ENGL 356: FILM THEORY
Applying Theories of Film Genre, Gender, Race, and Class to
FILM NOIR
Professor Wendy Carse

wcarse@iup.edu

(412)682-0183

COURSE DESCRIPTION AND GOALS
This course will introduce you to some of the most significant contemporary critical
theories of film offered by poststructuralism and cultural studies, especially those
encouraging a close look at issues of gender (and sexuality), race, and class. The context
for our application of those theories will be film noir, a genre particularly rich in
implications for those issues; focusing on a particular genre will also give us the
opportunity to examine some key theories of genre studies. Throughout the semester,
we’ll be reading critical arguments about particular films in the genre as well as the
dynamics of film noir as it has been revised, updated, and subverted during its sixtysome-year history. As a class we’ll be viewing and discussing the following films:
Billy Wilder’s 1944 Double Indemnity
Edward Dmytryk’s 1944 Murder, My Sweet
Orson Welles’ 1958 Touch of Evil
Alfred Hitchcock’s 1958 Vertigo
Roman Polanski’s 1974 Chinatown
Carl Franklin’s 1995 Devil in a Blue Dress
Andy Wachowksi’s 1996 Bound

Ultimately, this course should help you become more adept at
! tracing the history and cultural connections of an important film genre;
! analyzing what films reveal about our culture and about ourselves during specific
historical moments;
! expressing how (and why) understanding critical perspectives on film provides a
framework for examining political, economic, and social attitudes, particularly in
terms of race, class, gender, and sexuality.
COURSE TEXTS
Film Noir, Andrew Spicer (2002)
Noir Anxiety, Kelly Oliver and Benigno Trigo (2003).
Various articles and book chapters on library reserve (and e-reserve):
from Women in Film Noir (1980), Shades of Noir (1993), Street with No Name
(2002), Reinventing Film Studies (2000), A History of Narrative Film (2004),
Film Theory and Criticism (2004)
COURSE REQUIREMENTS
DAILY WORK, INCLUDING DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: When we’re not watching
a film in class, we’ll be talking about one in the context of the assigned readings, so I’ll
be expecting everyone to be ready to participate in class discussions. I won’t force
anyone to talk, but be aware that if I see you seldom participating--in either small group

or full class discussion--I can only assume you’re not doing the reading or watching the
films critically, and your grade will suffer considerably as a consequence. And
discussion means just that: I’ll be looking for real involvement in a conversation with me
and your classmates, not mere answers to my questions. To facilitate discussion, you’ll
be bringing in a set of two-three questions--with copies for a small group--five times
during the semester (I‘ll be giving you a handout detailing the requirements for these
questions).
Because it’s based so heavily on what we talk about in class, daily work cannot be
made up. Depending on the usual quality of your class participation, you may well afford
three or four absences, but after that, those zeros for missed daily activities will hurt your
grade. And keep in mind that if you miss a film-viewing session, it’s your responsibility
to watch the film on your own (after our class viewing and discussion of it, each film will be
available at Media Resources for in-library viewing). Daily work will comprise 25% of your
final grade.
ESSAYS: You will be writing three of the six essays assigned, one from the “Essay 1”
category, one from the “Essay 2” category, and one from the “Essay 3” category.
Essay 1A: Double Indemnity
Essay 1B: Murder, My Sweet
Essay 2A: Touch of Evil
Essay 2B: Vertigo
Essay 3A: Chinatown
Essay 3B: Devil in a Blue Dress
Essay 3C: Bound

Choose each film you’ll be writing about carefully; I recommend it be one you also write
Discussion Questions for. I’ll soon be giving you a handout specifying the essay
requirements as well as topics. Each essay (of about 1000-1500 words) is worth 15% of
your final grade for a total of 45% of your final grade.
PROJECT: You will be joining two or three classmates to create a 30-minute
presentation on a topic of your choice within certain limitations that I’ll be giving you
soon in the form of a handout detailing all the project requirements. The project requires
you to watch a minimum of four films outside of class and research your topic, work that
will be demonstrated not only in the presentation but also in an annotated bibliography of
a minimum of eight sources and a reflective essay. Overall, project work will comprise
30% of your final grade.
==============================================================
ENGL 356 SCHEDULE
[NOTE: if you’re not familiar with what critical theorizing is all about, it’s a good idea to read
chapter 11 “Reading about Film: Critical Methods and Theories” of Timothy Corrigan and
Patricia White’s textbook The Film Experience. It’s available on library reserve/e-reserve.]

09-02 TH

READING: from Film Noir (FN) ch. 1 “The Background to Film Noir“
(1-26)
Viewing scenes from film noir films, esp. Maltese Falcon

09-07 T

READING: from FN ch. 3 “Noir Style” (45-54), ch. 4 “Themes and
Narrative Strategies” (64-83)
Viewing Double Indemnity

09-09 TH

READING: from FN ch. 5 “Gender in Film Noir” (84-102) ; from Women
in Film Noir (100-11) [e-reserve]
discuss Double

09-14 T

READING: from Shades of Noir, Joan Copjec’s “The Phenomenal
Nonphenomenal: Private Space in Film Noir” (167-196)
DUE: Discussion Questions 1A
Continue discussion of Double

09-16 TH

READING: from Noir Anxiety (NA) intro (xiii-xxxv) and ch. 1 “Noir in
Black and White” (1-26)
Viewing Murder, My Sweet

09-21 T

DUE: ESSAY #1A
READING: NA, ch. 2 “Poisonous Jewels in Murder, My Sweet” (27-47)
DUE: Discussion Questions 1B
Discuss Murder

09-23 TH

READING: from FN ch. 2 “Conditions of Production and Reception”
(27-44)
Viewing Touch of Evil

09-28 T

DUE: ESSAY #1B
READING: from Street with No Name, on Welles (88-95); Timothy
Corrigan and Patricia White’s “Authorship and Genre in Touch of
Evil” [e-reserve]
DUE: Discussion Questions 2A
Cont viewing of Touch
Preliminary project ideas discussed and groups tentatively formed

09-30 TH

READING: from NA, ch. 6 “The Borderlands of Touch of Evil” (115-36)
DUE: Discussion Questions 2B
discuss Touch of Evil

10-05 T

DUE: ESSAY #2A
READING: from David A. Cook’s A History of Narrative Film on
Hitchcock (268-84)
Viewing Vertigo

10-07 TH

READING: from Laura Mulvey’s “Visual Pleasure and Narrative
Cinema” (837-48) [e-reserve]
DUE: Discussion Questions 3A
Cont. viewing of Vertigo
Project ideas discussed and formation of groups confirmed

[I recommend that your group meet to discuss project ideas and division of work.]

10-12 T

READING: from NA ch. 5 “Mad about Noir: Hitchcock‘s Vertigo“(97114)
DUE: Discussion Questions 3B
Discuss Vertigo

[I recommend that your group meet to discuss ideas for focus of project.]

10-14 TH

DUE: ESSAY #2B
DUE: written group progress report on project, with focus of project
specified
Project/presentation ideas discussed

10-19 T

FALL BREAK

10-21 TH

Viewing Chinatown

10-26 T

READING: from FN ch. 7 “Neo-Noir 1” (130-42)
DUE: Discussion Questions 4A
Cont. viewing of Chinatown

10-28 TH

READING: from NA ch. 7 “Jokes in Chinatown: A Question of Place”
(137-61)
DUE: Discussion Questions 4B
Discuss Chinatown

[I recommend that your group meet to share research results and work on presentation structure.]

11-02 T

DUE: ESSAY #3A
DUE: written progress report on project from group
Viewing Devil in a Blue Dress

11-04 TH

READING: from NA ch. 8 “Franklin‘s New Noir: Devil in a Blue Dress”
(163-88)
DUE: Discussion Questions 5A
Discuss Devil

11-09 T

ESSAY #3B
READING: from FN ch. 8 “Neo-Noir 2: Postmodernism Film Noir” (14974)
Viewing Bound

11-11 TH

READING: from NA ch. 9 “Make It Real: Bound’s Way Out” (189-210)
DUE: Discussion Questions 5C
Discuss Bound

[I recommend that your group meet to work on presentation.]

11-16 T

DUE: ESSAY #3C
READING: from NA ch. 10 “The Space of Noir” (211-36)
DUE: written progress report on project from group

Discussion of project progress reports
11-18 TH

Cont. of project progress reports

11-23 T

no class meeting: Individual conferences for consultation on project work

11-25 TH

THANKSGIVING

11-30 T

PROJECT PRESENTATIONS

12-02 TH

PROJECT PRESENTATIONS

12-07 T

PROJECT PRESENTATIONS

12-09 TH

PROJECT PRESENTATIONS

