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University of North Texas







Spring 2018
MRTS 4415/5515: Film and TV Topics: Exploitation and Cult Film
RTVF 184, Tuesdays 5 – 8:50 p.m.
Professor: Dr. Harry M. Benshoff, RTVF 234, benshoff@unt.edu
TA: Andrew Valentine, AndrewValentine@my.unt.edu
Office Hours: Mondays 2:30-4 pm and Tuesdays 3:30-5 pm
www.turnitin.com : class ID # is 17138488; class enrollment key is “EACF”
Course Description:  This class explores a collection of diverse films from “off the beaten track.”  Exploitation and cult films often butt up against (and/or overlap with) many other types of cinematic practice: avant-garde or experimental films, Hollywood B films, independent films, “so-bad-they’re-good” films, and even films produced within mainstream Hollywood practice that have gained some kind of special notoriety over the years (such as The Wizard of Oz, Casablanca, or Showgirls).  To that end, this class will spend time examining the various formal qualities of films that have been described as exploitation and/or cult films, as well as their multiple and ever-changing reception contexts.  While these films may be seen as marginalized when compared to mainstream Hollywood film practice, they nonetheless highlight similar issues and concerns over sociocultural issues like sex, drugs, and violence; gender, race, youth, and ability; censorship; and free speech.  Warning: although this class features no hardcore pornography (i.e. un-simulated penetrative sex usually designated as XXX-rated), it does contain images and themes designed to shock the sensibilities of mainstream critics and media consumers, or, as the French modernists would have put it, “épater la bourgeoisie.”
Course Goals:  Students completing this course will…
· Learn the history of “Off-Hollywood” filmmaking, and its relationship to various movements or types of cinema including avant-garde film, (s)exploitation film, and the horror film.
· Explore what is at stake in these films, from concerns over censorship, transgressive content, and the masculinist biases involved in allegedly transgressive subcultures.

· Explore the various historical reception contexts related to cult and exploitation films including “four walling,” camp, the “midnight movie,” paracinema, and postmodern irony.
· Explore the work of cult auteurs such as Russ Meyer, John Waters, and David Lynch.
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 during lectures is only permitted for note-taking purposes.

Required Readings Drawn From:


Mathijs, Ernest and Jamie Sexton, Cult Cinema: An Introduction (Massachusetts and Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011).  Listed below as CCI.
Schaefer, Eric.  “Bold! Shocking! Daring! True!”: A History of Exploitation Films, 1919-1959 (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1999).  Listed below as BSDT.
Mathijs, Ernest and Xavier Mendik, eds., The Cult Film Reader (Berkshire, England: McGraw Hill Open University Press, 2008).    Listed below as CFR.
Miscellaneous Essays (available on Blackboard).
Required Work:


Attendance and Participation in Class & Discussions   


(10%)

In-Class Midterm Exam






(30%)

In-Class Final Exam







(30%)

Two Short Writing Assignments 



    15% each = (30%)
Examinations will be based on lectures, readings, screenings, and class discussions.  The midterm exam will cover all material through the first half of the course.  The final examination will cover all material taught after the midterm until the end of class (i.e. the final is not cumulative).   

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.

Your Final Grade will thus be based upon two in-class examinations, two written assignments, 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 all the assigned materials, attend class, and take notes.  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.  
Standard UNT Disclaimers:

ODA Statement: The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabilities. Students seeking reasonable accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Accommodation (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide you with a reasonable accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding your specific needs in a course. You may request reasonable accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices of reasonable accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of reasonable accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. Students are strongly encouraged to deliver letters of reasonable accommodation during faculty office hours or by appointment. Faculty members have the authority to ask students to discuss such letters during their designated office hours to protect the privacy of the student. For additional information see the Office of Disability Accommodation website at http://www.unt.edu/oda. You may also contact them by phone at 940.565.4323.
Acceptable Student Behavior:  Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability to conduct a class or other students' opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not be tolerated in any instructional forum at UNT. Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will be directed to leave the classroom and the instructor may refer the student to the Dean of Students to consider whether the student's conduct violated the Code of Student Conduct.  The university's expectations for student conduct apply to all instructional forums, including university and electronic classroom, labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc.  The Code of Student Conduct can be found at www.deanofstudents.unt.edu
Sexual Discrimination, Harassment, & Assault:  UNT is committed to providing an environment free of all forms of discrimination and sexual harassment, including sexual assault, domestic violence, dating violence, and stalking. If you (or someone you know) has experienced or experiences any of these acts of aggression, please know that you are not alone. The federal Title IX law makes it clear that violence and harassment based on sex and gender are Civil Rights offenses. UNT has staff members trained to support you in navigating campus life, accessing health and counseling services, providing academic and housing accommodations, helping with legal protective orders, and more.  UNT’s Dean of Students’ website offers a range of on-campus and off-campus resources to help support survivors, depending on their unique needs: http://deanofstudents.unt.edu/resources_0.  Renee LeClaire McNamara is UNT’s Student Advocate and she can be reached at SurvivorAdvocate@unt.edu or by calling the Dean of Students’ office at 940-565-2648.
 
Policy on Student Attendance and Religious Holidays: If you plan to miss class due to observance of a religious holiday, notify me in writing by the next class day.
Breakdown by Weeks and Class Meetings:

1
(1/16)
Introduction to the Course: Terms, Concepts, and Historical Overview

Reading:  
CCI: Introduction, Chapters 1 & 2.  CFR: pp 1-24, Chapter 3.1
Screening: 
EL TOPO (1970, dir. Alejandro Jodorowsky, 124 min.)
2      (1/23)
Art, Trash, Paracinema?

Reading:  
CCI: Chapter 14.  CFR: Chapters 1.8, 1.9, 2.1.



Screening: 
UN CHIEN ANDALOU (1929, d. Luis Bunuel and S. Dali, 17 m.)






(SEX) MANIAC (1934, dir. Dwain Esper, 67 min.)
3      (1/30)
The Classical Exploitation Film

Reading: 
CCI: Chapter 13.  BSDT: Introduction, Chapters 2 & 6.

Screening: 
REEFER MADNESS (1936, dir. Louis Gasnier, 66 min.)

4      (2/6)
Censorship, Transgression, Violence

Reading:  
BSDT: Chapter 4.  CCI: 4 & 9.  CFR: Chapter 3.6
Screening:
BRAINDEAD aka DEAD ALIVE (1992, dir. Peter Jackson, 104 m.) 

5     (2/13)
Gender and Cult, Part One


Reading:  
CCI: Chapter 10.  BSDT: Chapters 5 & 8.



Screening: 
STREET CORNER (1948, dir. Albert Kelley, 73 min.)




Misc. burlesque shorts from VARIETEASE and TEASERAMA

6     (2/20)
Gender and Cult, Part Two


Reading:  
CFR: Chapter 4.9.  Readings by Hollows and Read.



Screening:  
SHOWGIRLS (1995, dir. Paul Verhoeven, 131 min.)

7     (2/27)
Camp and Cult

Reading:  
CCI: Chapter 8.  CFR: Chapters 1.3, 1.4

Screening:  
BEYOND THE VALLEY OF THE DOLLS (1970, Russ Meyer, 109 m.)
8     (3/6)
Midterm Examination


Screening: 
THE HOLY MOUNTAIN (1973, dir. Alejandro Jodorowsky, 113 min.)


       (3/13)  
----------------SPRING BREAK!-------------------
9     (3/20)
Classical Hollywood Cults?




     ***Paper #1 Due***


Reading: 
CCI: Chapters 7 & 17.  CFR: Chapter 1.5

Screening:  
JOHNNY GUITAR (1954, dir. Nicholas Ray, 105 min.)

10    (3/27)
Cult and Genre: Horror and Science Fiction





Reading:  
CCI: Chapters 18 and 19.  CFR: 1.6, 2.5, 2.6, 4.5


Screening: 
PLAN 9 FROM OUTER SPACE (1959, dir. Ed Wood, Jr., 79 min.)
11    (4/3)
Cult Auteurs: Russ Meyer


Reading:
CCI: Chapter 6. Readings on Russ Meyer.
Screening: 
FASTER, PUSSYCAT! KILL! KILL! (1965, 83 min.)
12     (4/10)
Cult Auteurs: John Waters


Reading:
Readings on John Waters.
Screening: 
FEMALE TROUBLE (1974, 89 min.)
13    (4/17)
Cult Auteurs: David Lynch

Reading:  
CFR: Chapters 2.9 & 2.11.  Readings on David Lynch.



Screening: 
ERASERHEAD (1977, 89 min.)
14    (4/24)
Cult Auteurs: Ken Russell




   ***Paper # 2 Due***

Reading:  
CCI: Chapter 15, 16. Readings on Ken Russell.


Screening: 
TOMMY (1975, 111 min.)
15     (5/1)
Conclusions: 
What is the Future of Cult and Exploitation?

Screening: 
THE ROOM (2003, dir. Tommy Wiseau, 99 min.)
16     (5/8)
Final Exam  
5-7 pm
Time Line: A Thumbnail Sketch of Hollywood and Queer History

1894-1896:  Invention of Cinema.  Early film is mostly shorts: travelogues, docs, comedies.  Earliest nude and stag films date from this era
1911:  Hollywood is founded.  Victorian morality and prudishness about sex still presides.  First Wave feminism beginning to challenge some notions about gender.

1917-1919:  US involvement in World War One. Hollywood film attains world-wide dominance.  Some blur between Hollywood and independent/exploitation filmmaking.
The 1920s:  The Golden Age of Silent Cinema.  The Jazz Age, the Harlem Renaissance, the Flapper, and the Pansy Craze sweep urban areas.
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.  The Production Code, written in 1930, is put into effect in 1934 with the “Seal of Approval” provision.  It specifically bans “sex perversion,” although connotation is still used to suggest the presence of queers in Code-era films.  The classical exploitation film thrives in opposition to the Code.
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.  The Paramount Consent Decrees end the studios’ monopolies, allowing for a rise in independent productions.  Red Scare and anticommunist hysteria: HUAC comes to Hollywood in 1947 and again in 1951-52.  TV networks arise in urban areas.  “Birth of a Baby”/Sex Hygiene subgenre of exploitation becomes prevalent.
The 1950s:  Return to domesticity, post-war economic prosperity, complacency, and conformity. TV invades the American home and movies are forced to compete with widescreen, Technicolor, 3-D.  Foreign films and independent productions start to break down the Production Code.  Rise of youth culture, drive-ins, and rock and roll.  Start of the Space Race.  Build up of nuclear arsenals.  Nudist and burlesque films thrive alongside more sexually open foreign films.
Early 1960s:  Civil Rights movement.  Kennedy assassinated in 1963.  Civil Rights amendment of 1964 addresses race and gender.  War in Vietnam escalates.  Sexploitation begins and thrives.
Late 1960s:  Rise of the counterculture: women and other 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.  The Production Code is scrapped (1966) and replaced by a ratings system (1968).  The Sexual Revolution is in full swing (pun intended!).
1970s:  National cynicism following Watergate and Vietnam.  Nixon resigns in 1974.  US becomes a debtor nation.  TV begins to address racial minorities, “liberated” women, and occasionally even queers in special one-shot episodes.  Rise of the Nostalgic Hollywood Blockbuster, which will fuel Hollywood into the new millennium.  Blaxploitation films, XXX porno, and Midnight Movies become very popular.
1980s:  Conservative and/or reactionary politics and films take over.  Ronald Reagan, Jerry Falwell, and the Moral Majority use the “family values” debate to demonize and marginalize women and queers.  Slasher films.  Development of video and cable as alternative outlets for film: cult film practice moves onto video?  The “Video Nasties” scandal in Great Britain.
1990s:  An attempted return to more liberal politics with Bill Clinton (?) plus a conservative fear of the millennium.  Film and TV industries are increasingly merged into larger and larger global trans-media corporate conglomerates.  Independent film distributors bought out by larger studio corporations.  Cult and Exploitation cinemas increasingly begin to be studied by scholars.
2000s:  New media technologies emerging and converging: digital and high definition video replace film.  Internet distribution of media already controlled by corporate conglomerates.  Internet creates new spaces for cult consumption and curation. 
2010s:  1980s “Retro-sploitation” becomes a cult thing.  Rightwing backlash against the Obama era, as Internet trolls feel increasingly emboldened on social media platforms.  The 2016 election of Trump plays to those demographics (among others) and signals/attempts a massive return to policies of the past…?  
November, 2018:  I hope you are planning to vote!

