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LOS ANGELES: MOVIES AND CULTURE
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michael.b.green@asu.edu
Office Hours:
M – W 12:00 – 1:30 or by appointment

Office Location: LL 645D

Office Phone: 480 727 0884

COURSE DESCRIPTION

In this course we will critically analyze history, genre and representation in the post-war Los Angeles movie industry.  We will use canonical film studies readings and self-reflexive Hollywood films – Hollywood films about Hollywood – to study the Los Angeles film industry, styles and genres, and the historical Hollywood representation of race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality and class.  Because each film is necessarily set in Los Angeles, we will also examine something of the social and cultural milieu of Los Angeles from just after World War II to the present. 

 

We will rigorously analyze the readings, screenings and other course material in our online seminar; all of the material, including your contribution to the online forum, will culminate in a 20-page research paper.  Interaction with your peers in the online seminar is crucial to your success in this class, as will be learning from one another as much as from the readings and lecture.  You will contribute not only your original critical analysis of the material, but also important new points from your ongoing research. 

 

Readings:   Los Angeles: Movies and Culture Film Reader available at ASU bookstores or online through Pearson at http://www.pearsoncustom.com/az/asu_film/.  This book comprises a number of articles, many from canonical film studies scholars, which inform our course topics.

City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles (2006 edition)  by Mike Davis.  Davis’ book is one of the most important social histories of the Los Angeles region.

The Day of the Locust (1939) by Nathaniel West.  West’s book is considered one of the most important modern novels, as well as a well as one of the most influential takes on Hollywood in literature.
Though there is a substantial amount of reading for this course, make sure that you keep up with it, as the books and articles form the basis of the online seminars and the research paper. 

 

Screenings:  You are responsible for screening one film per lesson. The titles are listed under Learning Tasks on the class website or in this syllabus.  If you are taking this course via distance learning and are not within driving range of campus, you can purchase the titles through Amazon.com (or another on-line distributor) or rent them at your local video store. You can also watch the films on Reserve at the ASU Library.  Most are also available through NetFlix, which is an ideal solution for students taking the distance-learning version of the class.  Don’t watch these films for entertainment; watch them for study.  Take notes and view them numerous times.  The screenings also form the basis of online discussions, critical papers, and the final exam.  You will not be able to pass the final exam if you do not stay up on the screenings for the class. 
Plagiarism Policy:  In the “Student Academic Integrity Policy” manual, plagiarism is defined as “… using another's words, ideas, materials or work without properly acknowledging and documenting the source. Students are responsible for knowing the rules governing the use of another's work or materials and for acknowledging and documenting the source appropriately.”  You can find this definition by clicking here.   Academic dishonesty, including inappropriate collaboration, will not be tolerated.  There are severe sanctions for cheating, plagiarizing and any other form of dishonesty.
Classroom Policies: Late papers will not be accepted without instructor permission and make-up exams will be administered only with a doctor’s note or other university-approved excuse.
GRADED WORK
We expect every student to leave this course with a more insightful understanding of the relationship between Los Angeles, movies and culture.

Online Seminar (150 Points):  This will constitute about 30 pages of critical writing over the length of the course in addition to your research paper.

You are responsible for participating in the threaded discussions that take place in the online seminar.  You should post four substantive comments or questions per lesson.  Two of your posts will be in response to questions the professor posts regarding the class material; two of your posts will be in response to your classmates.  A "substantive" post is one that is thoughtful, developed and connected to the lesson topic; typically, substantive posts in a 500 level class are at least half a page long.  

These posts must keep up with the progress of the course.  You cannot, for example, go back to the online seminar and post to a lesson after it has been completed and expect for the posts to be counted toward your participation grade.  There are no exceptions to this rule!  The teaching team will keep track of your participation, including assessing the value of what you bring to this interactivity.  Refrain from flaming or ad hominem comments.  Be rigorous but constructive.

Thesis Topic (25 Points): Identify a topic related to the course material (industry, genre or representation in post-war Los Angeles cinema) and craft a thesis argument or research question that will help you in preliminary research on your paper. You might for example want to write a paper about the representation of gender in film noir from the 1980s; or argue that a specific ideology informs self-reflexive Hollywood films.  

In 350-450 words, you should explain why you’ve chosen this topic; what interests you about it; and what, tentatively, you might want to argue or discover about your topic.  You might also list some of the films you plan to include in your discussion, as well as what ideas related to your topic have intrigued you from the reading and lectures. Remember, you don’t need to know exactly what you are going to write about regarding your subject.  This assignment asks you to choose a basic topic and do some formal brainstorming on it. 

References/Annotated Bibliography (50 Points): To support the thesis, you should identify 10-15 references.  You may use up to three references from the course text.  You may use up to three popular references (from newspapers, magazines, etc.).  At least 6 of your references need to be new scholarly references (articles from peer-reviewed journals, books from university presses, etc.)  At this point, you want to identify material that might help you develop your paper.  You may or may not use every individual source to support your thesis.  For each reference, provide a brief description of the material and why it is relevant to your research. 
First Draft (75 Points): In your first draft, the introduction should be well developed and well written; the thesis statement should be evident and well structured.  Your grade will be based on the clarity and relevance of your thesis statement, clear and concise writing, relevant use of sources, and adherence to the assignment guidelines.  The draft should be double-spaced, have one-inch margins all-around, be no less than twelve (12) pages including endnotes and bibliography, and follow the MLA or Chicago Style.
Final Draft (100 Points): The final draft should reflect the comments and feedback you've received from your classmates and professor. It should be more than just a revision; it should reflect substantial refining and re-organizing of your ideas. Your grade will be based on how well you incorporate suggestions for revision, as well as the clarity and relevance of your thesis, clear and concise writing, relevant use of sources and adherence to the assignment guidelines. It should be double-spaced, have one-inch margins all-around, be no less than twenty (20) pages including endnotes and bibliography, and follow the MLA or Chicago Style.
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LEARNING TASKS
This course is comprised of 15 lessons.  Each lesson includes all or some of these tasks:

1.  Reading:                           
Read a Chapter from the Assigned Book

2.  Reading Review:              
Reconsider Key Concepts from the Readings 

3.  Screening:                        
Study Films Screened for Class

4.  Website/Montage:             Surf Websites or Engage Interactive Montages

5.  Lecture:


Listen to Streaming Audio/Visual Lectures
6.  Film Clips:                        
Review Scenes Referenced in Readings & Lectures

7.  Online seminar:                 
Pose and Answer Questions on the Electronic Board
Lesson 1: 
Course Introduction  (DUE ON Tuesday, 3/22)
Reading:    
“Hollywood and the Dawning of the Aquarian Age,” by Robert Sklar


“City of Quartz,” Prologue and Introduction
Reading Review 



Screening:
Sunset Boulevard (Wilder, 1950)

Lecture:  
What Is This Class About?

Film Clips:
Sunset Boulevard (Wilder, 1950) (2 Clips)

Website: 
Scandals of Early Hollywood
Online seminar:    
Discuss with Classmates
Lesson 2: 
Post-War Hollywood  (DUE ON Friday, 3/25)
Reading:    
“The Dissolution of the Homogeneous Audience and Hollywood’s Response: Cult Films, Problem Pictures, and Inflation,” by Robert Ray

“Entertainment and Utopia,” by Richard Dyer

Reading Review 1

Reading Review 2

Screening:
Singin’ in the Rain (Donen and Kelly, 1952)

Lecture:  
Post-War Hollywood Looks Back on Itself
Film Clips:
Singin’ in the Rain (Donen and Kelly, 1952) (3 Clips)



On the Waterfront (Kazan, 1954)

Website: 
Social Problem Films
Online seminar:    
Discuss with Classmates

 

Lesson 3:
Hollywood and Social Melodrama  (DUE ON Tuesday, 3/29)
Reading:
“The Evolution of Social Melodrama,” by John G. Calwelti 

“Citizen Shields: The Bad and the Beautiful,” by James Naremore

“Legendary Lana,” by John Updike
“City of Quartz” Chapter 1
Reading Review 1

Reading Review 2

Screening:
The Bad and the Beautiful (Minnelli, 1952)
Lecture:
Hollywood’s Bad and Beautiful

Film Clips:
The Bad and the Beautiful (Minnelli, 1952) (2 Clips)
Website: 
Vincente Minnelli
Online seminar:
Discuss with Classmates

Lesson 4: 
The Los Angeles Myth Builders  (DUE ON Friday, 4/1)
Reading:
“Sunshine or Noir?” by Mike Davis 
The Day of the Locust (West, 1975)
Reading Review 1


Lecture:
Sunshine or Noir?

Film Clips:
Blade Runner (Scott, 1982) (2 Clips)



Chinatown (Polanski, 1974) 



The Day of the Locust (Schlesinger, 1975)

Website: 
The Top 50 Movie Dystopias of All Time
Online seminar:
Discuss with Classmates

Lesson 5:
Hollywood and Film Noir  (DUE ON Tuesday, 4/5)
Reading:
“The History of an Idea,” by James Naremore 
“Bloody Christmas and the Irony of Police Professionalism: The Los Angeles Police Department, Mexican Americans, and Police Reform in the 1950s,” by Edward J. Escobar

“City of Quartz,” Chapter 2
Reading Review 1

Reading Review 2

Screening:
L.A. Confidential (Hanson, 1997)
Lecture:
The Many Forms of Noir
Film Clips:
Double Indemnity (Wilder, 1944)
Touch of Evil (Welles, 1958)
Batman (Burton, 1989) 



Minority Report (Spielberg, 2002) 

L.A. Confidential (Hanson, 1997) (3 Clips)
Website: 
Film Noir: An Introduction
Online seminar:
Discuss with Classmates

Assignment:  

Thesis Topic Due (25 pts)
Lesson 6:  
Sci-Fi and Horror: Hollywood’s 1950s Allegories  (DUE ON Friday, 4/8)
Reading:
“Monster Movies: They Came From Beneath the Fifties,” by Brian Murphy “Notes on Camp,” by Susan Sontag 
Reading Review 1

Reading Review 2

Screening:
Ed Wood (Burton, 1994)
Website:
The Best Science-Fiction Movies (1950-1965) 
Lecture:
Subversion and the Outsider Spirit in the Movies of Ed Wood
Film Clips:
The Thing (Hawks, 1950)



Them (Douglas, 1954)
Plan Nine from Outer Space (Wood, 1959)

Ed Wood (Burton, 1994)
Online seminar:
Discuss with Classmates
Lesson 7: 
Los Angeles, Movies and Cars  (DUE ON Tuesday, 4/12)
Reading:
“Mass Politics and the Adoption of the Automobile in Los Angeles,” by Scott Bottles
“The Transportation Industry: Life in the United States,” by Marty Jeezer 

“City of Quartz,” Chapter 3
Reading Review


Screening:
Who Framed Roger Rabbit (Zemeckis, 1988)
Websites:
The Streetcar Conspiracy 



Cars in Pulp Fiction
Lecture:
Car Culture in Hollywood
Film Clips:
Terminator 2: Judgment Day (Cameron, 1991)

Falling Down (Schumacher, 1993)

L.A. Story (Jackson, 1990) (2 Clips)

Pulp Fiction (Tarantino, 1994)

Who Framed Roger Rabbit (Zemeckis, 1988)
Online seminar:
Discuss with Classmates

Assignment: 

References/Annotated Bibliography Due (50 Points): 

Lesson 8:
Hollywood in the Age of Reagan  (DUE ON Friday, 4/15)

Reading:  
“A Critical Redefinition: The Concept of High Concept,” by Justin Wyatt
“Hollywood in the Age of Reagan,” by Robert Sklar
Reading Review 1

Reading Review 2
Screening: 
The Player (Altman, 1992)
Website: 
Soviet Wrestlers Mourn Ronald Reagan
Lecture:   
The Concept of High Concept

Film Clips: 
Predator (McTiernan, 1987)


The Player (Altman, 1992) (2 Clips)
Online seminar:  
Discuss with Classmates
Lesson 9:
Being Black in White Hollywood  (DUE ON Tuesday, 4/19)
Reading:
“Black Beginnings: from Uncle Tom’s Cabin to The Birth of a Nation,” by Donald Bogle 
“The New African-American Cinema,” by Emmanuel Levy 


“City of Quartz,” Chapter 4
Reading Review 1

Reading Review 2
Screening:
Hollywood Shuffle (Townsend, 1987)
Website: 
Hollywood Hype, Black Stereotypes
Lecture: 
The Rise of the Black New Wave
Film Clips:
Gone with the Wind (Fleming, 1939)
The Birth of a Nation (Griffith, 1915)
House Party (Hudlin, 1990)

Boyz in the Hood (Singleton, 1991)

Hollywood Shuffle (Townsend, 1987) (2 Clips)
Online seminar:     
Discuss with Classmates
Lesson 10: 
Changing Hollywood Culture: The Indie Film Renaissance  (DUE Fri, 4/22)
Reading:
“Introduction: The Story Til Now,” by Peter Biskind
Reading Review



Screening:
Swingers (Liman, 1996)
Websites:
The Sundance Institute


Miramax Films
Lecture:
Indies, Swingers and the New, New Hollywood
Film Clips:
Reservoir Dogs (Tarantino, 1992)



Clerks (Smith, 1994)
Gas Food Lodging (Anders, 1992)
Smoke Signals (Eyre, 1998)

Swingers (Liman, 1996)

Online seminar:
Discuss with Classmates
Lesson 11: 
Urban Space in Los Angeles Cinema  (DUE ON Tuesday, 4/26)
Reading:
“Cotton in the City: The Black Ghetto, Blaxploitation and Beyond,” by Paula J. Massood

“To the Rear of the Back End: The Economics of Independent Cinema,” by James Schamus
“City of Quartz” Chapter 5
Reading Review 1

Reading Review 2

Screening:
Baadasssss (Van Peebles, 2003)
Website: 
Collateral Damage: Los Angeles Continues Playing Itself
Lecture:
Sweet Sweetback: Urban Space and Making an Indie

Film Clips:
Collateral (Mann, 2003)
 

Baadasssss (Van Peebles, 2003)
Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (Van Peebles, 1971)
Online seminar:
Discuss with Classmates
Assignment:

First Draft Due (75 Points): 

Lesson 12:
Hollywood’s New Porn Aesthetic  (DUE ON Friday, 4/29)
Reading:
“1970s Disco Daze: Paul Thomas Anderson’s Boogie Nights and the Last Golden Age of Irresponsibility,” by Robert C. Sickels



“How to Look at Pornography,” by Laura Kipnis

Reading Review 1

Reading Review 2

Screening:
Boogie Nights (Anderson, 1998)
Website: 
Frontline: American Porn
Lecture:
L.A.’s Other Film Industry
Film Clips:
The Girl Next Door (Greenfield, 2004)



Boogie Nights (Anderson, 1998) (2 Clips)
Online seminar:
Discuss with Classmates

Lesson 13:
Star Acting in the Movies  (DUE ON Tuesday, 5/3)
Reading:
“Auditioning Betty in Mulholland Drive,” by George Toles

Reading Review

Screening:
Mulholland Drive (Lynch, 2001)
Website: 
The Super Star List
Lecture:
City of Movie Stars

Film Clips:
A Streetcar Named Desire (Kazan, 1951)

48 Hours (Hill, 1982)

Pulp Fiction (Tarantino, 1994)
Almost Famous (Crowe, 2000)
Mulholland Drive (Lynch, 2001)

Online seminar:
Discuss with Classmates

Lesson 14: 
Multicultural Los Angeles in the New Century  (DUE ON Friday, 5/6)
Reading:
     “Ethnicity and Opportunity in the Plural City,” by Roger Waldinger

Reading Review 



Screening:
Real Women Have Curves (Cardoso, 2002)
Website:
Ethnic Los Angeles: Culture in the Global City (Blog)
Lecture:
Ethnic L.A. on the Ground and in the Cinema 

Film Clips:
Blade Runner (Scott, 1982)

El Norte (Nava, 1984)

Crash (Haggis, 2004)
Real Women Have Curves (Cardaso, 2002)
Online seminar:
Discuss with Classmates

Lesson 15: 
Los Angeles Plays Itself  (DUE ON Tuesday, 5/10)
Reading:
     Movie Review of "Los Angeles Plays Itself" by Jonathan Rosenbaum
Reading Review 
Screening:
L.A. Story (Jackson, 1991)

Websites:
List of Films Set in Los Angeles


Movies Mentioned in "Los Angeles Plays Itself"


The Top 25 L.A. Movies of the Last 25 Years
Lecture:
Los Angeles as Background, Character and Subject
Film Clips:
L.A. Story (Jackson, 1991)


Terminator 2: Judgment Day (Cameron, 1991)



Los Angeles Plays Itself 


The Cinematic Geography of Los Angeles
Online seminar:
Discuss with Classmates

Assignment:   
 Final Draft Due (100 Points)
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