1
1

University of North Texas







Spring 2016
RTVF 3465: American Film History
Room 184, Thursdays 9-12:50
Instructor: Dr. Harry M. Benshoff, RTVF 234, benshoff@unt.edu
Office Hours:  Thursdays 6-8 pm, and by appointment.
TA:  Freddy Mendez  (GodofredoMendez@my.unt.edu)
www.turnitin.com: class ID # is “11479268”; class password is “AFH16”

Overview:  This class is designed to be a survey of film in America, from its classical to its contemporary manifestations.  As a critical studies class, this course is focused on the aesthetic, cultural, and industrial contexts of American film.  Because all too often American film is reduced to Hollywood film in the public imagination, this class will also include readings, screenings, and discussions of American “independent” films, and explore the connections between mainstream and subaltern cinemas.  To that end, we will study mostly mainstream (Hollywood) film in chronological order for the first eight weeks of the class, and then conclude with a unit on the various types of independent filmmaking that have occurred throughout American history.

Objectives:  Students completing this class will learn:

· The basic industrial and socio-cultural contexts of American film from 1927 to today

· How film reflects and impacts upon socio-cultural contexts 
· How “independent” film is similar to and different from Hollywood film

· The wide range of independent practice(s) that exist(ed) outside of Hollywood
Required Readings: (purchase 2 books—also on reserve at Willis Library)

Jon Lewis, American Film: A History (W.W. Norton and Co., 2008)  
Lucia, et al. eds., American Film History: 1960 to the Present (Wiley-Blackwell, 2016)
  
Required Work:

One midterm examination (in class)





30%


One final examination (in class)





30%


Three (in class) quizzes on outside screenings—or—



 


One written assignment on American Film Genre


30%

Attendance and Participation






10%

NOTES:  RTVF classes work with the Office of Disability Accommodation to make reasonable accommodations for qualified students.  If you have special needs, please register with the ODA and present me with a written copy of your Accommodation Request as soon as possible. 

“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.”
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.
Attendance is mandatory, although everyone gets one free unexcused absence.  Excused absences are acceptable with extenuating circumstances—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 (half a letter grade).  

Attendance will be monitored with sign-in sheets; it is each student’s responsibility to mark himself or herself present at the start 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.

In-class participation will be used in determining your final grade.  In order to do well on participation, you should come to class prepared to engage with the topics based upon your reading of the material or viewing of the media.  

Quizzes or Paper:  Pick one of two options:

1) Three short multiple choice quizzes, each worth 10% of your overall grade = 30%.
2) One 8-10 page film analysis worth 30%.  These papers will be analytical essays in which you explore one genre film of your own choosing (released 1960 or after) in relation to one reading in Lucia.  Choose either Western Comedy (Ch. 5), Horror (Ch. 16), the Musical (Ch. 18), the New Biopic (Ch. 24), the Comic Book Superhero (Ch. 26), or the Iraq War Film (Ch. 27).  You will develop a thesis (and argument) about your chosen film in relation to the ideas and arguments explored about your genre in the chapter from Lucia.  Papers will be due in hard copy form on April 28th and uploaded to www.turnitin.com.  Late papers will be penalized 2/3 of a letter grade per day, including weekends.  Further information on the papers will be discussed in class.

BREAKDOWN BY WEEKS AND CLASS MEETINGS

1
(1/21)
Classical Hollywood Cinema: Innovation and Technology



Read: Begin Lewis, Chapter 3; Hand-Out on I am a Fugitive…
Screen: I am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang (1932, dir. Mervyn Leroy, 92 min.)

2
(1/28)
Classical Hollywood Cinema: Studios and Styles



Read: Finish Lewis, Chapter 3; Hand-Outs on Fox Musicals


Screen: The Gangs All Here (1943, dir.  Busby Berkeley, 103 min.)


3
(2/4)
World War II and After




Read: Lewis, Chapters 4 & 5


Screen:
 Sunset Boulevard (1950, dir. Billy Wilder, 110 min.)
4 
(2/11)
Moving Toward a New Hollywood 







Lewis, Chapter 6; Lucia, Chapter 1
Screen: Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (1966, dir. Mike Nichols, 131 min.)
5
(2/18)
A Hollywood Renaissance... 




Quiz #1



Read: Lewis, Chapter 7; Lucia, Chapter 6






Screen: Midnight Cowboy (1969, dir. John Schlesinger, 113 min.)
6
(2/25)
….Or Dystopia in the Seventies?

Read: Lucia, Chapters 7 & 8

Screening: Nashville  (1975, dir. Robert Altman, 159 min.)
7
(3/3)
The 1980s: Lucas, Spielberg, and Reagan
Read: Lewis, Chapter 8 up to page 387; Lucia, Chapters 10, 11, & 17


Screen: Aliens  (1985, dir. James Cameron, 137 min.)
8
(3/10)
Global Corporate Hollywood Today





Read:  Lewis, Chapter 19 up to p. 420; Lucia, Chapters 19, 22, & 25


Screen: Speed Racer (2008, dir. The Wachowskis, 135 min.)

(3/17)  Spring Break—No Classes
9
(3/24)
Midterm Exam—and—Quiz #2




Quiz #2


Screen: Shadows (1959, dir. John Cassavetes, 87 min.)
10
(3/31)
What is Independent Film?  Overview and the “Indie” Boom of the 1980s


Read:  Lucia, Chapter 12.  Lewis, pp. 387-394 and 420-425


Screen:  Blue Velvet (1986, dir. David Lynch, 120 min.)
11        (4/7)
“Indie” and Before: Exploitation Films 

Lucia, Chapter 2 and Hand-Out from Schaefer
Screen:  Varietease (1954, dir. Irving Klaw, excerpt)

Nature’s Playmates (1962, dir. H. G. Lewis, excerpt)

Delicate Convict  (circa 1962, dir. Bob Mizer, 11 min.)

Keyholes are for Peeping (1972, dir. Doris Wishman, excerpt)


Street Corner (1948, dir. Albert Kelley, 86 min.)

12
(4/14)
“Indie” and Before: Experimental/Art Cinemas
Read:  Hand Out on Underground Film; Lucia, Chapter 15

Screen:  Pull My Daisy (1959, dir. Robert Frank, 26  min.)
Scorpio Rising  (1964, dir. Kenneth Anger, 28 min.)

Dog Star Man  (1961-64, dir. Stan Brakhage, excerpt)

Screen Tests  (1964-66, dir. Andy Warhol, excerpts)


Tom, Tom the Piper’s Son (1969, dir. Ken Jacobs, excerpts)
13
(4/21)
“Indie” and Before—Gender and Sexuality
Read: Lucia, Chapters 14 & 20
Screen: Scar Tissue (1979, Su Friedrich, 6 min.)


Sink or Swim (1990, dir. Su Friedrich, excerpt)

Tangerine (2015, dir. Sean Baker, 88 min.)
14
(4/28)
“Indie” and Before—Race and Ethnicity


Papers Due; Quiz #3
Read:  Lucia, Chapters 3 & 13
Screen:  The Spook Who Sat by the Door (1973, dir. Ivan Dixon, 102 min.)
15
(5/5)
21st Century “Independents” and Final Thoughts on Global Hollywood

Read:  Lucia, Chapter 28

Screen: A Serious Man (2009, dir. The Coen Brothers, 106 min.)
(5/10)
TUESDAY Final Examination 10:30-12:30
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 incorporated as a city. 

1915: BIRTH OF A NATION is released.  Hollywood moves toward 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.  Sound in cinema arrives with THE JAZZ SINGER (1927).  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.  The Production Code, written in 1930, is put into effect in 1934 with the “Seal of Approval” provision.  Radio is common and experimental TV tests begin.

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; 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; Milton Berle becomes one of the first TV stars.

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.  Space Race.  Build up of nuclear arsenals.

Early 1960s: Civil Rights movement.  Kennedy assassinated in 1963.  Civil Rights amendment of 1964.  War in Vietnam escalates.  Underground film and the vast “TV Wasteland.”

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.

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 fuel Hollywood into the new millennium.

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

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 global trans-media corporate conglomerates.  Independent film distributors bought out by larger studio corporations.

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

2010s: What is the future of Film and Television?

