
WORKSHOPS ON LITERARY THEORY OF MODELS 

 

In the last twenty to thirty years the humanities have witnessed not only a scandalous and 

growing aversion with regard to what came to be known under the name of Theory, but 

also a certain turning away from all the questions addressing the nature – if there is one – 

of literature. If there was indeed a turn in the field of literary theory during the past decades, 

it had the form not simply of a turn, but of a turning-away from literature. However, this 

does not mean that the questions about literature have been answered, nor that the 

problems related to its structure, functioning, etc., have been resolved. Quite the contrary. 

 

Now, more than twenty years after the last “trends” of Theory had their time of splendor 

and misery, a new attempt is made to find a relevant approach to answer for all the 

difficulties the literary studies are facing, difficulties with regard to their object (literary 

works, genres, rhetorical devices, narrative structures, etc.) but also with regard to their 

own context that has become so hostile to theory. There are numerous signs for a coming 

new reversal in the history of literary studies, a new revival, as it were, of theory. Among 

these are the international workshops recently organized by the Departments of Literary 

Theory and of German Studies in the University of Sofia and the “Literarische Form” 

Graduate College in the Westfällische Wilhelms Universität Münster. In less than a year 

four workshops were organized with the participation of scholars and PhD students mainly 

from Bulgaria and Germany, but also from Romania, Belgium, and USA. 

 

The workshops, initiated by Robert Matthias Erdbeer, Ivan Popov and Darin Tenev, had to 

fulfill the task of outlining a project for a new literary theory of models that could account 

for the generation and development of literary forms, and also for the history of literary 

criticism (in other words, to account for the very possibility of different readings and the 

effect these readings have had on literature). In an attempt to avoid the opposition between 

constructivism and realism, the model theory proposes a constructivist movement that 

could lead back to the thing “itself”, to the literary work (or literary movement, or genre, 

etc.) under consideration. In order to describe how this is possible one needs a general 



model theory that can describe the work of the model, its performance and efficiency, its 

naturalization and denaturalization. 

 

The first workshop took place on October 4
th

 and 5
th

 2013 in Sofia, under the general title 

of “Form and Model in Literary Theory”. The recent work on a general model theory by 

Bernd Mahr and its possible application in the field of literary studies were discussed. The 

participants (R. M. Erdbeer, I. Popov, D. Tenev, Kamelia Spassova, Neli Metodieva, 

Bozhana Filipova, Maria Kalinova, Roxana Doncu, Chavdar Popov) reread important texts 

on the notions of model and form by Yuri Lotman, Ernst Cassirer, N. Luhmann. Matthias 

Erdbeer and Darin Tenev presented their own theories on modeling in literature. 

 

On April 10
th

 2013 the Bulgarian group had a meeting to discuss the options for the 

development of the cooperation with the “Literarische Form” Graduate College of the 

Westfällische Wilhelms Universität Münster. On this meeting Ivan Popov presented the 

concept of model, that served as a foundation for this Graduate School, and its implications 

for the Art world and the Humanities. 

 

The second workshop, “Model Theory and the Human Sciences”, took place on June 16
th

 

and 17
th

 2014 again in the University of Sofia. Matthias Erdbeer presented the 

achievements of the Graduate School at Münster and the way the concept of model in 

literature have been developed there, with a specific stress on what transformation the 

definition of the model as used in the information science had to undergo. The participants 

(Matthias Erdbeer, Ivan Popov, Darin Tenev, Miglena Nikolchina, Kamelia Spassova, 

Enyo Stoyanov, Maria Kalinova, Bozhana Filipova) discussed texts by Bernd Mahr and 

Luis O. Arata on the notion of model and the  possible translation of terms coming from 

the natural and information sciences (such as, for instance, forecast or simulation) into the 

field of literary studies. Ivan Popov presented a project for application of the model theory 

inspired by B. Mahr, to Arthur Danto’s philosophy of art. More specifically, I. Popov 

proposed a reconceptualization of  Danto’s notion of artworld in terms of modeling. 

Finally, Claude Levy-Strauss’s structuralist use of model was reconsidered by the 



participants in the light of their own theory. A particular stress was put on the possibility 

for the naturalization of models, be they homegrown or not, mechanical or statistic. 

 

The third workshop, entitled “Toward a Literary Theory of Models” took place in less than 

two weeks time from the second, on July 1
st
 2014, in Münster. Darin Tenev, invited by 

Klaus Stirstorfer, Robert Matthias Erdbeer and the “Literarische Form” Graduate School, 

proposed the prolongation of the debate on Levy-Strauss’s notion of model. The 

participants (Robert Matthias Erdbeer, Darin Tenev, Glenn Patton of the University of 

California Santa Barbara and the doctoral students of the “Literarische Form” Graduate 

School) discussed texts by Levy-Strauss and Tzvetan Todorov, Alain Badiou’s early 

critique of Levy-Strauss, and Jacques Derrida’s “The Law of Genre”. Darin Tenev insisted 

on the multiplicity of existing strategies guiding the model building and proposed a 

reconstruction of Derrida’s deconstructive reading in “The Law of Genre” as a model 

building strategy that attempts to denaturalize itself by pointing constantly to the 

potentiality of the work under consideration and to its own potentiality, the potentiality the 

model itself creates. According to Tenev, the other crucial aspect for Derrida’s strategy is 

the way he uses elements of the texts he analyzes as tools that help him not only indicate 

the potentiality of these texts more adequately, but also modify the theoretical 

presuppositions in the approach to the texts. Matthias Erdbeer developed further this line 

of thought suggesting that used in this manner the tools that the texts themselves offer can 

serve also as tools for the contingency management of the process of model building.  In 

the following discussion Glenn Patton stressed the structural analogy between such a 

conception and Gadamer’s idea of fusion of horizons (Horizontverschmelzung). He 

pointed to Paul de Man’s reading of W. B. Yeats’ “How can we know the dancer from the 

dance” and asked whether such a reading would not destroy the consistency of any model. 

Matthias Erdbeer posed the question of the activity of the model, that is, of the active part 

the model plays not only with regard to what it is a model for, but also with regard to its 

own construction, to its own building. 

 



On the occasion of this visit Darin Tenev gave also a public lecture on Modeling the 

Potentiality of the Literary Image on July 2
nd

. 

 

The fourth workshop took place on July 9
th

 2014 again in the University of Münster. It was 

focused not only on a concrete author but also on a particular work: T. S. Eliot’s Four 

Quartets. The initial question was “What are the form and the structure of the Four 

Quartets?” Simultaneously reading the poems and some of its interpretations (by F. O. 

Matthiessen, Herbert Howarth, Wolfgang Iser, Thomas R. Rees, Northrop Frye), the 

participants (Robert Matthias Erdbeer, Darin Tenev, Glenn Patton and the doctoral 

students of the “Literarische Form” Graduate School) reconstructed the effects of the 

models that the critics built and at the same time denaturalized these models so as to see 

what is the pertinent modus of model building that would not substitute the filed of 

potentiality of the work for its interpretations, but will rather point to this field itself and 

the way it is instituted. 

 

A fifth workshop is expected to take place the beginning of October 2014 in Sofia.  

It appears that theory is far from being dead and new trajectories for the Humanities are 

being drawn as you read these lines. 

 

 


