a conference, to be held at 
Penn on March 30, 2007. 
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8. 
Human Nature at the Origin 
STSC 313 (History & Sociology of Science) R 9–12 
Prof. Llyd Wells, Andrew W. Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow, Penn Humanities Forum 
 
The Galapagos Islands are famous due to their bizarre, ÒantediluvianÓ fauna and flora that in part inspired 
Darwin to propose his theory of evolution by natural selection. Since DarwinÕs visit in 1835, however, 
many of these ÒoriginalÓ plants and animals have gone extinct, often to the benefit of thousands of alien 
species introduced by human beings. In an attempt to protect the remaining ÒnativeÓ organisms, 
conservation biologists have pursued a violent policy of extermination. Human beings apparently thus 
serve both to corrupt and to restore ÒtrueÓ nature. For example, tens of thousands of human-introduced 
goats have been killed on several of the islands, to restore those islands to their Òoriginal,Ó goat-less state. Is 
this the right thing to do? We will address the ecological, evolutionary and ethical assumptions underlying 
this and similar policies. What is the human role in nature? Does this role differ from that of other 
organisms? What do we mean when we identify specific organisms as native or original? In pursuit of these 
questions, we will use class discussions and selected readings of philosophical, literary and scientif ic texts 
to explore how similar questions have been posed and answered from the Enlightenment to the present-day. 
How natural is nature? Who decides? 
 
 
9. 
Slavery and Abolition in the Eighteenth Century  
English 341.401, TR 9-10:30 
Professor Chi-ming Yang, Assistant Professor of English 
 
This course examines the origins of the abolition movement in Britain. We will study how the slave trade 
was understood, justified, contested, and represented in British literature. The rise of Britain as a world 
power went hand in hand with its exploitation of African labor, as tens of millions of human beings were 
shipped across the ocean to work the plantations of the Americas. How did our modern ideas of race and 
racism originate in the context of the slave trade? What kinds of activist strategies aided the British 
abolition of the slave trade, and, eventually, emancipation? What role did women and the f ight for womenÕs 
rights play in the anti-slavery movement? Why was interracial romance such a prevalent theme in anti-
slavery fiction and poetry? We will explore these questions beginning with Aphra BehnÕs novella of a 
kidnapped African prince, Oroonoko (1688), and ending with Elizabeth HeyrickÕs sugar boycott pamphlet, 
"Immediate, Not Gradual Abolition" (1824). Other readings will include philosophical and economic 
justifications for slavery by Aristotle and Locke, Afro-British slave narratives (Equiano, Cugoano), 
influential plays (Southerne, Coleman) and poetry (Day, More, Yearsley, Wheatley), and political treatises 
(Clarkson, Wilberforce).  
 
The course will culminate with one f inal project of your own, original research. We will make field trips to 
PennÕs Rare Book &  Manuscript Library, other relevant libraries in Philadelphia, and possibly a New York 
City museum. 
 


