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University of North Texas






 
Spring  2011
RTVF 1320—Introduction to Film Studies 

RTF 184, Monday and Wednesday 9-11:20

Professor: Dr. Harry M. Benshoff, RTVF 234, (940) 565-2552, benshoff@unt.edu
Office Hours:  Mondays 3-6, before and after class, and by appointment.

www.turnitin.com : class ID # is 3743398; class password is “ITFS”

TAs: 
Lee Stone 

(LeliaStone@my.unt.edu)

David Hartwell 
(DavidHartwell@my.unt.edu)
Course Description:

This class is designed to introduce students to the study of film form and culture.  Film in America can be understood from a number of perspectives: as a technology, as a business, as entertainment, as art, and perhaps most importantly as a socio-cultural artifact which to some extent reflects the cultural conditions under which it is produced and received.  Towards that end, the class will introduce and explore a wide variety of issues related to the study of film: production, distribution, reception, aspects of film form and style, genre, auteur theory, realism, and formalism.  The class will also introduce broader concepts of ideology and representation as theorized within cultural studies, and provide an overview of American film history in relation to issues of human diversity.  Ultimately, students will begin to develop critical methodologies for analyzing film form and meaning in relation to the larger spheres of culture and ideology.

Students who are unwilling to explore issues of race, class, gender, and sexuality within an educational framework should consider enrolling in another class.    

Any form of academic dishonesty will result in an F for the course and possible further sanctions at the university level.  

Use of electronic equipment in class is only permitted for note-taking purposes.

Some Goals of the Class:

1.  To expand your perception and understanding of mass media.  Why?  Because the mass media have tremendous power in shaping culture and consciousness.  



2.  To increase your capacity you see and hear in the movies—to make you better watchers and 

listeners, increase your attention to detail and meaning—to increase your visual literacy.

3.  To expand the realm of films you can appreciate—there is more to film than Hollywood! 

4.  To increase your understanding of how film is made.

5.  To explore how film interacts with audiences/spectators and most importantly culture.

Required Readings:  (available for purchase and also on reserve at Willis Library)

Pramaggiore and Wallis, Film: A Critical Introduction (Second Edition)  


Benshoff and Griffin, America on Film: Representing Race, Class, Gender, and Sexuality at the Movies (Second Edition)
Required Work:

Midterm Exam



25%


Final Exam




25%


Analytical Essay 1



20%


Analytical Essay 2



20%


Attendance and Participation


10%

The examinations will each be multiple choice tests based on lectures, readings, screenings, and class discussions.  The mid-term exam will cover all material through the first half of the course.  The final examination will cover all material covered after the midterm until the end of class (i.e. the final is not cumulative).    

The Written Assignments will allow you to synthesize class issues and themes into a coherent 3-4 essay.  The first assignment will be an in-depth formal analysis of a film sequence.  The second will be an analysis of how a chosen film represents various aspects of social difference.  Details will follow in separate hand-outs.  Late papers will be penalized 2/3 letter grade per class session.
Attendance is mandatory, but everyone gets one free absence.  Excused absences are possible when the circumstances are legitimate—talk to me.  Each absence after your free one will result in the loss of 1 percentage point from your final grade.  For example, missing 6 classes will cause you to lose 5 percentage points, or half a letter grade. 

Attendance will be monitored with sign-in and sign-out sheets; it is each student’s responsibility to mark himself or herself present at the start and end of each class.  Sheets will be available for several minutes into the start of each session, at which point they will be removed.  Late arrivals will be marked as absent.  It is courteous to other students and the professor to come to class ON TIME.
Your Final Grade will thus be based upon two in-class examinations, two written assignments, and your attendance and participation.  You must complete each of these components in order to pass the class.  
Students expecting to do well in this class should read the assigned materials, attend and take notes on all components of the class, including discussions and screenings.  You do not need to notify me if you miss class, but it is up to you to get the lecture notes from another student, and/or view the assigned film(s), most of which will be available at the Chilton Media Center within a day or so after the class meeting.  I can almost guarantee you will not pass this class with a C or better if you skip the assigned readings and/or repeatedly miss lectures and screenings.  

“The University of North Texas is on record as being committed to both the spirit and letter of federal equal opportunity legislation; reference Public Law 92-112 – The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 as amended. With the passage of new federal legislation entitled Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), pursuant to section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, there is renewed focus on providing this population with the same opportunities enjoyed by all citizens.”

“The Student Evaluation of Teaching Effectiveness (SETE) is a requirement for all organized classes at UNT. This short survey will be made available to you at the end of the semester, providing you a chance to comment on how this class is taught. I am very interested in the feedback I get from students, as I work to continually improve my teaching. I consider the SETE to be an important part of your participation in this class.”
BREAKDOWN BY WEEKS AND CLASS MEETINGS:

PART ONE: FILM FORM

1
(1/19) 
Course Mechanics; Introduction to Film Form and Ideology

Read: B&G: Chapter 1.  P&W:  pp. 1-15, 331-337.

2
(1/24)
Screen:
 ED WOOD  (1994, dir. Tim Burton, 124 min.)


(1/26)
Models of Production and Reception; The Auteur Theory 

Read: P&W: Chapter 14.

Screen: VINCENT  (1982, dir. Tim Burton, 8 min.)

3
(1/31)
Narrative Design

Read: P&W: pp. 15-32, and Chapter 4.  B&G 21-30.


(2/2)
Screen: CITIZEN KANE (1941, dir. Orson Welles, 119 min.)

4
(2/7) 
Visual Design (Mise-en-Scene)



Read: P&W: Chapter 5.

(2/9)
Screen: LONE STAR (1996, dir. John Sayles, 135 min.)

5
(2/14)
Cinematographic Design 



Read: P&W: Chapter 6. P&W: pp. 293-307.

(2/16)  Screen: MOTH LIGHT  (1963, dir. Stan Brakhage, 4 min.)

KOYAANISQATSI (1983, dir. Godfrey Reggio, 87 min.) 

6
(2/21) 
Montage (Editing)



Read: P&W: Chapter 7. P&W: pp. 279-293. 

(2/23) 
Screen: FAST, CHEAP, & OUT OF CONTROL (1998, dir. Errol Morris, 85 m.)

7
(2/28)
Sound Design



Read: P&W: Chapter 8.


(3/2)
Screen: SINGIN’ IN THE RAIN (1952, dirs. Kelly and Donen, 103 min.)

8
(3/7)
Synthesis and Review for Midterm



Screen: Chapter 1 of FLASH GORDON (1936, dir. Ford Beebe, 24 min.)

(3/9)
Midterm Exam
PART TWO: AMERICA ON FILM

9
(3/21) Culture, Cultural Studies, Hollywood



Paper #1 Due!



Read: B&G Chapter 2.  P&W: Chapters 10 & 15.

(3/23) Screen: PLEASANTVILLE (1998, dir. Gary Ross, 123 min.)

10
(3/28)
Race and Film, Part One


Read: B&G: Chapters 3 & 4. P&W: pp. 339-343.


(3/30)
Screen: DO THE RIGHT THING (1989, dir. Spike Lee, 120 min.)

11
(4/4)
Race and Film, Part Two  









Read: B&G: Chapters 5, 6 & 7. P&W: Chapter 13.


(4/6)
Screen: SMOKE SIGNALS (1999, dir. Chris Eyre, 89 min.) 

12
(4/11)
 Gender and Film, Part One     






 Read: B&G: Chapters 10 & 11. P&W: pp. 343-346.
(4/13)
 Screen: ALL THAT HEAVEN ALLOWS (1955, dir. Douglas Sirk, 89 min.)

13
(4/18)
 Gender and Film, Part Two







 Read: B&G: Chapters 12 & 13.
(4/20) 
Screen: THE VIRGIN SUICIDES (1990, dir. Sophia Coppola, 96 min.)

14
(4/25) 
 Sexuality and Film

 Read: B&G: Chapters 14 & 15. P&W: pp. 346-348.

(4/27)
 Screen: FAR FROM HEAVEN (2002, dir. Todd Haynes, 107 min.)

15
(5/2)
Disability and Film






Paper #2 Due!


Read: B&G Chapter 16. P&W: pp. 348-353.

(5/4)
Screen:  MURDERBALL (2005, dirs. Rubin & Shapiro, 88 min)
----------------------FINAL EXAM-----TBA (check schedule of classes)---------------------------

KEY WORDS/CONCEPTS FOR FILM 1320

culture--the characteristic features of a civilization or state; behavior typical of a group or class.
ideology-- “A relatively coherent system of values, beliefs, or ideas shared by some social group and often taken for granted as natural or inherently true” (Bordwell and Thompson).  French theorist Louis Althusser says control over a society is regulated by “repressive state apparatuses” (governments, armies, police forces, courts) and by “ideological state apparatuses” (schools, churches, families, and the MEDIA).

white patriarchal capitalism--a dominant ideology of the western world.  Suggests that white men and the acquisition of wealth are the most important aspects of life.  As a dominant ideology, white patriarchal capitalism is reflected in most popular cultural artifacts to some degree.

Hollywood Cinema--The type of film you probably see most often.  It screens at every multiplex theatre in America.  It can usually be identified by a big budget, big stars, and big advertising campaigns.  It can be differentiated from smaller budgeted independent features, documentaries, avant-garde films, and foreign films.  Hollywood film follows certain patterns of formal construction called classical Hollywood narrative form, including a linear story, (usually happy) closure, a goal oriented and action-driven narrative, a singular (usually white male heterosexual) protagonist, “transparency” of style, and a simplified version of good and evil.  It “spoon-feeds” information to the spectator, employs patterns of continuity editing, and is usually easily identifiable by genre (western, horror, musical, etc.).

independent cinema--film produced outside the Hollywood industry.  Independent cinema tends to be more oriented towards social issues, radical formal techniques, or other subjects which are not considered “mainstream.”  Hard to find outside urban “art house” theaters and very good video stores.  

vertical integration--a monopolistic practice in which all aspects of a capitalist endeavor (production, distribution, retail [exhibition]) are controlled by the same person or group of people.  Throughout its history, the Hollywood film industry has been more or less vertically integrated, keeping foreign films and independent films from being seen by larger audiences.

content vs. form--all works of art (and popular culture artifacts) are made up of both form and content.  Content is “what” the work is about, while form is “how” the artist chooses to present that content.  Example: a poem can be about a rose, but may take many different forms--a sonnet, a limerick, blank verse, etc.  In fictional film, the content is usually the “story” being told, and this can be accomplished via an infinite number of formal and stylistic variations that shape the content in specific ways.

realism and formalism--filmic styles, in which the events depicted seem to be either true to life (realism), or more fantastically and obviously artistically mediated (formalism).  These are not absolute categories but rather opposing poles of a continuum.  Realist films can be more content oriented and socially conscious.  Formalist films use more obvious cinematic tricks (flashy editing, odd lenses, etc.); they are more interested in evoking a mood or emotional response than in presenting some kind of objective reality.  Of course, realist style is no more “true” than formalist style (both use the same systems of mediation).  

diegesis--the world of the film’s story.  

suture--in its broadest sense, this term refers to how the spectator is positioned in relation to the diegesis, how he/she is pulled into the world of the film through specific patterns of editing, sound design, camera movement, etc.  One of the main goals of Hollywood film practice.

self-reflexivity--as opposed to a “transparent” style (which is associated with Hollywood Cinema), a self-reflexive style is one that reveals the means of its own construction.  Ex: a film about filmmaking, or a film which constantly ruptures its diegetic world (deliberately breaking “suture”) to draw attention to the fact that you are watching a movie and not some “real” or possibly real event.

auteur theory--approach to film study that argues that the director is the most important force behind the making of a film, that he/she is the “author” of the film.  The director’s style and themes are therefore present in every film that he/she directs.  Some producers, screenwriters, and stars might also be considered auteurs.

stereotype--a standardized mental picture held in common by members of a group and representing an oversimplified opinion, affective attitude, or an uncritical judgment (as of a person, race, issue, or event).  To some degree, all films employ stereotypes for “instant” characterization.

shot--the building block of cinema.  One uninterrupted take (run) of film.  Can last for one frame or entire reels.

mise-en-scene--literally “placement within the frame.”  What and especially how you see what you see within a shot.   Can include aspects of visual design (lighting, costumes, set design, make up and hair) as well as cinematographic properties such as choice of lens, camera angle, camera distance, film stock, blocking, and framing.

montage--in its broadest sense, editing.  The way individual shots are combined to create meaning or tell a story.

Time Line: A Thumbnail Sketch of Hollywood and Twentieth-Century History

1894-1896: Invention of Cinema.  Early film is mostly shorts: travelogues, docs, comedies.

1911: Hollywood is founded. 

1915: BIRTH OF A NATION is released.  Hollywood moves toward spectacular feature-length films.

1917-1919: US involvement in World War One. Hollywood film attains world-wide dominance. 

The 1920s: The Golden Age of Silent Cinema.  The Jazz Age.  The Harlem Renaissance.

1927: Sound in cinema arrives with THE JAZZ SINGER.  Radio is popularized.

1929: Stock Market crash. Great Depression begins and lasts until US entry into WW2.

The 1930s: The form and style of Classical Hollywood Cinema is codified.  

1934:  The Production Code, written in 1930, is put into effect with the “Seal of Approval” provision.  

1941-1945: US involvement in World War Two.  United States and Western Europe defeat the Axis powers: Germany, Italy, and Japan.  Atomic bombs dropped on Japan in 1945.

Late 1940s: Rise of film noir, cinematic realism, and social problem films.  Red Scare and anticommunist hysteria. HUAC comes to Hollywood in 1947 and again in 1951-52.  Formation of the blacklists.

1948:  Paramount Consent Decrees end the studios’ monopolies; a rise in independent production follows.

The 1950s: Return to domesticity, post-war economic prosperity, complacency and conformity.  TV invades the American home and movies are forced to compete: widescreen, Technicolor, 3-D.  Foreign films and independent productions start to break down the Production Code.

Late 50s:  Rise of youth culture, drive-ins, and rock and roll.  Space Race.  Build up of nuclear arsenals.

Early 1960s: Rise of the Civil Rights movement.  Kennedy assassinated in 1963.  Social reform.  Civil Rights amendment of 1964.  War in Vietnam escalates.

Late 1960s: Rise of the counterculture: women and minorities begin to demand their civil rights. Antagonism towards the war in Vietnam grows.  Martin Luther King and Robert F. Kennedy assassinated in 1968. Hollywood industry in financial trouble; buy-outs by larger corporations accelerate.

1966-68:  The Production Code is scrapped (1966) and replaced by a ratings system (1968).

1970s: National cynicism following Watergate and Vietnam.  Nixon resigns in 1974.  US becomes a debtor nation. TV begins to address racial minorities and “liberated” women.  Rise of the Nostalgic Hollywood Blockbuster, which will continue to fuel Hollywood into the 2000s.

1980s: Conservative and/or reactionary politics and films. Yuppies. Development of video and cable as alternative outlets for film. AIDS and the increasing politicization of the gay/lesbian community.

1990s: an attempted return to more liberal politics with the election of Bill Clinton plus a conservative fear of the millennium.  Hollywood is increasingly merged into larger and larger global trans-media corporate conglomerates.  Independent film distributors bought out by larger corporations.

2000s:  new media technologies emerging and converging: digital and high definition video get set to replace film.  Internet distribution of media already being controlled by corporate conglomerates.

