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Course Prerequisites 

Sophomore standing or instructor’s consent. Departmental policy is that freshmen (those with fewer than 30 credits completed when the course begins) are allowed to register for this course only with the permission of the instructor.

Course Description

This course is an examination of religious themes, both explicit and implicit, in film. We will examine films that are about, or include religious subject matter, those that have a less than obvious religious subtext or message, and those that are intended, or are taken to be, religious performance in and of themselves. We will spend some time in the beginning of the course exploring just what “religion/religious” means in the academic study of religion with the aim of broadening and problematizing how we think about this. We will also devote some time to learning the basics concepts and vocabulary of film studies to better equip ourselves to understand artistic and technical aspects of film and analyze how they are utilized. We will be discussing each film in terms of narrative, style, cultural and religious context, and reception. We will look at films from numerous time periods: from the silent era up to the present. We will look at mainstream Hollywood product, as well as more obscure “independent” and “underground” film. 

This course will bring students into engagement with various facets of human existence through philosophical inquiry and analysis of films that deal with religious themes. This course will help students see films as expressions of religious ideologies, and to think critically about these ideologies, their utilization by filmmakers and their role in the reception of film. 

This is a Liberal Studies course in the Aesthetic and Humanistic Inquiry distribution block. Courses in this block involve students in the study of the human condition through philosophical inquiry and analysis of the various forms of creative expression. These courses help students develop an understanding of the relationship between context and human creative expression, major conceptual frameworks utilized to make sense of the creative arts, and how human experience and values are expressed through creative endeavors. Students will 

also develop their capacities for analysis and ethical reasoning along with an understanding of the multiple facets of the human condition.  The mission of the Liberal Studies Program at Northern Arizona University is to prepare students to live responsible, productive, and creative lives as citizens of a dramatically changing world. To accomplish the mission of Liberal Studies, Northern Arizona University provides a program that challenges students to gain a deeper understanding of the natural environment and the world’s peoples, to explore the traditions and legacies that have created the dynamics and tensions that shape the world, to examine their potential contributions to society, and thus to better determine their own places in that world.  Through the program students acquire a broad range of knowledge and develop essential skills for professional success and life beyond graduation.

Through the program students acquire a broad range of knowledge and develop essential skills for professional success and life beyond graduation.  In addition to discipline specific skills, this course will emphasize effective writing, an essential skill defined in the University’s Liberal Studies Program.

ATTENTION! The films for this class are, almost without exception, either R-rated or unrated. Consequently, they may contain profanity, nudity, sexuality, and violence. Their content is religious or capable of being interpreted as religious. This will include, in some cases, material that is critical of religion in general or of a particular religion. These films are the basic texts examined in this course and if such subject matter and imagery is offensive to you, you are advised not to take the course. 

Distribution Block: Aesthetic and Humanistic Inquiry

Essential Skills: Effective Writing

Student Learning Expectations/Outcomes

Active engagement with the content of this course will enable the student

· To describe and analyze key religious ideas as presented in film. (critical thinking, an outcome linked to the aesthetic & humanistic inquiry distribution block)

· To describe and analyze the historical and cultural contexts that underlie religious institutions, practices and ideas as presented in film. (critical thinking, an outcome linked to the aesthetic & humanistic inquiry distribution block)

· To reflect on, and respond in writing to, religious perspectives on the human condition, demonstrating knowledge of basic religious ideas and themes, and the ability to interpret the films we view and critically evaluate those films from a religious studies perspective. (effective writing, an outcome linked to the aesthetic & humanistic inquiry distribution block)

· To be able to apply reasoning and standards of argument to the analysis of films and their interpretation, demonstrated in writing assignments. (critical thinking, an outcome linked to the aesthetic & humanistic inquiry distribution block) 

Assessment of Student Learning Outcomes

· For each film, the student will write up notes (as described in A Short Guide to Writing About Film) that will be submitted, via Vista Blackboard, the night prior to the class period in which the film will be discussed. These assignments will be graded, but are not meant to substitute for in-class discussions, but to facilitate them. The expectation is that the work you put into the notes will result in a more engaging class discussion. Participation in class discussion is mandatory. (assesses critical thinking and effective oral communication) 

· A Midterm Paper that will be a critical analysis of the type described in A Short Guide to Writing About Film. This paper will be four to six pages in length. (assesses effective writing) This assignment will be used to assess the development of effective writing skills, as an essential skill within the Liberal Studies program
· A Final Paper, either on a single film, a genre, or thematically-based. More information on this paper will be provided as the semester proceeds, but the paper will be ten to fifteen pages in length. (assesses effective writing) This assignment will be used to assess the development of effective writing skills, as an essential skill within the Liberal Studies program.
Course Grade

Weekly film notes and class discussion

130 points

Midterm Paper





 50 points

Final Paper






100 points

Grading Scale: 90%+ = A; 80%+ = B; 70%+ = C; 60%+ = D; below 60% = F

Timeline for Assessment

Film notes – every week, beginning week two

Midterm Paper – End of week six

Final Paper – End of week fourteen

Course Format

The course will be primarily discussion format, with some lecture, especially toward the beginning. It is imperative that students be prepared and actively participate in class discussions. 

Course Readings 

Required Texts:

Religion and Film: An Introduction by Melanie J. Wright. I. B. Tauris, 2007.

A Short Guide to Writing About Film by Timothy Corrigan. Pearson Longman, 2003. 

Other readings will be assigned and will be accessible through the web shell of the course on Blackboard Vista.

This course requires that the student subscribe to a dvd rental service, preferably Netflix (www.netflix.com), as this company carries all of the films that we are using in this course. The films will all be in Cline Library, but students should not depend on being able to view the film in the library, due to the library owning only one copy, and the number of students in the class. 

Course Schedule

Week One: Getting started – Identifying and expanding the meaning of “religion/religious,” and the basics of film studies and vocabulary 

Wright: Preface and Chapter One, Corrigan: Chapters One – Four.  

Week Two: Faith: The Passion of Joan of Arc 
Wright: Chapter Two

Week Three: Biblical Epic: The Ten Commandments Wright Chapter Three

Week Four: Jesus: The Last Temptation of Christ
Week Five: Hinduism: Lagaan  Wright: Chapter Eight 

Week Six: Religious Horror: The Wicker Man 

Wright: Chapter Five, Corrigan: Chapters Five – Seven – this material will serve as the basis for a brief workshop on effective writing preparing the student for writing the midterm and final papers. 

Week Seven: Angels: Wings of Desire
Week Eight: Buddhism: Kundun

Midterm Paper due  

Week Nine: Death and Afterlife: Jacob’s Ladder 

Week Ten: Sci-fi and Religion: Blade Runner
Week Eleven: Documentary Films: Hell House and Forest of Bliss
Week Twelve: Apocalyptic Films: The Rapture
Week Thirteen: Film as Religion: The Holy Mountain, Lucifer Rising 

Week Fourteen: The Matrix: Gnostic? Buddhist? Baudrillardian? Or just another rip off of the work of Phillip K. Dick? 
Final Paper due
Week Fifteen: Student Presentations

** the film indicated for each week is that week’s topic for discussion. This means that you will have watch the film prior to that class and have turned in your film notes as described above. 

Some Resources:

Books
The bibliography in Religion and Film is good place to start…. But here are some specific titles that I’ve found useful:

Flesher, Paul V. M and Robert Torry. Film and Religion: An Introduction. (London: Abingdon, 2007) 

Plate, S. Brent, editor, Religion, Art, and Visual Culture: A Cross Cultural Reader. (New York: Palgrave, 2002)

_____. Representing Religion in World Cinema: Filmmaking, Mythmaking, Culture Making. Palgrave Macmillan, 2003. 

Lyden, John C. Film As Religion: Myths, Morals, and Rituals. NYU Press, 2003. 

May, John and Michael Bird, eds. Religion in Film. University of Tennessee Press, 1982. 

Martin, Joel W. and Conrad E. Ostwalt, Jr., editors.  Screening the sacred: religion, myth, and ideology in popular American film. Westview Press, 1995. 

Dwyer, Rachel. Filming the Gods: Religion and Indian Cinema. Routledge, 2006. 

Journals

The Journal of Religion and Film - http://www.unomaha.edu/jrf/
This is the most specifically relevant journal for our purposes.

For general info on films:

The Internet Movie Database - http://www.imdb.com/
This is comprehensive, though the information is basic. 

New York Times Movie Reviews - http://movies.nytimes.com/ref/movies/reviews/index.html. 

While not as comprehensive as imdb, this site has excellent reviews. 

Online journals:

Bright Lights Film Journal – http://www.brightlightsfilm.com
The British Film Institute - www.bfi.org.uk/
Film-Philosophy - http://www.film-philosophy.com/
Images Film Journal - http://www.imagesjournal.com/
IndieWire - http://www.indiewire.com/
The Film Journal - http://www.thefilmjournal.com/
Scope: An Online Journal of Film Studies - http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/film/journal/
Senses of Cinema: “an online journal devoted to the serious and eclectic discussion of cinema” - http://www.sensesofcinema.com/
Some Journals that are available, full-text, through Cline Library’s webpage:

Camera Obscura: “feminist perspectives on film, television and visual media…”

CineAction: “approaches film from the viewpoint of the progressive movements active in our culture: feminism, anti-racism, socialism, gay rights, environmentalism.”

Cineaste: “America’s Leading Magazine on the Art and Politics of the Cinema.”

Film Comment

Film Criticism

Course Policies

As much of this course is based upon our discussions of the films in class, attendance is required. More than six unexcused absences will lower your grade for the course. 

If the student cannot submit an assignment on the due date, her or she must let the professor know in advance. If the student cannot submit an assignment due to some unforeseen circumstances or illness, he or she must inform the professor as soon as possible. Illness requires a written medical excuse.

Every student enrolled in this course is responsible on written assignments for recognizing the distinction between the student's own ideas and those from another source, and for indicating that difference in the universally accepted fashion through appropriate use of quotation marks and citation of sources. Use of the words and ideas of others in a written assignment without giving them credit by citing the sources of that information is called plagiarism, and is equivalent to theft and lying about it. Plagiarism on an assignment for this course will result in a grade of zero for the assignment. Plagiarism constitutes grounds for further disciplinary proceedings. Please see the university's statements of policy (http://oak.ucc.nau.edu/mr/cte433/policy_statement.html)

And, read the Student Handbook's policies on Academic Dishonesty (http://www4.nau.edu/stulife/handbookdishonesty.htm)
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