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ENGL 4454 & 6454: Studies in Forms and Genres 
“Advertising, Fiction, and the Arts of Persuasion” 
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Instructor. Dr. Darryl P. Domingo  Office Hrs. Tues. 11:05-12:05 
Location. Patterson Hall T.B.D.   Phone.  (901) 678-3458 
Time.  Tues. / Thurs. 2:40-4:05  E-Mail. dphnrhnd@memphis.edu 
Office.  Patterson Hall 407   Session. January 19 – May 6, 2021  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Course Description.  Writing in the pages of Advertising Age in 1976, the media theorist 
Marshall McLuhan famously claimed that “advertising is the greatest art form of the twentieth 
century.” In this combined section of ENGL 4454 and 6454, we will test the legitimacy of 
McLuhan’s seemingly hyperbolic claim by examining the intersections between advertising as 
art form and the novel as literary genre. Although we usually dismiss ads as crassly commercial, 
as a debased use of the imagination, or simply as annoying, McLuhan reminds us that 
considerable aesthetic skill goes into the creation of an effective marketing campaign. In this 
course, we will study the language, logic, and verbal-visual rhetoric of twentieth- and twenty-
first-century advertising, pairing discussion of print ads, radio spots, television commercials, 
product placements, billboards, promotional merchandise, websites, internet pop-ups and pre-
rolls with analysis of modern and post-modern fiction that represents the advertising industry in 
complex and compelling ways. Given the emphasis in advertising on telling a good story, our 
primary focus will be on novels featuring characters who spend their time in marketing firms 
working as canvassers or copywriters, or who spend their money in shopping malls, grocery 
stores, or e-commerce sites purchasing needless commodities—characters who either produce 
advertising or are consumed by it. 
 
An assumption of the course will be that the techniques employed by authors to engage readers 
have much in common with the rhetorical devices used by advertisers to persuade consumers to 
buy what they are selling. If rhetoric is the traditional art of persuasion, then advertising is the 
modern business of persuasion. How does advertising reconcile the conventional conflict 
between art and business? What kinds of appeals do advertisers make to consumers, and how do 
these compare to the relationship cultivated between author and reader? What is the ethics of 
advertising, and how does it relate to the ethics of fiction? Is all promotion self-promotion and is 
literature merely a luxury product to be bought and sold? “Advertising, Fiction, and the Arts of 
Persuasion” will attempt to answer some of these questions, while encouraging students to re-
evaluate one of the most pervasive—if least respectable—aspects of their daily lives. 
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Learning Outcomes.  Upon successful completion of this course, students should be able to: 
 

• historicize the development of advertising over time and analyze the rhetorical, linguistic, 
and literary conventions of advertising as art form; 

• identify basic narrative forms and define literary terms related to the novel as genre; 
• describe the persuasive techniques employed by historical and contemporary advertising; 
• appreciate the complex relationship between art and business, elite and consumer culture; 
• cultivate commercial literacy and research methods relevant to the real world; 
• reflect upon the value of English Studies to careers outside of the Humanities. 

 

 


