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Wake Forest University

Department of Communication
COM 311 Film Theory and Criticism
Spring 2009

Instructor:

Dr. Mary M. Dalton
Office:


317 Carswell Hall




758-6120




dalton@wfu.edu
Office Hours:            
Tuesdays 11 a.m. to noon, Wednesdays 2:00 – 4:00 p.m., and by appointment.
Texts:


CC on syllabus, Cultural Criticism:  A Primer of Key Concepts by




Arthur Asa Berger.





WS on syllabus, Ways of Seeing by John Berger (on reserve for one




assigned chapter)




AW on syllabus, Among Women by Louise Bernikow (on reserve for 




one assigned chapter)




FTC on syllabus, Film Theory and Criticism by Leo Braudy and 





Marshall Cohen





FC on syllabus, Introduction to Film Criticism:  Major Critical




Approaches to Narrative Film by Tim Bywater and 




Thomas Sobchack.  (on reserve for multiple chapters assigned)




HC on syllabus, The Hollywood Curriculum:  Teachers in the Movies by 





Mary M. Dalton.  (second edition, one copy on reserve)





IMS on syllabus, Images of a Postmodern Society by Norman Denzin 




(on reserve for one assigned chapter)





O on syllabus, Outtakes edited by Ellis Hanson (on reserve for the 




introduction to the anthology)





MC on syllabus, Media Culture by Douglas Kellner (on reserve for one 




assigned chapter)





CP on syllabus, Camera Politica by Micheal Ryan and Douglas Kellner 




(on reserve for one assigned chapter)




Various articles will be available at the library.
Grading:
Your final grade will be determined by your performance on the final examination and on your individual paper, by your participation in class discussions, and by the quality of your academic journals. Your final paper should be 10-12 pages on a pre-approved topic. You will be asked to turn in your journal each Thursday and to turn in all entries compiled together at the end of the semester.  In the journal, briefly summarize any assigned reading for the week, link that reading analytically to the film screened (no plot summaries!), and make any personal observations about connections between various “texts."  By texts, I mean the readings, the film, other films and media texts, and the text of your own lived experience.  Your screening lab, arranged for your convenience, will be Tuesdays from 3 – 5:30 p.m.
Approximately 40% of your grade will be derived from the journal entries and class participation, 20% from your final examination grade, and 40% from the assigned paper. I have placed the book A Short Guide to Writing About Film by Timothy Corrigan on reserve for this class.  It will be useful to you as you plan and write your papers.

Please review your Bulletin if you have questions about the value of grades at Wake Forest.  The grade of A is designated for exceptionally high achievement.  The grades of A-, B+, and B are for superior work.  B-, C+, and C are grades denoting satisfactory work.  C-, D+, and D are passing but unsatisfactory.  An F denotes a failure to pass the class.  This is an upper level course with a great deal of reading required, and the writing assignments will be demanding and graded accordingly.   

About Dates:
Assignments are due the date they are listed unless otherwise noted.  Chapters from your texts should be read before the class date they are listed.  We will discuss them on the date listed.

If you are unable to attend one of the regularly scheduled screenings, it is YOUR responsibility to see that week's film before the class during which it will be discussed.
NOTE:
Attendance in class is expected, and adherence to the Honor Code is required. You may not turn in a paper that was originally written by you for another class and receive credit in this class.  Furthermore, if you have questions about what constitutes plagiarism, please see me.  This class meets Tuesdays and Thursdays from noon to 1:15 p.m. in Carswell 111.  More than three absences from class may lower your grade for the course.

If you have a disability that may require an accommodation for taking this course, please contact the Learning Assistance Center (758-5929) within the first two weeks of the semester.

Pandemic Plan:

In the event of a pandemic that would necessitate sending 




students home and/or the closing of Reynolda campus, 




students enrolled in Communication 311 or 






Communication 611, Film Theory and Criticism, could 




continue with their course reading individually and write 




journal entries on the readings as previously assigned, but 




the lab sessions and seminar discussions, which are central 




to informing the remainder of the weekly writing 





assignments and to the development of the final research 




paper, could not be reconfigured so that students could 




continue that work on their own.  





Because it is unlikely that a student could secure these film 




titles for individual viewing in their homes in the event that 



a pandemic erupts (and the readings in this course are 




linked to specific films and theories rather than overarching 



topics), students should be expected to complete the 




readings on their own and begin journals on the reading 




portion of the course as well as complete as much work as 




possible on their final papers.  When they return to campus, 



an accelerated program of screenings and discussions could 



resume accompanying the completion of their journals and 




preceding a final assessment for the course.

Schedule:

WEEK #1

January 15

Orientation.

WEEK #2


January 20

Deconstructing Cinderella.  Reading:  AW, “Saturday 




Afternoon at the Movies,” FC chapter two, FC chapter five.



Lab:


Sunset Boulevard

January 22

Reading:  FC chapter one, FTC Dyer pp. 480-85, Haskell 




pp. 501-14; and Schrader pp. 581-591. 

WEEK #3 


January 27

View The Virgin Spring.  Reading:  FC chapter three, FTC 



Sarris pp. 451-4 and Wollen pp. 455-70.  

Lab:


Bicycle Thieves

January 29

Reading:  FTC Bazin pp. 41-53, Kracauer pp. 147-158.
 



FIRST WEEKLY JOURNAL DUE.  

WEEK #4



February 3

Reading:  FTC Pudovkin pp. 7-12, Eisenstein pp. 13-40, 




and Arnheim pp. 167-70.

Lab:


Hiroshima, Mon Amour


February 5

.Reading:  FTC Bordwell pp. 649-57.  




WEEKLY JOURNAL DUE.
WEEK #5 


February 10

Reading:  FC chapter four, CC chapter five, FTC Mast pp. 




299-303 and Levinson pp. 402-17.

Lab:


Stagecoach


February 12

Reading:  FTC Browne pp. 125-40 and Schatz pp. 564-75.




WEEKLY JOURNAL DUE.
WEEK #6


February 17
Reading:  FTC Balasz pp. 273-81, Doane pp. 318-30, Belton pp. 331-339, Braudy pp. 535-51, and Altman pp.  552-63.


Lab:


Singin’ in the Rain


February 19

Reading:  Schatz pp. 523-27.





WEEKLY JOURNAL DUE.  

WEEK #7


February 24
LIBRARY session.  Meet in Room 476 with Roz Tedford for this class session only.  Bring your computers!




Reading:  CC chapters one and two, WS “Ways of Seeing” 




chapter two, FTC Wood pp. 592-601.


Lab:


Rear Window


February 26

Reading:  FTC Mulvey pp. 711-722 and Modleski pp. 723-




35. 









SUBMIT SEVERAL POTENTIAL (GENERAL) 




TOPICS FOR YOUR PAPER WITH YOUR WEEKLY 



JOURNAL.

WEEK #8
 
March 3

Reading:  FTC Stam and Spence pp. 751-66 and Whissel pp. 834-




52.

Lab:


The Piano


March 5

Reading:  Dalton and Fatzinger also hooks (two readings 




from library).  





WEEKLY JOURNAL DUE.
WEEK #9

March 17

Reading:  CC chapter four, FTC Harman pp. 78-86 and 




Diawara pp. 767-75.


Lab:


Do The Right Thing


March 19

Reading:  from IMS Images of a Postmodern Society, 




chapter on this film.  





TURN IN A ROUGH DRAFT OF YOUR 






ANNOTATED  BIOLIOGRAPHY
WITH YOUR 




WEEKLY JOURNAL.

WEEK #10

March 24

Reading:  CC chapter 3, CP chapter 7 on Vietnam films.


Lab:


Platoon

March 26

Reading:  Dalton and Jarrett reading from library and MC 




chapter 3 containing diagnostic critique of Platoon.




WEEKLY JOURNAL DUE.
WEEK #11

March 31

Reading:  FTC Williams pp. 602-16, Modleski 617-26, and 




Freeland pp. 627-648.

Lab:


Blowout

April 2

WEEKLY JOURNAL DUE.

WEEK #12


April 7`

View Bound


Lab:


Brokeback Mountain


April 9

Reading:  O for the Hanson introduction.  Other clippings 




will be provided.




PAPER, THESIS STATEMENT, OUTLINE, AND 




ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY DUE WITH 





WEEKLY JOURNAL.

WEEK #13

April 14

View High School High.

Lab:


Transamerica

April 16

Reading:  will be provided.   Need to be reading HC.
WEEK #14  


April 21

View teacher movie clips.  Reading:  CC chapter six.

Lab:


Election


April 23

HC.





TURN IN COMPILED WEEKLY JOURNALS WITH 




MY NOTATIONS.
WEEK #15


April 28

View Picture This




Lab:


The Last Picture Show





(No weekly journal.)  

FINAL PAPER DUE.  NOTE:  Your


final paper should conform to MLA style with a 


standard bibliography format (not an annotated 

bibliography).
EXAM

Wednesday, May 6 at 2 p.m.
PAPER GUIDELINES

GRADED COMPONENTS


You will receive a grade on your thesis statement, paper outline, and annotated bibliography (a bibliography that includes a summary of the source about 1-3 paragraphs in length).  That grade will be considered in your overall paper grade.
RESEARCH


The first step is for you to begin researching a general topic.  This research will inform your annotated bibliography.  The annotated bibliography is a working document.  Some of those sources will be useful when you actually begin to write your papers, and others will not.  Depending on your topic, you will want to begin your research by consulting at least 10-15 sources not including films.  


Our class will have a session in the library to help you learn how to conduct research and find these sources; please pay close attention to which types of sources are most credible sources for scholarly writing about film.  While there are some useful sources on the web, there are also many more websites that will not enhance the argument you are making in your paper.  Our library session will help you determine which web sources are better choices for your research.  Please limit your web sources to no more than 40% of your consulted sources (primarily because most web sources are not vetted)—again, this percentage does not include film that are part of your bibliography.


At least five sources (not including films) should be used in your final paper; again, not more than 40% (two) of those sources should come from the web.

THESIS


After you are satisfied that you have thoroughly researched a topic that interests you and have completed your annotated bibliography, it is time for you to develop your thesis statement.  The thesis is the central argument of your paper.  It’s a little more than just what the paper is about, because an effective essay must argue a point that is both focused and compelling.  The thesis must satisfy a basic standard that goes beyond mere observation of something and description to link what is observed to some deeper level of meaning.  


In other words, it’s not enough to say something is (Citizen Kane is considered a great film); instead you must go further to persuade your reader why something is and why it is significant (Citizen Kane is a great film because—there are a myriad of reasons!—and this is significant because so many other filmmakers have been influenced by this films—in ways that you must then demonstrate).  


Yes, the thesis of the paper is your opinion, but it is an opinion informed and supported by all of the research you have conducted.  In the final analysis, I will be looking for a concrete thesis statement (contained early in your paper in one well-crafted sentence after you have introduced the general topic) that is original, focused, and that satisfies the questions that always pop into  the heads of every professor in the Communication Department:  does this thesis meet the “So what?” and “Why should I care?” standard.  

ORGANIZATION


After you have developed a strong thesis, you will need to organize the arguments that you have selected to “prove” (or adequately persuade the reader of) your point.  These arguments will come from other scholars or writers, from the creative use of ideas and theories you have encountered, from film texts themselves, from biographical circumstances of filmmakers’ lives, etc.  Be sure to use only relevant supporting materials and to structure your arguments into an organized system—an outline is very useful in helping you think about the big picture before you begin to write.  


Do not forget that not only should your outline produce a logical flow of ideas and a cohesive structure for your essay, but you must use transitional devices (probably sentences and words rather than paragraphs given the length of your assignment) to make the writing easy to follow and, hopefully, elegant.

STYLE


Use MLA as your style guide for writing your paper.  Remember that format, grammar, syntax, and spelling all count toward your final grade.  Proofread your papers very carefully several times.  Careless errors always detract from your grade the same as a poorly considered thesis, lack of organization, and weak conclusion.  Even though you turned in an annotated bibliography previously of the sources you consulted in the course of your research, you will turn in a standard bibliography of the sources actually cited in your paper with the final draft of your paper.

AVOIDING ERRORS


Here are a few of my pet peeves for you to consider (and avoid) as you write:

1. Underline or italicize film titles.  

2. Years are not generally possessive (i.e. 1920s not 1920’s).  

3. “That” should be used in essential clauses and a comma preceding “which” for non-essential clauses.  (This is an error that many students make./This is a common error, which students would be well-advised to avoid.)

4. It is a weak construction to begin a sentence with “however.”  It is, however, perfectly acceptable to embed the word.  Many short sentences would work quite well with the word held to the end, however.

5. Use present tense when describing something that happens in a film.  Rhett walks out on Scarlett, Rick sends Ilsa off on a plane, and Quentin Tarantino’s characters engage in mundane, if clever and colorful, dialogue about a variety of pop culture topics.  It all happens in present tense because we are watching the movies in the present regardless of when they were produced.

6. Don’t assume that you know what a director means to convey by a particular choice unless an interview or commentary track (which you have cited) states so directly.  You may infer a range of ideas about meaning from a choice the director or writer or producer or star makes so long as you support your ideas with evidence from the text or other sources.  In other words, the repeated use of water, fish, and scuba suits is symbolic in The Graduate if you successfully argue that, but you cannot say director Mike Nichols meant for those elements to convey a sense of Ben’s oppression, suffocation, and helplessness during a time of transition unless he says so in a source that you quote and correctly cite.

7. I cherry-picked a few pet peeve mistakes that I see over and over and over again in student papers.  If you are unsure about your ability to correct common writing errors, please go to the writing center and have someone work with you on proofreading your paper.  

