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2013 Winter Session (2013-2014 Academic Year) 
ENGL 541A: American Literature since 1890 (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Dr. Jeffrey Severs 
Section: 001 
Term: 1 
 

David Foster Wallace in Context 

 
Course Description: 
Note: All of the below subject to change! 
 
In this seminar we will study major works of one of the most celebrated figures in contemporary global 
fiction, David Foster Wallace, and some of the contexts (fictional, theoretical, philosophical) that have 
led to his work.  Among the topics arising from this varied corpus will be: the relationship between 
fiction and other media forms, especially film and TV; the history of metafiction and encyclopedism in 
the U.S.; intermingling discourses of depression, addiction, mindfulness, and (technological) 
consumerism; the stakes of identifiers for the Wallace canon such as post-postmodernism, late 
postmodernism, experimentalism, “hysterical realism” (James Wood), the systems novel, the New 
Sincerity, and versions of “passionately moral” fiction (a phrase from Wallace’s essay on Dostoevsky); 
sincerity as a counter to the excesses of self-consciousness in high postmodernism; and the question of 
cultural authority Wallace returns to again and again.  We will also be interested in how one relates 
non-English and unclassifiable influences (such as Kafka) to contemporary U.S. fiction. 
 
While the exact composition of the course is still in progress and fulfilling all my ambitions for the 
course seems unlikely with several huge books to fit in, we will probably proceed in two- to four-week 
clusters, sometimes pairing Wallace works with their strong precedents or tying together the threads of 
his concerns: for example, parts of Girl With Curious Hair with Barth’s Lost in the Funhouse; Infinite 
Jest (spread over three to four weeks) with Wallace’s TV/metafiction essay and some attention to the 
range of the poststructuralist theory that influenced him; Brief Interviews With Hideous Men with 
Kafka’s parables and stories; short stories fromGirl With Curious Hair and Oblivion with essays 
from Consider the Lobster that bring to the fore a later Wallace newly interested in civic-mindedness; 
and two to three weeks at the end on the intractable object that is The Pale King.  While there may 
seem to be a lot of reading here, we will be taking on only a small fraction of writers relevant to the 
widely-read Wallace and leaving out a significant portion of his own work.  As a sort of “palate 
cleanser” that also helps throw Wallace (and perhaps a few issues of masculinism) into relief, we may 
dip into throughout the semester the super-short stories of Lydia Davis – a writer who also forms a 
constellation with Kafka, Borges, 1960s experimentalism, and the contemporary, though with very 
different results. 
 
Students will write and present one 5-7-page seminar paper during the term and a polished research 
paper of about 20 pages (which may incorporate the earlier paper) at the end.  They will also be 
responsible for leading seminar discussion in at least one week and responding to another student’s 
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seminar paper.  In their writing and eventual pursuit of research topics, I will guide and encourage 
students to extend their reading to the recent wealth of critical material on Wallace, much of which has 
arisen in the past five years, including D.T. Max’s biography (Every Love Story is a Ghost Story), recent 
edited collections on Wallace, and foundational critical work by N. Katherine Hayles, Marshall Boswell, 
Stephen Burn, Brian McHale, Tom LeClair, and others.  With edited collections and special journal 
issues appearing this year and next, the opportunities for intervening in a nascent critical conversation 
on Wallace are manifold – now is a great time for graduate students invested in post-1945 fiction to be 
reading him in depth.  I will also probably share a few of my discoveries in the Wallace archive at the 
Ransom Center in Texas. 
 
Readings: 
Readings (probably only 70% will make the cut for the final syllabus, our semesters being quite short 
and a few of these books being quite long): 

Deep precedents: 
Franz Kafka, The Collected Stories (selections) 
Jorge Luis Borges, Collected Fictions (selections) 
A course pack including selections from Soren Kierkegaard, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Jacques Derrida, Jean 
Baudrillard, Roland Barthes, and a few others 

Proximate models and (as Wallace called some of them) “patriarchs for my patricide”: 
Donald Barthelme, Sixty Stories (selections) 
John Barth, Lost in the Funhouse 
Selected short stories by Robert Coover and William Gass 
David Markson, Wittgenstein’s Mistress 
(Lydia Davis, The Collected Stories) 

Wallace: 
David Foster Wallace, Girl With Curious Hair 
_________, Infinite Jest 
_________, Brief Interviews With Hideous Men 
_________, Oblivion 
_________, The Pale King 
_________, A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again (selections) 
_________, Consider the Lobster (selections) 
_________, Both Flesh and Not (selections) 

 


