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Film Genres: Film Noir
Dark Alleys, Dead Ends, Doomed Lives

Media Studies 342W

Spring 2007

Powdermaker 132

Tuesdays 11:15 A.M. – 3:05 P.M.
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Instructor: Julian Cornell

Office: #207, G Building

Phone: 718-997-2950

Office Hours: Tuesday 4 – 6p.m. and by appointment

Email: ProfJulian@aol.com
Course Objective and Description:

This course will examine one of the most evocative and complex genres of Hollywood Cinema – Film Noir. The term itself instantly conjures images of dark shadows, romantic doomed protagonists, deadly but alluring femme fatales, tough, world-weary private investigators and bewilderingly complex narratives. Whether one considers film noir a genre, style or cycle, film noir continues to be one of the enduring types of American filmmaking. Students will be asked to consider the films in terms of aesthetics, ideology, gender and narrative and to explore the historical contexts and cultural attributes of the form. We will scrutinize the European antecedents of the genre, the fertile period of the 1940s and 1950s and consider the continuing influence of film noir through its reinvention as neo-noir and retro-noir.  

Film Genres: Film Noir requires a great deal of reading and has extensive written requirements.  Please be advised that many of the films to be screened towards the end of the course will include content that is extremely graphic in nature in terms of sexuality and violence.  

Course Policies:

Students are expected to come to class prepared, having completed the assigned readings and ready to participate actively. Attendance in class is required and essential; attendance will be taken each week – it is your responsibility to sign the attendance sheet. Since class participation is such an integral part of the course, the policy regarding attendance is both clear and strict.  More than three absences will seriously jeopardize your ability to pass the class. If you miss more than three classes, the highest participation grade you can receive is a B.  Students who miss more than five classes will be strongly encouraged to withdraw from the course and will receive a class participation grade of D. Please be on time!  Habitual lateness will impact your class participation grade, as each three instances of lateness will be counted as an absence.  In addition, if a student leaves class before it concludes, their departure will be counted in the same way as lateness, i.e. each three early exits will also be counted as an absence.  

Screenings are an integral component of the course and students are required to watch all programs, even if they have seen them in the past.  Very few of the titles we will screen in class are available at your local video store; if you miss the screenings it will be virtually impossible for you to make them up. Screenings are also subject to change without notice.

Participation in discussions is also a crucial aspect of the class.  Students are expected to participate regularly. We all have opinions, theories, ideas and concerns about movies, and students are expected to share theirs in the class context in light of assigned course materials.  Even if you attend every class, if you do not contribute, you cannot receive a class participation grade higher than B+.
Written assignments must be completed as scheduled.  Late work will not be accepted, except in cases of documented medical or family emergency.  Students are required to notify the instructor in advance if circumstances will not permit the timely completion of course work. A heavy course load or work for other classes is insufficient reason for missing class or submitting work late. An incomplete will be granted only in the most extreme instances and is strongly discouraged.

Written work that is plagiarized will result in immediate failure.  No exceptions!

There is absolutely no eating allowed in class though you may bring beverages!

Please turn off your cellular phone or, at the very least, change the mode to vibrate.  If your phone rings, I get to answer it, which might prove embarrassing!
Grading Policies:

10% Attendance and Participation

10% Response Paper #1

10% Response Paper #2

30% Mid-Term Essay

40% Final Essay

Reading Assignments:

The reading load for this course is quite heavy, though the number of reading assignments will vary from week to week.  Additional reading materials may be assigned during the semester.  Even though lectures may not draw on the reading directly, it is imperative that you complete the readings in a timely manner. The variety and range of readings are deliberately designed to enhance your understanding of the films and the topic of each weekly class. Readings due for a given week are to be done before the class meets. (Therefore, by the second week of class, students should have done the readings for the first two weeks, as listed on the syllabus.)  

Required Texts:

Timothy Corrigan  A Short Guide to Writing About Film 5th Edition New York: 

Longman 2004

E. Ann Kaplan ed. Women in Film Noir Berkeley: U of California P, 1999

Alain Silver and James Ursini The Film Noir Reader Vol. 1. New York: Limelight, 2004

Andrew Spicer Film Noir New York: Longman 2002

Writing Policies and Requirements:
This is a Writing Intensive class and final grades will be determined primarily by the successful completion of all written assignments.  There are two types of papers for this course: short response papers, and essay length papers.  The long essays will be completed in a two phases: first, students are required to submit a rough draft, which will be evaluated and assigned a tentative grade.  Students will then refine and rewrite the draft into a revised version of the essay, which will be assigned a final grade.  The instructor will not accept the final paper without the prior submission of a rough draft and the approval of your topic. Please be advised that you must submit your work in person; papers sent via email will not be accepted!

Writing Assignments:
1. Response papers: 

These brief essays are designed to evaluate your immediate reflections upon viewing the films screened in class.  Response papers are not meant to be film criticism.  It is immaterial whether you felt the film was good or bad, boring or fascinating, well-made or poorly directed, or whether you liked the film or not. The purpose of the response papers is to allow students to analyze the film in light of the lectures, class discussions and assigned readings. 

As your essay should not exceed three pages in length, it is imperative that you do not summarize the plot, provide detailed descriptions of scenes or attempt to analyze the entire film. Choose one specific attribute of the film, one problem posed by the film or how one component of the film can be related to class readings.  You need not agree with the readings; in fact, you may use a film to argue against a position taken by one of the readings. You may provide cursory description only if necessary to support your argument.  Again, the purpose of this paper is not to review or criticize the film but to analyze how it relates to the themes of the course and documentary film practice.  

Response papers should be three pages, double spaced, and typewritten. Hand written papers will not be accepted under any circumstances. Computer or printer problems are not acceptable reason for failure to submit a typed paper. If a student does not attend class the day of the screening, a response paper will not be accepted, unless prior arrangement has been made with the instructor.  Students who miss the films for the response paper should see the instructor to make arrangements to report on another film.  

Response Paper I: Week 5: February 27th – Out of the Past/Double Indemnity
Response Paper II: Week 10: April 17th – In A Lonely Place/Kiss Me Deadly
2. The second writing assignment is a mid-term essay, an analysis of a single film in greater detail than in the response papers. Your critique of a film screened in class must be discussed in terms of discussions and lectures and related to one of the assigned readings.  You may select a film not screened in class, but the instructor must approve the topic in advance.  The paper is to be between five and seven typewritten pages.  The rough draft for your first paper is due no later than Week Seven: March 13th.  You may submit it earlier if you like.  The rough draft of the mid-term essay will be evaluated and assigned a provisional grade.  Students will then be asked to consider the instructor’s constructive comments and criticisms and revise their essays according to the suggestions and feedback provided.  If you are satisfied with the tentative grade, you may elect to waive the rewrite requirement.  However, it is strongly suggested that you attempt to revise the essay, as the quality of the writing and analysis will undoubtedly improve.  The final version of the second writing assignment is due in class on Week Nine: March 27th. Essays submitted late will be accepted only at the discretion of the instructor, but students will NOT have the opportunity to revise them.
3. The third writing assignment is a longer, analytical essay and single sustained argument regarding a film screened in class (or another Film Noir, Retro-Noir or Neo-Noir of your choosing, provided your topic is approved by the instructor in advance.) You may write on two films if you prefer (but not three or more). Again, your discussion of the film(s) in the must be related to, and discussed in tandem with the themes of the course.   This final paper will require an explicitly developed and stated thesis, bibliographic research, close analysis of the film(s) and a sense of the relevant historical background.  It should also engage the larger themes of the class.  The analytical essay is to be no less than eight and no more than ten (8-10) double spaced, type written pages. You will be required to submit a brief three – four sentence description of your project for the instructor’s approval by Week Nine: April 17th.  The rough draft for your final paper is due no later than Week Eleven: April 24th.  Again, you may submit it earlier if you like. Essays submitted late will be accepted only at the discretion of the instructor, but students will NOT have the opportunity to revise them.
As with the mid-term essay, the rough draft of the mid-term essay will be evaluated and assigned a provisional grade.  Students will then be asked to consider the instructor’s constructive comments and criticisms and revise their essays according to the suggestions and feedback provided.  If you are satisfied with the tentative grade, you may elect to waive the rewrite requirement.  However, it is strongly suggested that you attempt to revise the essay, as the quality of the writing and analysis will undoubtedly improved.  The final version of the second writing assignment is due in class for our final session Week Fourteen: May 15th.

Weekly Schedule:
Week One: January 30th 

Introduction: What is the Noir in Film Noir?
Screening:


The Maltese Falcon (John Huston, 1941) 104 min.

Excerpt:


Dead Men Don’t Wear Plaid (Carl Reiner, 1982)

Week Two: February 6th 

Dead Ends: Film Noir and Narrative 1
Screening:


Double Indemnity (Billy Wilder, 1944) 107 min.

Readings:

1. Silver and Ursini “Introduction” in Film Noir Reader Vol. 1 (FNR1), p. 3 – 17.

2. Borde and Chaumeton “Towards a Definition of Film Noir” in (FNR1), p. 17 – 27.

3. Raymond Durgnat “Paint it Black” in (FNR1), p. 27 – 37.

Week Three: February 13th 

Dark Alleys: Film Noir and Visual Style 1
Screening:


Out of the Past (Jacques Tourner, 1947) 97 min.


Reading:

1. Schraeder “Notes on Film Noir” in (FNR1), p. 53 – 65. 

2. Place and Petersen “Some Visual Motifs in Film Noir” in (FNR1), p. 65 – 77.

Week Four: February 20th
Film Noir and Women 1: Sins of the Mother
Screening:



Mildred Pierce (Michael Curtiz, 1945) 111 min.

Readings:

1. Cook “Duplicity in Mildred Pierce” in Women in Film Noir (WFN), p. 69 – 81.

2. Harvey “A Woman’s Place” in Women in Film Noir (WFN), p. 35 – 47.

Week Five: February 27th 
Film Noir and Women 2: Dames, Dolls and Deadly Games

Screening:



Gilda (Charles Vidor, 1946) 110 min.

Readings:

1. Place “Women in Film Noir” in Women in Film Noir (WFN), p. 31- 54. 

2. Dyer “Resistance Through Cinema” in (WFN), p. 115 – 123. 

3. Martin “Gilda Didn’t Do Anything Wrong” in (WFN), p. 202 – 228.

Week Six: March 6th
Enigmas: Film Noir and Time


Screening:



In A Lonely Place (Nicholas Ray, 1950) 94 min.


Readings:

1. Spicer Film Noir, p. 1 - 27.

Week Seven: March 13th
The Politics of Darkness/Film Noir and Gender 3: Homme Fatale
Screening:



Raw Deal (Anthony Mann, 1948) 79 min.



Pickup on South Street (Sam Fuller, 1953) 80 min.

Readings:

1. Smith “Mann in the Dark” in FNRV1, p.189 – 203

2. Hollinger “Film Voice-Over and Femme Fatale” in FNRV1, p.243 - 260.

Week Eight: March 20th
Film Noir and Morality: Good Cop/Bad Cop
Screening:



The Big Heat (Fritz Lang, 1948) 89 min.


Readings:

1. Spicer, p. 27 -45. 

Week Nine: March 27th
The Great What-zit?: Film Noir at the End of the World


Screening:



Kiss Me Deadly (Robert Aldrich, 1955) 104 min.


Readings:

1. Silver “Kiss Me Deadly” in FNRV1, p. 209 – 237.

2. Spicer 45 - 64.

Week Ten: April 17th
The End of Noir


Screening:

Touch Of Evil (Orson Welles, 1958) 111 min. 


Readings:

1. Spicer, p. 64 – 84. 

Week Eleven: April 24th 

Neo-Noir 1: Who’s Watching the Detectives? 


Screening:



The Long Goodbye (Robert Altman, 1972) 112 min.


Readings:

1. Ward “The Post Noir” in FNRV1, p. 237 -  243.

2. Spicer, p. 84 – 105 

Week Twelve: May 1st 

Retro-Noir 1
Screening:



Chinatown (Roman Polanski, 1974) 131 min.


Readings:

1. Stabler “The Postmodern Always Rings Twice” in WFN, p. 64 – 103.

2. Spicer, p. 105 – 130.

Week Thirteen: May 8th  

Neo-Noir 2: Film Rouge


Screening:



The Usual Suspects (Bryan Singer, 1995) 106 min.


Reading:

1. Erickson “Kill Me Again” in FNRV1, p. 307 – 330.

2. Silver “Son of Noir” in FNRV1, p. 331 – 339.

Week Fourteen: May 15th 

Retro-Noir 2: 


Screening:



L.A. Confidential (Curtis Hanson, 1997) 138 min.


Readings:

1. Spicer, p. 149 – 175. 

Week Fifteen: May 23rd 


*** If a neo-noir or retro-noir or classic noir film is playing in NYC, we will have 

a class trip to see that film***

