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Freaks and Monsters 
LIT 270 (UHM equivalent = LLEA 270) SPRING 2018 
 
day ________ /time __________ Prof. Kathryn Hoffmann 
Credit hours:    3 
Contact hours:  45 
Additional costs:  approx. 70  Euro (details at point 10) 
 
Teacher contact/availability: available to see students individually by appointment 
after class x to x pm.  Contact the professor at: hoffmann@hawaii.edu 
. 
Note: because this class is 200-level, I have set the syllabus for two 75-minute classes per week, allowing 
for shorter attention spans and shorter site visits. The class can however, be configured to meet once a 
week if LdM prefers, for their scheduling, or due to museum opening times. 
 
1 - DESCRIPTION 
Monsters, freaks and otherness in literature, film, history and medicine. Encounters with the 
strange and the marvelous in Italy, set within a broader European context. Read tales, see 
church and monastery art, learn the history of famous Italian court marvels and freak show 
performers, and the history of natural history collections. Experience the unusual in real 
excursions throughout Florence.  This is Florence read, seen, and experienced through its odd 
stories and corners, with emphasis on: 

• hybrid creatures (dragons, sphinxes, chimeras, vegetable lambs, etc.) in folklore and 
early museums, monasteries, churches, palaces, gardens, and public squares.  

• “Sleeping Beauty tales by Basile and Perrault and the development of life/death/slumber 
themes in Florentine reliquary art, memento mori [remember death] art, and wax 
anatomical models. The last were once part of the European Grand Tour. 

• the history of Italian court marvels and freak show performers from the 16th through the 
20th century including the court dwarf Pietro Barbino, famous conjoined twins, the hairy 
Gonzales family, and the “Sicilian Fairy”. Emphasis on Italian displays within the 
European context. 

Required  in-class excursions to: San Marco, Santa Maria Novella, Museo Galileo, Palazzo Pitti 
and Boboli Gardens, La Specola  
Required visit to Florence Duomo and Baptistery, to be done out of class with professor on your 
own. 
	
Optional	class-related	excursions	to:	Aldrovandi Museum in Bologna and Ethnological 
Museum in Florence.  Excursion to Siena for St. Catherine reliquary organized depending on 
student interest. 
 
Suggestions provided for other class-related museums, churches, palaces and parks in 
Florence, other Italian cities (Rome, Milan, Venice, Bologna, Torino, Mantova, Naples, etc.) and 
throughout Europe  (Paris, London, Montpellier, Amsterdam, Vienna, Spain and more) that 
students may visit (in person or via internet searches) to enhance their learning and for journals 
and class presentations. 
 
Suitable for non-literature majors. 
	
 
2 - OBJECTIVES, GOALS and OUTCOMES 
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An interdisciplinary and cross-cultural approach is designed to help students understand how 
concepts of similarity and otherness, fantasy and tale-telling have impacted society in the past 
and continue to function as issues in the world today. Students will: 

• engage in and produce interdisciplinary work by comparing literary and artistic images 
and the real histories of “other “ bodies 

• define and be able to recognize a range of corporeal anomalies and identify some 
famous Italian court and fairground performers 

• engage with and explore Florence as a city of museums with the class and 
independently 

• enrich their experience of life in Florence through increased attentiveness to fantasy 
elements in Florence (applicable to other Italian cities as well), from major works of art to 
door knockers 

• develop individual learning experiences in the form of personal research (exploration of 
Florence) and internet research to expand the learning in class. Students will collect, 
record, organize and share those individual learning experiences in the form of a journal 
of weekly experiences/research and a class presentation  

• engage actively with questions of ethics and diversity and engage in reflection on the 
representation/treatment of diverse bodies in the past and today  

• seek to teach the teacher something new. 

The course is held in English. 
 
Note: The title of the course accurately captures what “others” have (unfortunately) been called 
in Western history.  Babies with birth defects were routinely called “monsters” through the 18th 
century.  The 19th and early 20th centuries exploited real and imaginary otherness as 
freakishness in carnival sideshows, circuses and film.  “Freaks” and “freakery” are generally-
used terms for the field. We will examine what the terms mean and what conceptions and 
misconceptions society has formed of “otherness.”			
	
3 - PREREQUISITES 
This course has no academic prerequisites but does have an intellectual one—an open mind. 
Students agree to: 

1. try to learn something new and to approach the study of corporeal differences in ways 
that are intellectual and rational, rather than superstitious or fearful. 

Students must also agree to the following class ethics statement and disclaimer: 
2. Class ethics:  This is a course that involves the history and literary representation of 

people who were often shunned, cheated, manipulated, put on display for the gain of 
others, and even sold or prostituted. In order not to duplicate that world, this class is 
designed to function in ethical ways. You are required to treat all members of the class 
and any visitors with courtesy and respect, no matter how different they may be from 
you.  You must use the terms “freaks” and “monsters” and all freak show names in class 
with the realization of the weight those words carry, and the history behind their use. 

3. Disclaimer:  This course contains material that some may find strange, unusual, 
perplexing, disturbing, shocking, or unattractive.  Students will encounter historical and 
literary treatment of human beings that is racist, misogynistic, and belittling.  You will 
also encounter phenomena and people who are fascinating, curious, compelling, 
thought-provoking, stimulating, entertaining, and inspiring. “Monstrosity” and “freakery” 
lie at the limits where problems of knowledge, entertainment, life and death, self and 
other, intersect.  

 
4 – METHOD 
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This class involves lecture, image presentations, on-site visits, and group discussion. Lectures 
and discussions are based on the readings, on material and images that will be presented in 
class, and on material encountered on-site in class visits. Students must complete all assigned 
readings before class so that we can discuss them. Course will incorporate some site visits as 
part of classes. Other visits will be done outside of class with the professor or independently. 
Readings will be done in English. 
 
 
5 - ASSESSMENT 
During the semester, students will be evaluated through: 
Research journal: The research journal is a chronicle of student experiences/finds in person 
(museums, churches, monuments, ads, streets, etc.)  and on the internet, (35%) See research 
handout, distributed on the first day of class. 
Short presentations (2):Students will develop and present a detail from their research journal.  
(20%) 
Class participation and assignments: Students are expected to be active participants in class 
and to contribute to the construction of knowledge within the classroom on a daily basis (15%) 
Midterm and final exams (30%). See point 6 below 
. 
 
6 - EXAMS 
Exams will cover: assigned readings, class lectures and material presented in class, and 
material seen on class trips. Format will include identifications, short-answer and an essay 
demonstrating an interdisciplinary grasp of concepts.. Remember that the date of the final exam 
can NOT be changed for any reason, so please organize your personal schedule accordingly. 
 
7 - EVALUATION and GRADING SYSTEM 
  
35%  research journal 
30%  midterm and final exams  
20%   presentations     
15%  class participation 
 
 
Following grading system will be observed: 
0 - 59 = F,        60 - 69 = D,      70 - 72 = C-,     73 - 76 = C,      77 - 79 = C+, 
80 - 82 = B-,     83 - 86 = B,     87 - 89 = B+,     90 - 92 = A-,     93 - 100 = A 
 
 
8 - ATTENDANCE and BEHAVIOUR 
Mandatory attendance is a primary requirement for a responsible learning experience at LdM. 
Please note that: 

• if the student misses THREE classes, the Final grade will be lowered by one full letter 
grade. 

• If more than THREE classes are missed, the final grade will be “F” and NO credits will 
be given for this course. 

• It is the responsibility of the student to keep track of his or her absences and to catch up 
on any missed work due to absences or lateness. 

 
Punctuality is mandatory. Students must arrive in class on time: any lateness, leaving class 
during the lesson without notice, not showing up on time after the break, or leaving earlier, will 
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impact the participation grade and the Final Grade. Three late arrivals or equivalent (10 minutes 
or more) result in one absence on the attendance count. Missing half a lesson or more will be 
considered as one full absence. 
 
Make-up classes are always mandatory since part of the course program. 
If a class occasionally creates conflict with another class, the student is required to inform 
both instructors in advance. The instructors will then share a written excuse for the class 
going to be missed. 
 
Students may NOT keep cell phones or Blackberry systems switched on during class. If your 
cell phone rings or noise is heard from any electronic device, you will be assigned a special 
presentation to be done in the next class. 
Laptop computers may be used for note taking only and with the professor’s prior permission.  
Wireless internet may not be switched on during classes. Use of a laptop for any reason other 
than taking notes will result in your laptop not being allowed into the classroom again. 
Students are required to behave properly within the school premises. Classrooms are to be left 
in order and clean.  
Academic dishonesty: should issues of academic dishonesty arise (plagiarism, etc.), the 
teacher will refer to the LdM written policy on such matters. 
All students “at risk” of failing will always be alerted by the instructor who will also inform the 
student’s advisor. 
 
Disabilities and special needs. I want my classroom to be accessible and as comfortable as 
possible for anyone with any difference, disability, condition, or special need. If there is 
something I can do to make life easier, please let me know.  Students with learning disabilities 
are required to contact their LdM Advisor or LdM Dean of students. 

For University of Hawaii students: If you feel you need reasonable accommodations 
because of the impact of a disability, please 1) contact the KOKUA Program (V/T) at 956-
7511 or 956-7612 in room 013 of the QLCSS at the University of Hawaii; 2) speak to me 
privately if you wish to discuss your needs.  I will be happy to work with you and the KOKUA 
Program to meet your access needs related to your documented disability. 

 
Academic dishonesty: should issues of academic dishonesty arise (plagiarism and so on), the 
teacher will refer to the LdM written policy on such matters. 
 
 
9 - READINGS & SOURCES 
Required Readings: 
Packet of readings can be purchased at a Florence copy shop. Name and address 
provided on first day of class. 
Packet includes 

• fairy tales, full short stories and excerpts from literary works by Ovid, Dante, Basile, 
Perrault, Shelley, Poe, Maupassant, Nabokov, d’Aulnoy, Pizarnik. 

 
• Secondary readings excerpted from: Jan Bondeson's The Two-Headed Boy and other Medical 

Marvels and A Cabinet of Medical Curiosities; Rosemarie Garland Thomson, Freakery: Cultural 
Spectacles of the Extraordinary Body, Encyclopedia Anatomica; articles by Kathryn 
Hoffmann (various) 

 
Films (in class):  Todd Browning, Freaks; Paul Wegener, Der Golem, Jean Cocteau: Beauty 
and the Beast. 
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10 - ADDITIONAL COSTS 
Throughout the course students will spend approx. 71 Euro as follows: 
  Approx. 25 Euro required for mandatory readings (details at point 9) 
 Approx. 46  Euro required for visits / trips (details at point 11) 
 
11 - VISITS and TRIPS 
During the semester there will be visits to museums, galleries and to churches of worldwide 
importance and fundamental for the course. They are mandatory and count as regular 
attendance. They usually take place during regular class time (unless specified differently, due 
to specific time schedules). 
These visits require students to pay regular entry. The school tries to get reduced or free class 
entry whenever possible (see list of visits below). The professor will collect the fees (total of 
[...] Euro) during the second class. 
The following visits are mandatory during this semester: 
Museo di Storia Naturale “La Specola”  (6 Euro) 
Museo Galileo (9 Euro)  
Churches and monasteries: San Marco (4 Euro), Santa Maria Novella (5 euro), Duomo and 

Baptistery (15 Euro) 
Palazzo Pitti and Boboli Gardens (7 Euro) 
Total:  46 Euro (prices subject to change) 
 
The following visits are optional 
Bologna: Museo di Palazzo Poggi: The Ulisse Aldrovandi Collection. Train ticket required. 
Florence:  Ethnological Museum 
 
For detailed dates, addresses, meeting points and entries see the daily schedule at point 13. 
 
For visits/field trips, students must: 

• be able to walk across Florence at  good clip so we do not spend too much time on 
transit.  If you have a mobility problem, inform the professor and LdM on or before the 
first day of class. Visits may include many steps (the Duomo for example). 

• block off the times for all mandatory excursions and be available for them 
• know exact meeting points and time for each scheduled visit. Late arrival, getting lost, 

no-shows, etc. are considered absences. We may be doing multiple sites on any given 
excursion and/or opening hours may be changed by the sites without notice. You need 
to be on time in case of changes beyond the professor’s control. We cannot wait until 
you arrive. 

• wear appropriate clothing for churches and monasteries: i.e. no shorts or sleeveless 
shirts for men or women, t-shirts with offensive slogans, etc.  Remember that these 
remain active houses of worship for others. 

• behave in respectful and scholarly fashion.  Voices should be lowered, especially in 
churches and monasteries. These are intellectual field trips. Running, shouting, loud 
laughing, and any other behavior that would interrupt the visits of other museum patrons 
or those worshipping in churches will not be tolerated.   

 
 
12 - MATERIALS 
Students must have a USB stick (any brand) for class presentations. 
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13A- CLASS SCHEDULE 
 
I.   INTRODUCTION: BEGINNING WITH MONSTERS 
T, Feb. 6 .  introduction 
  
R Feb. 8 The witch trials, torture and beliefs in the devil 
Reading: Malleus Maleficarum (P1, p. 1-6), Pizarnik:  “The Bloody Countess” (P1, p. 7-13)., Witch 
trials- P 1, p. 14 
Images in class: witches 
 
To look for: What defines a monster? In the readings: limits (of bodies, laws of physics, reason, etc.) and 
what crosses them. 
 
 

II. HYBRID AND MARVELOUS THINGS 
 
2.  
T Feb. 13. The Devil and Hell 
Readings:  Freakery,  Preface and Introduction (xvii-19); Furetière, definition of a monster [17th c.] (P1, 
p. 15), Dante, The Divine Comedy: Hell, excerpt (P1, p. 16-18)  
 

In class: Devils and Demons in Medieval Christian art, bibles, Hieronymous Bosch: The Garden of 
Earthly Delights http://www.ibiblio.org/wm/paint/auth/bosch/ 

 
R Feb 15 Class visit: Museum of San Marco  for Fra Angelico, The Last Judgment and frescoes in 
the convent cells.  Meet at San Marco. 
Class continues on site. To prepare before class:  Look at the Garden of Earthly Delights site 
 
Friday, Feb. 16:  Visit: Baptistery and Duomo. Students must visit Duomo and Baptistery on 
Friday with professor or independently before the next class and note images of Hell and 
torture. 
 
3. Making knowledge and filling the sea with monsters 
T Feb. 20.  Cabinets of curiosities, maps and globes. 
 Reading (P1, p. 19-20)  In class:  discussion of Baptistery and Duomo Hells.  16th and 17th century 
curiosity cabinets in Italy, maps, books.  
R Feb. 22 Class visit:  Museo Galileo  
  
Fri. Feb. 23.  Optional excursion to Bologna for the Aldvrovandi collection at Palazzo Poggi. 
Meet at Florence train station (time to be announced). 
 
4. Fairy tales and folklore: desire, death. 
T Feb 27.  Basile 'Young Slave" 
 In class:  the marvel of death-reliquaries (reliquaries in Siena, Florence, Milan, Pisa),  & memento mori 
objects 
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R Feb 29:  class visit to Santa Maria Novella for: museum (reliquaries); Green Cloister (Paolo 
Uccello, Paradise); and Church (various) 
 
To think about: desire, danger, and death in all the works for this week. To remember:  “Memento mori”, 
“Carpe diem tempis fugit” 
 
5. Fairy tales and Folklore continued, Beauty and the Beast 
T. March 6 Discussion of Santa Maria Novella museum visit and film excerpts from Cocteau, 
Beauty and the Beast 
R  March 8 Cocteau, Beauty and the Beast, cont. Imaginaries of hairy people and beasts, 
including  the court marvels  Gonzales family (Fontainebleau and the court at Parma),  Barbara 
Urslerin, and the freak show stars Lionel  "The Lion-faced Boy") and Jo-Jo "the dog-faced" boy 
 
To look for in Beauty and the Beast: images/objects related to desire, the different “places” of the film (for 
ex. it starts out in the family house) and what happens in each.  
 
6. Student presentations 
T Mar 13  student short presentations hand in research journal part 1 
R Mar 15  student short presentations 
 
7.  Review and Midterm Exam 
T. Mar 20  Review 
R. Mar 22 Midterm 
 
8. Mar 26-30  Spring Break 
 
 

 III. FREAKERY: COURTS, FREAK SHOWS, AND CIRCUSES 
 
9. Different bodies, odd theories:  Little people and conjoined people on display in Italy 
T. April 3. Maternal Impression 
Reading; Bondeson:  “Maternal Impression” (p. 144-69) 
In class:  Famous humans with anomalies in Italy:   Lazarus and Johannes Baptista Colloredo (parasitic 
twinning), Pietro Barbino (court dwarf), Caroline Crachami ("Sicilian Fairy"), Tocci brothers (conjoined). 
Also "horned" humans in display in Europe: François Trouvillou, Mary Davis,  
 
R April 5  Pietro Barbino in the Boboli Gardens 
reading: Poe "Hop Frog"   required class visit:  Pitti Palace. Meet at Pitti Palace for statue of 
Pietro Barbino, hybrids in garden sculpture and the decorative arts 
 
10. "Monsters” as human creations: from Prometheus to Frankenstein 
T April 10   Ovid, Metamorphoses (P1, p. 33-34), Film Der Golem (clips shown in class) 
R. April 12  Collodi, Pinocchio and  Shelley, Frankenstein (excerpts) 
 
To look for: questions of creation and responsibility.  What do the created beings want/need? What do the 
creators think? In Der Golem, look for shapes in the city, buildings, etc.  
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11.Freaks: The movie that defined "freakery"  
T, April 17. Reading:  Nabokov, "Scenes from the Life of a Double Monster" 
In class: movie; Todd Browning, Freaks 
 R April 19 Discussion of movie Freaks 
 
12. Ethnological and Anatomical Knowledge and Freakery:  Faked Aztecs, the Hottentot 
Venus, wax women, thousands of skulls 
 T April 24  The Hottentot Venus and Ethnological collections in Italy 
Readings: excerpts from Freakery: Cultural Spectacles of the Extraordinary Body in packet 
 
R April 26   La Specola, wax anatomical Venuses. Reading from Encyclopedia Anatomica 
(packet) 
La Specola  required class visit:  Meet in courtyard of Museo di Storia Naturale di Firenze, 
Università degli Studi di Firenze, 
Anatomical Venuses and Zumbo’s wax teatrini (The Plague, Syphilis, the Tomb, The Triumph of 
Time and the wax anatomical collection.   
 
optional visit this week, with professor or independently: Ethnological Museum 
suggested research topics: Lombroso museum in Torino, other anatomical museums in Italy (list 
provided) 
 
13.  Discussion and student presentations begin* 
T. May 1 Discussion of La Specola visit 
R May 3  student presentations* 
 
14. Student presentations* 
T May 8  student presentations 
R May 10 student presentations 
 
*Option: students may take the option of presenting their work at the "Worlds of Marvel" student 
symposium to be organized in conjunction with LIT 371 (pending approval and scheduling) 
 
15. Tues. May 15  Review 
R May 17  Final Exam 
 
 
 
13B- ALTERNATIVE LESSON 
Should the professor be indisposed or otherwise unable to attend, a substitute teacher (whenever 
available) will conduct the scheduled or a pre-prepared alternative lesson, at the regular class time. The 
pre-prepared alternative lesson is a class viewing of Cocteau's Beauty and the Beast (lesson scheduled 
for Week 5, under point 13A). 
 
	 	


