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ENG 793 Literary/Visual Texts 
 

It seems infeasible, either intellectually or financially, to sustain multiple, 
linear specializations in art, craft, graphic, industrial, film, video, or media 
production and their separate histories. Instead, we need to forge an 
imaging field focused on transdisciplinary problems to which we bring a 
distinctive, irreducible, and highly visual expertise. 

 
--Barbara Maria Stafford 

 
Course Description 

 
 It no longer makes sense to think of criticism, video, graphic design, poetry, 
music, animation, and other composing arenas as inevitably and necessarily separate 
from one another, nestled safely within their own formal logics, untainted by other optic, 
aural, and alphabetic grammars. Think for example of the World Wide Web, where 
writing, photography, video, sound, music all coalesce: here different media are no 
longer simply juxtaposed, but actually transform themselves through their interaction, the 
way sheets of different colored acetate change when sandwiched together.   
 This course will tackle the implications of such “layered knowing” in an 
increasingly hypervisual age by looking at writers who use language visually and artists 
whose work incorporates writing. In addition to reading a variety of texts we’ll visit one or 
two exhibits and attend a bookmaking workshop. We’ll also undertake two projects: 
making a book, and constructing a multimedia project (which might manifest in any 
variety of forms: photography, video, HTML, printmaking, calligraphy, collage, textile, 
etc.). What you make is up to you--call it “poetry,” “fiction,” “memoir,” “essay,” “criticism,” 
“manifesto,” “rant,” “drama,” whatever--so long as within the project you seek to blend 
(not just compare) the written with the visual. Our goal here is not just to let image and 
text complement each other, but to find ways of synthesizing both in transformative 
ways. 

Questions like these will shape our discussions: what is the relationship between 
the visual and the textual? what are the ideological and aesthetic impulses motivating 
writers and artists who create such hybrid discourse? to what degree do the terms 
“writer” and “artist” metamorphose in the course of such spillage? how does one “read” 
images and “visibilize” language? what happens when we redefine “composition” as the 
interface between written and visual choreography?  

 
Assignments & Grading 
 
Participation & Journal       40% 
Project 1: book        30% 
Project 2: multimedia       30% 
 
Participation & Journal: Each week there will be assigned readings. These will 
serve as a catalyst for weekly discussions, which you’re expected to take part 
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in regularly. Four times throughout the semester you’ll submit a journal of 
responses to some of these assigned readings.  
 
Gallery Exhibits: During the semester you’ll visit two gallery exhibits. One 
should focus specifically on the intersection of the written and the visual (the 
Grolier Club, NY Public Library, Met exhibit on calligraphy, etc.). The second 
exhibit can be anything you wish, so long as you think it will give you ideas 
for your project(s). A response to each of these shows should be included in 
your journal. 
 
Project 1--Book: For this class you will make a handmade book. The written 
content of this book can take any form you wish; the only requirement is 
that it have a strong visual component as well. Again, keep in mind that the 
visual component cannot be simply illustrative, and thus “secondary” to the 
“primacy” of the written text; rather, both alphabetic and graphic grammars 
should coexist synthetically. Experiment with letting both written and visual 
elements communicate with each other on a shared plane.  
 
Project 2--Multimedia: This project will be a work or a series of works in 
which you further explore the potential relationships between written and 
visual composition. For this project you might use writing with practically any 
combination of media: video, HTML, textiles, photography, collage, found 
object, oil, watercolor, charcoal, lithograph, intaglio, etc.  
 
Important Deadlines 
 

Journal: February 8, March 8, March 29, and April 19 
Project 1—Book: February 22 
Project 2—Multimedia: April 12 

 
Books to Buy 
 

Required Texts 
 
1. Stafford, Barbara Maria. Good Looking: Essays on the Virtue of Images. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT P, 1997.  
 
2. Rasula, Jed, and Steve McCaffery, eds. Imagining Language… An Anthology. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT P, 1998.  
 
3. Homburg, Cornelia, Johanna Drucker, and William H. Gass. The Dual Muse: The 
Writer as Artist, The Artist as Writer. St. Louis: Washington U Gallery of Art, 
1997. 
 
3. Blake, William. The Continental Prophecies (The Illuminated Books). Blake 
Trust/Princeton, 1995. 
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4. Cage, John. A Year from Monday. Middletown, CT: Wesleyan UP, 1969. 
 

Optional Texts 
 
McDonnel, Patrick, Karen O’Connell, and Georgia Riley de Havenon. Krazy Kat: 
The Comic Art of George Herriman. NY: Harry N. Abrams, 1986. 
 
Moline, Steve. I See What You Mean: Children at Work with Visual Information. 
York, ME: Stenhouse, 1995. 
 
Shepherd, Rob. Hand-Made Books: An Introduction to Bookbinding. Tunbridge 
Wells, Kent (UK): Search Press, 1994. 
 
Ernst, Max. Une Semaine de Bonté. NY: Dover, 1976. 
 
Books on Reserve 
 
Stafford, Good Looking. 
Stafford, Body Criticism. 
Ernst, Une Semaine de Bonté. 
Stella, Working Space. 
Arakawa/Gins, Reversible Destiny. 
Rasula & McCaffery, Imagining Language 
 
Semester Schedule 
 
(All indented readings will be discussed in that particular class. Names in bold refer to required 
texts available in bookstore; all others will be handouts. In the weeks before class I will let you 
know which assigned readings to look at more closely than others, and which you should feel free 
to skim. While it looks like a lot of readings for each week, note that much of this is purely 
visual, and will be addressed in a brief “show and tell” section of each class.) 
 
Week 1 
Monday January 11 -- Introduction: towards a rhetoric of crossing over: inversions, spillage, 
and the scribal eye. Seeing (while) writing, writing (while) seeing. Artist as writer and writer as 
artist. When “composition theory” entails the (dual) construction of written and visual text.  
 

demilitarizing poetry 
the Y-Condition 
musical architecture 
disorientation & dyslexia 
Richard Scary 
compositional cross-dressing  
thinking caps 
ABCs as dots & lines 
King Lear comix 
worlds of variation 

 
 
Week 2 
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Monday January 25 – (Buckminster) Fullerizing one’s perceptive faculties in spite of all that 
academic training. The tragedy of specialization, the fetishization of “areas.” Taking the 
transgression of boundaries seriously. The politics of canonical display. The (beginning of the) 
end of the book. Not a comparison of word and image but transgression of both through synthetic 
cohesion. Barbara Stafford’s campaign for a new visual poetics. 
 

wax museums (Rasula, American Poetry Wax Museum) 
against comparison (Mitchell, Picture Theory) 
writing spaces (Bolter, Writing Space) 
studying images without guilt (Stafford,“Introduction” & Chapter 
8) 

 
 
Week 3 
Monday February 1-- Past fusions: a glimpse of word with/as image & vice versa thru the ages. 
Aborigine dreamings and dot paintings, abstract Taoist calligraphy, alchemical illustrations, 
Vodoun vevers, Chinese ideograms… 
 
 Dreamtime grammar (Art of the First Australians) 
 lines in caves (Kuryluk, Salome & Judas) 
 talismans against bees (Laszlo, Tao Magic) 
 all you need to know in 4 pictures (Trismosin, Splendor Solis) 
 immamou in chalk (Denning & Philips, Vodoun Fire) 
 moon rays like pure snow (Fenollosa, “from The Chinese Written  
  Character…”) 

Apollinaire’s calligrams (Bohn, The Aesthetics of Visual Poetry) 
cross-pollination (Rasula & McCaffery, “Introduction” & Part One) 
visualizing knowledge (Stafford, chapter 1) 

 
Week 4 
Monday February 8 -- On seeing writing: contemporary poets, critics, others whose 
compositions are inherently visual 
 
 Mallarmé’s Un Coup de Dés (Scott, Poetry & the Visual Arts) 
 Russian avant-garde (Janacek, The Look of Russian Literature)  
 graffitiporn (Acker, Blood and Guts) 
 proprioceptive notes (Olson, Additional Prose) 
 2 from Sanders (Sanders, Thirsting & Z-D Generation) 
 documentary songs (Brathwaite, Trench Town Rock) 
 schizo syntax (Weiner, Spoke) 
 filling in the unspoken (DuPlessis, Pink Guitar) 
 cartographical poetics (Zelevansky, Book of Takes) 
 the mirrored text (Hill, Illegal Architect) 
 flashcards (Grenier, Sentences from Birds)* 
 leftovers (Quasha et al., Found Paper)* 
 picturing silence (Cage, A Year From Monday) 
  *to be passed around in class 
 

**Journal due** 
 

Week 5 

Tuesday February 16—Making books: a workshop with Dr. Szilvia Szmuk, Library, 4th Floor 
 
 Also: please read Stafford’s “Conclusion” and all you  

can of Rasula & McCaffery, Part Four) 
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Week 6 
Monday February 22 – The art of the book 
 

two-headed compositionists (Homburg et al., The Dual Muse) 
 

**Project 1: Book due** 
 
Week 7 
Monday March 8 -- Words as mortar, rhetoric as glue: concrete poetry, constructivism, & 
collage. 
 

stitching (“Aggregate Eye”) 
(Rasula & McCaffery, Part Two) 

 
**Journal due** 

 
Week 8 
Monday March 15 – Tribal seeing. Native American, Australian, African visual logics. 
 
 Mayan bible (Tedlock, Popol Vuh)  

Hopi time (Whorf, “An American Indian Model of the Universe”) 
 Whorf revisited (Schultz, Dialogue at the Margins) 
 “Son’achi.” (Tedlock, Finding the Center) 
 track-print stories and designs (Munn, “Guruwari Designs”) 
 ingesting saints (Sabina, “The Mushrooms of Language”) 
 signs in action (Thomspson, “Nsibidi/Action Writing”) 
 song-pictures (Rothenberg, Shaking the Pumpkin) 
 
Week 9 
Monday March 22 – The genius of Bill Blake. 
 
 millennial food for thought (Blake, Continental Prophecies) 

books & scrolls (Mitchell, “Visible Language: Blake’s Art of  
 Writing”) 

 20th c. channeling (Aethelred Eldredge) 
 Dante in space (Laffoley, “Three Statements”) 
 
Week 10 
Monday March 29 –- Let’s go outside. Outsider art. Children’s art. Outsider funnies. 
 
 assemblages & translations (Jess: A Grand Collage) 
 billboards (Holzer, “Truisms”) 
 scary genius (MacGregor, “ I See A World…”) 
 Adolf Wolfli (Cardinal, Outsider Art) 
 home sweet mom (Hernandez et al., Architect of Magnificent  
  Visions) 
 word yard (Peacock & Jenkins, Paradise Garden) 
 the pyschosexual mysticism of mouse/cat/dog relationships  
  (Herriman, Krazy Kat) 

the kids are alright (Moline, I See What You Mean) 
 

**Journal due** 
 
Week 11 



 

6 

Tuesday April 6 – Virtual visions, envisioning virtually. Thinking about writing in different 
dimensions. Writing for the WWW.  
  
 the unknown internet (Friedman, “Language & Culture in the  
  Information Age”) 

hypertext, hyperlinks (Wendt, “Narrative and the World Wide Web”) 
first hypertext novel (Joyce, Afternoon) 

 thinking with/in the WWW (Stafford, chapters 4 & 6) 
 
Week 12 
Monday April 12 – Shapeshifters: radical architectures and environments. 
 
 depth & uncontainability (Stella, Working Space) 
 site-seering (Smithson, Collected Writings) 
 architectural poetics of immortality (Arakawa/Gins,  

Reversible Destiny) 
 Rasula & McCaffery, Part Five 
 
 

**Project 2—Multimedia due** 
 
Week 13 
Monday April 19 – Catching up / winding down. 

 
**Journal due** 

 
 
 
 

Resources for Your Projects 
 
Bookmaking supply stores: 
 

Talas -- 568 Broadway. 212.219.0770 
 
Pearl Paint -- 308 Canal St. (between Church St. & Broadway).  

Also on Long Island. 
 
Kate’s Paperie -- Broadway, corner of Prince St.  
 
New York Central Art Supply -- 62 3rd Ave. 212.477.0400  

 
Jerry’s Artorama -- Near St. John’s.  

 
Supplies, gifts, exhibits: 
 

The Center for Book Arts.  
626 Broadway, 5th Floor (between Bleecker & Houston St.s). 212.460.9768 

 
Books on making books: 
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Zeier, Franz. Books, Boxes, and Portfolios: Binding, Construction, and Design 
Step-by-Step. Design Press. 
 
Smith, Keith A. Non-Adhesive Binding. Rochester, NY: keith smith Books, 1994. 
 
Hammack, Rita. Anyone Can Make a Book: An Illustrated Guide for Making and 
Repairing Books. 1995.  

 
Websites: 
 
Throughout the course you should be exploring the WWW for innovative sites 
that integrate various media. To get you started, check out these three: 
 
http://www.diacenter.org/km/ 
http://www.altx.com/hyperx2.html 
http://televr.fou.telenor.no/stahl/sec/video.html 
 


