History 6400: American Culture, 1890-1945

Professor Victoria Grieve

Monday 4:30-7pm

Main 323L
Office Location: Main 321-M
Office Hours: Mondays 3-4pm, Wednesdays 10-11am, and by appointment 
Email: victoria.grieve@usu.edu 

Office Phone: 797-0145

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​
Course Description: This graduate-level readings seminar combines historical and theoretical approaches to the study of culture in the first half of the 20th century in the United States. The course will explore the relationships among mass-produced cultural products, the rise of visual culture, concepts of modernity, and the construction of identities, including race, gender, sexuality, youth and nation. The first section of the course will focus on the expansion of consumer culture, the emergence of new ideas about visuality and spectatorship, and the relation of both ideas to ideologies of race and primitivism. The second half of the class will focus on historical studies of American popular culture and “high” culture, and increasingly, the blurred lines between the two. 
Assignments: 
1.) Your first and most important requirement is to read every assigned text before class. In a graduate seminar, your knowledgeable participation in the class discussion is crucial to its success.
2.) In-class presentation of about 10-15 minutes on the assigned book for the week. Your presentation should summarize the scholarly reviews and discussions of the book. How does it fit into a larger problem or project in cultural history? 

You will be responsible for posing questions and leading class discussion for that class meeting. Prior to 5pm on Sunday evening before class, email your colleagues a list (6-10) of questions that will be used as a basis for discussion. 

3.) A critical book review (3-5 pages) due in class on the book the week after your in-class presentation. 
4.) Participation in talks by visiting artists, TBA. 

5.) Reaction paper (3-5 pages) to the exhibit IN THE SPIRIT OF THE TIMES: CALIFORNIA ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM.  Due in class on March 14.
6.) Final paper of 12-15 pages, which can take one of three forms: an extended book review essay that surveys four or five related books of cultural history/cultural studies and discusses their place in and contributions to the overall scholarship. Two of the books may be among those read during the semester; a historiographical essay related to one of the topics discussed in class and reviewing at least five books, two of which may have been read in class; or, a museum-based research paper in which you discuss three artists represented in the NEHMA collection and their work, with an emphasis on how they fit into the larger scheme of American cultural history in the latter half of the twentieth century.
Assigned Texts (All available in the bookstore, SOME available on reserve in the SCITECH Library):
Jane S. Becker, Selling Tradition: Appalachia and the Construction of an American Folk, 1998. 

*Leo Charney and Vanessa Schwartz, Cinema and the Invention of Modern Life, 1995. 
*George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940, 1994.
*Michelle Hilmes, Radio Voices: American Broadcasting, 1922-1952, 1997.

Paul J. Karlstrom, On the Edge of America: California Modernist Art, 1900-1950, 1996.
*William Leach, Land of Desire: Merchants, Power, and the Rise of a New American Culture, 1993. 

*Lawrence Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow, 1988.

*Richard Longstreth, City Center to Regional Mall: Architecture, the Automobile, and Retailing in Los Angeles, 1920-1950, 1998.
*Janice Radway, A Feeling for Books: The Book-of-the-Month Club, Literary Taste, and Middle-Class Desire, 1998.

Fatimah Tobing Rony, The Third Eye: Race, Cinema, and the Ethnographic Spectacle, 1996. 

*Sanchez, George J. Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture and Identity in Chicano Los Angeles, 1900-1945, 1995. 

David Stowe, Swing Changes: Big-Band Jazz in New Deal America, 1994.
* Indicates books on reserve in SciTech Library.

Course Schedule:

January 10: Introduction to the Class, Course Goals, and Assignments
January 17: No Class (Start reading!)
January 24: Defining Mass Culture

· Lawrence Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow, 1988.
· Andreas Huyssen, “Mass Culture as Woman: Modernism’s Other” in After the Great Divide, on electronic reserve. 

· T.J. Jackson Lears, “From Salvation to Self-Realization: Advertising and the Therapeutic Roots of the Consumer Culture, 1880-1930,” in The Culture of Consumption, on electronic reserve. 

January 31: The Rise of Consumerism 

William Leach, Land of Desire: Merchants, Power, and the Rise of a New American Culture, 1993. 

February 7: Commodity Culture and the Status of the Visual

Charney and Schwartz, Cinema and the Invention of Modern Life, 1995; chapters 1-3, 6-8, 12.
February 14: Culture, Race, and Empire
Fatimah Tobing Rony, The Third Eye: Race, Cinema, and the Ethnographic Spectacle, 1996. 

February 21: No Class
February 28: Modern Identities in the West
Paul J. Karlstrom, On the Edge of America: California Modernist Art, 1900-1950, 1996.
March 7: Class visit to Nora Eccles Harrison Museum of Art 
Exhibit: IN THE SPIRIT OF THE TIMES: CALIFORNIA ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM, followed by class meeting.
Reading: In the Spirit of the Times: California Abstract Expressionism from the Museum Collection, non-circulating book in the Art Book Collection, 3rd floor, Merrill Library.
March 14: Selling (Anti?) Modern Identities
Jane S. Becker, Selling Tradition, 1998.  
Also review Chapter 12 in Charney and Schwartz 

NEHMA paper due. 

March 21: Middle Class (Middle Brow?) Culture

Janice Radway, A Feeling for Books, 1998.

March 28: Technology, Race, and Gender
Michelle Hilmes, Radio Voices: American Broadcasting, 1922-1952, 1997.

April 4: Music and National Ideologies
David Stowe, Swing Changes: Big-Band Jazz in New Deal America, 1994.

April 11: Making Urban Identities
George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940, 1994.
April 18: Building the Modern City
Richard Longstreth, City Center to Regional Mall: Architecture, the Automobile, and Retailing in Los Angeles, 1920-1950, 1998.
April 25: Becoming Ethnic-Americans
Sanchez, George J. Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture and Identity in Chicano Los Angeles, 1900-1945, 1995. 
May 2: Final Paper Due to the History Department office by 5pm
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