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This is a course which combines ecoliterature/ecocriticism, environmental history with some 

excursions into the social sciences. None of the students have any background in the topics 

discussed. They lack any knowledge of material history: the history of cities, regions, technologies, 

resource development and economy. The section of Comparative Literature (litteraturvitenskap) at 

the University of Oslo has not hired an ecocritic, and though pastoral themes are extremely 

important aspect of American Literature, there is little attention paid to pastoral writing by the 

American Lit section. Environmental history is not represented at the University as far as I know. 

Certainly the students come to the course as complete novices to the field and it shows in their 

evaluations: “I had trouble fitting the pieces together. I wish I had a 101 course on this.” Another 

student wrote: the course “should be a prerequisite along with Exfac and Exphil” and the university 

“should fund more seminars [on the subject],” which is both a complement and a nice way of saying 

we could use more class time. A third student wrote: “Although I understand that it is not financially 

possible, I would like to have twice as many seminars/lectures.” 

It is very tricky to teach a course that combines a phenomenological approach to literature, with 

attention to historical narratives of American material-technological development and of culture/ 

ideas. Some students, especially those who unaccustomed to reading literary texts, didn’t like the 

relatively loose structure of the course early on: “Maybe it would be a good idea to show explicitly 

how the readings are related to each other and the greater context”; and I wish we had a “little more 

history in class to get a better overview,” while others very much liked “the freedom of thought.” My 

tendency is to provide more freedom of interpretation (for the students) as we read literary texts 

early on, and present a more structured approach later in the seminar. One student said: “I liked the 

way Mr. Luccarelli tried to involve us in the seminar,” but others said: “I wish the classes would be 

more structured.” 

 This is the second time this course was offered. It will be repeated in Spring, 2013. In some ways the 

materials in the first version of the course (2009) were better, especially in view of the blend of texts. 

This semester I used an anthology of writings on environment—a mixture of literature, journalism 

and social science, which didn’t work as well as I had hoped; it was too scattered. I also included the 

leading up-to-date work in ecocriticsm; the book was too difficult and I will have to find another way 

of raising these issues. Some of the changes I’d like to make: (1) a more comprehensive introduction 

to the course on day one: this might provide some relief to the students who are anxious because 

they might have to engage their own powers of interpretation; (2) I will probably go back to reading 

Desert Solitaire by Edward Abbey (well received the first time I taught the course); along with The 

Wilderness World an anthology of  writings by John Muir; while reading the texts I will include visual 

culture, e.g. film clips from The New World, General Order No. 9, Avatar; and paintings by Cole, 

Durand, and others; I addition we will read criticism in relation to texts, often by going back to the 

texts when we discuss critical readings. I agree, then, with the student who said there should be 

more attention to individual texts; (3) reduction in the coverage of history. I have found students are 

most competent in reading the historical text, so I will use fewer days to cover themes in it; (4) I will 



replace the current ecocritical work with an anthology of my own making that should be more 

accessible. 

Note concerning 4585: With one exception, none of the students enrolled 4585 had the remotest 

interest in this field of study. They were simply filling in courses for their degree requirement. This is 

a weakness in the Master’s program which we have planned to address for 2011-2012 academic 

year.  

What I expect from the administration: (1) why isn’t this course enrolling students from literary 

studies? The course was under-enrolled. (2) There is very often a difference between form and 

function, the other shell and the inner spirit. A course doesn’t become a “seminar” because of a label 

attached to it by the administration. In my experience of nearly 40 years as a teacher, students will 

resist reading and are generally unaware of how to read with, through and against the text. It is very 

hard work and takes dedication and practice. No world is perfect and I seek only amelioration. 

Unfortunately, I have almost no tools for encouraging students to resist their bad habits. When I 

learned literature through the method of reader-response, we were required to keep a “journal” of 

informal responses to readings for which we received credit and a grade. Through such exercises we 

began to learn that building a font of knowledge reflected through experience is the key to incisive 

reading of texts. The administration continues to impose draconian restrictions on what teachers 

may require of students. These restrictions hamper student achievement and prevent me from doing 

my job as an instructor.  

 

Mark Luccarelli 

North American Studies 

July 4, 2011 

 


