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ENGL 7030: Fiction Workshop: Formless 
 
 
Michael Mejia  Spring 2013 
Office: LNCO 3611  Course#: ENGL 7030 
Phone: 801-581-5687  T 4:35-7:30 PM   
email: michael.mejia@utah.edu LNCO 3820 
 

Office Hours: 1-2 TH 1-3 WH & by appointment 
 
Required Texts and Materials: 
• Gustave Flaubert, Bouvard et Pecuchet (ISBN#: 978-1564783936) 
• André Breton, Nadja (ISBN#: 978-0802150264) 
• Vanessa Place, Dies (ISBN#: 978-0976637110) 
• Chris Grimes, The Pornographers (ISBN#: 978-1937543204) 
• Laurence Sterne, Tristram Shandy (ISBN#: 978-0141439778) 
• Gretchen Henderson, Galerie de Difformité (ISBN#: 978-0982315637) 
• David Markson, Reader's Block (ISBN#: 978-1564781321) 
• Diane Williams, Romancer Erector (ISBN#: 978-1564783127) 
• Amina Cain, I Go to Some Hollow (ISBN#: 978-1934254097) 
• Jean-Philippe Toussaint, The Bathroom (ISBN#: 978-1564785183) 
• Petronius, The Satyricon (ISBN#: 978-0140448054) 
• W.G. Sebald, Vertigo (ISBN#: 978-0811214858) 
• A functioning email account 
• A functioning Canvas account 
• Handouts and links provided via Canvas 
 
Course Description and Purpose: 
In the December 1929 issue of the art review Documents, Georges Bataille added this definition of 
informe (formless) to that publication's "Critical Dictionary": 
 

A dictionary begins when it no longer gives the meaning of words, but their tasks. Thus 
formless is not only an adjective having a given meaning, but a term that serves to bring 
things down in the world, generally requiring that each thing have its form. What it 
designates has no rights in any sense and gets itself squashed everywhere, like a spider 
or an earthworm. In fact, for academic men to be happy, the universe would have to take 
shape. All of philosophy has no other goal: it is a matter of giving a frock coat to what is, a 
mathematical frock coat. On the other hand, affirming that the universe resembles nothing 
and is formless amounts to saying that the universe is something like a spider or spit. 

 
In 1996, art historian Yve-Alain Bois and art critic Rosalind Krauss mounted an exhibition at the 
Centre Georges Pompidou titled L'Informe: Mode d'emploi (Formless: A User's Guide), in which, 
starting from Bataille's definition, they attempted to trace a history of the formless in modern art 
through works by Robert Smithson, Bruce Nauman, and Gordon Matta-Clark, among many others. 
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Following Bataille, Bois, and Krauss (L'Informe's exhibition catalog will be available for our 
consultation), this workshop will pursue a joint investigation into the possibilities of the formless in 
writing. By "joint investigation" I mean that our creative projects may be pursued individually or 
collaboratively, as you like, but that we should see all our work as part of a collective statement 
about the formless. My ambition is that this collective statement will be shared publicly at the end of 
the semester. By "possibilities" I mean that I'm not sure we can actually achieve the formless, nor 
that any of our readings will have achieved it either. So we'll be looking for opportunities in (and for) 
failure. Our work should seek the formless through any and all kinds of heterogeneity, should 
uncomfortably incorporate and/or be realized in materials from any media. What we'll be doing, 
then, is striving toward an escape from the "mathematical frock coat" of genre, media, and maybe 
also creativity, toward acts of "writing" that have "no rights." Not yet, anyway. Or, hopefully, not 
ever. 
 
Course Requirements 
Participation (25 points): Your presence and active participation in all ways, in class and online, 
are essential to the success of this course! At the end of the day, we're a research team and we'll 
be relying on the diversity of everyone's contributions to make our investigation a fruitful one. 
 
Discussion Posts (25 points): Each week, ahead of our class meeting, I'd like you to contribute a 
brief reflective comment (200-300 words) about the week's reading on our CANVAS Discussion 
page. You might, for example, focus on a brief passage that you find compellingly peculiar; you 
might consider an interesting parallel or contrast to another of our readings; you might formulate 
and try to answer a question that you have about the work; you might respond to another person's 
post, either disagreeing with it or building on its ideas and examining further implications. However 
you respond, feel free to exploit a blog's qualities of interactivity and use the web as a resource for 
links to additional reading, clips, photos, audio, etc. (If you link to a video or audio clip, give us a 
time cue to focus on, as necessary.) Please be judicious about links, however (i.e., evaluate their 
relevance and value as sources before including them), and be clear about any link's relevance to 
your own thoughts. In order for all of us to have time to review your comments before class, please 
post them by 5 PM Monday.  
 
Presentations (25 points): Starting with week 2, the responsibility of leading discussion will rotate 
amongst you. This element should consist of a presentation on the week's main reading (about 30 
minutes) and lead to a subsequent discussion in response to 2 or 3 rich questions that you provide. 
Please include some significant background on the author and context for the work before 
providing an elaboration of your reading of it in relation to our ongoing investigation into the 
formless. Please be sure to read the discussion posts and try to respond to them in your 
presentation. Finally, as you conclude, I'd like you to provide the basis for our next, related exhibit. 
(See "Inspiration" below.) Handouts and audiovisual elements are most welcome, but not required. 
 
Exhibits (25 points): As mentioned in the course description, I'm looking at this workshop as a 
kind of joint exploration into the concept of formlessness with a culminating public presentation of 
our work at the end of the semester. I'm interested, then, in having us produce a weekly sequence 
of potential exhibits, portions of which will constitute our final exhibition. These exhibits can take 
any form and incorporate any media you choose. As you'll see from our opening readings, the 
crossing of boundaries, even the obliteration of them, will be a primary element of our inquiry, so 
the more we are required to ask "what is this?" the better. Sort of. That is, I strongly encourage you 



 3 

to baffle yourself and the rest of us with your exhibits (I hope we'll also be asking "what is writing?") 
and thereby to seek out the limits of your practice as an artist. But I also deeply respect your sense 
of yourself as an artist, and your need and desire to establish your identity as such. So I will 
respect, and expect others to respect, any serious contributions to our project, regardless of 
whether they engage conventional or experimental means. By nature I'd say that the formless is an 
experiment, is experimental, but I'm very happy to see you investigate it by any means that you see 
fit.  
 

Inspiration: I expect that our weekly exhibits will be informed in some way by our reading 
and discussion, but in practice these connections can be very loose. As part of your 
presentation on a particular reading, I'd like you to develop the parameters for a related 
experiment, which we will then negotiate as a group. You might think of this task as 
identifying a particular problem (design, conceptual, linguistic, generic, etc.) or question 
raised by the reading in relation to our thinking about the formless. 

 
Objects: What will you give us as an exhibit each week and how will we receive it? That's 
up to you. No doubt, we'll have to negotiate this as we go, but I can offer up in advance 
some issues to consider. We're all very familiar with text submissions in this context, and 
I'm fine for these to be posted on CANVAS so that each person can download his or her 
own copy. Links to images, videos, audio, and websites can be posted on CANVAS or 
other online solutions as necessary. Unique objects, site specific works, or actions might 
be more challenging. You'll need to submit documentation for these, so I'd advise talking 
with me and/or the group about potential solutions that will provide us the best opportunity 
to give you some useful and informed critique. If you can bring an object to the critique, 
please do, and let us know where a site specific response is or when and where an action 
will take place and we will make every effort to be present for them. 

 
Workshop: Each week, starting with week 4, we'll spend a significant amount of time 
critiquing the exhibits submitted the previous week with an eye toward description first and 
then suggestions for further development and revision. I'd like you to produce a 1-2 page 
critique (single-spaced) for each exhibit other than your own, which you'll hand over to the 
artist at the conclusion of class. Please provide me with a copy of your critique, as well. I'll 
comment briefly on these and return them to you. Also, I do generally expect the author to 
participate in the discussion of his or her own work after an initial period of listening to our 
responses, so you might have ready some questions and concerns you'd like us to 
consider at an appropriate point during the critique. 

 
Curated Exhibits (25 points): For the second to last class, I'd like you to select 5-7 of your 
exhibits to serve as your contribution to our final program. These should be revised in response to 
the critiques you received and they should be accompanied by a 1000 word artist's statement. The 
artist's statement does not have to address or explain every work you've chosen, but I'd like for you 
to use this space to talk about (define, make a case for…) your final response to the formless. 
What materials, texts, practice, theory, events, history, individuals, films, actions, etc. have shaped 
your response, and how does all this coordinate with, develop, or depart from the texts we started 
with? 
 

Final Presentation: Our final class will consist of a public presentation of our joint 
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Formless exhibition. Toward the end of the semester, we'll negotiate how this will work, 
what material or technological needs we may have in order to realize the exhibit, how an 
audience will interact with it, etc. I see this both as a reading/performance and a 
celebration (i.e., there will be refreshments). 

 
Course Policies: 
Due Dates: Exhibits must be turned in/made available one week in advance of the date they will 
be discussed. Critiques must be turned in as hard copies on the day we discuss the corresponding 
work. Discussion posts must be posted on CANVAS by 5 PM the Monday night before we discuss 
the text in question. Final, curated exhibits and author statements are due in class on April 16th.  
 
Attendance: As noted under "Participation" above, your presence and active participation in every 
class are essential. Please plan to attend every class with all the required materials and to stay the 
entire time. If you absolutely must be absent, let me know ahead of time. 
 
Academic Integrity: As stated in the U’s Student Code: "’Academic misconduct’ includes, but is 
not limited to, cheating, misrepresenting one's work, inappropriately collaborating, plagiarism, and 
fabrication or falsification of information…. It also includes facilitating academic misconduct by 
intentionally helping or attempting to help another to commit an act of academic misconduct." 
Please familiarize yourself with the definitions of these violations, and talk to me if you have any 
concerns about the integrity of your work. Any act of academic misconduct will result in no credit 
for the compromised assignment and you may also fail the course.  
 
Special Needs or Circumstances:  From the Center for Disability Services: "The University of 
Utah seeks to provide equal access to its programs, services and activities for people with 
disabilities. If you will need accommodations in the class, reasonable prior notice needs to be given 
to the Center for Disability Services, 162 Olpin Union Building, 581-5020 (V/TDD). CDS will work 
with you and the instructor to make arrangements for accommodations. All information in this 
course can be made available in alternative format with prior notification to the Center for Disability 
Services.”  
 
Please note that I cannot make accommodations of any kind for you without a letter of 
accommodation the Center for Disability Services.  
 
Wellness Statement  
Personal concerns such as stress, anxiety, relationship difficulties, depression, cross-cultural 
differences, etc., can interfere with a student’s ability to succeed and thrive at the University of 
Utah. For helpful resources contact the Center for Student Wellness; www.wellness.utah.edu; 801-
581-7776.  
 
Grading: 
The various requirements for the course noted above will be weighted as follows: 
 
Participation (Attendance, Critiques): 25 points 
Discussion Posts: 25 points  
Presentations: 25 points 
Weekly Exhibits: 25 points 
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Final Curated Exhibit & Artist's Statement: 25 points 
Total Possible: 125 points 
 
Your final grade will be determined on the following scale:  
 
A = 116-125  
A- = 113-115 
B+ = 109-112  
B = 104-108 
B- = 100-103 
C+ = 96-99 
C = 91-95 
C- = 88-90 
D+ = 84-87 
D = 79-83 
D- = 75-78 
F = less than 75 
 
Note: The schedule and policies on this syllabus are subject to change, if necessary, and I will 
provide you due notification of any such changes in advance. 

 
TENTATIVE COURSE SCHEDULE  

 
January 8 Introduction 
 

 15 Gustave Flaubert, Bouvard et Pecuchet; David Clark, 88 Constellations for  
Wittgenstein Jake 

  17 David Clark reading @ Art Barn 
   

22  André Breton, Nadja Andy 
   
  29 [snow day] 
  
February 5 Vanessa Place, Dies Claire 
   "Base Materialism" from Formless: A User's Guide 
   

12 Christopher Grimes, The Pornographers Amelia 
 
  19 Laurence Sterne, Tristram Shandy Michael 
   "Horizontality" from Formless: A User's Guide 

 
26 Gretchen Henderson, Galerie de Difformite Andy 

   
March  5 David Markson, Reader's Block Claire 
   "Pulse" from Formless: A User's Guide 
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  10-17 No Class: Spring Break 
 
  19 Diane Williams, Romancer Erector Amelia 

 
26 Amina Cain, I Go to Some Hollow Michael 

   "Entropy" from Formless: A User's Guide 
 
April  2 Jean-Phillipe Toussaint, The Bathroom Andy 

 
  9 Petronius, The Satyricon Claire 

 
16 W.G. Sebald, Vertigo Amelia 

In-Class Presentations  
 
23 Final Presentation 

 


