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FILM AND LITERATURE:
REPRESENTING THE VIETNAM WAR
ENGLIT 1790 (CRN 40453), Spring 2005, Thursdays 1-5pm, LAWRN 207
Dr. Adam Lowenstein

Office Hours: CL 517F, Tuesdays 3-5pm, and by appointment
Office Phone: 412-624-6524
Email: alowen@pitt.edu

Course Description. How can we adequately represent the Vietnam War, one of the most
complex, controversial, and traumatic events in American history? For every story we tell, for
every voice we hear, are there not many other stories forgotten and voices silenced? This course
approaches these questions through consideration of both cinematic and literary texts. We will
study these forms together not to prove one “better” than the other, but to enhance our
understanding of the difficulties associated with representing an event that refuses to pass easily
into “history.” How does Vietnam literature depend on cinematic conventions? How do
Vietnam films draw on literary techniques? How do these forms, alone and together, respond to
the challenges of representing the Vietnam War? Demanding, critically complex readings in film
theory and film history will open up our discussion of such questions, and students will pose (and
answer) questions of their own in essays and weekly journals.

The course is divided into two interrelated halves: the first examines key films released
during some of the most turbulent years of the Vietnam War (1964-1972) that tend to refer to the
conflict through indirect means, while the second concentrates on films produced after the war
that tend to address the conflict explicitly. Again, the point is not to prove either “direct” or
“indirect” representations of the war as somehow superior, but to analyze different strategies of
representation and their relation to shifting historical contexts.

Prerequisites. Students must have already taken Film Analysis (ENGLIT 0530) before enrolling
in this course. An expert knowledge of the textbook Film Art: An Introduction by David
Bordwell and Kristin Thompson will be assumed, as this is an upper-level course in film studies.
Students must review this text carefully BEFORE the course begins, as they will be required to
speak and write about the interaction between film technique (mise-en-scene, cinematography,
editing, sound) and film narrative using the technical vocabulary presented in Film Art. Other
recommended textbooks for review of basic film studies terms include The Film Experience: An
Introduction by Timothy Corrigan and Patricia White and 4 Short Guide to Writing About Film
by Timothy Corrigan. All of these titles are available at the University of Pittsburgh Book Center
and on Hillman reserve.

Course Requirements. Grades will be determined through evaluation of the following
(percentages are rough, not exact): weekly journal entries (20%); a mid-term essay (20%); a final
essay (40%); and attendance/class participation (20%). Because your grade depends heavily on a
number of different factors, passing the course requires that you MUST: attend all lectures and
screenings; have all reading assignments and journals completed before that week’s class;
participate actively by raising questions and observations during class; and turn in all
assignments by the deadlines specified in the course schedule, as NO late assignments will be






