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CONTEMPORARY EXPERIMENTAL LITERATURE 
English 4563 #24460 (May 2015) 
Class Meet: M W F 9:00 am–12:00 pm, Denney Hall 206 
Instructor: Brian McAllister 
 Office Hours: M W F 12:00–1:00, Denney Hall 503 
 Email: mcallister.91@osu.edu 
 Mailbox: Denney Hall 421 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
In this class, we will explore key developments in experimental writing from the 20th to the 21st century. Rather than an in-
depth study of individual literary movements, this class will explore a variety of experimental techniques and forms from 
the period—from aleatory fiction to concrete poetry to digital literature, among others. Each week of the four-week session 
will take on a different thread of experimentalism and track its development from after World War II to the present. We 
will pay particular attention to the way that these works respond to and interact with artistic, cultural, and historical 
contexts throughout the period. And, by trying out some of these experiments in our own writing and reflecting on that 
practice, we’ll come to better understand the way that these forms work, as well as the ways that they demand different 
kinds of interpretive and reading practices.  

REQUIRED TEXTS 

You must purchase physical, print copies of these texts (except for the video games, of course). No pdfs, ebooks, kindle 
versions, etc. 

- Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities 
- Emmett Williams, The Anthology of Concrete Poetry 
- BS Johnson, The Unfortunates 
- Tom McCarthy, Remainder 
- Year Walk, The Sensational December Machine, Device 6, The Sailor’s Dream, The Stanley Parable 

o Note: These are video games. Year Walk, The Sensational December Machine, and The Stanley Parable 
require a PC or Mac. Device 6 and The Sailor’s Dream only work on iPads and iPhones. Don’t buy these 
games until after we meet during the first class. You won’t need them until the final week of classes. 

- Selected readings collected together in the course packet. This packet should be available to purchase at the 
campus bookstore or at UniPrint. 

 

COURSE ASSIGNMENTS 

Participation            20% 

Good participation means having read the material assigned for the day, having brought a copy of that material to 
class, and being prepared to contribute your views on the assigned reading. Active listening and questioning are 
important components of participation. This grade is also contingent on you collaborating appropriately and 
respectfully with your classmates and me. You will not earn a good participation grade if you just attend class 
and do not actively involve yourself in class discussions. Failure to bring the readings to class will result in an 
unexcused absence. Should there be any reason that hinders your ability to participate, please speak with me as 
soon as possible, and we will work together to resolve the situation. 

Reading Responses           20% 

Students will post 4, 300-word responses to prompts on the Carmen discussion board. These relatively informal, 
low-pressure responses will serve to guide class discussion and address particular concerns, questions, and 
observations that students may have about the reading for the day. My hope is that responses help you prepare for 
class discussion. They may also serve as sites for you to start thinking about your final paper. Reading responses 
must be posted to the discussion board by 7:00 pm on the day before class, so that I may read them and use them 
to help prepare class discussions. 

Creative Writing Projects          20% 

Students will practice some of the methods of experimental writing by creating two of their own creative works. 
This assignment has two parts: 1) the creative work and 2) a reflection on that work. As part of this assignment, 
students will write a 500-word reflection on their writing processes, discussing the way that they engaged with and 
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negotiated the experimental forms. This assignment will not necessarily evaluate the quality of the creative work. 
Instead, importance will be placed on the way that students understand and reflect on their work in the context of 
each particular experimental project. More details to come. 

Final Paper            40% 

Students will construct a 2100–2500 word paper (due on the last day of class) that addresses some element of 
experimental literature that we’ve dealt with in class. More details to come. 

 

Grade Scale 

E: 0–59  D: 60–66 D+: 67–69 C-: 70–72 C: 73–76 C+: 77–79 B-: 80–82 

B: 83–86 B+: 87–89 A-: 90–92 A: 93–100 

 

COURSE POLICIES 

Attendance is important to your success in this class. Therefore, each unexcused absence after ONE will result in the 
lowering of your final grade by a third of a grade. Excused absences, such as those for documented illness, 
family tragedy, religious observance, or travel for inter-collegiate athletics, will not affect your grade, though it is 
your responsibility to get all missed work. I must have documentation for any excused absence, or it will be 
considered unexcused. THREE unexcused absences will automatically result in failure for the course. 

Tardiness is disruptive to the classroom environment, and prevents you from fully participating and assimilating the 
information and materials discussed in class. If you are late, please still come to class, but excessive tardiness will 
lower your participation grade. 

Cell Phones/Electronic Devices: For all classes, cell phones must be turned OFF before class (not on silent or vibrate). 
There will be two specific days (29 May and 5 June) when you need to bring your computer or tablet to class, and 
they are noted in the syllabus. During all class sessions, texting or using other electronic devices outside the scope 
of the course will affect your ability to participate in class discussion and, therefore, any usage outside of 
designated class activities will result in an unexcused absence for that day. Extensive research (e.g., Sana, et al.; 
Hembrooke and Gay; Mueller and Oppenheimer) has shown laptops, tablets, etc. to be significant distractions for 
both users and nearby students. 

Plagiarism is the unauthorized use of the words or ideas of another person. It is a serious academic offense that can result 
in referral to the Committee on Academic Misconduct and failure for the course. Please remember that at no point 
during the writing process should the work of others be presented as your own. 

Student Work must be completed and submitted on time. All assignments should be turned in during the class period when 
they are due. Late assignments will lose one full letter grade for each day they are late. The grade will not be 
affected when an assignment is late for reasons that would result in an excused absence, though it is the 
responsibility of the student to contact the instructor to establish a new deadline. Students who know they will 
miss the class when the assignment is due must contact the instructor as soon as possible in advance of class to 
arrange for submission of the assignment. 

Class Cancellation Policy: In the unlikely event of an emergency, I will contact you via email and request that a note on 
department letterhead be placed on the door. In addition, I will contact you as soon as possible following the 
cancellation to let you know what will be expected of you for our next class meeting. 

 

RESOURCES 

The OSU Writing Center is available to provide free, professional writing tutoring and consultation. You may set up an 
appointment by calling 688-4291 or by dropping by the center at 475 Mendenhall Laboratories. If you are interested in on-
line writing advice, visit the OWL (On-Line Writing Lab) at www.cstw.osu.edu. 

Students with documented disabilities who have registered with the Office of Student Life Disability Services will be 
appropriately accommodated and should inform the instructor as soon as possible of their needs. SLDS is located in 150 
Pomerene Hall, 1760 Neil Avenue; Tel.: 614-292-3307; VRS: 614-429-1334; Email: slds@osu.edu; Web: slds.osu.edu 
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CLASS SCHEDULE 

Week One Beginning to Think about Experimental Literature 
 

11 May [Monday] Experimental Origins 
- Course Introduction 
- Beginning the process 
- Helmut Herbst, The ABC’s of Dada [In-Class Viewing] 

 
13 May [Wednesday] Experimental Music, Art, Literature, etc.: Form and Experimentalism, pt. 1 
NO OFFICE HOURS 

- John Cage, “The Future of Music: Credo,” “Experimental Music,” “Experimental Music: 
Doctrine” [Course Packet] 

- George Maciunas, “Fluxus Manifesto I,” “Fluxus Manifesto II” [Course Packet] 
- Marjorie Perloff, “Avant-Garde or Endgame?” [Course Packet] 
- Alan Miller, John Cage: I Have Nothing to Say and I Am Saying It [In-Class Viewing] 

 
15 May [Friday]  Form and Experimentalism, pt. 2 
RESPONSE 1 DUE IN CARMEN DISCUSSION BOARD BY 7:00 PM THURSDAY, 14 MAY 

- Warren Motte, “Introduction” [Course Packet] 
- François Le Lionnais, “Lipo: First Manifesto,” “Second Manifesto” [Course Packet] 
- Raymond Queneau, “Potential Literature” [Course Packet] 
- Rees Archibald, A Documentary Saga of the OuLiPo [In-Class Viewing] 

 
 
Week Two Procedural Writing: Potential, Aleatory, and Conceptual Writing 

 
18 May [Monday] OuLiPo 

- Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities 
 
20 May [Wednesday] Cut-Up 
RESPONSE 2 DUE IN CARMEN DISCUSSION BOARD BY 7:00 PM TUESDAY, 19 MAY 

- Samuel Beckett, “Lessness” [Course Packet] 
- Conrad Knickerbocker, Interview with William Burroughs [Course Packet] 
- William Burroughs, from The Soft Machine [Course Packet] 
- Kathy Acker, from Empire of the Senseless [Course Packet] 
- William S. Burroughs, A Man Within [In-Class Viewing] 

 
22 May [Friday]  Conceptual Writing 
NO OFFICE HOURS 

- Kenneth Goldsmith, “Why Conceptual Writing? Why now?” [Course Packet] 
- Christian Bök, “The Xenotext Experiment” [Course Packet] 
- Conceptual Writing Selections [Course Packet] 

 
 
Week Three Visual Poetries: Concrete and Digital 
 

25 May [Monday] 
 Memorial Day. No Class. 
 
27 May [Wednesday] Concrete Poetry 
CREATIVE PROMPT 1 DUE. BRING WORK AND REFLECTION TO CLASS. 
RESPONSE 3 DUE IN CARMEN DISCUSSION BOARD BY 7:00 PM TUESDAY, 26 MAY 

- Emmett Williams, The Anthology of Concrete Poetry 
- Sara Sackner, Concrete! [In-Class Viewing] 
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29 May [Friday]  Digital Poetry 
9:00–10:30: MEET IN THOMPSON LIBRARY 150A-B 

- Avant Writing Collection 
10:30–12:00: MEET IN DENNEY 206 
BRING COMPUTERS/TABLETS TO CLASS 

- Marjorie Perloff, “From Avant-Garde to Digital Poetry: The Legacy of Brazilian Concrete 
Poetry” [Course Packet] 

- Explore the eLiterature collection [links on Carmen] 
 
 
Week Four Experimental Novels 
 

1 June [Monday] Novel Objects 
CREATIVE PROMPT 2 DUE. BRING WORK AND REFLECTION TO CLASS. 

- BS Johnson, The Unfortunates 
- If time is available: BS Johnson films [In-Class Viewing] 

 
3 June [Wednesday] Anti-Realism 
RESPONSE 4 DUE IN CARMEN DISCUSSION BOARD BY 7:00 PM TUESDAY, 2 JUNE 

- Tom McCarthy, Remainder 
- Tom McCarthy, “Writing Machines: On Realism and the Real” [Course Packet] 

 
5 June [Friday]  Digital Narratives / Narrative Gaming 
BRING COMPUTERS/TABLETS/SMARTPHONES TO CLASS 
FINAL PAPER DUE IN CARMEN DROPBOX BY THE STROKE OF MIDNIGHT 

- Video Games 


