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“What is Cinema?”

“You must unlearn what you have learned.”
- Yoda, The Empire Strikes Back

LAWRN 209: Monday and Wednesday 9:00 AM - 10:50 AM

Instructor: Gregory Allen Office Hours: MW 11:00 AM to Noon
e-mail: gkahlil@hotmail.com Office Location: 617F CL
COURSE DESCRIPTION

Early on within the history of filmmaking, cinema was often coined “the
universal language” and was thought to be the bridge that would break down
cultural barriers for many nations. Ironically, in 1927 with The Jazz Singer and the
introduction of sync-sound to motion pictures, these idealistic notions were
quickly abandoned. Cinema was no longer merely a silent mode reliant on the
visual image and pantomime, but once again a medium, like the written and oral
text, bound by notions of language. And yet, while we will be screening some
foreign films — films that were produced outside of an American system —I don't
want us to regard a film’s language as whatever particular language the majority
of the actor’s speak — be it French, Spanish, or even English. Rather, I want us to
focus on the aspects of movie language that are universal — what I have come to
regard as the cinematic. Though the entire course will be an exploration of this
notion of the cinematic or perhaps more aptly, cinematicity, I will briefly define it
here as those aspects of a particular text that completely and utterly rely on
conventions of the cinema, i.e., pacing, narrative structure, shot composition,
editing style, usage of diegetic and non-diegetic sound, etc. I realize that this
definition may be of little value right now, but certainly, by the end of the course
it will all make perfect sense. At least, that is the goal.

Beginning with a basic understanding of the apparatus of cinema in its relation
to film, video, and digital technologies we will proceed to screen, discuss, and
critically consider a host of motion pictures that take us from the beginnings of
film history through the silent era to the introduction of the “talkies” and color
on to films that are more complex and experimental or mainstream. Will we
consider questions like: What is so independent about independent cinema?
How useful is the term “experimental” when discussing the avant-garde? And
can documentary film ever really achieve accuracy, truth, and objectivity that
somehow transcends ideological agenda? While this analysis will take its cues



primarily from the standpoint of American cinema, we will take periodic breaks
to consider films that arise out of a different national discourse.

But it simply isn’t enough to limit a discussion of cinematicity to film and motion
pictures. Television commercials, MTV, reality television, and even the way we
have come to tell stories to each other have all been informed by an ever more
dominant awareness of the ways in which images can be arranged and
rearranged to influence and inform meaning. And so, at various points
throughout the semester I will be referencing clips and outside texts of all sorts to
consider this phenomenon, as a way of renegotiating our own understanding of
the cinematic.

As you may have already noticed, I have requested that a published screenplay
be one of our required texts. Now this may strike you as odd, a text that requires
reading as opposed to watching. But consider this: we will not be watching films,
but rather, we will be reading them. Contrary to popular opinion, films are not
simply a mindless medium of mass consumption meant to be processed for 90 to
120 minutes and then forgotten. From their invention, films have existed as a
cultural checkpoint and some even have served as vehicles for social, political,
and ideological change. In addition, it is a rare film that is meant to be viewed
only once. In fact, most films only gain meaning and importance after multiple
viewings, lending to the opinion that films are meant to be read and studied over
and over again, and not simply watched.

In keeping with this, it is my hope that through gaining a basic understanding of
narrative by way of screenplay conventions, we will also gain a better
understanding of how the cinematic narrative works. It seems to me, though
you are free to disagree, that American viewers typically approach the cinema as
a mode of storytelling — that is, a way of conveying narrative. But at some point,
I'hope that we can come to challenge this assumption. Is cinema simply another
way of telling stories? Is cinema only as good as its narrative? While these
questions are of central concern to me, I encourage you throughout the course to
pose questions of your own that might fuel and facilitate a more engaged
participation in class discussions and assignments, and inform the readings of
the various films and film clips that we will be responsible for viewing, along
with certain other texts.

I am available for further discussion and will be more than happy to assist you
with any questions or concerns that you might have or that may arise during the
semester. Ilook forward to learning more about you through your work in this
class, and I'm eager for us to exchange ideas and benefit from each other’s input.
Good luck!






