
Dark Days of Future Past 
[Course Bible] 

 

[Context] 

For the first four years the course, Dark Days of Future Past operated as an exploration of dystopian fiction, Gothic 

literature, the foundational texts of each, and the countless works inspired (in some way) by these genres. Moreover, 

the course promoted discussion about textual hierarchies, as that which is initially dismissed as mere “genre fiction” 

often later comes to be accepted as having “literary” merit.  

 

However, perhaps the most palpable aspect of Dark Days has been its use of dystopian and Gothic texts as a 

springboard for drawing parallels between the fictional worlds of the authors’ imaginations and the real worlds of the 

readers’ experiences.  

 

At the risk of being reductive, this means that Dark Days has encouraged students to use the texts at hand to ask 

questions about their own lives. In the Gothic realm, this has meant inquiring, “Is it possible that I could experience 

the same psychological distress as these characters?” On the dystopian front, the recurring questions were, “How 

likely is it that this dark vision of the future might come to pass? Is this future possible? If so, how might we avoid 

it?” 

 

While the original goals and the questions they inspire are still worthwhile, it would be disingenuous to suggest that 

students taking Dark Days after 2020 are in the same positions as their predecessors. After all, environmental collapse, 

political unrest, and public health crises can no longer be framed exclusively as hypothetical possibilities, as they are 

now realities that are discussed every day.  

 

As such, Dark Days of Future Past must be reconsidered, revised, and reframed every year so as to explicitly address 

the fact that many of us feel as though we are actually living under the psychological duress and dystopian conditions 

presented by the course materials. More pointedly, an emphasis should be placed on finding ways for students to 

critically engage with the texts and their own realities, while actively resisting adopting a defeatist attitude about 

either.  

 

In other words, Dark Days of Future Past is designed to use stories about the grim, macabre, and existentiall 

overwhelming so as to promote critical inquiry which fosters progress and positivity.  
 

[][][] 

 

“Someone asked [David Foster Wallace] why he didn’t like [a nihilistic book he was reviewing]. And he was like: Look, we all agree at some level that 

the world is big and scary and dark and full of pain and suffering and misery and unhappiness. Given that we all kind of agree on that, it doesn’t 

seem, to me, to make sense to write a book, the point of which is that the world is big and scary and full of misery and unhappiness. What makes 

more sense is given that the world is big and dark and scary and full of misery and unhappiness, what’s our path through the world? How do we 

navigate a world that’s like that? What’s a prescription for how the world could be made into a slightly better place?” 
 

[Mike Schur, interviewed by Yvonne Villarreal for the Los Angeles Times] 

https://www.latimes.com/entertainment/tv/la-et-st-mike-schur-the-good-place-20170105-story.html


 

[PRIMER UNIT – LITERARY FICTION vs. GENRE FICTION] 

Before delving into the genres featured in Dark Days, it is necessary to first contextualize how the texts 

at hand. More specifically, the course begins with a primer which helps students recognize (and 

challenge) the distinctions that are often made between literary fiction and genre fiction. Facilitate 

these explorations, students will read, listen to, and watch the materials outlined below. 

 

- Culture Gabfest: “Who Cares Who Killed Roger Ackroyd” Edition (Through the 12:18 Mark) 

- Harlan Ellison on Being Called a “Sci-Fi” Writer 

- “Face Facts: we need fiction” (Neil Gaiman) 

 

[OPENING UNIT: WELCOME TO THE GOTHIC DYSTOPIA] 

The beginning of the course will introduce students to the most salient characteristics of Gothic & 

dystopian fiction, respectively. This will be accomplished via lectures, readings, and discussions. 

Students will be asked to consider how we might draw parallels between texts and our own lives, and 

how we might contemplate course materials if we operate under the presumption that we are currently 

living in a dystopian moment. 

 

[Guiding Question] 

If we presume that we are currently living in a dystopian or Gothic moment, what might the elements 

from this story represent in our own world? 

 

[Introductory Texts] 

- “Why Science Fiction?” (Bradbury) 

- “The Spider Women” (Atwood) 

  

- “A Dark And Stormy Night: Why We Love The Gothic” (Valentine) 

- “The Real Reason Dystopian Fiction Is Roaring Back” (Locke) 

- “Will the Coronavirus Create a More Progressive Society or a More Dystopian One?” (Cassidy) 

 

[Primary Texts] 

- “There Will Come Soft Rains” (Teasdale) 

- “The Masque of the Red Death” (Poe) 

- “The Lottery” (Jackson) 

o “‘The Lottery’ Letters” (Franklin) 

https://www.wnyc.org/story/e413c601d233f396a9362132/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7lax0g5d6gM
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/oct/24/neil-gaiman-face-facts-need-fiction
https://www.thenation.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/raybradbury1953.pdf
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2012/06/04/the-spider-women
https://www.npr.org/2015/10/24/448977307/a-dark-and-stormy-night-why-we-love-the-gothic
https://www.wired.com/2017/02/dystopian-fiction-why-we-read/
https://www.newyorker.com/news/our-columnists/will-the-coronavirus-create-a-more-progressive-society-or-a-more-dystopian-one
https://poets.org/poem/there-will-come-soft-rains
https://poestories.com/read/masque
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1948/06/26/the-lottery
https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/the-lottery-letters


[CONCLUDING UNIT: SEEKING A MARTIAN OASIS] 

Towards the end of the course, students will dive into a reading of The Martian Chronicles by 

Ray Bradbury. Now having a working understanding of how Gothic and dystopian narratives 

might be used to assess our own lives, students will explore how a single text can employ 

characteristics found in both genres. 

 

During this unit, students will examine how The Martian Chronicles uses genre elements to 

explore social issues that existed at the time it was written, and how readers might use the novel as a 

lens for exploring social issues of their time. Moreover, students will also be encouraged to consider 

the novel’s ultimate argument for maintaining a sense of hope in the face of annihilation, for not 

adopting a defeatist mentality, for persevering even in light of overwhelming obstacles. 

 

[Guiding Question] 

How might the Gothic and dystopian elements of The Martian Chronicles help us explore the 

issues we face today? 

 

[Primary Texts] 

- The Martian Chronicles (Bradbury) 
  

- “The Cask of Amontillado” (Poe) 

- “Dream Within a Dream” (Poe) 

- “Alone” (Poe) 

 

[Supplemental Texts] 

-  Lies My Teacher Told Me – “Columbus Excerpt” (Loewen) 

- “Reality as a Grotesque Deception” (Nevins) 

 

[SUBSEQUENT UNITS] 

Quite frankly, the thought of mapping out the rest of an entire school year seems a bit foolish given 

the aim of the course. After all, Dark Days, at its best, can react to events and conditions in real-time, 

and as such it is important to maintain some opportunity for flexibility.   

 

With that said, there is wisdom in outlining the units that may be explored in the course. Again, 

the texts covered (and the sequence in which they are covered) will be determined by the 

classroom dynamics, which will be especially unique in this era of divisive politics and global 

crises 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Martian_Chronicles
https://poestories.com/read/amontillado
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/52829/a-dream-within-a-dream
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/46477/alone-56d2265f2667d
https://drinkwateronline.files.wordpress.com/2020/08/lmttm-excerpt.pdf
https://drinkwateronline.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/poe-reality-as-a-grotesque-deception.pdf

