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What is opera?  Is it large people in silly costumes yelling at the top of their lungs?  Or is it the ultimate art form, offering a sublime aesthetic experience that transcends any other?  This course will approach answers to these questions through examining the complex relationships--sometimes happy, sometimes hostile--between literature and music on the operatic stage, in the context of a broader effort to develop a understanding and appreciation of opera itself.  To this end, we will attend four live performances at Chicago’s Lyric Opera; these will be supplemented by video, and sound recordings of works ranging from opera’s sixteenth-century beginnings to the present day.  We will simultaneously read key works of literature connected with the operas under discussion, exploring how opera depends on, reacts against, cannibalizes, and ignores its literary sources; we will also look at how literature occasionally manages to return the favor.

Required books:
author 

title 



publisher
Homer


Odyssey


Penguin

Molière

Dom Juan and Other Plays
Oxford

Anon.


The Nibelungenlied

Dover

Anon.


The Saga of the Volsungs
U of California

Nietzsche

The Birth of Tragedy

Random House

Aeschylus

The Oresteia


Penguin

Büchner

Complete Plays

Penguin

and xeroxes TBA.  All books will be available at the Loyola bookstore.

Learning objectives:

Knowledge.  Students will:


a.  See, hear, and study operas dating from the Renaissance to the present, exploring both the creative processes of their composers and the ways in which the works represent the full range of human experience.  Some students will collaborate to create (and in some cases perform) their own mini-operas.


b.  Study the musical and dramatic structures of the works in question, learning how to listen intelligently and critically to complex works of music.


c.  Respond to the works both orally and in writing, developing descriptive and critical tools to understand and evaluate their experiences of opera.


d.  Examine the market-driven nature of opera--that is, the intimate relationship between a given opera and the audience(s) for which it was written--and develop an understanding of how those relationships shift over time.


e.  See and hear multiple versions of each work studied, and discuss and criticize the interpretive choices made by the conductors, performers, and stage directors.


f.  Develop an understanding of the complex history of opera, with regard to composition, performance, and reception, and will develop a sense of their own place(s) in that history. 


g.  Attend several live performances, and become lifelong fans and patrons of opera.  (I’m not kidding.)


h.  Engage in active discussion of each work studied, and in some cases will collaborate to produce their own mini-operas (see above).


i.  Read and write about major works of literature on which operas are based.  Some students will write (and even perform) their own mini-operas.


j.  Respond to the works studied both orally and in writing, developing descriptive and critical tools to understand and evaluate their experiences of the texts in question.


k.  Explore the relationships between form and content in the works studied, with particular attention to the relations (or tensions) between form and meaning as they affect readers’ responses.  They will also explore the dynamic relationship between a work of literature and its operatic adaptation.


l.  Explore a variety of theoretical approaches to literature, learning to recognize the strengths and limitations of any given mode of reading, and to think critically about both their own interpretive tactics and those of others.


m.  Explore the historical and cultural contexts of each work studied, with particular attention to how a work’s historical or cultural resonances are affected by historically situated reading and performance practices.


Skills.  Students will:


a.  Write clearly and effectively in a variety of forms:  description, analysis, informal journals, discussion-point papers, and formal persuasive essays.


b.  Discuss and criticize both the works studied and other students’ responses thereto, orally and in writing, the latter both extemporaneously and with preparation.


c.  Revise all formal writing assignments for the course, with careful attention paid to precision and clarity of language and argument.


d.  Write in many different genres (see above), using linguistic and critical tools appropriate to each mode of written expression.


e.  Write honestly and clearly at all times, adhering to the standards of academic integrity laid down in the syllabus.  They will also treat others’ points of view with fairness and respect, both orally and in writing.

a.  Display, both orally and in writing, a thorough understanding of the works studied in the course, with regard to content, form, context, and reception.


f.  Analyze arguments or positions presented in the works studied, and argue both for and against those arguments or positions.


g.  Defend or refute arguments or positions manifested in the works studied, as well as in class discussions thereof.


h.  Make and present coherent interpretive arguments about the works studied, and engage in critical discussion and revision of those arguments.


i.  Develop a critical awareness of their own critical and aesthetic preferences, biases, and blind spots, whether literary or musical, and justify (and/or modify) those positions.

Assignments:

You are expected to do the readings, attend the performances, come to class and participate in discussion, and do the writing assignments.  See ground rules for more information.


This is a writing-intensive (WI) course.  You will therefore be asked to do several types of writing:  1) journal writing; 2) free writing in class; 3) one-page essays to be done at home; 4) longer, more developed essays; and 5) exams.  In each of these, I will be looking for the following:



- clarity and precision of language and argument



- coherent interpretive arguments about the works studied



- a recognition of the strengths and limitations of any given mode of reading



- respect and fairness with regard to alternative points of view


Journal writing:  this is not a diary, but rather a journal of your impressions of, reactions to, questions about, and ideas from the readings and performances.  I will collect them occasionally during the semester, and return them to you with comments.  They will not be graded, but their existence--and volume--will count towards the writing-intensive component of your grade.


Free writing in class:  topics will vary widely.  You will be asked to write a few sentences or paragraphs; we will then discuss what we have written.  Grading is the same as for the journal.


At-home one-page essays:  more organized than the free writing, but still informal.  They will often be reviews of the performances; they may also be discussions of ideas or questions from the texts, from class discussions, or from your own written work.  They must be legible and grammatically and orthographically correct.  They will be assigned weekly on Wednesday, to be turned in the following Monday.  You will be asked to revise these, and to turn in the revisions no later than the following Monday (that is, at the same time as the first draft of the next assignment).  Grading is the same as for the above.


Longer essays:  These will be longer (3-5 pages, very roughly), more developed, more coherent papers, probably based on one or more of your one-page essays.  They must be done on a computer or typed, and will be graded.


Exams:  there will be a midterm and a final, consisting of essay questions on the operas, the texts, and our discussions of them.  They will be graded.


There will be 15-minute individual conferences scheduled for each of you at least once during the semester, in which we will discuss your writing.  Sign-up sheets will be passed around and posted on the door of my office.  You must come to these conferences in order to receive WI credit for the course.


Important note regarding the writing-intensive component (the first three categories of writing listed above):  You will receive full credit for 20% of the course grade (equivalent to an A for that portion of the course) if you


1)  hand in weekly assignments on time


2)  complete revisions on or before the due date of the next assignment


3)  keep interview date


4)  participate in class free writing assignments (which means, of course, that you must show up for class).

LITR 285:  GROUND RULES
1.  ATTENDANCE AND PARTICIPATION ARE MANDATORY.  THIS MEANS YOU.

2.  All assignments will be handed in on time.  None will be accepted late.

3.  Grades:



WI component


20%



Essays (2) 


20%



Class participation* 

20%



Exams:  midterm

20%




  final


20%



--------------------------------------------------------------



Total



100%

*based on 90% attendance, and including all performances

4.  Academic honesty:


Pursuit of truth is the primary activity of a university community.  As a member of this community each student pledges to maintain standards of honesty and integrity in all academic work.


Exams:  Each student must rely exclusively on her/his own knowledge.


Essays:  THE USE OF SECONDARY SOURCES IS ABSOLUTELY FORBIDDEN.  Each student must rely exclusively on her/his own knowledge.


Failure to comply with these standards will result in a failing grade for the course.

5.  Office:  DH 334-D; office hours MWF 1:30-2:15, and by appointment; office phone (773) 508-2866; e-mail dposner@luc.edu.

LITR 285:  LITERATURE AND OPERA

Fall 2004 Schedule

 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l2 \s1 . 
Weeks 1-3, 30 August-17 September:
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 \s1 .
Introduction:  What is Opera?
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 .
In the beginning:  Monteverdi, Orfeo; Il Ritorno d’Ulisse in Patria.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 .
Homer, Odyssey (selections).
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 .
Monday 20 September:  first essay due.

 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l2 . 
Weeks 4-5, 20 September-1 October:  Mozart.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 \s1 .
Mozart, Don Giovanni.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 .
Wednesday 22 September, 7:30 p.m.:  Don Giovanni, Lyric Opera of Chicago.


 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l2 . 
Weeks 6-7,  4-15 October:  Myth and the Gesamtkunstwerk.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 \s1 .
Wagner, Das Rheingold.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 .
Anon., The Nibelungenlied; The Saga of the Volsungs.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 .
Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy; The Case of Wagner; Nietzsche contra Wagner.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 .
Wednesday 13 October, 7:30 p.m.:  Das Rheingold, Lyric Opera of Chicago.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 .
Friday 15 October:  MIDTERM.

 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l2 . 
Weeks 8-9, 20-29 October:  Really Grand Opera:  Love and (especially) Death I.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 \s1 .
Giuseppe Verdi, Aida.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 .
Wednesday 10 November, 7:30 p.m.:  Aida, Lyric Opera of Chicago.


 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l2 . 
Weeks 10-11, 1-19 November:  Love and (especially) Death II.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 \s1 .
Richard Strauss, Elektra.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 .
Aeschylus, The Oresteia.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 .
Friday 19 November:  second essay due.

 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l2 . 
Weeks 12-13, 22-29 November:  Animal Stories.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 \s1 .
Leos* Janác*ek, The Cunning Little Vixen.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 .
Tuesday 23 November:  The Cunning Little Vixen, Lyric Opera of Chicago.


 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l2 . 
Weeks 13-15, 1-10 December:  Love and (especially) Death III.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 \s1 .
Alban Berg, Wozzeck.
 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l3 .
Georg Büchner, Woyzeck.


 LISTNUM "NBOutline" \l2 . 
FINAL EXAM:  FRIDAY 17 DECEMBER, 8:30-10:30 A. M.
Please note that this schedule is subject to change according to the needs of the course.

