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English 2020A | Fall 2015 | Department of English | Western University 
 

Passing On Stories: 
Narratives of Death and Dying in the 20th Century 

 
Tuesdays, 6:00pm-9:00pm | Somerville House 2355 

 
INSTRUCTOR   Diana Samu-Visser | dsamuvis@uwo.ca | IGAB 0N20K 
OFFICE HOURS   Mondays + Thursdays | 10:00am-12:00pm, or by appointment 
 
TEACHING ASSISTANT  Christine Penhale | cpenhale@uwo.ca | IGAB 0N20K 
OFFICE HOURS   Wednesdays | 11:00am-1:00pm, or by appointment 

 
Course Website   https://passingonstories.wordpress.com   
Twitter    @PassingOn2020A 
 
Prerequisite(s)   This is a non-essay course open to all students beyond Year One. 
 

COURSE MATERIALS  
 
Required Texts (Available at the Bookstore) 
 Biutiful.  Directed by Alejandro Gonzáles Iñárritu. Roadside Attractions, 2010.* 
 Capote, Truman. In Cold Blood. Penguin, 2000. 
 Faulkner, William. As I Lay Dying. Vintage, 1991. 
 Kushner, Tony. Angels In America: Parts One and Two. Nick Hern, 2007. 

Ondaatje, Michael. Anil’s Ghost. McClelland & Stewart, 2000. 
Saramago, José. All the Names. Harcourt, 2001. 
Shelley, Mary. Frankenstein. Penguin, 2003. 
Spiegelman, Art. Maus I & II Paperback Boxed Set. Pantheon, 1993. 

 “War Poets” Custom Course Pack 
 
* Note: There will be a screening of Biutiful provided on campus on November 29, but students are 
also welcome to watch the film on their own. 
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
“Death might appear to destroy the meaning in our lives, but in fact it is the very source of our 
creativity. As Kafka said, ‘The meaning of life is that it ends.’ Death is the engine that keeps us 
running, giving us the motivation to achieve, learn, love, and create.” 

— Caitlin Doughty, Smoke Gets In Your Eyes, And Other Lessons from the Crematory 
 
This course focuses on how death and dying are narrativized, that is, how we convey stories about 
death and dying in the twentieth century. What informed our sensibilities about mortality prior to 
the twentieth century? How have the events of the twentieth century changed the content, form, 
and audience of our narrative practices? What sociocultural, political, and economic forces shape 
our individual perspectives and our own stories about death and dying? Our analyses of a selection 
of textual and material artefacts—which include poetry, novels, drama, film, comix, creative non-
fiction, objects, and environments—will help us understand the stories we pass on and the contexts 
in which these stories are formed. From mourning rituals to urban planning to human rights, the 
topics of this highly interdisciplinary course will allow students the opportunity for thoughtful, 
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meaningful, and critical engagement with the place that narrative representations of death and 
dying hold in our culture. Lectures will also incorporate secondary readings from a number of 
influential thinkers, including Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, Sigmund Freud, Phillipe Ariès, Michel Foucault, 
Julia Kristeva, Jacques Derrida, Susan Sontag, and Simon Critchley. 
 
Assignments for the course will include written reflections, long-form blog entries, and research 
poster presentations, and our class will culminate with an afternoon event during which students 
will have the chance to display and present their research posters to peers and colleagues. 
 

COURSE OUTCOMES 
 
Students who successfully complete the course will be able to: 

- Recognize the role that narrative plays in how we perceive death and dying as a cultural, 
socio-historical, political, juridical-legal, and medical phenomenon. 

- Interpret a diverse set of textual and material artefacts that contribute to narratives of death 
and dying in the 20th century. 

- Deconstruct and critique narratives of death and dying in terms of their historical and 
contemporary real-world impact. 

- Research and demonstrate an understanding of current legal, cultural, economic, aesthetic, 
political, and medical issues related to death and dying.  

- Organize and communicate ideas clearly and effectively in a variety of written genres as well 
as in oral discussions and presentations. 

 
ASSESSMENT 

 
 Participation         5% 

Memorial Reflection (draft version)      5% 
  1000 words | Due in class on September 29 
 Memorial Reflection (final version)      10% 

1000 words | Due in class on October 13 
“Design for Death” Review Blog Entry      15% 

1500 words | Due in class on November 24 
“The Changing Face of Death and Dying” Poster Presentation   15% 

Proposal of 750 words | Due in class on October 27 
Poster presentations | Will take place on December 3 

 “The Changing Face of Death and Dying” Project Overview   15% 
 1500 Words | Due on December 3 
Final Exam         35% 

Date, time, and format TBA (3 hours) 
 

SKILLS SERIES 
 

The final hour of selected classes will be devoted to developing transferable, professional 
skills such as MLA documentation and citation, media literacy and research practices, non-
essay long-form writing, and public speaking. These sessions will not only prepare you for 
success with upcoming assignments but will give you tools to help you succeed in other 
classes, on the job market, and in disciplines other than English. Additional “Skills Series” 
sessions may be added if the class demonstrates a demand for them, and I welcome 
requests and ideas for sessions from students. 
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CLASS SCHEDULE  
 
September 8  Introduction and Foundations 

Introduction to the course, syllabus overview, and course website 
Group discussion and creation of Classroom Etiquette, Late Work, and Use 
of Electronic Devices policies for the term (last hour of class) 

 
September 15  The Science of Death and Dying 

Reading | Frankenstein 
Skills Series: “But Can I Cite Wikipedia?”—An Introduction to Digital Media 
Literacy and Research Practices (last hour of class) 

 
September 22  Mourning Before 1900 

  Reading |Frankenstein 
Skills Series: “What the Heck is Parenthetical Citation?”—An Introduction to 
MLA Formatting and Documentation (last hour of class) 

 
September 29  War Poetry, Witnessing & WWI 

  Reading |War Poets collection (course pack) 
ASSIGNMENT: Memorial Reflection (draft version) due 

  
October 6  Modern(ist) Death and Dying 

  Reading | As I Lay Dying 
Feedback for Memorial Reflection (draft version) will be returned 

 
October 13  Graphic Depictions of Death 

  Reading| Maus Vol. I: A Survivor’s Tale 
  ASSIGNMENT: Memorial Reflection (final version) due 

 
October 20  Genocide & WWII 

  Reading | Maus Vol. II: My Father Bleeds History 
  Feedback for Memorial Reflection (final version) will be returned 
 

October 27  Archives of the Dead 
  Reading | All the Names 
  ASSIGNMENT: Colloquium Presentation Proposal due 

Skills Series: “Can’t I Just Make a Buzzfeed List?”—An Introduction to 
Writing Long-form Blog Posts 

 
November 3  Urban Planning & Death in the City 

  Reading | All the Names 
  Feedback for Colloquium Presentation Proposal will be returned 

Skills Series: “Is it like a science fair?” — An Introduction to Creating and 
Presenting Successful Research Posters 

 
November 10  Dying in the Time of HIV/AIDS 

  Reading | Angels in America: Millennium Approaches & Perestroika 
ASSIGNMENT: “Design for Death” Review Blog Entry due 

November 17  The Death Sentence 
  Reading | In Cold Blood 
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November 24  Human Rights & Justice for the Dead 

  Reading | Anil’s Ghost 
Feedback for Design for Death Review Blog Entry will be returned 

 
November 29  Optional screening of Biutiful 

  
December 1  Terminal Illness & Death With Dignity 

  Reading | Biutiful (film) 
 

December 3  “The Changing Face of Death and Dying” Student Colloquium Event 
   ASSIGNMENT: Poster presentation  
  
December 8  Optional Exam Review Class 
   ASSIGNMENT: Project overview of poster presentation due 
 
December 11-22 Fall term examination period 
 

ASSIGNMENTS 
 
Participation (5%) 
  
The day-to-day structure of the course will vary. Some classes will include more lecture-style 
delivery, while others will depend much more heavily on discussion and question-and-answer style 
dialogue. However, each week will be a balance of presentation of information and class 
participation through active learning. In addition to discussion and dialogue, students can expect to 
participate in a number of hands-on activities, including (but not limited to) the following: 
 

1) “Fish Bowl”: Students can post online or write down anonymous questions about course 
material, responses to questions, and brainstorming ideas. 

2) Small group passage & scene analysis: Students get together in small groups to analyze key 
passages or scenes from course materials. Students then share their analysis with the rest of 
the class, and may offer additional suggestions to other students/passages. 

3) Debates: Students work in pairs and are each asked to occupy a different perspective or 
position on an issue related to the topics of the course. Each student can then contribute 
their ideas towards a master list of pros and cons displayed at the front of the room to serve 
as a basis for broad classroom discussion. 

4) Think-Pair-Share: Students will first consider their own answer to a question posed by the 
instructor and then discuss their answers in small groups. The class will regroup, and 
students will be asked to share some or all of their responses. 

 
Recognizing that participation can take many different forms, and understanding that some students 
are more comfortable with large classroom discussions than others, our class website will serve as a 
secondary forum for online discussion and participation in the class. You will be notified of new 
posts to the website via email, and will then have the opportunity to discuss, critique, or add to 
these posts using the commenting feature of the website. A rubric for participation will be posted on 
the class website so that you know how participation will be assessed, and during our first class, we 
will establish some ground rules for commenting etiquette as a group. During the week of October 
13, all students will have the opportunity to meet with the instructor to go over the participation 
rubric, receive feedback on your participation in the course to that point, and “check in” with any 
concerns, questions, or requests that you have. 
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Memorial Reflection (5%/10%) 
  
To give you an opportunity to begin thinking about how objects, texts, monuments, and sites 
participate in narrative, and to receive instructor feedback on your writing early on in the course, 
this assignment asks you to choose a memorial and write a 1000-word reflection on how details you 
observe about the memorial contribute to the “story” the memorial is telling. Drafts of the 
assignment will be due on September 29, and you will receive your feedback on these drafts during 
the following class. You will then have the opportunity to use the feedback provided to polish and 
improve a final version of your reflection, to be handed in on October 13. Outlines or point-form 
notes will not be accepted in lieu of finished drafts. Please keep in mind that while we are asking you 
to hand in draft work and do not expect the draft to have the same polish as a fully edited piece, we 
will be able to give you the most useful, in-depth feedback on drafts that comprehensively 
communicate your thoughts and have undergone at least some of your own editing. Guidelines and 
an extended description of the assignment as well as rubrics for both the draft and final versions of 
this assignment are available on the class website. 
 
“Design for Death” Review Blog Entry (15%) 
 
In 2013, the online magazine designboom held a design competition called “Design for Death.” The 
goal of the competition was to collect submissions from artisans, scientists, and designers for 
original and innovative memorial designs. Detailed descriptions and images of both the winning 
entries of the competition and the competition’s shortlist of top entries are available on 
designboom’s website (click here). This assignment asks each student in the class to choose a 
different entry from the competition and write a long-form blog post of 1500 words that reviews 
and critiques the entry. 

 
A sign-up sheet will be made available on the course website no later than October 6 via Google 
Docs so that students can choose one of the unique entries well in advance of the assignment’s due 
date. I encourage you to check out the shortlist of entries ahead of the sign-up sheet posting so that 
you know which entries you may be interested in writing about. The October 27 Skills Series 
workshop will introduce you to writing and organizational strategies that will help you craft the blog 
entry, and you will hand in your completed entry on November 10. You will have the opportunity to 
edit your blog posts before they are posted on our course website. Keep in mind that one excellent 
way to participate in the second half of the semester would be to read and comment on your peers’ 
blog posts. A guideline, extended description, and rubric for this assignment are available on the 
class website. 
 
“The Changing Face of Death and Dying” Presentation & Project Overview (15%/15%) 
 
The final project for the course asks students to choose a specific topic related to narratives of death 
and dying in the 20th century, research the topic, develop a large-format (32”x44”) research poster, 
and participate in an end-of-term poster presentation event that is open to the public. Research 
poster sessions allow for greater audience engagement and are generally more dynamic than a 
traditional presentation or lecture. Successful posters will highlight your research questions, 
methods, and conclusions, and promote dialogue between presenters and attendees. 

 
A brief 750-word document outlining your proposed research topic will be due in class on October 
27. You will receive your feedback on the proposal in class on the following week, which you can 
then use to refine the direction of your topic before you begin the research process and design of 
your poster. To help familiarize you with the development and goals of a research poster 

http://www.designboom.com/competition/design-for-death/
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presentation, Our November 3 Skills Series workshop will introduce you to the goals of a research 
poster presentation, offer helpful tools for developing the poster, and prepare you for talking about 
your research with those attending the presentation. The presentation itself will take place on the 
evening of December 3. Students will be expected to hand in a 1500-word project overview that 
explains their research poster on December 3. Information on choosing a topic, writing the proposal, 
assignment guidelines, an extended description of the assignment, and rubrics for both the 
presentation and the project overview are available on the course website. 
 
Final Exam (35%) 

 
The final exam will take place during the scheduled exam period of December 11 to December 22, 
and will be three hours in length. The format of the final exam will be announced no later than 
November 17, and a guideline to the exam format will be posted on the course website on the same 
day. An optional exam review class will be held on December 8 from 6:00pm to 9:00pm, and the 
instructor will hold additional office hours in the week prior to the final exam. Please note that the 
Department of English guidelines stipulate that students must pass both term work and the final 
examination in order to pass the course. Students who fail either the term work (regardless of their 
final exam mark) or the final exam (regardless of their term mark) automatically fail the course. 

 
GUIDELINES FOR ASSIGNMENTS 

 
All written material submitted for the course must be formatted according to the Modern Language 
Association guidelines, which can be found in the MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, 7th 
Ed. (New York: MLA, 2009). A copy of the handbook is on Reserve in the D.B. Weldon Library (call 
number: LB 23679.M57 2009). However, Purdue University’s Online Writing Lab (OWL) MLA Guide 
(click here) is also an excellent digital resource for MLA documentation and formatting. 

  
Our September 15 and September 22 Skills Series workshops will be devoted to developing effective 
and accountable research practices, evaluating sources for your research, and formatting according 
to MLA standards. 
 

INFORMATION FOR STUDENTS 
 
Email Correspondence 
 
Both your instructor and your teaching assistant for this course are committed to responding to your 
messages in a timely fashion. We are often not able to respond immediately, but will do our very 
best to respond to emails within 24 hours of receiving them. During weekends and holidays, our 
response time may be longer (48 hours). 

  
Classroom Etiquette, Policy on Late Work, and Policy on the Use of Electronic Devices 
 
The second half of our introductory class on September 8 will be devoted to a group discussion that 
will help us determine our policies for in-person and online classroom etiquette, handing in late 
assignments, and the use of electronic devices in class. Once these policies have been determined, a 
document containing these policies and outlining expectations for the class will be made available 
on the course website. 
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 [Department of English Undergraduate Regulations] 
  
 [Support Services] 
 
 [Mental Health and Wellness Services] 
 

[Academic Accommodation] 
 

[Academic Offenses] 


