
 
 

 

© No portion of this course description may be copied, used, or revised without explicit written permission from the Department of English. 

2014 Winter Session (2014-2015 Academic Year) 
ENGL 553F: Studies in Literary Theory (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Richard Cavell 
Section: 001 
Term: 2 

 

CATEGORY D - Transhistorical/ Cultural Studies 
CATEGORY E - Theory, Rhetoric and Language 
(Students in the MA program should consult Section 4.4 of 
the Handbook when planning their courses.)

Mediated Literacies 

 
Course Description: 
"Media are the end of theory because in practice they were already there to begin with." 
Geoffrey Winthrop-Young and Michael Wutz, "Introduction" to Friedrich Kittler, Gramophone Film 
Typewriter (Stanford 1999) 

Literary works are increasingly mediated in forms other than (or in addition to) print, from photography 
to cinema to the "new" media--Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and so on. These mediations ask us to 
consider questions of mediation that do not arise when we are assessing print media per se--does the 
representation of a webpage in a novel signify differently in relation to its print context? is the apparent 
transparency of print rendered opaque through such juxtapositions? does print signify in the same way 
now that it is increasingly accessed through a complex media ecology? 

These questions demand a foray into media theory. It was McLuhan who suggested that the book in 
the electronic era would take on new roles and realize new potentials: "in moving into the electronic 
age where all is simultaneous, we also become more sensitive to the values and unused possibilities of 
print [emphasis added]" ("Printing and Social Change," 1959). More recently, Katherine Hayles has 
noted that most texts we read today have been produced digitally at every level, from composition to 
distribution to consumption. 

It is in the interstices of comments such as these that this seminar situates itself, examining a number 
of works which explore the interfaces between literature and other media. The theoretical premise of 
the seminar is that literature encounters its limits through a relationship with what Friedrich Kittler 
theorized as a "mediatic a priori," the matrix through which sign systems (such as literature) come into 
being. In these terms, all mediation is intermediation, and any medium achieves its meaning only in 
relationship to another medium. While previously those other media were orality and script, in 
contemporary literature the mediatic context has expanded to include digital media. 

Transacting the globality of mediation in the internet era, the seminar devolves in a highly comparatist 
context, interfacing the traditional notion of "comparative literary studies" with what Hayles calls 
"comparative media [or "textual"] studies" (How We Think: Digital Media and 
Contemporary Technogenesis [Chicago 2012]). As Hayles comments, "[w]ith the momentous shift from 
print to digital media within the humanities, Comparative Media Studies provides a rubric within which 
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the interests of print-based and digital humanities scholars can come together to explore synergies 
between print and digital media" (7). 

The seminar focuses its theoretical interrogations on texts from North America, Europe, and Asia. 
Rather than eliding the fact of translation, the seminar will reflect an awareness that mediation is itself 
an act of translation across other media. 

  

Theories 
(selections from) 

 Matthew K. Gold, Debates in the Digital Humanities (Minnesota 2012) 
 Katherine Hayles, How We Think: Digital Media and Contemporary Technogenesis (Chicago 

2012) 
 _____. Electronic Literature: New Horizons for the Literary (Notre Dame 2008) 
 _____ and Jessica Pressman, A New Paradigm for the Humanities: Comparative Textual 

Studies (Minnesota 2013) 
 Friedrich Kittler, Gramophone Film Typewriter, trans. Geoffrey Winthrop-Young and Michael 

Wutz (Stanford 1999) 
 Lev Manovich, The Language of New Media (MIT 2002) 
 Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man (Toronto 1962). 
 _____. "Printing and Social Change," in Printing Progress (Cincinnati 1959) 81-112. 
 W. J. T. Mitchell and Mark B. Hansen, eds., Critical Terms for Media Studies (Chicago 2010) 
 Ruth Page, New Narratives: Stories and Storytelling in the Digital Age (Nebraska 2011) 
 Marjorie Perloff, Unoriginal Genius (Chicago 2012) 
 Jessica Pressman, Digital Modernism (Oxford 2014) 
 Jan Rune et al, Inter/Vention: Free Play in the Age of Electracy (MIT 2012) 

Texts (* probably | + possibly): 

+Anne Carson, Autobiography of Red (Knopf 1998) 
+Jonathan Safran Foer, Tree of Codes (Visual Editions 2010) 
* Jonathan Safran Foer, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (Houghton Miflin 2005) 
*Michel Houellebecq, The Map and the Territory, trans. Gavin Bowd(Knopf 2012) 
*Janna Levin, A Madman Dreams of Turing Machines (Knopf, 2006) 
*Tao Lin, Taipei (Vintage, 2013) 
+Stephen Marche, Love and the Mess Weâ€™re In (Gaspereau 2012) 
*Ben Marcus, The Flame Alphabet (Knopf 2012) 
+Tom McCarthy, C (Vintage 2011) 
+Hitori Nakano, Train Man: The Novel (Del Rey 2007) 
+Marisha Pessl, Night Film (Bond Street 2013) 
*Richard Powers, Orfeo (Norton 2014) 
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*W. G. Sebald, Austerlitz, trans. Anthea Bell(Penguin 2002) 
+Steve Tomasula with Stephen Farrell TOC: A New Media Novel (DVD: Fiction Collective 2009) 
+Jess Winter, The Financial Lives of the Poets (Harper 2010) 

 


