ENG 550 – FILM THEORY (SPRING 2017)
Wednesday 5-8:30 p.m., Simpkins 214 (Macomb)/
Instructor: Richard Ness
Office: 25A Simpkins; Phone: 298-1154; email: rr-ness@wiu.edu
Office Hours: Tu 3:30-4:30 p.m., W 1:00-3:00 p.m., F Noon-1:00-2:00 p.m.
COURSE DESCRIPTION:

550 Film Theory. (3) Study of contemporary theories relevant to film studies such as formalism, structuralism,
postmodernism, Marxism, cultural studies, queer studies, etc.
COURSE TEXT: FILM THEORY AND CRITICISM (EIGHTH EDITION) ed. By Leo Braudy and Marshall Cohen
Additional readings may be assigned and placed on E-reserve through the university library
COURSE OBJECTIVES:
 To provide an overview of the major concepts in film theory, from early realist and formalist theories to
contemporary approaches to globalization, spectatorship, and digital media
 To familiarize students with the work of significant film theorists through assigned readings and class lectures
 To provide students with opportunities to demonstrate their understanding of the various theoretical concepts
through class discussion and written work
 To place theoretical concepts in the context of important historical, social, cultural and political developments
 To evaluate film as a language system and examine film in relation to other arts and other disciplines
(psychology, feminist studies, etc.)
 To analyze aesthetic, technical, and constructive elements of films as they relate to theoretical approaches to the
medium
 To provide students with experience doing graduate level research and writing through the preparation and
execution of an annotated bibliography and final paper on a topic of their choice related to some aspect of film
theory
GROUND RULES:
LATE ASSIGNMENT POLICY – Assignments submitted after the specified due date WILL NOT BE GRADED.
Comments and feedback may be provided, but the score will be recorded as a zero. Students anticipating a problem
meeting a deadline or attending a class session when an assignment is due must contact the instructor IN ADVANCE to
make arrangements. No exceptions will be made to this policy. NOTE: Completed assignments WILL NOT be accepted
if submitted via email, unless specific arrangements have been made with the instructor prior to the due date (also note
that email submissions must be sent in Microsoft Word format).
SCREENINGS – Given the nature of this course, students will be responsible for viewing assigned films outside of class.
Films are considered to be a primary text for the course and students are responsible for screening ALL films assigned
during the semester. Do not assume that if you have already seen a film or are seeing it in another class this excuses you
from viewing it for this course. There are specific things you will be asked to look for and tested on in each film, so
students should be prepared to take notes while screening films. Attempts are being made to make all of the films
assigned for the course available through the libraries on both the Macomb and QC campuses, but students also can screen
films through streaming services or other outlets (though please check with the instructor if you have questions about
whether you are viewing the correct version of a film).
READINGS – Students are expected to have done the assigned reading from the Braudy and Cohen text and any assigned
outside readings in advance of each class lecture. Class lectures are designed to expand on the material in the course texts
or provide additional information not found in the texts. It will be assumed that students already have done the readings
before each class period and are prepared to discuss them.

ATTENDANCE – Attendance for all class sessions is mandatory, especially since this class meets only once a week.
Lectures and screenings are considered to be major elements of the course content and exams will be designed to test
understanding of all material covered during the semester, including all assigned films. Missing a class period will
seriously undermine a student’s ability to pass the class. If you must miss a class period or screening, please notify the
instructor in advance. Online Absence Reporting System (O.A.R.S.) is a system that allows you to self-report your
absences. This course requires you to use it anytime you will be missing class, regardless of the reason. You will need to
submit one form for each day you will miss. Your submission will generate an automatic email to your instructor. The
link to O.A.R.S. is http://wiu.edu/oars . The attendance policy for this course is the same as stated on the Online Absence
Reporting system form: “Students are expected to attend all classes in which they are enrolled. Each faculty member
determines his or her own policy dealing with class attendance. Therefore, if a student misses a class or classes, the
student is expected to discuss the matter with the instructor, and it is up to the discretion of the instructor whether to allow
a student to make up any missed assignments, exams, or projects.”
Students with prolonged or repeated absences should also contact the Student Development Office at
http://www.wiu.edu/student_services/student_development_office
For more information visit the full policy at http://www.wiu.edu/vpas/policies/stuabsc.php
NOTE THAT THIS CLASS IS DESIGNATED A NO CELLPHONE ZONE. If you must bring cell phones, iPods, iPads,
MP3 players or other electronic devices into the classroom they NEED TO BE TURNED OFF AND PUT AWAY
DURING ALL CLASS SESSIONS. Do not assume that just turning off the sound is sufficient. The blue glow created
by cellphone use is extremely irritating and distracting to others around you who are trying to concentrate on the lectures
or film examples being screened and is not acceptable in this course. Use of electronic devices during class periods (such
as text messaging, answering email, game playing, etc.) WILL BE GROUNDS FOR STUDENTS RECEIVING A
FAILING GRADE FOR THE COURSE.
PAPERS – Papers must be typed/computer-printed and should reflect accepted standards for university research papers.
Assignments should demonstrate a degree of research on the part of the student, combined with careful consideration of
the student’s own ideas. These assignments often will require that students support their conclusions with specific
evidence from the assigned readings as well as from works viewed for the course, so as noted above students should get in
the habit of taking notes during screenings.
Research and material drawn from outside sources must be properly credited. PLAGIARISM IS AN INEXCUSABLE
OFFENSE AND WILL BE GROUNDS FOR AUTOMATIC FAILURE IN THIS COURSE. If you have any questions
about what constitutes plagiarism, consult the university’s policy statement or the instructor prior to submitting an
assignment. Any time you quote or paraphrase someone else’s work, you must give her/him credit. This includes
material from print, audio/video and computer-mediated/Internet sources. The instructor reserves the right to fail any
student who does not meet the requirements of the assignments, so any deviations from the guidelines should be discussed
well in advance. Also note that even if you share information or discuss the readings with other students in the class, you
need to make sure that you each submit your own individual work for the assignments. Duplication of writing in work
submitted by two or more students will be considered grounds for charges of plagiarism.
http://www.wiu.edu/policies/acintegrity.php
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES: In accordance with University values and disability law, students with disabilities
may request academic accommodations where there are aspects of a course that result in barriers to inclusion or accurate
assessment of achievement. To file an official request for disability-related accommodations, please contact the Disability
Resource Center at 309-298-2512, disability@wiu.edu or in 143 Memorial Hall. Please notify the instructor as soon as
possible to ensure that this course is accessible to you in a timely manner.
University values, Title IX, and other federal and state laws prohibit sex discrimination, including sexual
assault/misconduct, dating/domestic violence, and stalking. If you, or someone you know, has been the victim of any of
these offenses, we encourage you to report this to the Title IX Coordinator at 309-298-1977 or anonymously online at:
http://www.wiu.edu/equal_opportunity_and_access/request_form/index.php. If you disclose an incident to a faculty
member, the faculty member must notify the Title IX Coordinator. The complete Title IX policy is available at:
http://www.wiu.edu/vpas/policies/titleIX.php.Web address for student rights and responsibilities:
http://www.wiu.edu/provost/students.php

MAJOR ASSIGNMENTS AND GRADING SYSTEM
Assignments will be graded on a 500-point system, with grades determined by a straight percentage. The following is the
breakdown for assignments:
Article summaries (4 @ 25 pts. each)
-- 100 points
Prospectus for Final Paper
-- 25 points
Annotated Bibliography/Literature Review
-- 50 points
Final Research Paper
-- 125 points
Midterm
-- 100 points
Final Exam
-- 100 points

This course will make use of the plus-minus grading system required by the university. The following is the scale that
will be used to determine final grades in the class, based on the percentage of total points earned:
100-93 = A
92-90 = A89-87 = B+
86-83 = B
82-80 = B79-77 = C+
76-73 = C
72-70 = C69-67 = D+
66-63 = D
62-60 = D59 and below = F
Specific descriptions of the major assignments and in-class exercises will be provided separately. In order to receive a
passing grade for this class, students must complete all major assignments and tests. All assignments are evaluated
carefully before a grade is given and every effort is made to provide appropriate feedback for the student. Occasionally a
student will have an objection to a grade. In such cases, the instructor will reevaluate the assignment and determine if
there is justification for a grade change. NOTE: If a student asks for a reconsideration of a grade, the instructor reserves
the right to assign a lower, as well as a higher, grade. ALL DISCUSSION OF GRADES MUST BE DONE WITHIN
TWO WEEKS OF THE GRADE BEING RECEIVED. THIS INCLUDES THE FINAL GRADE FOR THE COURSE.
REEVALUATION OF GRADES WILL NOT BE DONE AFTER THAT TIME.

TENTATIVE SCHEDULE
(NOTE that all readings and screenings need to be done in advance of that week’s meeting)
Week
1/18

Topic
Introduction; historical developments leading to the creation of motion pictures; film and/as
language

1/25

Semiotics and cinema; introduction to formalist and realist film theories
READINGS: Pudovkin, Eisenstein, Bazin, Metz, Harmin, and Prince (Braudy and Cohen, pp. 188)
SCREENING: REAR WINDOW (Alfred Hitchcock, 1954)

2/1

Formalism and montage; realism and mise-en-scene
READINGS: Kracauer, Bazin, Arnheim (Braudy and Cohen, pp. 109-147)
SCREENING: STRIKE (Sergei Eisenstein, 1924) (available on youtube)

2/8

“I was framed”: Mise-en-scene, cinematic space, and the visual aspects of film; the realist
aesthetic
READINGS: Kracauer, Balazs, Arnheim, Baudry, Carroll, Rodowick (Braudy and Cohen, pp.
183-250)
SCREENING: THE BICYCLE THIEVES (Vittorio De Sica, 1948)
DUE: ARTICLE SUMMARY 1

2/15

Sound and music: The aural aspects of cinema
READINGS: Eisenstein, et. al., Metz, Chion, Doane, Belton, Altman (Braudy and Cohen, pp.
251-305)
SCREENING: DON’T LOOK NOW (Nicolas Roeg, 1973)

2/22

Structuralism and narratology; alternatives to traditional narrative construction
READINGS: Gunning, Levinson, Wollen, Plantinga (Braudy and Cohen, pp. 340-393)
SCREENING: ANNIE HALL (Woody Allen, 1977)

3/1

Adaptation; film in relation to theater, literature, and others arts
READINGS: Bazin, Braudy, Andrew (Braudy and Cohen, pp. 307-339)
SCREENING: SECRET HONOR (Robert Altman, 1984)
DUE: ARTICLE SUMMARY 2

3/8

Auteurism and/in the studio system; actors, directors, producers, and the cult of celebrity
READINGS: Sarris, Wollen, Barthes, Haskell, Perez, Dyer, Schatz, Christensen (Braudy and
Cohen, 395-472)
SCREENING: MCCABE AND MRS. MILLER (Robert Altman, 1971)
DUE: PROSPECTUS FOR FINAL PAPER

3/22

Genre and the codifying of ideology; the establishment of iconography and conventions
READINGS: Braudy, Altman, Schrader, Wood, Williams, Bordwell (Braudy and Cohen, pp.
473-536 and 580-588)
MIDTERM

3/29

Freud and Lacan go to the movies: Psychoanalysis and cinema
READINGS: Dayan, Rothman (Braudy and Cohen, pp. 89-108); Baudry, Carroll (Braudy and
Cohen, pp. 148-182
SCREENING: PAPERHOUSE (Bernard Rose, 1988)
DUE: ARTICLE SUMMARY 3

4/5

Feminist film theory
READINGS: Williams, Clover, Freeland, Comolli and Narboni, Matz, Mulvey, Modleski
(Braudy and Cohen, pp. 537-579 and 589-644)
SCREENING: GENTLEMEN PREFER BLONDES (Howard Hawks, 1953)
DUE: ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY

4/12

Spectatorship, the viewer as voyeur, and the significance of the (oppositional) gaze
READINGS: Gunning, Dyer, Diawara, hooks, Nishime (Braudy and Cohen, pp.645-710)
SCREENING: THE CIRCLE (Jafar Panahi, 2000)

4/19

Film in the digital age; new media; the film/videogame crossover; film and game theory
READINGS: Manovich, Rosen, Belton, Whissel, Daly, Jenkins (Braudy and Cohen, pp. 711807)
SCREENING: RUN, LOLA, RUN (Tom Tykwer, 1998)
DUE: ARTICLE SUMMARY 4

4/26

Media conglomerates, globalization, and world cinema
READINGS: Andrew, Shohat and Stam, Crofts, Yoshimoto, Chow, Zhang, Dissanayake
(Braudy and Cohen, pp. 809-913)
SCREENING: WEEKEND (Jean-Luc Godard, 1967)

5/3

“Film is truth 24 times a second” (or is it?); discussion of final papers
SCREENING: F FOR FAKE

5/10

FINAL EXAM

