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UBC Vancouver – Central, Eastern and Northern European Studies (CENES) 

CENS 202-202 2025, Winter Term 2 

Changing Climates: Catastrophe and Gender, Humans 
and Animals  
Instructor: Dr. Gaby Pailer,  
Professor of German Literature / European Studies 

Time: Tuesday + Thursday, 11:00 to 12:30 pm. (in-class)  

(c) Gaby Pailer 

Course Description 

This course focuses on aspects of catastrophe and gender, humans and 
animals in a range of works from central, eastern, and northern 
European literatures from late medieval to modern times. It opens with 
mythologies of creation and catastrophe and discourses of eco-criticism 
in feminist and indigenous perspectives. The course readings fall into 
four modules, treating a wide range of narrative prose works (fiction 
and non-fiction) that deal with seismic upheavals, plague epidemics, 
apocalyptic and dystopian visions, ecological, technological and social 
disaster, nuclear accidents and warfare.  

This course has no prerequisites. It is taught in English and all relevant 
material studied will be provided in English translation.  

This course is taught in-class, with some online meetings and 
assignments. 

 

 

With sincere gratitude I acknowledge 
that I am a European settler and am 
privileged to play, work, and live on 

the unceded, ancestral, and 
continually occupied territories of 

the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam), 
Sḵwxw̱ú7mesh Úxwumixw (Squamish), 

Tsleil-Waututh (Slay-wa-tuth), 
and W̱SÁNEĆ (Saanich) Peoples.  

 

 
Course Syllabus / Lesson Plan  
 

Week/Date Modules 
 

Assignments 

W1-2 Welcome, Introduction, and Land Acknowledgement  
Jan. 13+15 
Jan. 20+22 
 

Land Acknowlegement: 
„An Indigenous Woman Scholar’s Prayer“  
(Dr. Alice Te Punga Somerville) 
 
Catastrophe in Theory: 
Research articles (Richard Cavell; Coll Thrush; Heather 
Sullivan; Linda Hutcheon) 
 
Ancient Mythologies of Creation and Catastrophe: 
Bill Reid, “Raven”-stories and artwork 
Bible, “Great Flood” and Marc Chagall's artwork. 
Virgil, Aeneid, excerpts from book 6. 

In all in-class group work, we’ll 
use these four research 
questions: 
(1) “Catastrophe and Gender – 
Concepts of Self, Other, and 
Community”,  
(2) “Humans and Animals – 
Companionship, Sympolisms, 
Metaphors,”  
(3) “Contaminated Landscapes 
– Confinement, Isolation, 
Exile,” and  
(4) “Resistance and 
Perseverance – Reading, 
Writing, and the History of 
Books.” 

W 3-6 Module 1: Natural Disaster – Plague and Earthquake  
Jan. 27+29 Boccaccio, Decameron (Introduction and Novella II.7);   
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Feb. 3+5 
Feb. 10+12 
(Feb. 16-20 = 
Reading 
Break) 

Albert Camus, The Plague (excerpts). 
Johan Jakob Moritz, "Eyewitness report of the Lisbon 
seaquake". 
Voltaire, Candide (excerpts). 
Heinrich von Kleist, “The Chilean Earthquake” (novella). 
Jack London, "Story of an Eyewitness, San Francisco 1906." 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

W 7-9 Module 2: Utopia and Dystopia – In/Humanity  
Feb. 24+26 
 
March 3+5 
March 10 
 

Maja Lunde, History of Bees (excerpts);  
Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (excerpts); 
Aldous Huxley, Brave New World (excerpts);  
Theodore N. Fontaine, Broken Circle (excerpts). 

 
Module Check-In 1 
(Introduction, Mod. 1+2; in-
class, March 10) 
 

W 9-11 Module 3: Chernobyl and Auschwitz – Technological and 
Social Disaster 

 

March 12 
 
March 17+19 
March 24 
 

Bronsky, Baba Dunja’s Last Love (excerpts);  
Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment (excerpts). 
Christa Wolf, Accident. A Day’s News (excerpts);  
Paul Celan, “Death Fugue” (poem);  
Rudolf Vreba, I escaped Auschwitz (excerpts) 
 

 
 
 

W 12-13 Module 4: Who's playing with WW3? – Nuclear and Bio-
Chemical Strikes 

 

March 26 
March 31  
Apr. 2 
 
 

Marlen Haushofer, The Wall (novel and film);  
Nevil Shute, On the Beach (novel and film). 
Denise Chong, The Girl in the Picture. The Story of Kim Phuc, 
the Photograph, and the Vietnam War (excerpts). 

Module Check-In 2 
(Mod. 3+4; online, March 
31 to April 4) 
 
Research Statement  
(due April 4) 
 

April 7,9, 10 Poster/ Slide presentations (conference style, on Zoom) 
(slides/poster and research statement - please upload both by 
April 10, 2026). 

Poster / Slide Presentation 
(online, April 7, 9, 10) 

 
Course Materials 
 
All required course materials will be provided on Canvas. 
Some of the primary readings will be ordered in print at UBC Bookstore (optional).  
 
Assignments and Grading Scheme 
 

Assignment Grading 
Scheme 

Portion of 
class-work 

Participation, Preparation, Engagement with course material Points 15% 
In-Class Group Work A, B … 15% 
2 Module Check-Ins (Quiz and Essay Questions) (2 x 20%)  Points 40% 
Research statement and outline of the poster presentation A, B … 15% 
Poster/Slide Presentation (online) A, B … 15% 
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A, B … = This assignment will be graded according to the UBC Percentage Grade Scheme. 
Points = This assignment will be graded according to the points achieved: Full points = 100%. 
 
Detailed Assignment Information 
 
Participation, Preparation, Engagement with course material (15%) 
The participation mark falls into two parts: 

1) Regular participation – not more than two classes missed unexcused - 70%. 
2) Preparation and engagement with course material – up to 30%.  

Students will have an opportunity to self-assess their engagement with the course materials at the end 
of class. The instructor will assign a grade, considering quantitative and qualitative aspects of student 
effort and engagement put into this class. 
 
In-class Group Work (15%) 
Over the course of the term, we’ll have group work sessions in class pertaining to our four research 
questions:  

(1) “Catastrophe and Gender – Concepts of Self, Other, and Community”,  
(2) “Humans and Animals – Companionship, Sympolisms, Metaphors,”  
(3) “Contaminated Landscapes – Confinement, Isolation, Exile,” and  
(4) “Resistance and Perseverance – Reading, Writing, and the History of Books.” 

Students will be in changing groups for the various readings we are treating in class. At the end of each 
group session students will report their findings in class. 

 
Module Check-Ins (2 x 20%) 
Students will write two Module check-ins. These are 75 minute quizzes comprising quiz questions (fill-in-
the-blanks or text- entry) and one long essay question. Sample questions will be provided in class.  
Module Check-In 1 covers Modules 1-2, and will be written in-class (unless otherwise arranged);  
Module Check-In 2 covers Modules 3-4, and will be written online. 
 
Research Statement 15%) 
Students will draft a research statement of about 500 words, outlining the slide/poster presentation. 
Students will choose one of the research questions and draft a comparative study of two of the course 
readings from two different modules. Students are encouraged to modify and custom-tailor their own 
research questions, outlining their flow of argument, and expected results. 
 
Slide/Poster Presentation (15%) 
On Zoom at the end of classes: Each students prepares a poster or slideshow presentation on Zoom, 
based on their Research Statement. Aftre the presentations the instructor will assign a grade (A, B … 
according to the UBC percentage scale, cf. below), considering quantitative and qualitative aspects of 
student effort and engagement put into this task. Rubrics of consideration: Preparation and presentation 
of materials; oral fluency, articulation, and flow of language. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

All assignments will include an honour declaration by students that this is 
their original work and wording, and all sources used have been indicated 
and referenced. 
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Instructor Information 
 
Contact 
Dr. Gaby Pailer, Professor of German Literature 
Department of Central, Eastern and Northern European Studies 
Office: Buchanan Tower 907, 1873 East Mall, UBC-Vancouver campus, V6T1Z1 
Email: pailer.gaby(at) ubc.ca. 
 
Office Hour 
In-person or Zoom meetings by appointment. 
Gaby’s Personal Zoom Room:  Join Zoom Meeting 
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/6047268048?pwd=ek5QOHEvaFBGUUtzMi9ORm1sbzJIZz09 
 
 
UBC Grading Policy (Student Services) 

https://vancouver.calendar.ubc.ca/campus-wide-policies-and-regulations/grading-practices/introduction 

In most faculties, individual courses are normally graded as follows: 

Percentage (%) Letter Grade 
90-100 A+ 
85-89 A 
80-84 A- 
76-79 B+ 
72-75 B 
68-71 B- 
64-67 C+ 
60-63 C 
55-59 C- 
50-54 D 
0-49 F (Fail) 
 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/6047268048?pwd=ek5QOHEvaFBGUUtzMi9ORm1sbzJIZz09
https://vancouver.calendar.ubc.ca/campus-wide-policies-and-regulations/grading-practices/introduction

