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Putting Texts in Context   

This course will examine a number of different kinds of textðcartoons, editorials, 

novels, a film--with a view to determining what additional information a reader of those 

texts might find helpful in generating a rich reading. Participants will learn how to gather 

information from a variety of online and print-based resources, and how to present it in a 

variety of ways.  In addition to small informal writing assignments, students will be asked 

to present the results of research more formally.  Training in PowerPoint and in the 

creation of web pages is built into the course.  The goal of the course is to increase 

familiarity with the process of gathering information and of presenting it in ways that 

serve clearly defined rhetorical goals. 

 

Texts 

Thomas Pynchon  The Crying of Lot 49 

Joseph Conrad   Heart of Darkness   

Francis Ford Coppola  Apocalypse Now (Please purchase the DVD of the 1979 

     version, not the ñReduxò version) 
James P. Davis,  The Rowman and Littlefield Guide to Writing With Sources 

3rd Edition  
 

Means of Assessment 

Oral Presentations  20% 

You will make two presentations, each of them supported by PowerPoint slides. 

 

Portfolio    60% 

Your portfolio will contain all the assignments you complete throughout the semester, 

including copies of web pages.  The web site you build will be included in the portfolio 

assessment. 

 

Attendance and participation  20% 

You are expected to be present as a fully participating member of the class at each 

session.  Any absences beyond three permitted for unexpected emergencies will result in 
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a reduction of this portion of your grade, as will any failure to complete an assignment on 

time. 

 

 

 

 

Schedule 

January 

21 Introduction to the course.  Assignment #1 

22 Library workshop-Assignment #2  (Meet in ODY room ?) 

 Assignment #1 essay/story due. 

24 Library workshop-Assignment #2 (Meet in ODY room ?) 

 

28  PowerPoint workshop--Assignment #3 

   

29 Assignment #3 continued 

Library workshop on evaluating sources.  Assignment #4  

31 Complete Assignment #4 

Assignment #5 

 

February 

4 Assignment #5 

5 Assignment #6. 

7 Web-page basics    

 

11 Web-page basics  Assignment #7 

12  complete Assignment #7 

Lot 49 Chs 1-2 Assignment #8 

14  Lot 49 Chs 3-4 Assignment #9 

  (Due:  names of articles for Assignment #10) 

18  Lot 49 Chs 5-6 Assignment #10 

19  Lot 49 

21  Conferences 

 (Review of draft of Assignment #11) 

 

25 Conferences 

26  Conferences  

28 Presentations.  Due: Assignment #11 essay 

 

 

March 

3   Writing workshop 

4 Heart of Darkness.  Read Chapter I ïAssignment #12  

6  Heart of Darkness Read Chapter II--Assignment #13 

 

10   Heart of Darkness.  Read Chapter III--Assignment #14 
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11 Heart of Darkness 

13 Talking about film.  Consult http://classes.yale.edu/film-analysis/ 

  

 

24 Apocalypse Now 

Read ñBattlefield Vietnam: A Brief Historyò 

(http://www.pbs.org/battlefieldvietnam/history/index.html) 

  

25 Apocalypse Now Assignment #15 

27 Apocalypse Now Assignment #15 

 

31  Apocalypse Now  Assignment #16 

April  

1 Apocalypse Now Assignment #16 

3 Apocalypse Now Assignment #16 

Discussion of final project 

 

7 Assignment #17 

8  Assignment #17  

10 Draft of Assignment #18 due  

 

14 Conferences  

 (Discussion of Part I of final project 

15 Conferences 

17 Conferences   

 

21 Project work 

22 Project work 

24 Project work  ( Completed draft of part II of final project due) 

 

28 Presentations 

29 Presentations 

May  

1 Presentations 

 

5 Revised final project (part II)  and portfolio due.  No work will be accepted 

after this date. 

 

 

 

Assignments 

 

Assignment # 1 

This assignment is designed to serve a couple of purposes. It will get you used to chasing 

down information on the web and to thinking about the most efficient ways to do it.  It 

will also serve as a way for you to show me some of your writing skills. 

http://classes.yale.edu/film-analysis/
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Part I  (in class) 

Using the Library homepage as your starting point, answer the following (provide URLs 

for each piece of information): 

1.  How many housing units are there in your home town? 

2.  What is the median household income in your state? 

3.  When is the next scheduled village/town board/city council meeting for your 

hometown? 

4.  Who is the school superintendent for your home school district? 

5.  What is the average size of the senior class at your high school? 

6.  How many kilometers is it from your house to Maple Street in Canton? 

7.  How many nautical miles? 

8.  What's the weather forecast for your hometown for the next three days? 

9.  Who is the chair of the English Department at the college nearest your hometown? 

10. Your German friend from Chicago tells you his "Esel" is sick.  Tell him exactly who 

to call in Chicago. 

 

 

Part II 

Write a one-page essay or story incorporating all of the information you gathered for part 

one.  This can be as surreal as you wish, so let your imagination and sense of humor off 

the leash.  The only requirement is that the piece be written in the most effective and 

error-free prose you can muster. 

 

 

 

Assignment #2  

This assignment is designed to familiarize you with the library's non-electronic resources. 

 

Using only the on-line catalog and the print resources available in the library, find the 

following in the order indicated.  List your sources where necessary.  You may consult 

the reference librarians if you get stuck at any point. 

 

Group 1 

1.  The senior member of the Senate during the first session of the 86th Congress. 

2.  The daily wage of a farm laborer in West Virginia in 1788. 

3.  The call number of a book by Mary S. Caswell in the Smith College Women's History 

Archive. 

4.  The total number of votes cast in the 1952 presidential election in Merrick County, 

Nebraska. 

5.  The meaning of the Latin word "cohaereo." 

6.  A list of the characters in Patrick McGinley's novel Bogmail 

7.  The title of the article that begins on p. 23 of Pynchon Notes 52-52 (Spring-Fall 2003). 

8.  First line of first full paragraph on p. 387 of an article by A F Bance, "The Narrator in 

Thomas Mann's Mario und der Zauberer" 
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9. A letter to the editor in the latest edition of In These Times (attach a copy) and the 

article to which the letter writer is reacting (attach a copy of first page). 

10.  The title, editor and ISBN of any collection of critical essays on Joseph Conrad 

 

 

Group 2 

1.  The title, editor and ISBN of any collection of critical essays on Joseph Conrad 

2.  The chair of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations in 1966 

3.  The title of Table I on p. 43 of  Vol. 1 No. 1 of the journal Vietnam Generation 

4.  The daily wage of a blacksmith in the U.S. in 1860. 

5.  The meaning of the Latin word "denego." 

6.  A list of the characters in Xavier Herbert's Capricornia 

7.  The total number of votes cast in the 1952 presidential election in Alamance County, 

North Carolina. 

8.  First line of an article by Jacob D. Wigod: "Keats's Ideal in the Ode on a Grecian 

Urn." 

9.  The call number of a book by Joshua Girling Fitch in the Smith College Women's 

History Archive  

10. A letter to the editor in the latest edition of The Nation (attach a copy) and the article 

to which the letter writer is reacting (attach a copy of first page). 

 

Group 3 

1  First line of an article by James Cox: "Longfellow and his Cross of Snow" 

2.  The meaning of the Latin word "effero." 

3.  A list of the characters in Carlos Fuentes' A Change of Skin 

4.  The daily wage for a laborer in Philadelphia in 1785  

5.  The call number of a book by Philip Vickers Fithian in the Smith College Women's 

History Archive  

6.  The title of the article beginning on p. 97 of Vol. 1 No. 1 of The Journal of African 

History. 

7.  The total number of votes cast in the 1952 presidential election in Bernalillo County, 

New Mexico. 

8.  The title, editor and ISBN of any collection of critical essays on Joseph Conrad 

9.  The chair of the Senate Appropriations Committee in 1977. 

10.  A letter to the editor in the latest edition of Mother Jones (attach a copy) and the 

article to which the letter writer is reacting (attach a copy of first page). 

 

Group 4 

1.  The call number of a book by Jane Kirkland Graham in the Smith College Women's 

History Archive  

2.  A list of the characters in Hugh McLennan's Barometer Rising. 

3.  The hourly wage of a worker in the cotton textile industry in the U.S. in 1865. 

4.  The first footnote on p. 26 of vol 7 No. 2 of the Transafrica Forum. 

5  First line of an article by Wade Thompson: "Infanticide and Sadism in Wuthering 

Heights." 

6.  The meaning of the Latin word "intemerabilis." 
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7.  The chair of the House Merchant Marine and Fisheries Committee in 1962. 

8.  The total number of votes cast in the 1952 presidential election in Noble County, Ohio 

9.  The title, editor and ISBN of any collection of critical essays on Joseph Conrad 

10. A letter to the editor in the latest edition of Ms (attach a copy) and the article to which 

the letter writer is reacting (attach a copy of first page). 

 

 

 

Assignment #3   

This assignment will provide practice/instruction in using PowerPoint as well as practice 

in using the Web to forge connections among disparate pieces of information. 

 

Think of this as a six-degrees of separation game.  Create a series of slides based on the 

information you discovered for assignment #2.  Your task is to make six slides whose 

purpose is to establish a connection between the two most disparate elements in the list 

you have researched.  For example, if you had been asked to find a New York Times 

story on Polish sailors jumping ship in New York in 1949 and to locate the price of  flour 

in 1710 in Philadelphia, you might construct a series of slides that began with the 

information that one of the ships involved was the SS Batory, tracing that name to the 

sixteenth-century Polish king Stephen Batory, whose Catholic sympathies involved him 

in the counter-reformation response to the teachings of Calvin, whose doctrines were 

those followed by the Pilgrims of the Mayflower, one of whom was called Robert Carter, 

who shared his last name with the 11
th
 Mayor of Philadelphia, who was elected in 1710.   

 

Assignment #4 

This assignment asks you to focus on a single text, while illustrating how the research 

process can generate a rich associative context.  The assignment also requires you to 

discriminate among various kinds of information sources. 

 

Using a combination of on-line and print resources, complete the following assignment: 

 

Group 1:  Locate and copy a reproduction of David's painting The Death of Marat.  

Locate and record the following: the full name and dates of the painter; the date and size 

of the painting; the date of Marat's death, both in our calendar and in the French 

revolutionary calendar; the name and motive of Marat's murderer; four or five lines 

spoken by that murderer in the play Marat/Sade; the titles and bibliographic citations for 

two articles about the play in scholarly journals, one of which is available on-line and one 

of which is not; three other pieces of information the group decides are relevant to the 

painting in some way, one drawn from a source the group deems informal (i.e. not likely 

to be cited in a research paper), one drawn from a source defined as mainstream and the 

third from a source considered ñalternative.ò  Write an account of the research process 

you followed, indicating your sources for each item of information. 

 

Group 2:  Locate and copy a reproduction of Delacroix's painting The Death of Ophelia.  

Write a caption for the image containing the following: the full name and dates of the 

painter; the date and size of the painting; Gertrude's account of Ophelia's death in 
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Hamlet; the opus number of Hector Berlioz's setting of a poem called La Mort D'Ophelie; 

the titles and bibliographic citations for two articles about Tom Stoppard's play based on 

Hamlet in scholarly journals, one of which is available on-line and one of which is not; 

three other pieces of information the group decides are relevant to the painting in some 

way, one drawn from a source the group deems informal (i.e. not likely to be cited in a 

research paper), one drawn from a source defined as mainstream and the third from a 

source considered ñalternative.ò   Write an account of the research process you followed, 

indicating your sources for each item of information. 

 

Group 3:  Locate and copy a reproduction of Thomas Hart Benton's painting Poker Night 

(From A Streetcar Named Desire). Write a caption for the image containing the 

following: the full name and dates of the painter; the date and size of the painting; the 

relevant lines from scene three of the play; the gist of Jessica Tandy's response to a 

request that she pose for a photographic reproduction of the painting; the titles and 

bibliographic citations for two articles about the play in scholarly journals, one of which 

is available on-line and one of which is not; three other pieces of information the group 

decides are relevant to the painting in some way, one drawn from a source the group 

deems informal (i.e. not likely to be cited in a research paper), one drawn from a source 

defined as mainstream and the third from a source considered ñalternative.ò Write an 

account of the research process you followed, indicating your sources for each item of 

information. 

 

Group 4:  Locate and copy a reproduction of Gericault's painting The Raft of the Medusa. 

Write a caption for the image containing the following: the full name and dates of the 

painter; the date and size of the painting; relevant lines from the Pogues' recording of  

"The Wake of the Medusa"; a very brief account of the incident that inspired the painting 

and a copy of a plan of the raft; the titles and bibliographic citations for two articles about 

the incident in scholarly journals, one of which is available on-line and one of which is 

not; three other pieces of information the group decides are relevant to the painting in 

some way, one drawn from a source the group deems informal (i.e. not likely to be cited 

in a research paper), one drawn from a source defined as mainstream and the third from a 

source considered ñalternative.ò Write an account of the research process you followed, 

indicating your sources for each item of information. 

 

Assignment #5   

Examine your assigned cartoon. Draw up a list of questions that you cannot immediately 

answer regarding the significance of the cartoon and its caption.  Conduct the research 

necessary to make you confident that you could explain the cartoon's intended message.  

Write a one-page explanation of the cartoon's significance. 

 

Example: 

 

If you were given the cover of the New Yorker reproduced below, you would need to 

answer a number of questions in order fully to grasp its significance.  Who is the seated 

man?  Why is he depicted in a toilet?  What is the significance of the foot that appears 
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beneath the stall divider?  What language is the newspaper written in?  What events just 

prior to the Oct. 8 date on the cover might be the basis for the cartoon? 
                                                    

  
 

This New Yorker cover combines two unrelated news events to generate its comic and 

mildly satirical effect.  The seated figure depicts Iranian president Mahmoud 

Ahmadinejad, who spoke at Columbia University on Sept. 24, 2007.   Among a number 

of controversial remarks made on that occasion, Ahmadinejad chose to comment on the 

subject of homosexuality, prompting the following blog entry:  ñWho can take the 

president of Iran seriously when he looks squarely at an audience at one of the leading 

universities in the world and insists there are no homosexuals in his country?  óIn Iran, we 

do not have this phenomenon,ô he said, speaking through an interpreter on a university-

wide simulcast. óI don't know who has told you we have it.ôò  (Joe Cutbirth on The 

Huffington Post, Sept. 25 2007  http://www.huffingtonpost.com/joe-

cutbirth/ahmadinejads-columbia-mo_b_65760.html) 

 

A few months earlier, on June 11, Idaho Republican Sen. Larry Craig, had been arrested 

for allegedly soliciting sex in a menôs bathroom in the Minneapolis-St. Paul airport.   An 

undercover police officer who occupied the stall next to the senatorôs claimed that the 

senator had tapped his foot several times before sliding it under the partition to touch the 

side of the officerôs foot. 


