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Science Fiction Film

When H.G. Wells dreamed up the apparatus he called a “time machine” at the end of the nineteenth century, it is possible that one of his reference points was a technological medium then only in its infancy:  the cinema.  From the very beginnings of film history and up until the present, cinema and science fiction have been intimate companions.  But what exactly constitutes this relationship between science fiction and moving pictures?  How do we define a science fiction film?  What are its major themes and iconic images?  How and why do these themes and images shift over time?  How does science fiction cinema draw lines between (or blur lines between) the human and the inhuman, the fantastic and the realistic, the familiar and the “other,” the present and the future?  What are the particular ways in which science fiction cinema draws these lines in our current age of biological and genetic engineering?  Demanding, critically complex readings in film theory and film history will open up our consideration of such questions, and students will pose (and answer) questions of their own in weekly journal entries, rigorous critical essays, and intensive class discussion.  This course surveys a broad range of science fiction films, some famous and some relatively unheralded, to investigate the nature of science fiction cinema.
This course addresses learning goals established by the English Department, as follows.

Students who major in English will demonstrate:
1. knowledge of literatures in English, their historical, cultural, and formal dimensions and diversity

2. strategies of interpretation, including an ability to use critical and theoretical terms, concepts, and methods in relation to a variety              of textual forms and other media

3. the ability to engage with the work of other critics and writers, using and citing such sources effectively

4. the ability to write persuasively and precisely, in scholarly and, optionally, creative forms.
REQUIREMENTS: The course will meet during two 80-minute class periods each week and will have one evening screening (outside of class) from 6:10 to 9:00 once each week.  Given the lab-like nature of the extra two periods of class time, the course is valued at four credits.  Attendance at both lectures and screenings is mandatory.   Students may have no more than five unexcused absences.  If you expect to miss one or two classes, please use the University absence reporting website https://sims.rutgers.edu/ssra/ to indicate the date and reason for your absence.  An email is automatically sent to the instructor. Reading must be done before class.  Required reading: xeroxed materials posted on Sakai (sakai@rutgers.edu).  Students are expected to have completed the readings on the day for which they were assigned.   Written Assignments:  Students will be asked to write three 4-5 page papers.  Late papers will be penalized.  Plagiarism will not be tolerated (English Dept. subscribes to Turnitin.com).  Exams: Short quizzes will be given periodically on the readings and there will be a final exam during the examination period.  Final grades will be based on the papers (25% each), the final exam (15%), and the quizzes (10%). 

Required Reading:
Sean Redmond, ed., Liquid Metal: The Science Fiction Film Reader (London: Wallflower Press, 2004)  [LM]

Gregg Rickman, ed., The Science Fiction Film Reader (New York: Limelight Editions, 2004)  [SF]

Vivian Sobchack, Screening Space: The American Science Fiction Film (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1997) [SS]

Jackie Stacey, The Cinematic Life of the Gene (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010) [CL]

SYLLABUS

WEEK 1:  INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS A SCIENCE FICTION FILM? 

Screening: The Thing from Another World (Christian Nyby, 1951, USA) 87m

WEEK 2:  GENRE DEFINITION: HORROR AND/OR SCIENCE FICTION?

Screening: The Thing (John Carpenter, 1982, USA) 108m

Reading: Vivian Sobchack, “The Limits of the Genre: Definitions and Themes” [SS, pp. 17-63]; Steve Neale, “‘You’ve Got to be Fucking Kidding!’: Knowledge, Belief, and Judgment in Science Fiction” [LM] 

WEEK 3: WHAT COULD/SHOULD AN SF FILM LOOK LIKE?

Screening: Metropolis (Fritz Lang, 1927, Germany) 124m 

Reading: Vivian Sobchack, “Images of Wonder: The Look of Science Fiction” [SS, pp. 64-89]; Georges Méliès, “Trick Effects” [SF]; H.G. Wells, “Mr. Wells Reviews a Current Film” [SF]; Luis Buñuel, “Metropolis” [SF]

WEEK 4: THE CASE OF H.G. WELLS: TIME, SPACE, CINEMA

Screening: Things to Come (William Cameron Menzies, 1936, Great Britain) 97m

Reading: Jorge Luis Borges, “Wells the Visionary” [SF]; Jonathan Bignell, “Another Time, Another Space: Modernity, Subjectivity and The Time Machine” [LM]

WEEK 5: THE POLITICS OF ALIEN INVASION

Screening: The Day the Earth Stood Still (Robert Wise, 1951, USA) 92m

Reading: Peter Biskind, “The Russians are Coming, Aren’t They?: Them! and The Thing” [LM]; Mark Jancovich, “Re-examining the 1950s Invasion Narratives” [LM]; Tom Weaver, “The Day the Earth Stood Still: Interview with Robert Wise” [SF] 

WEEK 6: SF IMAGINES DISASTER: DEFINING THE HUMAN AND THE INHUMAN

Screening: The Damned (Joseph Losey, 1962, Great Britain) 96m

Reading: Dan Sallitt, “The Damned” [SF]; Susan Sontag, “The Imagination of Disaster” [LM]; J.P. Telotte, “Human Artifice and the Science Fiction Film” [LM]

WEEK 7: SF AS EXPLORATION OF MYSTERY: SIGHT, SOUND, PHILOSOPHY

Screening: 2001: A Space Odyssey (Stanley Kubrick, 1968, Great Britain) 148m

Reading: Vivian Sobchack, “The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo: The Sounds of Science Fiction” [SS, pp. 175-181 and pp. 207-215]; Karl Wessel, “Alien Encounters: Science Fiction and the Mysterium in 2001, Solaris, and Contact” [SF, pp. 181-192]; Arthur C. Clarke, “The Myth of 2001” [SF] 

WEEK 8: THE FUTURE AS DYSTOPIA: ENVISIONING OPPRESSION 

Screening: THX 1138 (George Lucas, 1971, USA) 88m

Reading: Vivian Sobchack, “Images of Wonder: The Look of Science Fiction” [SS, pp. 89-106]; Michael Ryan and Douglas Kellner, “Technophobia/Dystopia” [LM] 

WEEK 9: THE SECOND “GOLDEN AGE” OF SF CINEMA: PROGRESSION OR REGRESSION?

Screening: Close Encounters of the Third Kind (Steven Spielberg, 1977, USA) 137m

Reading: Vivian Sobchack, “Postfuturism” [SS, pp. 223-272] 

WEEK 10: SF AND “OTHERNESS”: FEMININE AND CYBORG BODIES

Screening: Blade Runner (Ridley Scott, 1982, USA) 117m

Reading: Mary Ann Doane, “Technophilia: Technology, Representation and the Feminine” [LM]; Alison Landsberg, “Prosthetic Memory: Total Recall and Blade Runner” [LM]; Robin Wood, “Blade Runner” [SF] 

WEEK 11: CLONING: A MATTER OF SF AND/OR HORROR
Screening: Alien: Resurrection (Jean-Pierre Jeunet, 1997, USA) 119m

Reading: Jackie Stacey, “She Is Not Herself: The Deviant Relations of Alien: Resurrection” [CL] 

WEEK 12: CRACKING THE CODE: GENETIC ANXIETIES, FEMININE THREATS

Screening: Species (Roger Donaldson, 1995, USA) 108m 

Reading: Jackie Stacey, “Screening the Gene: Femininity as Code in Species” [CL]

WEEK 13: “PERFECT” MASCULINITY AS SF DREAM AND/OR NIGHTMARE

Screening: Gattaca (Andrew Niccol, 1997, USA) 106m

Reading: Jackie Stacey, “Genetic Impersonation and the Improvisation of Kinship: Gattaca’s Queer Visions” [CL]

WEEK 14:   SF SPACE: INSIDE (BODY) AND OUTSIDE (CITY)

Screening: Code 46 (Michael Winterbottom, 2003, Great Britain) 93m 

Reading: Jackie Stacey, “The Uncanny Architectures of Intimacy in Code 46” [CL] 

