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Picturing the Universe 
En/VC 117  |  Winter 2020 

 
Dr. Sullivan  Tues/Thurs 2:30pm – 3:55pm  
Pronouns: she / her Kerckhoff 101 
asullivan@caltech.edu  
Office: Dabney Hall B111. Office hours: Tuesdays 1:00-2:00pm and by appointment 
 
Course Description 
Whether you are a physicist, photographer, or bibliophile, grab a warm jacket. The night sky 
beckons. In addition to observing and photographing our own starry skies, we will study 19th 
century literary, artistic, and scientific responses to new understandings of the universe as 
dynamic, decentered, and limitless. In Victorian England, picturing the universe in literature and 
recording celestial light in photographs defied the physiological limitations of human 
observation and fueled larger debates about objective evidence and subjective documentation. 
Prerequisites: students are required to take two Freshman Humanities classes before enrolling 
in Advanced Humanities. 
 
Required Texts 

• Alfred, Lord Tennyson, In Memoriam (1833-1850), Norton Critical Edition, 2nd ed., 
ISBN: 978-0-393-97926-8 

• Dava Sobel, The Glass Universe: How the Ladies of the Harvard Observatory Took the 
Measure of the Stars (2016), ISBN: 978-0143111344 

• Thomas Hardy, Two on a Tower (1882), Penguin Classics, ISBN: 978-0140435368 
• H. G. Wells, The War of the Worlds (1897), Penguin Classics, ISBN: 9780141441030 
• Apollo 11 (2019), rent for approx. $4 (or, you may choose to attend the “First Steps 

Edition” of Todd Douglas Miller’s film at the California Science Center) 
• Additional texts will be made available on Moodle 

 
Weighted Assignments 
25% Essay 1 (1000-1500 words) 
30% Essay 2 (1500-2000 words) 
10% Creative Project (with 800-1000 word analysis) 
10% Presentation 
25% Participation: 
 Daily in-class conversation (15%) 
 Two Short Response Papers (500-800 words each) (5%) 
 Quizzes (5%) 

 
Attendance: Attendance is mandatory and will be taken daily. You may miss two (2) classes, 
but subsequent absences will impede your ability to pass the class. Please note that an absence 
from class does not extend the due date for any assignment.  
 
Participation: Since this is a discussion driven course, you are expected to actively participate 
by: coming to class prepared and on time, driving discussion by offering insights or asking 
questions, and responding to your instructor’s and peers’ ideas and questions. Preparing for class 

https://californiasciencecenter.org/imax/imax-schedule
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includes completing any reading and writing assignments in advance, writing notes in response 
to the assignments (e.g. annotating the text itself or jotting down ideas on a separate piece of 
paper), identifying passages and topics from the texts that you want to discuss, creating questions 
that will generate discussion, and asking questions for clarification. You will not receive 
participation points merely for showing up to class. If you are hesitant about speaking in front of 
your peers, use this requirement as an incentive to develop your public speaking skills. 
Participation grades are up to the discretion of the instructor and will not be posted on Moodle.  
 
Assignments: All assignments listed on the course schedule must be completed before class 
begins on that date (unless otherwise noted). The daily reading and writing assignments are 
designed to help you participate in class discussions and activities and to help you prepare for the 
essays, presentation, and creative project. Additional reading and writing assignments may be 
announced throughout the quarter.  
 
Quizzes: We will use quizzes to incentivize each other to read and to practice timed writing as a 
means of generating ideas for further discussion, research, and formal writing. Quizzes may not 
be announced ahead of time. Tardy students will not be able to take the quiz. Absent students 
will not have an opportunity to make up a missed quiz. Students with serious scheduling conflicts 
(e.g. conferences or sports competitions) must contact me in advance (at least 48 hours) to 
request a make-up quiz. (In the case of an emergency, see the relevant section below). Quiz 
scores will count towards your participation grade, and you will have an opportunity to drop your 
lowest quiz score at the end of the term. 
 
Short Response Papers (500-800 words) and Informal Writing Assignments: You will write 
two short response papers (500-800 words each). See the “Assignments” folder on Moodle for 
the prompts. In general, the short response papers should be formatted like an academic essay 
and include a focused topic, a guiding statement (or thesis), persuasive analysis of concrete 
details through close readings and explanations, clear organization, and a statement of 
significance (aka an answer to the “so what?” question). While the goal of these assignments is 
for you to practice analytical writing, please note that your work must demonstrate effort in order 
to receive a passing grade. Merely completing the assignment with substandard work will result 
in a failing grade on the assignment. Throughout the term, we may also do informal writing 
assignments, including: impromptu writing assignments that we complete during class time or 
pre-writing assignments that you will need to complete before class (e.g. drafting a thesis 
statement, creating an essay outline, writing an analytical paragraph etc.). The short response 
papers and informal writing assignments will be graded as pass/fail and will count towards your 
participation grade. 
 
Presentation: A detailed description of this assignment will be posted on Moodle. Each student 
will select a topic related to our class, conduct research, and prepare a 10-minute verbal 
presentation. There will be 5 minutes for Q&A after your presentation. Sample topics will be 
posted on Moodle.  
 
Creative Project: A detailed description of this assignment will be posted on Moodle. Do not 
worry about the artistic merit of your creative project; your grade will be based on your 800-
1000 word analysis of your creative project.  
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Essays 1 and 2: Detailed prompts with multiple options for each essay will be posted on 
Moodle. For Essay 1, you may choose to analyze Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s In Memoriam OR to 
comparatively analyze Maria Mitchell’s solar eclipse essay alongside another text. For Essay 2, 
you may choose to analyze Thomas Hardy’s Two on a Tower OR H. G. Wells’s The War of the 
Worlds. Alternatively, Essay 2 will also include prompts that grant additional creative leeway for 
designing your own topic (e.g. comparing and contrasting a c19 next, like Two on the Tower, 
with a text that you select from the Caltech Archives, or analyzing a c19 text (e.g. The War of the 
Worlds) alongside a c21 text (e.g. The Expanse (TV, 2015-present)). 
 
Paper Formatting: The two short response papers and two longer essays must adhere to current 
MLA formatting guidelines. This includes proper document formatting, such as one-inch 
margins, Times New Roman 12-pt. font, and double-spacing, in addition to properly citing 
sources. Consult the Purdue Online Writing Lab (OWL) for assistance: 
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/.  
 
Paper Submission Instructions: Send your short response papers and longer essay assignments 
to me via e-mail by the dates and times listed on the course schedule. Please attach .doc, .docx, 
or .pdf files only, otherwise I will not be able to read your file and your assignment will be 
counted as late. Please use the following format for your file’s name: first initial + last name + 
assignment name. E.g. asullivanresponse1.pdf 
 
Late Work: In general, I do not accept late work for any of the assignments in this course. 
Please note that an absence from class does not extend the due date for any assignment. 
However, there are notable exceptions to this policy. Please see the “Late Pass” and 
“Emergency” sections below. 
 
One Free Extension Pass: 
You may use one free extension pass on the assignment of your choice: Essay 1, or Short 
Response 1, or Short Response 2, or the Creative Project. Please note that you cannot use the 
extension pass on Essay 2, which is due during finals week. The free extension pass extends the 
assignment’s due date by 48 hours without any grading penalties. Choosing to submit one of the 
eligible assignments with an extension pass means the assignment will still be counted as on 
time.  
 
Students do not have to ask for permission to use their one free extension pass, nor do they need 
to offer any explanations or answer any questions. There are two important disclaimers about 
using this pass: 1) the free extension pass is no longer valid after 48 hours have passed, and 2) 
using the pass may result in delayed grading and feedback from the instructor. Once 48 hours 
have passed, the assignment will be counted as late and will not be accepted.  
  
Class Etiquette and Decorum: It is expected that you will participate appropriately and as 
adults during class discussions. We are a diverse academic community, representing different 
faiths, lifestyles, ethnicities, sexualities, and cultures. We will be discussing sensitive topics and 
controversial issues in class—issues that can elicit strong opinions, so it is especially important 
that you show tolerance and respect for your fellow classmates and instructor at all times. 
 

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/
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Electronic Devices: Laptop computers and tablet devices like iPads are only to be used during 
class for accessing assigned texts and related resources. If you abuse your in-class electronics 
privileges (e.g. by continuously browsing Facebook), you will be banned from bringing 
electronics to class and will be required to bring print copies of course materials from that point 
forward. As a courtesy to your fellow classmates and me, please silence and put away phones 
and other electronic devices before entering the classroom. However, if you need to keep your 
phone or other electronic devices on during class, please keep them on silent if possible, and, if 
needed, please consider choosing a seat that will let you exit our class quickly and quietly.  
 
Moodle and E-mail: Be sure to check our Moodle site and your Caltech e-mail daily for 
announcements and important instructions regarding completing assignments. 
 
The Hixon Writing Center: Caltech’s Hixon Writing Center, located on the north end of the 
3rd floor of the Center for Student Services (Bldg. 86), offers a number of resources that you may 
find useful for supporting your writing in this class, including tutorial support that allows you to 
discuss a work-in-progress with a professional or peer tutor. You can learn more about the 
location of the Hixon Writing Center, how to make an appointment with a tutor, and about their 
other resources on their website: writing.caltech.edu. 
 
Accessibility Accommodations: I am committed to making our classroom accessible for every 
student. If you have any questions or concerns regarding accessibility, please contact Caltech 
Accessibility Services for Students (CASS) in week 1 so we can work with you to ensure 
appropriate and supportive accommodations are made. Students who may need an academic 
accommodation based on the impact of a disability must initiate the request with Caltech 
Accessibility Services for Students (CASS).  Professional staff will evaluate the request with 
required documentation, recommend reasonable accommodations, and prepare an 
Accommodation Letter for faculty dated in the current quarter in which the request is being 
made. Undergraduate students should contact Dr. Lesley Nye, Associate Dean of Undergraduate 
Students (administrative contact: Beth Larranaga). http://cass.caltech.edu/. 
 
Emergencies: Please know that there are resources on campus to support you. One of the staff 
members from Caltech’s CARE team can help you navigate medical, psychological, psychiatric, 
social, financial, or academic issues that you are facing, and they work alongside many other 
resources on campus. Per the CARE website, “If you need a consultation after hours, please call 
the Counseling Services main line, 626-395-8331, and press “2” to be connected with the on-call 
service.” Also, if an emergency comes up, please e-mail me as soon as possible. You do not need 
to describe the details of the emergency. The benefit of letting me know that an emergency is 
happening is that we can have a frank conversation about your options regarding attendance and 
assignments. 
 
Additional Support: I joined Caltech in July and am still learning about Caltech’s campus 
resources, so I invite you to share information with your fellow classmates and me. One place to 
get started is Caltech’s Student Wellness Services: http://wellness.caltech.edu/resources 
 
Plagiarism: The Hixon Writing Center website states, “Plagiarism is the appropriation of 
another person’s ideas, processes, results, or words without giving appropriate credit, and it 

http://cass.caltech.edu/
http://wellness.caltech.edu/resources


 5 

violates the honor code in a fundamental way. One of the collective goals of Caltech is to 
produce new knowledge through research and writing, and we often do that work through 
collaboration. For this process to work, we need to be able to trust that when our ideas or words 
are taken up by another thinker, we will be credited for our contribution to his or her thinking. 
Not crediting the author of writing or ideas takes unfair advantage of the intellectual work that 
individual has done.” If you are unsure about how to cite sources correctly, please feel free to 
work with the Hixon Writing Center or with me during office hours. In class, we will discuss 
how properly citing sources will boost your confidence as a writer, enhance your creative 
thinking, and make you feel empowered to enter into an ongoing critical conversation. We will 
also discuss how to read and critique each other’s writing in ways that follow Caltech’s Honor 
Code. For more information about plagiarism, please consult the Hixon Writing Center website: 
http://www.writing.caltech.edu/resources/plagiarism 
 
Acknowledgements:  
Many people helped me design this syllabus through engaging conversations or 
recommendations: Peter Sachs Collopy, Adriana Craciun, Ann Garascia, Dehn Gilmore, Susanne 
Hall, Cathy Jurca, Lia Halloran, Anna Ho, Sterl Phinney, Jessica Roberson, Melanie Sherazi. I 
also want to acknowledge Maria Popova’s Brain Pickings site and her Universe in Verse events 
for inspiring me through her brilliant constellations of artists, writers, astronomers, and 
philosophers. Last, but not least, two edited collections of poetry and astrophotography were 
great sources of inspiration: Dark Matter: Poems of Space, edited by Maurice Riordan and 
Jocelyn Bell Burnell, and Starry Night: Astronomers and Poets Read the Sky by David H. Levy. 
 
 

Course Schedule 
Subject to change with notice 

 
Week 1: Stargazing 

Tuesday, January 7 
Reading Assignments: Anna Lætitia Aikin “A Summer Evening’s Meditation” (1773); Jane 
Taylor “The Star” (1806) 
 
Thursday, January 9 
NO CLASS MEETING: Dr. Sullivan will be attending the Modern Language Association 
Convention in Seattle. In lieu of attending class, complete the following assignments on or 
before Saturday, January 11, at 11:59pm. 
 
Reading Assignments: Anna Henchman’s The Starry Sky Within Introduction and Ch. 1, pp. 1-47 
(2014); Rebecca Boyle “The Milky Way is Disappearing” (2016); Elizabeth Kessler “The 
Astronomical Sublime” pp. 1-10 (2013) 
 
Writing Assignment: write 500-800 words responding to Henchman’s Starry Sky Within. It is OK 
if the assigned chapters were dense, challenging, or confusing. Here are some questions to get 
you started (you do not have to answer all of them): what interested you? What confused you? 
What connections did you make to other texts, contexts, or personal experiences? What 

http://www.writing.caltech.edu/resources/plagiarism
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connections, if any, did you see between Henchman, Boyle, and Kessler? Submit your response 
(.doc, .docx, .pdf) to me via email (asullivan@caltech.edu).  
 
 

Week 2: Before and After Herschel’s 40-foot Telescope 
Tuesday, January 14 
Reading Assignments: Kathleen Lundeen “On Herschel’s 40-foot telescope, 1789” (2012); 
William Wordsworth “Star-Gazers” (1806); Lord Byron “Darkness” (1816); John Keats “On 
First Looking into Chapman’s Homer” (1816) 
 
Thursday, January 16 
CALTECH ARCHIVES VISIT: meet in front of the Beckman Institute (the archives are located 
in the subbasement, suite B215). Remember to bring a pencil and notepaper to take notes with – 
you may want to revisit your notes or the archives themselves for one of the assignments this 
quarter (the presentation, creative project, or Essays 1 and 2). 
 
Reading Assignment: Omar W. Nasim Observing by Hand: Sketching the Nebulae in the 
Nineteenth Century pp. 1-18, 21-32 (2013). Note: we may not be able to discuss Nasim in detail 
until Week 3, but reading his overview of astronomical illustration will enhance your learning 
experience in the archives.  
 
 

Week 3: Elegy 
Tuesday, January 21 
Reading Assignments: Erik Gray “Introduction” to In Memoriam pp. xi-xxvii; Anna Henchman 
“Grief in Motion: Parallax and Orbiting in Tennyson” pp. 85-117; Alfred, Lord Tennyson In 
Memoriam “Prologue”-LXVI, pp. 5-47 (1833-1850); John Keats “Bright Star” (circa 1819) 
 
Writing Assignments: Short Response Paper 1 due by 5pm. See the “Assignments” folder on 
Moodle for the prompt.  
 
Thursday, January 23 
Reading and Listening Assignments: Tennyson In Memoriam LXVII-“Epilogue,” pp. 47-101; 
selections from Tracy K. Smith’s Life on Mars (2011); David Bowie “Space Oddity” (1969), 
“Life on Mars?” (1971), “Starman” (1972)*  
*Listening to David Bowie’s songs (on YouTube or Spotify) and studying the lyrics (on Moodle) will help you 
interpret Smith’s poems. 
 

Week 4: Documenting Solar Eclipses and late c19 Photographic Observations 
Tuesday, January 28 
Reading Assignments: Alex Soojung-Kim Pang, “The Social Event of the Season: Solar Eclipse 
Expeditions and Victorian Culture” pp. 252-277 (1993); Peter Hingley “The first photographic 
eclipse [1860]” (2001); Maria Mitchell “The Total Eclipse of 1869” pp. 555-560 (1869); E. L. 
Trouvelot Total Eclipse of the Sun (1878); Virginia Woolf’s diary pp. 109-113 (1927); Annie 
Dillard “Total Eclipse” pp. 1-24 (1979); Helen Macdonald “How to Stay Sane During a Solar 
Eclipse” pp. 1-4 (2017)  
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Thursday, January 30 
Reading Assignments: selection from Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison Objectivity pp. 125-137 
(2007); Richard A. Proctor Photographic Eyes of Science pp. 439-462 (1883); selection from E. 
E. Barnard “Astronomical Photography” pp. 65, 74-88 (1895); photos and illustrations of the 
Orion Nebula by Henry Draper (1880), A. A. Common (1883), E. L. Trouvelout (studied 1875-
76 and published 1881-82), and the Hubble Telescope (2004-2005) 
 
 

Week 5: Heavenly Records, Glass Plates, and Celestial Computers 
Tuesday, February 4 
Reading Assignments: Dava Sobel The Glass Universe pp. 1-85 (2016); Maria Popova 
“Shadowing the Light of Immortality” from Figuring 246-262 (2019); Lia Halloran Your Body is 
a Space that Sees (2016-17) 
 
Writing Assignments: mini peer review for Essay 1. Bring a working draft of your thesis, essay 
outline, and one body paragraph (one with close reading and textual analysis that supports your 
thesis) to class. 
 
Thursday, February 6 
Reading Assignments: Sobel Glass Universe pp. 87-175; William Dyce Pegwell Bay, Kent – a 
Recollection of October 5th 1858 (1860); E. L. Trouvelot The Great Comet of 1881 (1882); 
“Flowers of the Sky” (Public Domain Review); Sir David Gill’s photo of the Great Comet of 
1882; Thomas Hardy “The Comet at Yalbury or Yell’ham” (1902 poem about 1858 Comet 
Donati) 
 
Friday, February 7: Essay 1 Due by 11:59pm. See Moodle for prompt. 
 
 

Week 6: Heavenly Records continued 
Tuesday, February 11 
Reading Assignments: Sobel Glass Universe pp. 177-266; Popova “Stitching a Supernova: A 
Needlepoint Celebration of Science by Pioneering Astronomer Cecilia Payne” (Brain Pickings) 
 
Thursday, February 13 
Reading Assignments: Hardy Two on a Tower vol. I pp. 3-91 (1882) 
 
 

Week 7: Celestial Events – Comets and the Transit of Venus 
Tuesday, February 18 
Reading Assignments: Hardy Two on a Tower vol. II pp. 93-179; selection from Agnes Clerke A 
Popular History of Astronomy During the Nineteenth Century (1885, 1887, 1893, 1902) 
 
In-class: MEET AT THE HAMEETMAN AUDITORIUM IN CAHILL for a gallery 
walkthrough of Deep Sky Companion with Lia Halloran.  
 
Please note: Dr. Sullivan will submit midterm deficiency notices by 9am on Feb. 18 

http://www.liahalloran.com/deep-sky-companion
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Thursday, February 20 
Reading Assignments: Hardy Two on a Tower vol. III pp. 181-262; Rebekah Higgitt “Framing 
the transit: expeditionary culture and identities in Lieutenant E.J.W. Noble's caricatures of the 
1874 transit of Venus expedition to Honolulu” pp. 214-239 (2017) 
 
In-class: follow-up discussion about Lia Halloran’s visit and Tuesday’s readings 
 
 

Week 8: Observatories 
Tuesday, February 25 
Reading Assignments: readings about Mauna Kea and the Thirty Meter Telescope TBA 
 
Thursday, February 27 
Reading Assignments: selection from The Heavens on Earth: Observatories and Astronomy in 
Nineteenth-Century Science and Culture (2010); Sir John Herschel “Requiem of the Forty-Feet 
Reflector at Slough” (1840); “The Unmounted Lens of the Great Telescope at Mount Hamilton” 
by A. V. G. (1897); selection from Alfred Noyes Watchers of the Sky pp. 1-20 (1922) 
 

Week 9: Mars Attacks 
Tuesday, March 3 
Reading Assignments: Joshua Nall “Constructing Canals on Mars: Event Astronomy and the 
Transmission of International Telegraphic News” pp. 280-306 (2017); H. G. Wells The War of 
the Worlds Book I pp. 7-112 (1897) 
 
In-class: War of the Worlds illustrations 
 
Thursday, March 5 
Reading Assignments: Wells War of the Worlds Book II pp. 115-180; Orson Wells War of the 
Worlds 1938 radio adaptation (approx. 1 hour)  
 
Writing Assignments: mini peer review for Essay 2. Bring a working draft of your thesis and 
essay outline to class. 
 

Week 10: Trip to the Moon and Beyond 
Monday, March 9 
Creative projects due. See Moodle for prompt. 
 
Tuesday, March 10 
Reading Assignments: 1892 Trip to the Moon (Atlas Obscura); Georges Méliès Le Voyage dans 
la Lune (1902, approx. 13 min.); “During the Space Race, Gas Stations Gave Away Free Maps to 
the Moon” (Atlas Obscura); Apollo 11 (2019, approx. 1.5 hours)  
 
Writing Assignments: mini Peer Review for Essay 2. Bring a working draft of your thesis, essay 
outline, and one body paragraph (one with close reading and textual analysis that supports your 
thesis) to class. We will also discuss our creative projects in class. 
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Thursday, March 12 
Reading and Viewing Assignments: KCET “Discovering the Universe: Exploring the Cosmos 
Atop Mt Wilson” (approx. 25 min.); Hubble 1917 photo; Hubble Deep Field photos (1995, 
2004); Alex Hofeldt “How Small Are We in the Universe?” (TED-Ed). (March 12 assignments 
continue on the next page) 
 
Writing Assignments: mini Peer Review. You may choose to revise the materials that you 
brought to class on Tuesday for a second round of peer review, or you may bring a new body 
paragraph to class along with a working draft of your thesis and essay outline.  
 
Friday, March 13: last day to submit Short Response Paper 2. See Moodle for prompt. 
Remember, you may submit this response to Dr. Sullivan via email before this date.  
 

Week 11: Finals 
Thursday, March 19: Essay 2 due by 5:00pm. See Moodle for prompt. 
 


