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ENGL 368: Unplugged Welles 219-B
Fall 2019 Office Hours: 12:30-2:00 TR,
Ken Cooper      2:00-4:00 R, ABA

This course explores the status of literature in a digital era. Our focus will be on recent texts and theory 
grappling with stubborn embodiment at several levels: cognitive, aesthetic, ecological, and cultural 
remembering. Our practice will be unplugged so far as possible, including handmade books and other hands-
on experiences; after the first two class meetings, we’ll be mostly offline and reading books in print.

TEXTS
Ware, Building Stories (2012)
DeLillo, Zero K (2016)
Rankine, Citizen: An American Lyric (2014)
Rush, Rising: Dispatches from the New American Shore (2018)

OTHER READINGS
Gibson, Agrippa (A Book of the Dead)  (1992)
Hayles, “Hyper and Deep Attention: The Generational Divide in 

Cognitive Modes” (2007)
Wolf, from Reader, Come Home: The Reading Brain in a Digital World 

(2018)
Weinstein, “Openness” (2017)
Sadokierski, “What is a Book in the Digital Age?” (2013) 
Clark, “The Novel in the Age of Digital Diversion” (2016)
Lovejoy, “Artists’ Books in the Digital Age” (1997)
Mosely, “The Haptic and the Emerging Critical Discourse on Artists Books” (2016)
Odell, “How to Do Nothing” (2017)
Bujalski, Computer Chess (2013)
Radway, “Zines, Half-Lives, and Afterlives: On the Temporalities of Social and Political Change” (2011)
Bold, “Why Diverse Zines Matter: A Case Study of the People of Color Zines Project” (2017)
Dockrill, “Report: US Officials are Actively Censoring Press Statements on Climate Change” (2019)
Carter, “Government Scientists are Censoring Themselves” (2019)
DeDecker, “How to Build a Low-Tech Website?” (2018)
Tolbert, “Not by Wardrobe, Tornado, or Looking Glass” (2017)
Smith, “The Novels Don’t Change, But We Do” (2014)

EVALUATION
Our work this semester is meant to encourage intellectual autonomy, creativity, and initiative. It depends upon 
active and considerate participation, whether in class discussion of assigned readings or in responding to the 
work of other participants. Your course grade will be determined by several projects and participation therein as 
follows: five short written responses (30%); an artist’s book and project statement (35%); class participation 
(20%); a comprehensive final exam (15%).

SYLLABUS

8/27 Course introduction
8/29 Gibson, Agrippa (A Book of the Dead)

I. The Book as Medium

9/3 Hayles, “Hyper and Deep Attention”; Wolf, from Reader, Come Home; Weinstein, “Openness”
9/5 Sadokierski, “What is a Book in the Digital Age?”; Clark, “The Novel”



II. The Book as Object

9/10 Ware, Building Stories (objects #1-5) Response #1
9/12 Ware, Building Stories (objects #6-10)

9/17 Ware, Building Stories (objects #11-15)
9/19 Lovejoy, “Artists’ Books in the Digital Age”; Mosely, “The Haptic”

III. The Book as Analog

9/24 Odell, “How to Do Nothing” 
9/26 Bujalski, Computer Chess (screenings: Welles 132 Tuesday, 

9/24 @ 7:00; Wednesday, 9/25 @ 7:00)

10/1 DeLillo, Zero K (1-162) Response #2
10/3 DeLillo, Zero K (163-274)

10/8 Conferences
10/10 Conferences

10/15 Fall Break
10/17 Workshop

IV. The Book as Manifesto

10/22 Rankine, Citizen: An American Lyric (1-79) Response #3
10/24 Rankine, Citizen: An American Lyric (80-161)

10/29 Radway, “Zines, Half-Lives, and Afterlives”; Bold, “Why Diverse Zines Matter”
10/31 Workshop

V. The Book as Paper

11/5 Rush, Rising: Dispatches from the New American Shore (1-180) Response #4
11/7 Rush, Rising: Dispatches from the New American Shore (181-269)

11/12 Dockrill, “Report”; Carter, “Government Scientists”
11/14 DeDecker, “How to Build a Low-Tech Website?” 

VI. The Book as World

11/19 Workshop
11/21 Workshop

11/26 Tolbert, “Not by Wardrobe, Tornado, or Looking Glass”
11/28 Thanksgiving Break

12/3 Smith, “The Novels Don’t Change, But We Do” Response #5
12/5 IRL event TBD

12/17 Final exam 8:00-11:00. Open book / open notes; no
electronic devices



A FIELD GUIDE FOR BUILDING STORIES IDENTIFICATION
There are fourteen separate objects comprising Chris Ware’s work—fifteen if you count the box itself. These 
parts can be read in various orders; for the sake of class discussion, we’ll divide them into three groups and 
move from “largest” to “smallest” in physical terms. Below are scans of their covers + a few opening words for 
your convenience.

      
1. [The Box]    2. It all happened so fast   3. god...              4. [The Game Board]

                  
5. Recently...     6. The Daily Bee                 7. Repulsive    8. Disconnect   9. vvvfffmm    10. SHIT

      
11. 9/23/2000  12. Branford  13. I don’t care...I just don’t care         14. Her laugh is like a flock of tiny birds

15. [Wordless dark night of the soul]
 

        



Henri Chopin,        Tatana Kellner, Fifty Years of Silence (1992)
Typewriter Poems 
(1982)



THE RESPONSE PAPERS
A meaningful portion of our class time will be given over to free-ranging discussion about the assigned 
readings. In order to prepare yourself to be a thoughtful participant, at several points I would like for you to 
write a response paper upon something that seems particularly important & interesting—think synthesis, 
depth, and development rather than “coverage.” For responses #1-4, use the assigned reading for that day as 
your point of departure; for response #5, write about a book that you are re-reading specifically for this 
occasion...choose a text that will be interesting for you to re-revist and re-think. An additional twist for these 
response papers is that your writing won’t be submitted in digital form, or a print-out. Each student will 
randomly be paired with a paper journal; I encourage you to adapt and make use of this site-specific paper 
medium. Response papers will be assigned a grade (+, √, -) according to their grasp of the assigned material, 
originality, succinctness, and quality of writing. Journals are due in class on the dates noted upon our course 
syllabus. 

THE ARTIST’S BOOK PROJECT
Instead of writing about the materiality of literature in a digital age, your major project for this course asks 
for a more direct engagement through the creation of an artist’s book. What is an artist’s book? Johanna 
Drucker writes that, at a basic level, the object is created as an original work of art and “integrates the formal 
means of its realization and production with its thematic or aesthetic issues.” But she urges us to think of 
them as “a zone of activity, rather than a category into which to place works by evaluating whether they meet 
or fail to meet certain rigid criteria. There are many of these activities: fine printing, independent publishing, 
the craft tradition of book arts, conceptual art, painting and other traditional arts, politically motivated art 
activity and activist production, performance of both traditional and experimental varieties, concrete poetry, 
experimental music, computer and electronic arts, and last but not least, the tradition of the illustrated book, 
the livre d’artiste.” We’ll discuss this complex genre during class, but in addition to the assigned readings on 
our syllabus I strongly suggest that you expand your sense of the permissible by exploring what others have 
done already. Drucker’s The Century of Artists’ Books is on reserve at Milne Library; see also the extensive 
collections at Smithsonian Libraries Artists’ Books <https://library.si.edu/collection/artists-books> and 
Artists’ Books Online <http://www.artistsbooksonline.org>. To be honest, this particular form of art already 
is quite well established—Drucker argues that it emerged during the 20th century—and so to be a bit more 
original our contribution will be to link physical objects to digital ones via QR codes. These works will be 
exhibited at several locations. There will be several checkpoints ahead of our exhibit’s opening:

Sept. 19: Introduction to artists’ books.
Oct. 7-11: Conferences. Bring ideas, doodles, objects, etc.
Oct. 17: Workshop on QR codes, digital workflow.
Oct. 31: Workshop. Draft and “aspirational” project statement.
Nov. 19, 21: No class meeting. Drop-in office hours.
Nov. 22: Completed books due by 3:00 pm; Wordpress page + project statement complete.
Dec. 3: Unplugged exhibits open.

 

Joan Linder, Project Sunshine riot grrrl minizine Kerry McAleer-Keeler, Gifts from 
 (2015) (ca. 1991) Our Elders (2007)



COLLEGE POLICIES

Academic Dishonesty: Don't even think about it! As in all Geneseo classes you are accountable to college 
guidelines for Student Academic Dishonesty, and this is an issue I take very seriously. If you use sources, you must 
acknowledge them; consult the MLA Handbook or this online guide for the proper format. When in doubt, please 
don't hesitate to check with me, or consider enrolling in Milne Library’s online plagiarism tutorial.

Accommodations:  SUNY Geneseo will make reasonable accommodations for persons with documented 
physical, emotional, or cognitive disabilities. Accommodations will be made for medical conditions related to 
pregnancy or parenting. Students should contact the Office of Disability Services 
(disabilityservices@geneseo.edu or 585-245-5112) and their faculty advisor to discuss needed 
accommodations as early as possible in the semester.

Safe Zone: College classrooms are places for students to test out new knowledge, 
opinions, and identities—where open-mindedness & learning how to respectfully 
disagree with one another are central to Geneseo’s purpose. I will do everything 
possible to foster the ideals of community & diversity. I am a participant in the Safe 
Zone program, which is a reflection of these values as they pertain to sexual diversity. 

           

Tom Phillips, A Humument         Larry Walczak, American      Johanna Drucker,     David Stairs,
(1970)             History Lessons (1979)         A Girl’s Life (2002)    Boundless (1983)

LEARNING OUTCOMES
Students who have taken Connections in Contemporary Literature will demonstrate: 

1. The ability to articulate formal and thematic interpretations concerning literary texts, following the 
conventions of literary criticism. 

2. The ability to draw productive connections between historical documents and literary texts.

3. The ability to formulate arguments that recognize historical change and periodicity.


