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Course Description:

The official course description for this course in the Penn State master catalogue says we will examine the relation between images and reality, as well as that of representation and culture, and beauty and politics, through films, art and aesthetic theories. These questions of image vs. reality or representation and culture have themselves become the themes of several popular films, so for the last part of this course we will read a collection of philosopher’s essays inspired by the film, The Matrix”—one of these films that looks at all angles of the relationship of image to reality and how culture may itself be a series of representations. However, in designing this course, I became fascinated with the idea of using the themes of the “The Matrix,” and the metaphors associated with the idea of a matrix as relevant throughout the course. If we think about what film is, what art is, and how both relate so closely to the major philosophical questions, we find ourselves in a realm like the Matrix. The nature of the film experience for an audience is itself similar to The Matrix: to be captured by a simulated or projected reality and to live it in one’s body, one’s emotions, one’s kinaesthetic sense, in one’s mental life, for a time as if it were one’s reality, one’s “world.” Of course, art has always had this power to capture its audience and also its creators. So much of the history of aesthetics examines what can we hope to gain from being in the midst of this kind of experience. This power of capturing body/mind is also present in all forms of virtual reality, and there seems to be no reality without virtual reality being a part of it, so these images and this film are only making more poignant, more obvious, perhaps more intensely felt the questions that have always circled around philosophy’s quest to understand what a self is, what reality is about, how we are interconnected and what we should want to achieve to make life meaningful. “Real life” has always had within a sense of perhaps only being a dream, or another sort of reality than the quantifiable reality of things, and this brings us to the heart of the musings of philosophy.
So, this course has to ask about the nature of art and the power of imagination. Does art and the imagination create another reality or an illusory world or do they reveal the nature of the real itself? What is this realm of art? Where does its power come from? What makes it more powerful (or good art) or less powerful or (bad art)? Does it teach us something or communicate something? Is beauty some aspect of art as is horror or the sublime also aspects of the art object itself that holds us in its sway or are they just a product of our minds and bodies? Does art inspire us to rebel, like the band of warriors in the Matrix, by being subversive politically? There are a host of questions like this that aesthetics raises. One third of this course is comprised by questions about art—the philosophy of art—aesthetics.

Is film another sort of reality we enter? Is existence itself more like the nature of films than some other abstract notion of the real that scientists, religions or philosophers have formulated? How are things like space and time, or character and consciousness experienced or portrayed differently in films? The reality and nature of films is something explored in the philosophy of film and film theory, as well as exploring the special powers of film to express and communicate that it might have in common with other art forms and in what ways it might differ. The film experience is the product of machines projecting images in a way parallel to the world projected into the minds of the humans caught in the Matrix. If we search philosophically for what existence is really about, do we come to something sure and unchanging or do we finds ourselves in the flickering and moving world more like that of the nature of film? So perhaps there is something like the “film of philosophy” or the “film contribution to projecting the ideas of philosophy we seek. Also, this relationship to the mechanical and the human is raised by films themselves and is often a theme of films—one we will follow in this course—which might reveal something about the nature of both films and reality. Another third of this course is about the philosophy of film or film theory.
Finally, there is a voyage similar to the kind of voyages that the genre of romance films portray—the quest of the hero in search of answer—that is philosophy, itself—a kind of romance of the mind and spirit. To take a journey in philosophy is to leave the familiar world behind and enter new realms of meaning and surprise—where the ideas, the roadmaps, and the values that one has lived by, may suddenly turn around. There are sudden pitfalls or dead ends, just like the quest of the movie hero or heroine. So, we will examine some of the most famous paths taken by those going on philosophical journeys and in part we will try to use films to make us see aspects of the traditional avenues of philosophy better. So, the remaining third of this course will be about the nature of philosophy itself, its kind of journeying and its most famous paths of thought.
Instead of dividing the course up into thirds, I decided it would be more stimulating and fun and keep us on our toes to keep rotating the three aspects throughout the course. This course has three equal tasks: 1) learning the concepts and theories presented in the readings (in relation to aesthetics, film theory, and philosophy), 2) learning how to apply the concepts to specific issues (like "doing the problems" in a math course) in art and to artworks, in regard to specific films, and in regard to specific life situations in relation to philosophical ideas, and 3) gradually synthesizing your own position about the meaning of all this. The key to the course is learning how to apply the concepts to specific situations. This is very much a discussion class and I expect you to come to class having done the reading carefully and armed with questions about the reading. The first job is learning the vocabulary specific to all these areas, which will give you new ideas and new ways to express yourself to others. If you miss any significant number of classes you will probably really struggle in this class—as discussion in philosophy, hearing other’s explanation of the ideas and their example of how to apply them are really the only way to “get it.” Be committed to the class and you will get a lot out of it, more than you might imagine right now.
Course Texts:

But is it art?—Cynthia Freeland

The Matrix and Philosophy—ed. by William Irwin

The Major Film Theories—J. Dudley Andrew

Aesthetics—ed. by Carolyn Korsmeyer (referred to as Aesthetics book below)
Philosophy through Film—Mary M. Litch

“Film and the New Psychology”—Merleau-Ponty, essay, handout

"The Riteful Play of Commemoration in Film," Mazis

“The World as a Whole: Color”—Cavell
“The Dynamization of Space and the Spatialization of Time in the Cinema”—Panoffsky
“The Matrix” trilogy of films—Andy and Larry Wachowski
“Modern Times”—Charlie Chaplain

“Metropolis”—Fritz Lang

“Blade Runner”—Ridley Scott
Other films may be assigned and many other film excerpts


will be viewed in class
Tentative Course Schedule (subject to change) THIS IS A DISCUSSION CLASS, SO ASSIGNMENTS MUST BE READ BEFORE COMING TO CLASS):

Tuesday, 1/11/05: Course introduction—a scene or two from the from the Matrix and initial discussion of course themes
1/13: watch some of the “Matrix,” discuss Phil. through Film, pp. 7-23, Matrix book

 pp. 5-15—the philosophical path, Socrates, Descartes, skepticism
1/18: But is at Art? pp. 1-59, aesthetics, ritual, mimesis (imitation), 

redemption, artworld and art (see also Aesthetics book, pp. 33-43)
1/20: watch “Modern Times,” Major Film Theories, pp. 11-31, Musterberg, Arnheim, narrativity, and perceptual transformation 

1/25: discuss Aesthetics book, pp. 12-17 (Dewey), 184-95 (Plato), and 231-235 (Aristotle), aesthetics and philosophy vs. art and philosophy and art as partners
1/27: watch part of “Metropolis,” Phil through Film, pp. 141-161, 185-198, free will, determinism and existentialism
2/1: watch parts of “Hero,” But is it art?, pp. 61-120, Aesthetics book, pp. 55-8, cultural crossings (Eastern phil), art markets
2/3: watch parts of “Orlando,” But is it art? pp. 122-46, Aesthetics book, pp. 115-125,
feminism and art, gender issues, the “Guerilla Girls,” and the “MoMa’s Hot Mammas”
2/8: watch clips of “Don’t Look Now,” discuss Major Film Theories (pp. 42-75), Eisenstein
2/10: scenes from “McCabe and Mrs. Miller,” discuss Major Film Theories (pp. 76-101), Balzas and formalism
2/15: discuss Aesthetics book, pp. 236-243, 300-305, Nietzsche vs. Kant, passionate immersion and transformation, vs. distanced plays of imagination (possible additional handouts), watch the end of “McCabe and Mrs. Miller”
2/17: discuss Aesthetics book, pp. 255-273, Kant, Baumgarten, the beautiful and the sublime,

watch more of “Don’t Look Now” and “Blade Runner,” film noir
2/22: discuss But is it art?, pp. 148-176, Tolstoy handout (from What is Art?), expression, cognition, communication, emotion, watch more “Blade Runner”
2/24: discuss pp. 106-33, realist film theory, Kracauer; watch scenes from the “Bicycle Thief”
3/1: discuss Major Film Theories, pp. 134-78, realist film theory, Bazin; watch scenes from the “Bicycle Thief” 
3/3: discuss Major Film Theories, pp. 179-212; contemporary French film theory, Mitry;

watch scenes from “Whale Rider”
Spring Break—3/7—3/12

3/15: watch scenes from “Whale Rider,” discuss Major Film Theories, pp. 213-253, contemporary French film theory, semiotics, phenomenology, Metz, Ayfre, and Agel, watch scenes from “Bicycle Thief” and “Whale Rider

3/17: watch scenes from “The French Lieutenant’s Daughter,” discuss “Film and the New Psychology”—Merleau-Ponty, essay, 
3/22: discuss handout "The Riteful Play of Commemoration in Film," Mazis, essay, watch scenes from “The French Lieutenant’s Woman”
3/24: discuss “Cinema and Embodied Affect,” handout, Aesthetics book, pp. 91-97, being-in-the-world, Gadamer, play, watch scenes from “Fisher King”
3/25: 5 page paper due
3/29: sees scenes from “Matrix 1, ” discuss “The Matrix Possibility,” “Seeing, Believing, Touching, Truth” from Matrix book, pp. 28-52.
4/5: sees scenes from “Matrix 1,” discuss “The Metaphysics of The Matrix” and “Neo-Materialism and the Death of the Subject,” from Matrix book, pp. 75-98.
4/7: see scenes from “Matrix 2,” discuss “There Is No Spoon: A Buddhist Mirror,” Matrix book, pp. 101-110, see scenes from “Hero” and “The Last of the Samurai”
4/12: discuss Philosophy through Film, “Artificial intelligence,” pp. 87-113; watch scenes from “AI” and “Bicentennial Man,” artificial intelligence
 4/14: see scenes from “Matrix 2,” discuss “Happiness and Cypher’s Choice,” “We Are (the) One! Kant Explains How to Manipulate the Matrix,” Matrix book, pp. 126-152.
4/19: discuss Philosophy through Film, “Ethics,” pp. 117-140; watch scenes from “True Colors”
4/21: watch scenes from “Matrix 3,” discuss “Popping a Better Pill: Existential Authenticity in The Matrix and Nausea,” “The Paradox of Real Response to Neo-Fiction,” “Real Genre and Virtual Philosophy,” Matrix book, pp. 166-202.
4/26: discuss But is it art? pp. 177-209 (end), Aesthetics, “What is an Author? (Foucault), pp. 324-331; art and cyberspace, computers, postmodernism, watch scenes from “Being John Malkevich”
4/28: watch scenes from “Matrix 3,” discuss “The Matrix Simulation and the Postmodern Age, pp. 225-239. COURSE WRAP-UP.
Final Exam: Tuesday, May 3: 1-3 PM
Course Requirements:

1. Class attendance and participation. This is a discussion class, so your input means a lot to other students and to your self as far as understanding the material. I expect that each student will have a commitment to the class and to its members. Part of what is being learned is how to discuss these ideas and to learn to compare perspectives: in order to do this you must be in class and be prepared. You will get credit for this in two ways. Regular class attendance (no more than 2 absences per semester) and ongoing class contributions to discussions can add up to 1/2 grade [.5] being added to your final grade average. Also class contribution and class attendance will count for 10% of your final grade.

2. An ongoing “critical portfolio” that responds to questions posted on Angel for that week’s reading that will ask you to explain some of the key points and find examples of how you think the ideas apply to art or film or reality. There is to be full 2 pages per week—typed—which can be handed in (and will be collected at some points) to give you feedback for possible revisions. You will have to keep all versions of your weekly entries and indicate revisions with underlining. Please put the entries into a binder or folder. [40% of your final grade]
3. five page paper. These papers are to take the philosophical and aesthetic concepts and interpretive paradigms as presented in the texts and apply them to some issue that you would like to address, either in terms of a specific film or set of films or in terms of some other artwork. You are to ask yourself a question that you want to use these theories to answer. I will give out a sample list of topics a number of weeks before the paper is due. The idea is to both explicate the theories in the texts through using them to address some problem in art or in film or in an artwork or with an artist or artistic movement that will also shed new light on that issue in art or film. Since whatever issue you address can be interpreted in multiple ways, you will have to refer to several of the thinkers read in the course. (25% of your final grade) 3/25

3. Final exam. 25%-33% "objective" questions (on major course concepts discussed continually in class) and 66-75% essay questions asking you to apply several of the works to main themes discussed throughout the semester. [25% grade].

Some tips for the “critical portfolio” and for the paper—

--don’t be vague—you need to cite specific concepts from the texts (with their name)

--you need to define all the concepts you use (and also give a concrete example of what the definition means)

--you need to have a “talk with,” a dialogue with the text and the author—in other words to respond to specific passages (that you quote in moderate length—sometimes a few words will do, sometimes it needs to be longer)

--each time you quote a passage, you need to then tell your reader what the passage means to you—he or she (or I, in this case) can also read the book, you are trying to say what your interpretation of its meaning is.

--keep asking yourself, “What does that mean?” and then explore that further for your reader.

--keep asking what related ideas should be brought in to the paper to make more sense of the idea you were just discussing.
--be very specific in describing as many details of the artwork or film that you are discussing (or the text).
--remember, you are not writing “book reports,” but you are thinking through a problem that uses the text and want to try to help convince your reader of some point you are trying to discover and convey to them

Office Hours:
    Please feel free to come by to ask for clarifications of terms or issues that you didn't understand in class. I can usually help students see what these abstract terms mean by helping them find concrete examples from their experience. This material lends to much further discussion and I would be glad at any time to do so. STUDENTS AT PSH HAVE NOT USED THIS PART OF THEIR EDUCATION. IT IS A VITAL PART AND YOU PAY FOR IT. I ENJOY DISCUSSING THE MATERIAL. COME TO SEE ME, INVITE ME FOR COFFEE OR LUNCH. MAKE THE MOST OF YOUR EDUCATION!

     My office is located in the "Humanities" suite entered through Olmsted W356. My office phone number is 6350 [the answering machine will take your message if I'm not there or am getting so interrupted that I'm not doing justice to the students who do have appointments.]

     Office hours: Tues/Thurs: 1-2 PM, and Wed: 1-2:30 by appointment [I'm around the office a lot, if you'll let me know when you'd like to come by]. PLEASE TRY TO MAKE AN APPOINTMENT AHEAD OF TIME, AND LET ME KNOW ALSO IF YOU AREN’T GOING TO BE ABLE TO MAKE IT. For example, I can usually be persuaded to meet over lunch at the university lunch facility.

"

Virtual Office Hours:"

      I try to check my e-mail accounts a couple of times per day and invite you to ask questions, discuss, etc, that way, too. I often check at night also and on weekends. I have helped a lot of students in a quicker fashion via e-mail with particular questions. Either of my addresses will work: gam7@psu.edu and glenmazis@aol.com

