
Introduction to German Literature I: 
The Impure German 

GERM 259 – Fall 2020 
T/Th 11:35 - 12:55 

 
 
Professor Andrew Piper 
Office: Rm 484, 688 Sherbrooke 
Phone: 514-398-4400 x094504 
Email: andrew.piper@mcgill.ca 
Office Hours: T 10 - 11, Th 4 - 5 
[Covid office hours are remote and by sign-up via email.] 
 
Course Description 
 
This course will serve as an introduction to major works of German literature through a 
reflection on themes of human purity and national identity. German culture has been 
shaped -- arguably more profoundly than any other -- by a persistent attention to questions 
of racial purity. Over the course of the semester, we will focus on a collection of writing 
that spans several centuries and that is united by its exploration of the personal and political 
consequences of such thinking. Moving from the foundations of literature in German in the 
thirteenth century to more contemporary concerns with migrant literature, this course will 
introduce you not only to major epochs in German literary history but also the analytical 
tools necessary for the critical reading of texts. All readings and discussion will be in 
English. 
 
COVID Description of course content: This course will be delivered exclusively remotely. 
It will consist of a combination of pre-recorded lectures, asynchronous activities based 
around written engagements with the readings, and live meetings with individual groups 
using Zoom. See the section below called "Course Content" for a fuller description. 
 
Readings 
 
All readings are available through MyCourses 
 
Weekly Assignments 
 
Wk. 1 09.03  Course Introduction [Live] 
 

I. Thresholds and Catastrophe 
    
Wk. 2 09.08  Nibelungenlied   Chap. 1-19 
 
Wk. 3 09.15  Nibelungenlied   Chap. 20-39 
   First Team Presentations Due 
  
Wk. 4 09.22  Kleist, Michael Kohlhaas  
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II. Language 

   
Wk. 5 09.29  Goethe, West-East Divan  
 
Wk. 6 10.06  Ayim, Blues in Black and White 
 
Wk. 7 10.13  Tawada, Where Europe Begins 
 
Wk. 8 10.20  Celan, Poems  
 

III. Scapegoats 
  

Wk. 9 10.27  Kafka, The Metamorphosis 
 
Wk.10 11.03  Sebald, The Emigrants ("Henry Selwyn", "Paul Bereyter") 
 
Wk.11 11.10  Özdamar, Mother Tongue ("A Charwoman's Career") 
 

IV. Automation 
 
Wk.12  11.17  Hoffmann, The Sandman 

 
Wk.13 11.24  Perec, "The Machine" 
    
Wk.14 12.01  Closing Remarks 
   Paper Due 
 
Academic Integrity 
 
McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore all students must understand the meaning 
and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student 
Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see http://www.mcgill.ca/integrity/ for more information). 
 
Course Content 
 
In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course 
have the right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded. 
 
Written Commentaries    30% 
Team Projects (4x)     40% 
Paper (4-5 pp.)     30% 
 
Course Content will consist of the following components: 
 
The overall aim of this course is to provide access to major works of German literature 
and their historical context; introduce you to the methods of textual interpretation from 
the fields of poetics and narratology; and provide a robust writing environment where 
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you engage deeply with the readings as well as your peers' points of view. The course is 
thus heavily weighted towards multiple forms of written engagements with textual 
interpretation. 
 
Pre-recorded lectures: Each week a series of video lectures will be posted that situate the 
week's readings within a larger historical and cultural context. In addition, lectures will 
focus on developing analytical skills for the interpretation of literary texts, including 
discussions of poetics and narratology.  
 
Team Projects: Team projects will consist of the creation of a slide presentation that 
engages in a detailed analysis of a single passage from the week's reading. The aim of the 
project is to learn a) how to collaborate with your peers, b) practice the technical skills of 
textual interpretation, and c) learn how to present your ideas in accessible, digestible ways. 
You will be randomly divided up into teams of 6 students. Draft slide presentations will be 
due on Monday each week, which will serve as the basis of a 1-1 video conference with 
the course instructor during the Tuesday class time. Final presentations will be posted to 
MyCourses on Thursday. All students are required to engage with the presentation through 
their own written commentary (see Class Participation). Each team will produce 4 
presentations over the course of the semester. 
 
Written Commentaries: Each week 2 teams will post their slide presentations to 
MyCourses on Thursday. Until the following Tuesday, students are expected to post 
written comments that engage with the presentation as well as other student comments 
(minimum of 1 each). The aim of this exercise is to learn how to a) engage in constructive 
online dialogue and b) practice your analytical writing skills as they relate to textual 
interpretation. You will be graded on the quality and quantity of your posts. 
 
Paper: As the culmination of the course, you will produce a 4-5 page paper that engages 
in an extended analysis of a single text from the semester. The paper is designed to allow 
you to demonstrate your critical reading skills and your capacity to express yourself in 
writing. 
 
Summary: There will be no live-video meetings where the entire class is present. All work 
can be completed on your own schedule. The one exception are the team meetings with the 
instructor which will take place at the scheduled course time on Tuesday of each week 
using Zoom.  
 
Here is what a sample week looks like: 
 
Thursday: Instructor posts pre-recorded lecture for following week's reading. 
 
Thursday-Monday: All students watch lectures and complete reading. 2 teams produce 
draft slide presentation on the reading.  
 
Monday: Teams submit draft slide presentation to myCourses. 
 
Tuesday: Instructor meets for 40 minutes with each team to review and discuss the slide 
presentation. 
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Tuesday-Thursday: Teams revise slide presentation. 
 
Thursday: Teams post slide presentations to myCourses. 
 
Thursday-Monday: All students post comments on team presentations AND respond to 
other student comments on myCourses. A new weekly cycle of lectures/ presentations/ 
readings begins. 
 
Late papers will lose a half-grade for every class late. Students who receive a grade of D, 
F, or J will not be allowed to do supplemental work. All papers will be submitted to the 
text-matching software per university policy. According to Senate regulations, instructors 
are not permitted to make special arrangements for final exams. Please consult the 
Calendar, section 4.7.2.1, General University Information and Regulations at 
www.mcgill.ca. In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s 
control, the content and/or evaluation scheme in this course is subject to change. © 
Instructor generated course materials (e.g., handouts, notes, summaries, exam questions, 
etc.) are protected by law and may not be copied or distributed in any form or in any 
medium without explicit permission of the instructor. Note that infringements of copyright 
can be subject to follow up by the University under the Code of Student Conduct and 
Disciplinary Procedures. 


