LT323  The Imagined South: Literary Identities in the U.S. South

Dr Owen Robinson

The U.S. South has always been a region in the process of constructing itself and being constructed by others, and has produced a rich body of literature that has variously imagined it as a place of great contrast with other areas of the United States and the Americas more generally.  This course will consider the South though autobiography, short stories, poetry, drama and novels: from the Edenic visions of early diarists and correspondents, to the debates over slavery and secession leading up to the Civil War of 1861-5; from work by major writers such as Mark Twain and William Faulkner, to recent fiction by Robert Olen Butler and Lee Smith.  We will discuss the processes of self-fashioning involved in Southern writing and culture, as well as various ways in which such models are problematised: for instance, through African-American perspectives, through aberrant places within the South such as New Orleans, and through recent critical moves to consider the region in wider hemispheric terms, away from strictly U.S.-oriented identities.

Early sessions will discuss various types of writing from foundational periods in Southern identity, before moving on to Twain’s critical re-evaluations of the region and its codes.  Cable’s work also provides sharp critique, focusing on a somewhat anomalous Southern place, New Orleans.  Nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century African-American folktales, sketches, and songs demonstrate modes of resistance to the horrors of slavery and white oppression, these ‘folk’ materials further rendered and developed by Hurston in her underrated first novel.  Four novels by Faulkner, arguably the greatest of Southern writers and one of the key figures of literary modernism, form the centrepiece of the course, and are followed by work by Williams, Welty, and O’Connor, writers of similarly major stature who variously capture elements of Southern life at once emblematic and idiosyncratic.  We end with more recent work: Smith’s novel and Butler’s collection of stories portray the often overlooked Southern experiences of, respectively, Appalachian and Vietnamese-American communities, while Gaines and Gurganus’s novels are fictional retellings and reconsiderations of seminal Southern tropes, telling the tales of women, one black, one white, who have lived through the South’s traumas from the Civil War through to Civil Rights and beyond.
Autumn Term

Week
Topic
2
Introduction; selected letters and journals from the colonial and antebellum periods *
3
Southwestern humour: selected stories by Longstreet, Harris, and others *
4
Selected Civil War letters and diaries *
5
Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1885); extracts from Life on the 
Mississippi (1883) *
6
George Washington Cable and New Orleans: selected stories and sketches *
7
Selected African-American folktales, songs and lyrics *
8
Zora Neale Hurston, Jonah’s Gourd Vine (1934)
9
William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury (1929)
10
William Faulkner, As I Lay Dying (1930)
11
William Faulkner, Go Down, Moses (1942)

* Letters, journal entries, stories, poems to be provided in course reader.

Spring Term
Week
Topic

16
William Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom! (1936)

17
William Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom! (1936)
18
Tennessee Williams, A Streetcar Named Desire (1947)
19
Eudora Welty, selected stories *
20
Flannery O’Connor, selected stories *
21
Lee Smith, Oral History (1983) 

22
Robert Olen Butler, A Good Scent From a Strange Mountain (1992)

23
Ernest Gaines, The Autobiography of Miss Jean Pittman (1971)

24
Allan Gurganus, Oldest Living Confederate Widow Tells All (1989)

25
Allan Gurganus, Oldest Living Confederate Widow Tells All (1989)

* Stories to be provided in course reader.

Some secondary sources:

This list is neither compulsory nor comprehensive, but merely suggests some useful titles.  More will be added in due course.

Richard Gray, Writing the South

Richard Gray, Southern Aberrations

Richard Gray and Owen Robinson (eds.), A Companion to the Literature and Culture of the American South

W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South

Twelve Southerners, I’ll Take My Stand

Louis D. Rubin and Robert D. Jacobs (eds.), Southern Renascence: The Literature of the Modern South

Suzanne W. Jones and Sharon Monteith (eds.), South to a New Place

Jon Smith and Deborah Cohn (eds.), Look Away!: The U.S. South in New World Studies

Edward L. Ayers and Bradley C. Mittendorf (eds.), The Oxford Book of the South: Testimony, Memory, and Fiction
