 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
Seminar in Film Studies (354:410)

Catalog Description: Contemporary issues in film studies, ranging from the return to history to questions about the role of theory in the age of post-theory.

Course Description: 
This course examines a series of questions that the discipline of film studies has taken up over the past twenty years in the wake of the demise of Grand Theory (historical materialism, semiotics and psychoanalysis).  Those questions include: Is meaning the most important thing about a film?  What is the role of aesthetic analysis in film study?  Is theory still important and in what way?  What is the place of film history in film studies today?   What does it mean to study film as a cultural practice? 
SAS CORE Goals: WCR (S1, S2, V)

(s1) WC Communicate complex ideas effectively, in

standard written English, to a general audience.

01:355:101

(s2) WCr Respond effectively to editorial feedback from

peers, instructors, and/or supervisors through successive

drafts and revision.

v. Analyze and synthesize information and ideas from

multiple sources to generate new insights. (also consider

submitting for goals y or z)

English Department Goals: 

Students who major in English will demonstrate:

1. knowledge of literatures in English, their historical, cultural, and formal dimensions and diversity

2. strategies of interpretation, including an ability to use critical and theoretical terms, concepts, and methods in relation to a variety of textual forms and other media

3. the ability to engage with the work of other critics and writers, using and citing such sources effectively

4. the ability to write persuasively and precisely, in scholarly and, optionally, creative forms.
Requirements:  

The course will meet during two 80-minute class periods each week and will have one evening screening (outside of class) from 6:10 to 9:00 once each week.  Given the lab-like nature of the extra two periods of class time, the course is valued at four credits.  Attendance at both lectures and screenings is mandatory.   Students may have no more than five unexcused absences.  If you expect to miss one or two classes, please use the University absence reporting website https://sims.rutgers.edu/ssra/ to indicate the date and reason for your absence.  An email is automatically sent to the instructor. Reading must be done before class.  Required reading: Reinventing Film Studies, edited by Christine Gledhill and Linda Williams and xeroxed materials posted on Sakai (sakai@rutgers.edu).  Students are expected to have completed the readings on the day for which they were assigned.   Learning objectives: by the end of the semester, students will have a solid grasp of the current state of film studies as an academic discipline and will be able to discuss films from a variety of methodological perspectives

Method of assessment of achievement of the SAS CORE GOAL for WCR: Embedded assignment with CORE Assessment Rubric, as follows:

CORE WCR Assignment: Starting the second week students are to submit ten weekly “journal entries” (one every week) that outline the main argument (s) in ONE of that week’s readings, recounting the author’s thesis and illustrating his/her argument with an example that supports it.  This assignment should be between 50 and 250 words in length, typewritten, and written in essay form.  These assignments will receive temporary grades of pass/fail and comments for revising them.  At the end of the semester, students will select seven of these entries for revision, and will submit them in a portfolio for assessment.  

Additionally, students will also be asked to analyze one clip in class (see clip analysis assignment on Sakai, 10%).  Students will be asked to write one 10 page paper, based on a film to be announced later (35%).    Paper topics will be distributed on Sakai (but do not submit papers on Sakai).  Late papers will be penalized.  Plagiarism will not be tolerated (English Dept. subscribes to Turnitin.com).  Exams: There will be a final exam during the examination period (25%).

Sample Essay Assignments for English Department Assessment:
*The term paper for the course is due on X XX.  It should be 10 pages in length (typed and double-spaced) and carefully proofread for typos and other errors.  Its argument should be informed by the arguments in one or more of the essays we’ve studied in the course. No plagiarism!  You may write a paper on one of the following topics:

1.  “Too many of the things that films do evade attempts to subsume them under the heading of meaning”–Nowell-Smith.  Drawing on N-S’s statement and the argument of his essay as a whole, write an essay about the relation of “aesthetics” (see N-S) and meaning in Jim Jarmusch’s Stranger Than Paradise or Ghost Dog.

2.  Gaines cites Stuart Hall’s notion of “the ‘double movement’ of popular culture” to suggest how films can both transmit and resist dominant ideology (one minute the text “capitulates to the dreams of the dominant and the next minute resists those dreams in some way.”) Drawing on her essay, identify and discuss the significance of the double movement in ONE of the following films: Batman (1989), Titanic (1997), or Spider-Man (2002).

3.  The Donalds argue that some Chinese films of the mid-1980s “invite oblique, symptomatic readings” (p. 124).  Drawing on the argument about the public sphere and publicness as set forth in their essay, discuss either Red Sorghum (1987) or Ju Dou (1989) in terms of how they “constitute cinematic symbolic space”–i.e., a kind of forum for public participation/debate or opinion.  Briefly frame your discussion of this film in terms of the absence or presence of this sort of “publicness” in Hero (2002, 2004), the most recent Zhang Yimou film to play here.

4.  Reception theory 1.  Drawing on at least three texts or sets of discourses (i.e., newspaper reviews, trade press discussions, advertisements, internet discussions, fan magazines), discuss the reception of ONE of the following films: The Sixth Sense (1999), The Matrix (1999), Shrek (2001), or The Manchurian Candidate (2004).  If possible, frame your discussion in terms of predictable and less predictable readings, passive consumption and resistive appropriation or other categories used by Jenkins to suggest the range of interpretations generated by the film.

5.  Reception theory 2.  Rewriting a favorite text.  Slash scenario.  Fantasy response.  This topic needs special approval of the professor.

6.  Reception theory 3.  Using Jenkins and/or Bobo as models, assemble (or plug into a pre-existent) study/reading group and conduct a reception study of a controversial text–either The Passion of Christ (2004) or Fahrenheit 911 (2004).  Proposals for conducting the study (and criterion for selecting participants) must be reviewed in advance in consultation with the professor.

7.  Stardom: Johnny Depp.  After consulting at least three different kinds of discursive responses to Depp (fan magazines, newspaper reviews, publicity photos, newspaper ads, internet sites) and after watching at least three Depp films, identify the chief characteristics of Depp’s identity as a star.  Illustrate how that identity functions in one of the three films you studied.

8.  Stardom: Marlon Brando.  Basing your work on Geraghty, Naremore, and class discussion, discuss Brando’s star identity in relation to his performance in The Godfather.  To what extent does this role resemble and/or differ from his earlier roles?  To what extent is his performance personification or impersonation?  Focus on one or two scenes that illustrate the foregrounding of his craft as a performer, paying particular attention to his interaction with others (the gangster ensemble).  Use this discussion to isolate the chief characteristics of Brando’s identity as a star at the time this film was made.

Syllabus:

Intro class.  What is theory?  What is critical methodology? The problem of meaning.  Screening: Blow-Up (Antonioni, 1966, 111m).  For the next class, read Nowell-Smith’s “How films mean . . .”

The Problem of Meaning.  What is aesthetics?  Screening: Singin’ in the Rain (Donen/Kelly, 1952, 102m).  For 9/13 read Bill Nichols’ “Film theory and the revolt . . .” and Steve Cohan on Singin’ in the Rain.

 Grand Theory–what does it get ya?  Screening: Stella Dallas (Vidor, 1937, 106m).   Read Jane Gaines’ “Dream/Factory.”

 Cinema and the Public Sphere.  Screening: Yellow Earth (Kaige, 1984, 87m).   Read the Donalds’ “The publicness of cinema.”

Spectatorship and Reception Theory.  Screening: The Color Purple (Spielberg, 1985, 152m).  Read Jenkins’ “Reception theory and audience research . . “ and Bobo’s “Watching The Color Purple.”  
 Stardom/Acting.  Case Study: Marlon Brando. Screening: Streetcar Named Desire (Kazan, 1951, 122m).   Read Geraghty’s “Re-examining stardom . . .” 

 Stardom/Acting.  Case Study: Marlon Brando. Screening: On the Waterfront (Kazan, 1954, 108m).   Read Naremore’s “Marlon Brando in On the Waterfront.” 
Rethinking Genre: Melodrama.  Screening: Man in the Moon (Mulligan, 1991, 99m).  Read Gledhill’s “Rethinking genre.”

 Rethinking Genre: the Trial film.  Screening: Anatomy of a Murder (Preminger, 1959, 160m).   Read Clover’s “Judging audiences . . “

 Movies and Masculinity.  Screening: Pulp Fiction (Tarantino, 1994, 154m).   Read Willis’ “‘Style,’ posture, and idiom . . .”

 The Return to History.  Pre-cinema/early cinema.  Screening: TBA.   Read Gunning’s “‘Animated pictures’ . . .”

 The Return to History.  The Breakdown of the Classical Paradigm.  Screening: Psycho (Hitchcock, 1960, 109m).   Read Williams’ “Discipline and fun . . .”

 Discussion of Williams.  Term paper due.

 Unthinking Eurocentrism.  Globalized, Multicultural, Transnational Cinema. Screening: My Beautiful Laundrette (Frears, 1985, 98m).  Read Stam and Shohat’s “Film theory and spectatorship . . .”

 Unthinking Eurocentrism.  Primitive Passions and Chinese Cinema.  Screening: The Old Well (Wu Tianming, 1985, 125m).   Read Chow’s “Digging an old well . . .”

 Conclusion.  Portfolio of writing assignments due.
