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Course Objectives:
This course is designed to introduce students of the past to the potentials and pitfalls of film as a medium of historical exposition.  Over the course of the twentieth century, the movies became a primary medium of artistic and commercial expression. The advent of commercial film-making in America also marked the first appearance of a particular “genre” of cinematic form–a “historical drama” was one of the first full-length feature films made in the United States, in 1915.  Entitled Birth of a Nation, the movie purported to be a historical “facsimile” that chronicled the aftermath of the Civil War in the United States.  Its commercial success guaranteed that movies with historical themes would continue to be made. Ever since, the makers of motion pictures have found the past  to be a creative playground and a lucrative idiom.  How do these movies relate to History?
Even more than the degree to which cinematic films “recreate” past events and individuals, the documentary actually seems to possess the capacity to capture its subjects on celluloid.  Do these images thus constitute primary source material?  Can these visual and auditory remains of our yesteryears be interpreted in a manner similar to that by which the historian might collect and evaluate scraps of the written record to reconstruct what transpired?  In what sense is the documentary film a vehicle for historical analysis and exposition?

I.  Cinema and History

January 25:  

Black Robe

reading:  Robert Brent Toplin, “Cinematic History as Genre,” Reel History: In Defense
               of Hollywood (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002): 8-30.
               –report due.

February 1:

Ride With the Devil 
reading:  Toplin, “Cinematic History as Genre,” pp.30-57.
               –report due.

February 8: 

Gangs of New York

reading:  Vincent DiGirolamo, “‘Such, Such Were the B’hoys...’,” Radical History Review (Fall 2004, issue 90):123-141.
               –fact sheet due.



February 15:

I Am a Fugitive

reading: John L. Gillin, “”Some Southern Prison Systems in the United States,” Taming 
the Criminal: Adventures in Penology (New York: Macmillan, 1931), 
           pp.257-287.

February 22:

The Grapes of Wrath

reading: James West Davidson and Mark Hamilton Lytle, “Dust Bowl Odyssey: The Collective History of a Migration,”After the Fact: The Art of Historical Detection 4th ed. (New York: McGraw Hill, 2000), pp.256-283.
February 29:

Platoon

reading: Davidson and Lytle, “Where Trouble Comes: History and Myth in the Films of    Vietnam,” pp.364-395.

            –(graduate) report due

            .

March 7:  Midterm Examination–bring a blue book and pen.

II.  Documentary Expression

March 14:

Nanook of the North

reading: William Rothman, “Nanook of the North,” Documentary Film Classics (Cambridge University Press, 1997): 1-20.
March 28: 

The Plow that Broke the Plains; The River;  Nuremberg
reading: Peter Rollins and Harris J. Elder, “Environmental History in Two New Deal Documentaries: The Plow That Broke the Plains and The River,” 
Film and History 1973 v.3(3):1-7; Carl Plantinga, “What a Documentary Is, After  All,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism v. 63 (Spring 2005):105-117.
           –report on Plantinga due.

April 4:

Roger and Me

reading: Ronald Edsforth, “review of Roger & Me,” American Historical Review v.96 (October 1991):1145-1147; John Simon, “What Is Truth?” National Review (6/11/90): 54-58;  Carl Plantinga, “Roger and History and Irony and Me,” Michigan Academician 24 (1992): 511-520; Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., “The Fiction of Fact–and the Fact of Fiction,” The Documentary Tradition: From Nanook to Woodstock, edited by Lewis Jacobs (New York: Hopkinson and Blake, 1971), pp.383-385.
           –report due. 

April 11:

Paradise Lost



reading:    Marcia Ian, “The Unholy Family: From Satanism to the Chronos Complex;” “Legal Updates: Damien Echols;” “Case and Trial: Frequently Asked Questions,”   www.wm3.org (1/14/08).
recommended: Mara Leveritt, Devil’s Knot: The True Story of the West Memphis Three (New York:  Atria, 2002).
April 18:




Zeitgeist

reading: Daniel Walker Howe, excerpt “Battles Over Sovereignty,” What Hath God Wrought: The Transformation of America 1815-1848 (New York: Oxford, 2007), pp.373-395;  American Institute for Economic Research, “America’s Unknown Enemy: Beyond Conspiracy.  IV: The Federal Reserve Conspiracy,” www.cooperativeindividualism.org [1/14/2008], pp. 1-12.
April 25:

Home







reading: Alex Burns, compiler, “You Are Being Lied To: A Disinformation Books Roundtable,” You Are Being Lied To: The Disinformation Guide to Media Distortion, Historical Whitewashes[,] and Cultural Myths, edited by Russ Kick
(New York: MJF Books, 2000): 335-353.

recommended: Richard Heinberg and Daniel Lerch, eds., The Post Carbon Reader: Managing the 21st Century’s Sustainability Crises (Healdsurg, CA: Watershed Media, 2010).
           –graduate student report due.

May 2:  second examination–bring a blue book and pen.

********

Method of Evaluation:

25% Mid-term Exam

25% Second Exam

25% Reading reviews: for each class identified above, write a 3 page (double-spaced) report on                                          the key ideas and concepts presented in the assigned reading. 

25% Class Participation: expect to take part in group discussion of the films and the readings.

You will also prepare a “fact sheet” for the class concerning one of the         films we are viewing;  this will include a very brief synopsis; data on date of production, director, producer, distributor, and actors; and a bibliography of 3-5 reviews that one can consult to learn more about the critical reception that the movie received, due February 8.     

