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The Writer as Experimenter 

 
Course Description: 
If the creative writer has license to make things up, why do so many pieces of literature seem bound 
by rules of tradition, form, and mere hardened expectation?  This course examines a range of 
examples of experimental storytelling and tries to see how writers since 1960 or so have resisted 
business-as-usual in their chosen forms.  What does it mean to call a writer an experimenter?  To call a 
particular piece of writing an experiment?  Does it necessarily mean that it might not work?  What is 
the innovative potential of the very short, the fragmentary, and the non-linear?  What is the potential 
for experimental forms to bag traditional fiction’s bounties, like pathos?  After establishing a few brief 
precedents in Kafka, Stein, and Borges, we’ll examine three major developments in experimental 
writing in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries: innovations in the U.S. short story by John 
Barth, Donald Barthelme, William Gass, and others in the 1960s and responses to their perceived 
coldness and emotionlessness in the 1980s and 1990s by David Foster Wallace; radical movements in 
playwriting, especially as they allow for newly illuminating takes on race and racialism, culminating with 
the Pulitzer Prize-winning work of Suzan-Lori Parks; and, finally, a handful of novels, including 
(possibly) a hypertext novel on CD-ROM and a novel with photographs.  In keeping with the open, 
experimental ethos established by the writers, students will encounter some freedom and choice on the 
syllabus and in the classroom.  This is a course for those who want to read adventurously and with 
great care, encounter puzzles in texts, and expand their definition of literary art, character, and 
sympathy. 
 
Required Texts: 
Short story selections from: 

 Jorge Luis Borges, Ficciones 
 John Barth, Lost in the Funhouse 
 Donald Barthelme, Sixty Stories 
 William Gass, In the Heart of the Heart of the Country 
 Susan Sontag, I, Etc. 
 Lydia Davis, Samuel Johnson is Indignant 
 David Foster Wallace, Girl With Curious Hair and Brief Interviews With Hideous Men 

Plays: 

 Samuel Beckett, several very short plays 
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 Adrienne Kennedy, Funnyhouse of a Negro and The Owl Answers 
 Suzan-Lori Parks, The America Play and Topdog/Underdog 

Novels: 

 David Markson, Wittgenstein’s Mistress 
 W.G. Sebald, Austerlitz; David Mitchell, Cloud Atlas; or Shelley Jackson, Patchwork Girl 

Criticism: 

 A handful of critical essays by John Barth, Ben Marcus, Brian McHale, and perhaps a few 
others. 

Course Requirements: 
Assignments will include about 15-20 pages of formal writing, some regular responses in the form of 
reading journals, a class presentation, and a final exam. 
 


