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Fall Term 2021   

September 17 to November 19, 2021** 

 

 

  

Course Giants of Contemporary Literature: Canadian and 
American Contexts 

 

 

Course Director Joanna Krongold MA Oxford University, Ph.D. University 
of Toronto 

 

 

This course will examine the works of six contemporary giants of North American literature. 

The first half of the term will focus on the Canadian literary landscape through works by 

Michael Ondaatje, Anne Michaels, and Esi Edugyan; the second half of the term will focus 

on the American literary landscape through works by Toni Morrison, Tony Kushner, and 

Philip Roth. Together we will explore how and why the literary imagination is used in 

response to personal, political, and racial trauma, and in turn how those traumas affect and 

transform the imaginative capacity of the traumatized individual. We will pay close attention 

to the intersections and divergences between these six authors, investigating how gender, 

sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, and religion affect contemporary literature. Alongside our 

primary texts, we will therefore engage with theories of trauma representation, magical 

realism, and fantasy in order to illuminate works that range from novels to plays. 

 

 Dr. Joanna Krongold obtained her PhD from the University of Toronto’s Department of 

English in 2020. Building upon her master’s degree from the University of Oxford, where 

she studied literary representations of trauma, Joanna’s doctoral research examines the 

use of metaphor and figurative dynamics in youth Holocaust literature. She has had 

extensive teaching experience both in person and online, leading courses on diverse 

topics such as American literature, Jewish literature, contemporary literature, children’s 

literature, and musical theatre. Having completed a pedagogy workshop at Northwestern 

University, she has had the opportunity to teach people of all ages through the Toronto 

District School Board, the University of Toronto, and through public and private lectures. 

 

**Please note: You may view the videos in this course up to December 31, 2021. 

The video lecture will be available on the Friday of each week via an email link. 

 

 

Lecture 1  September 17: Introduction to Contemporary North American Literature 

The first week will be an introduction to contemporary literature and some of the defining 

features of the genre. We will discuss literary and cultural trends and developments while 

paying close attention to the specificity of the North American context of our course’s 

authors  
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Lecture 2  September 24: Canadian Identity in Literature 

This will be an in-depth look at how Canadian literature understands itself, and how it has 

evolved over time. Frequently recurring themes such as landscape and environment, 

multiculturalism, and narrative chronologies will be explored and questioned. We will also 

explore how “representation” differs from “reality” in the Canadian context. 
 

Lecture 3 October 1:  Michael Ondaatje  
Together we will examine the body of work created by Michael Ondaatje, with a focus on In 

the Skin of a Lion. This novel, which takes place largely in Toronto, will provide the 

backdrop for a discussion about how and why Ondaatje comes to embody a specifically 

Canadian mode of writing. 
                                                                                                         

Lecture 4  October 8:  Anne Michaels  
Anne Michaels, a local Torontonian and highly esteemed Canadian author, will be the 

focus this week. We will take her novel Fugitive Pieces as our central text, looking closely 

at how Michaels writes about trauma, memory, and forgetting through her nonlinear 

storytelling and lyrical narrative voice. 

 

 

Lecture 5  October 15:  Esi Edugyan  
The most “current” of our Canadian authors, Esi Edugyan came to prominence with her 

book Half-Blood Blues in 2011 and went on to win two Giller Prizes for two consecutive 

novels. Together, we will discuss Half-Blood Blues and explore issues of race, 

marginalization, and the imaginative capacities of storytelling  
 

 

Lecture 6  October 22:  American Identity in Literature  
Edugyan’s work serves in some ways as a bridge between the Canadian and American 

halves of the course, as many of her central characters are American. We will use Half-

Blood Blues as a springboard to explore the specificity of American literature in the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Intersections of topics such as race, gender, 

sexual orientation, and nationalism will allow us to compare and contrast the American and 

Canadian authors on our syllabus. 
 

Lecture 7  October 29:  Philip Roth  
Taking Philip Roth’s 1979 novel The Ghostwriter as our central text this week, we will 

examine what it means to write about the Jewish-American experience in contemporary 

America. Given the ubiquity of Anne Frank and her story, Roth’s work raises and questions 

the importance of narrative and representation in the American collective memory of the 

Holocaust. 
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Lecture 8 November 5: Toni Morrison  
This week we will read Toni Morrison’s novel Beloved and delve into the troubling history 

of slavery in America. Morrison’s powerful text illuminates the stories of Black women 

whose stories have not been “passed on” in traditional historical or literary discourse. We 

will explore Morrison’s innovative literary techniques while discussing intergenerational 

trauma, haunting, violence, magic, and race. 
 

Lecture 9  November 12:  Tony Kushner  
Tony Kushner’s opus, Angels in America, will be our focus this week as we bring together 

many of the contentious issues that plague contemporary America: illness, homophobia, 

racial bias, religion, and the intense machinations of political power. Kushner’s work, 

addressing the AIDS crisis among many other topics, has striking resonances with our 

present cultural moment. 
 

 

Lecture 10 November 19:  Conclusion In this final lecture  
We will take stock of the texts and authors that we have explored over the course of the 

term. We will note the differences and similarities between our Canadian and American 

authors, review certain salient details of their work, discuss their impact on the North 

American literary landscape, and meditate on possible futures of Canadian and American 

literature. 

 

 


