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The Writer or Artist in Literature 

 
Course Description: 
This honors seminar will be devoted to literary works since the eighteenth century that have made the 
writer or artist their central subject. These literary works are inevitably characterized by reflexivity: to 
an undetermined extent, they are about the very creative process that produced them, or possibly 
about a creative processdifferent from what produced them. To what extent, then, should our 
understanding of this creative process govern our interpretation of a literary work? Do these works 
about artists cause us to question or abandon the widespread argument in much post-modernist 
criticism that that the artist is irrelevant to the interpretation of a literary work – that the author is 
“dead” (to use the formulation of Roland Barthes)?  In what ways, moreover, is the writer’s 
understanding of a literary work determined by his or her point in literary history, and should we take 
this historical context into account in our interpretation of any literary work?  How do the political, 
economic, gender, and ethnic circumstances experienced by the artist affect his or her creative aims 
and results?  These and many other related questions come to the fore when we read texts that are 
about the writer or artist.  In general, we will allow these theoretical issues to arise from the works that 
we read, rather than reading each work through the lens of any modern theoretical position. We will 
nonetheless begin the course by considering various theoretical perspectives on the role of author in 
literary interpretation. We will then move through a series of literary texts – including novels and 
poems – that make the life of literary creator their main subject. 
 
Required Texts: 
a selection of theoretical works by Wimsatt, Beardsley, Barthes, Foucault, Greenblatt, Spivak and 
others; Sterne, Tristram Shandy; poems by Keats, Wordsworth, and Coleridge; Browning, Aurora 
Leigh; Gissing, New Grub Street; Wilde, Picture of Dorian Gray; Joyce, Portrait of the Artist as a Young 
Man; Woolf, To the Lighthouse; Mann, Death in Venice; Ishiguro, The Artist of the Floating World; 
Potok, My Name is Asher Lev; Walcott, Omeros; McEwan, Atonement;  Marlatt, Ana Historic 


