
English 147AB: Media History and Theory – "Audio Books," Spring 2012 
Prof. Josh Epstein (epstein@english.ucsb.edu) 

Class Sessions: Monday and Wednesday, 3:30-4:45, Phelps 1160 
Office Hours: Monday, 12-2, or by appointment, South Hall 2521 

 
Course website and blog: <http://audiobooks147ab.wordpress.com>. You will need to create 
a WordPress account to be able to complete the coursework. Please be on the lookout for an 
email (to your official UCSB email account) inviting you to join the blog. 
 
Course Description: This course will focus on the written literary text in relation to recent work 
in “sound studies”—examinations of new sound technologies and their cultural causes and 
effects. We will focus in particular on the gramophone and the radio, studying their histories and 
thinking about their implications for 20th-century literature and culture. Media history and theory 
readings will give us insight into the historical significance of these technologies, and will help us 
think about literature itself as a kind of medium (sonic and otherwise). We will also work with 
UCSB’s Cylinder Preservation and Digitization Project (http://cylinders.library.ucsb.edu). 
 
Required Texts: 

• Samuel Beckett, Collected Shorter Plays  
• Bram Stoker, Dracula (Norton Critical ed.) 
• Dylan Thomas, Under Milk Wood  
• David Morton, Sound Recording: The Life Story of a Technology 
• Other readings made available online via GauchoSpace. 
• Strongly encouraged: a recent MLA style guide (e.g. The Bedford Handbook). 

On email: (1) Please check your UCSB email the night before each class. Consider this a 
course requirement. (2) You are welcome to email me anytime, and I will do my best to 
respond within 48 hours. I cannot guarantee a response sooner than that; please do not use 
email as a 911 emergency service. (3) Emails are best for quick administrative matters; 
extensive discussions are better handled in person. I do not discuss grades over email, nor do I 
answer “What did I miss?” inquiries. Contact a classmate. (3) Emails should be treated as 
professional communications. Be respectful and, inasmuch as possible, be concise. 

Technological Decorum: I’m not a huge fan of laptops in class, but I will not raise a fuss 
provided that you use them only for course-related activities, e.g. accessing online readings. 
Such readings should be downloaded to your machine beforehand—stay off the Internet during 
my class! Cell phones should be turned off and put away before class begins. 

 

Coursework: 
Readings: The reading load for this class will be heavy, and many of the readings quite dense. 
You are to read every word of everything assigned, as scheduled. Reading quizzes are fair 
game. Failing one quiz will not be held against you—we all have off days—but consistently 
excellent (or consistently poor) quizzes will help (or hurt) your participation grade.  
 ` 
Final Project (30%): Your final project may take one of two forms: (1) an 8-10 page research 
essay citing at least four reputable outside sources; (2) a web project developing research 
and argument on a particular text, figure, or problem from our syllabus; this project should be an 
equally rigorous research project in a hypertext format. It must also cite at least four reputable 
book and journal sources (not merely other web sites, and not Wikipedia!). Further details TBD. 
 
Midterm Exam (10%): Essay exam on Mon., May 7. In advance of the exam, you will submit a 
bluebook and a "quote sheet" (one side of one page) consisting of quotations and examples 
from our readings, which you can use during the exam. No other notes or books are permitted. 
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Final Exam (20%). Cumulative, part objective and part essay. June 15th, 12-3 p.m. 

Blogs (20%): On a rotating basis, each student will submit three blog entries (2-3 pages apiece) 
and two replies (1-2 pages apiece) to other students’ entries. Your task for blog entries is to 
think through a specific problem from that week's reading, citing textual evidence for all 
claims. On the schedule I have suggested topics, but you are not limited to these—find a way 
to make them your own. You may tackle a specific concept you find intriguing but don't quite 
understand; dispute a particular critical claim made; do a short "close reading" of a scene; apply 
a theoretical argument to a literary text; etc. For replies, you should respond to a posting you 
find intriguing, problematic, counterintuitive,…, and use new evidence to dispute, complicate, 
redirect, etc. its points. The main criteria for these blogs are originality of thought and use of 
textual support from the readings. Deadlines on blogs are firm, but you may make up one 
missed posting, by no later than June 2nd, for full credit. Blogs will be graded on a five-point 
scale, according to the grading system below (e.g. 3/5 = 6/10 = B-. You’ll get used to it…).  
Post a blog by accessing the course page and clicking “New Post,” making sure that “Audio 
Books” is selected in the dropdown menu below the text entry box. To post a reply to someone 
else’s blog, go to the appropriate entry and comment on it, making sure that you are logged in 
(so that I know who you are). A blog is a different genre from a formal English paper, and you 
are welcome to write more informally; that said, you are still expected to write well. I expect 
college-level intellectual rigor, grammatical correctness, and expressive clarity.  

Participation (10%): Show up and participate. I urge you to do some writing prior to class: 
take note of specific ideas, arguments, questions, points of confusion, etc. that you'd like to 
hash out during discussion. Grading standards for participation are listed on the back page of 
this syllabus. 
 
Presentation (10%): In small groups, students will lead discussion for 20-25 minutes (longer is 
ok, if you get going!). This needn't be a formal presentation (no Powerpoints™ required); your 
job is to offer a specific thesis or problem, to prepare several discussion questions to help us 
explore it, and to lead us to specific moments in the text in order to develop your argumentative 
framework. Further details TBD; we'll nail down dates once enrollment settles down. 
 

Policies: 
 
I cannot reverse time. Once an assignment is done, it's done; once you've been absent, you 
can't be un-absent; once a deadline has passed, it's passed; once the course is over, it’s over. 
Don't ask me to rewind history for you; let me know of problems when they arise, not later.  

Attendance: Missing more than three ( ≥ 4) classes will result in a forfeiture of all participation 
credit for the course. I do not distinguish between "excused" and "unexcused" absences; 
as in the workforce, either you are here or you are not. Exceptions will be made only for 
documented school commitments (ROTC, athletics, etc.) or severe medical or family 
emergencies. Again, if you do miss class, contact a classmate to find out what you missed.  

Late Work: I will honor extension requests made in advance. Send me an email at least 48 
hours in advance of the due date, requesting an extension and suggesting a new due date. If 
you have not been granted an extension in advance, late work will receive zero credit.  

Office Hours: Feel free to come talk with me about your work, about paper topics, about course 
material, etc. If office hours don't work for you, feel free to set up an appointment. 
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All essays must be written in correct MLA format. If you do not own an MLA guide, please 
acquire one, or review the following: <http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01>. Yes, 
grammar and spelling count, on all assignments including exams. It’s only fair to warn you 
of my irrational loathing of the words “utilize” and “utilization.” Try “use.”  
 
Academic Integrity: Any incident of academic dishonesty, no matter how "minor" or incidental 
it may seem, will result in an automatic F for the course, and will be referred to the Judicial 
Affairs Office. Everything you submit must represent your own words and ideas; when you 
engage with the words and ideas of others, you must cite your sources fully. Note also that you 
are not permitted to resubmit/“recycle” coursework written for other classes, at UCSB or 
elsewhere, and remember that collusion (helping someone else commit a violation) is 
considered equally serious as plagiarism or cheating. Please review the UCSB Academic 
Integrity Policy (bit.ly/UCSBaip), and let me know—before submitting something questionable—
if you ever have questions. Uncertainty about the rules is not an excuse for violating them.  
 
Equal Opportunity: All students will be treated fairly and equally regardless of race, sex, age, 
religion, nationality, disability, sexual/affectional orientation, or socioeconomic status. Hateful or 
harassing speech, on these or any other grounds, is not acceptable. Students with disabilities 
should contact the Disabled Students Program as soon as possible for documentation. While I 
am committed to making accommodations for all students, I cannot make them retroactively.  
 

Grading 
 
Grading standards for all assignments are attached (p.7). I encourage you to review them, short 
of obsession, before submitting your work. To determine final grades I use a ten-point scale:  

10 = A   8 = B+   5 = C+   2 = D+   0 = F 
  9 = A-   7 = B   4 = C   1 = D/D- 

  6 = B-   3 = C-    

Final grades are averaged according to the grade weights indicated above. Sample student: 

 Midterm Exam (10%) = 6.2 (B-)  x 0.1 = 0.62 
 Final Exam (20%)      = 8.1 (B+)   x 0.2 = 1.62 
 Participation (10%)    = 7 (B)   x 0.1 = 0.70 
 Final Project (30%)    = 6 (B-)   x 0.3 = 1.80 
 Blogs (avg.) (20%)     = 8.8 (A-)  x 0.2 = 1.76 
 Presentation (10%)    = 10 (A)  x 0.1 = 1.00 
 Total (100%)                 7.50 rounded to 8 = B+ 
 
I do not negotiate grades, but I am happy to review material or talk about strategies for 
improving your work. Better yet would be to meet with me before handing in the assignment. 
 
Please take down the information of 2-3 classmates whom you can contact if you miss class. 
 
 Name    Phone Number   Email    
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Schedule – subject to change! 
 
Weeks 1-2 What Are Media? 
M., Apr. 2  Intro lecture.  
W., Apr. 4  Williams, from Keywords (x); Katz, from Capturing Sound (x); Edison, “The 

Phonograph and Its Future” (x).   
F., Apr. 6 Due by 5 p.m. Everybody post a blog. 
Suggested Blog Topics (you are free to change/ use/adapt these or to invent your own!):  
• Discuss one of the senses of “mediation” introduced in the opening lecture, or in Williams’s 

Keywords. How can we make use of this concept without being hopelessly vague (“Woah, 
everything is mediated, dude!”)? Williams's Keywords suggests that language not only 
describes cultural and historical change but reflects it in its own evolution. What does the 
history of a word like “media” teach us about our use of the term? 

• What claims does Edison make for his new invention (which we’ll read more about in the 
weeks to come)? What technical/technocratic claims? What cultural claims? What promises 
does he make for the potential of the phonograph? You might apply the concept from some 
issue discussed in the Katz reading, or to a text (literary or otherwise) you have in mind. 

• Reflect on Katz's discussion of the anxieties we attach to disembodied or invisible voices. 
Why is it important that, as Katz suggests, early record producers tried to find new ways to 
compensate for the lack of visual performance?  

 
M., Apr. 9 Morton, Sound Recording pp.1-42. Guest lecture: David Seubert, UCSB 

Cylinders Project. Browse around the Cylinders Project website and come up 
with 2-3 questions you'd like to ask our speaker.  

W., Apr. 11 Sterne, from The Audible Past (x); Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter (x).  
F., Apr 13 Bloggers – last name A-H – reply to last week's blogs by 5 p.m. 

Bloggers I-Q – post new blogs by 5 p.m.  
Suggested blog topics:  
• Discuss Kittler's distinction between storage and transmission media. On what evidence or 

theory is this distinction based; what conclusions does he draw about it? How can you 
imagine this distinction being useful for a literary or a media critic? 

• Sterne is particularly interested in historicizing listening habits: in other words, he is trying 
better to understand the act of listening as a behavior fraught with social and cultural 
implications. Discuss how he does this—find a specific moment where you see him doing 
this, a specific argument that he makes, or a particular aspect of listening (e.g. the role of 
the human body?), in order to assess how he draws his broader conclusions. 

• Discuss a specific point from David Seubert's presentation, or a finding from the Cylinders 
Project website, that you found intriguing: a suggestive aspect of the technology; an 
obstinate problem of archival work; or a nagging question from his presentation. 

Week 3: Stoker's Dracula, Media, and Documenting History 
M., Apr. 16 Dracula, chs. 1-10 (pp.9-122). 
W., Apr. 18 Dracula, chs. 11-16 (pp.122-93).   
F., Apr. 20 Bloggers R-Z – reply to last week's blogs by 5. 

Bloggers A-H – post new blogs by 5. 
Suggested blog topics: 
• How do characters get, give, record, manipulate, or disseminate information? How does 

Stoker move among different media (journals, newspaper items, phonographs, letters, etc.)? 
Find one or two specific places where Stoker moves between media in an interesting way, 
or where characters are manipulating information for some reason.   (cont.) 
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• How does sexuality work (thus far) in the novel? How does Stoker create scenes of erotic 
desire, voyeuristic identification, or something else?      

• The most oft-cited line in the novel (famously performed by Bela Lugosi) is "Listen to them—
the children of the night. What music they make!" What music do they make? Analyze 
specific scenes where characters/monsters/[?] are making sound in a disruptive—or a 
frighteningly organized—way. 

• Michel Foucault identified the sanatorium as a central institution through which the bodies of 
citizens and subjects are identified and controlled. What do you make of the representations 
of insanity/health/unhealth/the human body in general? How does medical knowledge 
function in the novel, for example? You might also return to Sterne’s arguments about 
auditory expertise in relation to the body; how can Stoker and Sterne be put into dialogue? 

• Freakin' vampires! 

Week 4: Stoker, cont. 
M., Apr 23 Dracula, finish (194-327). Discuss Midterm Exam. 
W., Apr 25 Moretti on Dracula (Norton Critical, 431-44); Kittler, from Discourse Networks 

1800/1900 (x). Optional: Michael Heumann's essay on Dracula (x). 
F., Apr. 27  Bloggers R-Z post new blogs by 5. 

Bloggers I-Q reply to last week's blogs by 5.  
Suggested topics: 
• Discuss Moretti's method as well as his specific arguments about Dracula. What does he 

say about literary form, for example, that might reflect on his more flamboyant claims? 
• How do Moretti and/or Kittler interpret gender and sexuality in Dracula? In what ways do his 

readings of gender interrelate with those of media and "discourse networks"?    
• Read one or two of the "reviews and reactions" from the Norton (363-367) to get a sense of 

how Dracula was received by its contemporaries. Discuss these reactions, and find specific 
scenes that might have prompted them. 

 
Week Five 
M., April 30 Benjamin, "Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction"; Adorno reply (x). 
W., May 2 Adorno, " Curves of the Needle" and “The Form of the Phonograph Record” (x). 

Bring a bluebook (8.5" x 11") and a "quote sheet" to class today.  
No blogs due this week. But if there were, I would ask the following: 
• What does Adorno mean by "mediation"? What shortcomings might Adorno and Benjamin 

reveal in one another's arguments? 
• What does Benjamin mean by aura, ritual, politics (no that is not a dumb question!), 

aesthetics, aestheticizing politics, politicizing the aesthetic…? To what extent do you think 
his claims on the political potential of "reproducible art" have/haven't held up well? 

 
Week 6: The Radio 
M., May 7 Midterm Exam in class. 
W., May 9 Morton 81-101; 103-116. 
F., May 11 Bloggers A-H post new blogs. Topics TBD. 

 Bloggers I-Q reply to Week 4. 
 
Week 7: Political Radio 
M., May 14 Art M. Blake, "Audible Citizenship and Audiomobility" (x). 
W., May 16 Readings on the BBC, Third Programme, and British Arts Council (x). 
F., May 18 Bloggers I-Q post new blogs. Topics TBD.  

 Bloggers R-Z reply to week 6. 
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Week 8: Under Milk Wood 
M., May 21 Under Milk Wood (listen to recording online) 
W., May 23 Under Milk Wood (listen to recording online) 
F., May 25 Bloggers R-Z post new blogs.  

Bloggers A-H reply to week 7.  
 
Week 9: Beckett 
M., May 28 No class. Don't cry. :'( 
W., May 30  Beckett, All that Fall, Words and Music, Cascando (listen to recordings online) 
F., June 2 No blogs required; if you've missed a previous blog/reply, this (5 p.m.) is 

your deadline to make it up. 
 
Week 10 
Mon., June 4 Beckett, cont. 
Wed., June 6 Final Projects Due. Bring bluebook (8.5" x 11") and a "quote sheet" to class. 
 
Final Exam, June 15th, 12-3 p.m.  
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Grading Standards 
 

A: Excellent work that meets, or exceeds, the highest expectations of the assignment/course. 
Paper: Persuasively argues a complex, focused, and insightful thesis, using nuanced readings of textual 
detail to contest conventional wisdom; develops the argument persuasively, with good continuity and 
without unnecessary repetition; presents ideas in vigorous and lively, yet elegant and concise, prose.  
Blog: An engaged, thoughtful, and well-written analysis of a focused question or problem from the 
presentation, grounded in close reading of specific language from the reading(s). 
Exam: Demonstrates thorough and detailed mastery of the texts and concepts, and uses that mastery to 
develop independent critical insights in answering the questions. Writing is clear and correct. 
Presentation: Organized, well-prepared, and rigorous; discussion questions are apposite, focused, and 
well-thought-out, leading the class to think about the course themes and about specific textual passages.  
Participation: Student participates actively on at least a weekly basis, bringing textual support to bear on 
all claims, and engaging with others in aiming to advance our collective understanding of the material. 
 
B: Good work that convincingly satisfies the assignment/course expectations. 
Paper: Presents a clear and straightforward thesis; the structure of the argument is clear and logical, 
though possibly repetitive or wooden; the essay supports all claims with evidence (though may not 
analyze that evidence in a very nuanced way); the prose is clear and correct. 
Blog: A decent response to the issue at hand, but not a particularly challenging or complex one; ideas are 
generally supported with evidence; prose is clear and correct. 
Exam: Demonstrates good understanding of the readings, and answers the questions clearly, without an 
advanced level of independent critical thinking. Prose is clear and correct. 
Presentation: Decently well-thought-out, though perhaps not as sophisticated or focused as an “A” 
presentation in its content or in its engagement of the rest of the class; questions are clear and relevant 
but, for example, may be broad or occasionally ungrounded.  
Participation: Student participates actively at least every other week in the manner described above; or 
participates weekly but in a less prepared or less textually engaged way. 
 
C: Adequate work that competently satisfies the expectations of the assignment/course. 
Paper: Offers a relevant but broad or generalized topic and thesis; grasps the general ideas, but uses 
examples inconsistently or without clear purpose; the overall gist of the project makes sense, but the logic 
is haphazard or hard to follow. The writing is basically competent but may be inelegant or error-ridden. 
Blog: Satisfactory, but disorganized or vague. Writing may be rushed, but is mostly clear. 
Exam: "Keeping up": demonstrates understanding of general course themes and ideas, with significant 
gaps in knowledge of specific texts or concepts. Writing is relatively clear. 
Presentation: Meh. Broad, scattered, or unfocused; follows basic requirements but in a disorganized way.  
Participation: “Keeping up.” Scattered and inconsistent, but sufficient to meet course standards. 
 
D: Barely passing work that meets only the minimum expectations of the course/assignment. 
Paper: Makes a passable first approach to the text or issue at hand, but fails to present a plausible thesis; 
shows little coherent logical development or organization; fails to support claims with evidence, or may 
fundamentally misread the text; may contain chronic expression problems that inhibit clarity. 
Blog: Sloppy, perfunctory, shows only a bare minimum of understanding, may be carelessly written. 
Exam: "Not keeping up": the student has absorbed enough to put together passably coherent responses, 
but shows inadequate mastery of specific texts and concepts. Writing has at least rudimentary clarity. 
Presentation: Poor. Unprepared. Sort of does what's been asked, but not really. 
Participation: Attendance at the vast majority of class sessions is the minimum passing standard. 
 
F: Work that fails to meet the minimum expectations of the course/assignment. 
Paper: Fails to address a clear and appropriate central topic; offers no thesis; shows little understanding 
of the text at hand; is massively disorganized; lacks basic clarity; or simply fails to complete the task. 
Blog: Inadequate, failing to address the topic or text with even basic scholarly discipline. 
Exam: Fails to demonstrate basic knowledge of course concepts. Writing may be incomprehensible. 
Presentation: Not acceptable. If you’re in this range, I will certainly tell you why. 
Participation: Misses four or more classes. Severe lapses of professionalism may also result in this grade. 


