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FMST 369: Connections in Film Studies: American Avant Garde Cinema
Lecture/Discussion:  Tue/Thu 2:30-3:45 in Welles 216
Screening Lab: Wed  6-7:50 p.m. in Welles 134  
Instructor:  Dr. Okada   Office Hours: Tue/Thu 10-11 a.m. and Thurs 4-5 or by appt.
Email: okada@geneseo.edu

This course is about “American Avant Garde Cinema”—a loosely grouped, eclectic, and 
formally experimental category of filmmaking from the silent era to contemporary times. Avant 
garde cinema is not a genre, but a movement. Often, the films are non-narrative, eschewing story 
and instead, utilizing alternative methods of expression: irrational “dream-like” sequences, 
painting and scratching on film, and taboo imagery and references to sex and death. Connected 
by a desire to make personally meaningful films outside of the mainstream avenues of 
production, distribution, and exhibition, avant-garde and “underground” filmmakers like 
Kenneth Anger, Jack Smith, Maya Deren, Stan Brakhage and Andy Warhol, among others, 
created an important tradition of working in the shadows of Hollywood. Through weekly 
viewings and consideration of readings in film theory, history, and criticism, we will explore and 
try to understand these fascinating, independent artists, their unique and at times highly abstract 
films and figure out why they are important to film history as well as contemporary media.

Disclaimer:  Some of the films shown in class contain adult themes, which may include nudity 
& graphic sexuality, graphic violence, scenes of dead bodies, drug use, and profanity.  Film 
viewings are NOT optional, so if you have any opposition to viewing this type of film, please 
consider this fact in deciding to take this course.

Course objectives:  Students will demonstrate:

 Understanding of and ability to define the concepts of “avant-garde,” “experimental 
film,” and “underground cinema”

 Basic familiarity with the industrial, historical, social, aesthetic contexts of American 
avant-garde cinema.

 The ability to think, speak and write critically about the moving image, its formal 
specificity, as well as analyzing content using medium specific terminology.

Required Texts:

1. P. Adams Sitney.  Visionary Film: The American Avant Garde, 1943-2000. Third Edition 
(Oxford University Press: 2002)

2. Gwendolyn Audrey Foster & Wheeler Winston-Dixon (Editors), Experimental Cinema, 
The Film Reader. Edition 1. Taylor and Francis, 2002.

3. Potentially, articles on Canvas 

ACCOMODATIONS:  SUNY-Geneseo will make reasonable accommodations for persons of 
documented physical, emotional or learning disabilities. Students should notify the Director of 
the Office of Disability Services (Tabitha Buggie -Hunt, 105D Erwin, tbuggieh@geneseo.edu) 
and their faculty of any needed accommodations as early as possible in the semester. Information 



2

on services and campus polices can be found at: 
http://www.geneseo.edu/~doc/otherareas/disability.shtml

CLASS POLICIES:  Required Work:  To pass this course, students must attempt all 
assignments. Incompletes will be granted ONLY if the following three conditions are met: 
documented extenuating circumstances (e.g. severe illness or family crisis); a specific request 
from the student; AND a plan of action to make up the missing work, including due dates.

Late Paper Policy:  No late papers unless you have specifically arranged with me an alternate due 
date IN WRITING AT LEAST A FULL WEEK IN ADVANCE OF DUE DATE. I will not 
accept email submissions of any assignment unless you have been given explicit permission to 
do so.  If you turn in a paper late, penalties begin to accrue at 5 p.m. the paper is due; up to one 
day (24 hours) late, penalty is 1/3 letter grade (e.g. A becomes an A-); up to two days late, 2/3; 
three days, 1 full grade; four days, 1 1/3; five days, 1 2/3; six days, 2 full grades; seven days, 2 
2/3; more than seven days late, not accepted for credit without excuse certified by the Dean of 
Students’ office (this includes Counseling center).  Weekends count in calculating lateness – if 
you need to hand in a paper late, either have a secretary in Welles 226 initial, on the paper, the 
date/time it was finally handed in or send a duplicate copy to me by email (hard copy still should 
be handed in to my box in the English office in Welles) to get credit for the time you turned it in.  
Documenting the time a paper was handed in is YOUR responsibility; given a lack of 
documentation, the penalty will be calculated based on when I receive the paper.  
Please note that I will not accept verbal explanations of illness or other problem as an excuse for 
lateness.  Without documentation from a doctor or other official documentation that excuses your 
late work, your work will be penalized for lateness.

Plagiarism Policy: The penalty for academic misconduct and/or plagiarism is an automatic fail 
(F) for the paper, and notification of the offense being sent to the Dean.

Evaluation:
First Paper, 5-6 pp (1500-2800 words) 20%
Take home Midterm Exam 20%
Participation (includes discussion leading days) 10 %
Research paper, 7-9 pp (2100-2700 words) 20 %
Presentation of Research Paper 10%
Take home Final Exam 20 %

Assignments:
1. 1st paper. Answer one of several questions about the nature of avant-garde/ experimental 

cinema using examples from films we have seen so far.  The DVDs that we view in class 
will made available to you to review for this purpose.  If you have any difficulty with 
writing on this topic, you are strongly encouraged to discuss your papers with me in 
office hours.  I am available to help you.

2. Take home Midterm Exam.  Short essays. Based on films, discussions, readings.  
3. Participation includes attendance and thoughtful/ intelligent contributions to class 

discussions. If you are absent more than three times, it will detrimentally affect your final 
grade.  Participation also includes a day during which you and your assigned group will 
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lead class discussion. Each Thursday, I will assign a small group, who will be assigned to 
lead the discussion with a topic and questions.  The discussion leader will present their 
answer to the questions—1) what were your initial impressions of this week’s films and 
2) how do the films illustrate or support ideas in this week’s readings?  You will be 
required to bring to class a written ½ page summary of your answers and 3 discussion 
questions to pose to your group and to facilitate discussion for a portion of a class period.  
Discussion leaders will hand in a typed summary and discussion questions at the end of 
class.  

4. Research paper.  An in-depth research paper about a core issue on the class material.  
This will require a five item bibliography. Again, you are strongly encouraged to discuss 
your paper with me.

5. Take home Final Exam. A short essay exam.

Course Schedule: Notes: Subject to change as class needs change.  Although the readings 
are due on Thursday, I strongly recommend starting the reading at the beginning of each 
week. Each Wednesday screening will be handled by an appointed DVD monitor, a position 
that will rotate weekly. DVDs are available on 4 hour reserve at Milne. I have also provided 
links to some films online on the Canvas page for this course.

I. Introduction  
Tue Aug 28: Introduction to course.  
SCREENING: Ballet Mécanique (Fernand Léger, 1924, 19”), A Movie (Bruce Conner, 1958, 
12”)
Thu Aug 30:  Reading due: Experimental Cinema, The Film Reader pp 1-16; David Bordwell, 
“Types of Form in Experimental Films” on Canvas

II. History and Contexts of the American Avant Garde
Tue Sep 4:  Lecture: History of the American Avant Garde
SCREENING: Short films by Georges Méliès, the Lumière brothers, and D.W. Griffith
Thu Sep 6: Reading due: Experimental Cinema, The Film Reader pp 17-53. Discussion leaders:

III.      European Avant Garde
Tue Sep 11: Lecture: The European Avant Garde 
SCREENING: Un Chien Andalou (Luis Buñuel, 1929, 16”), The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (Robert 
Wiene, 1920, 72”)
Thu Sep 13: Readings: Tom Gunning, “A Cinema of Attractions,” on Canvas. Discussion 
leaders:

III. Early American Avant Garde
Tue Sep 18: Lecture: Early American Avant Garde
SCREENING: The Life and Death of 9413, A Hollywood Extra (Robert Florey & Slavko 
Vorkapich, 1933, 11”), Films by James Sibley Watson & Melville Webber: Lot in Sodom (1933, 
28”), Fall of the House of Usher (1928, 13”)
Thu Sep 20: Readings due: Lisa Cartwright, “U.S. Modernism and the Emergence of the Right 
Wing of Film Art,” Brian Taves, “Robert Florey and the Hollywood Avant Garde” on Canvas
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IV. Maya Deren
Tue Sep 25: Lecture: Maya Deren
Screening: Meshes of the Afternoon (1943, music 1959, 14”) At Land (1944, 15”), Ritual in 
Transfigured Time (1946, 15”)
Thu Sep 27: Readings: “Meshes of the Afternoon “Ritual and Nature.” [VF, p. 17-41]; Rudolf 
Arnheim, Lauren Rabinovitz, “The Woman Filmmaker in the New York Avant Garde,” Judith 
Mayne, “Women in the Avant Garde,” in Experimental Cinema, The Film Reader; Maya Deren, 
“Amateur versus Professional.” [Canvas]; Discussion leaders:

V. Kenneth Anger
Tue Oct 2: Lecture: Kenneth Anger
SCREENING: Kenneth Anger.  Fireworks (1947, 20”) Inauguration of the Pleasure Dome 
(1954, 38’), Eaux d’Artifice (1953, 12”), Scorpio Rising (1964, 28”)
Thu Oct 4: Readings: Juan A. Suarez, “Pop, Queer or Fascist” pp 113-138 in Experimental 
Cinema, The Film Reader; “The Magus.” [VF, p. 83-119]; Carolee Schneemann, “Kenneth 
Anger’s Scorpio Rising.” David E. James, “Film that Cannot Be One: Kenneth Anger” [Canvas]; 
Discussion leaders:

VI. FALL BREAK 
Tue Oct 9: NO CLASS
NO SCREENING
Thu Oct 11: MIDTERM EXAM DUE IN CLASS

VII. Stan Brakhage
Tue Oct 16: Lecture: Brakhage I: Lyrical Film
SCREENING: Screening: Desistfilm (1954, 7”), Wedlock House: An Intercourse (1959, 11 “), 
Cat’s Cradle (1959, 7 “), Window Water Baby Moving (1959, 13”), Mothlight (1963, 4”)
Thu Oct 18: Readings: “The Lyrical Film.” [VF, p. 155-187]; P. Adams Sitney, “Interview with 
Stan Brakhage,” Jane Brakhage, “The Birth Film,” David E. James, “Introduction: Stan 
Brakhage: The Activity of His Nature,” Stan Brakhage, “From Metaphors on Vision,” on 
Canvas. Discussion leaders:

VIII. Brakhage II
Tue Oct 23: Lecture: Brakhage II: Mythopoetic Film. ASSIGN SECOND PAPER.
Screening:  Dog Star Man: Prelude (1961-1964, 25”), The Stars Are Beautiful (1974, 19”), The 
Dante Quartet (1987, 7”), Untitled (for Marilyn) (1992, 11”), Love Song (2001, 11”)
in class screening—The Act of Seeing With One’s Own Eyes (Brakhage, 1971) and discussion
Thu Oct 25: Readings: “Major Mythopoeia.” [VF, p. 189-230], Stan Brakhage, “The Stars Are 
Beautiful,” “In Defense of Amateur,” “Painting Film.” [All Canvas]; Carolee Schneemann, “It Is 
Painting.” [Canvas]; Discussion leaders:

IX. Avant Garde and Camp
Tue Oct 30: Lecture: Jack Smith, The Kuchars, etc.
Thu Nov 1: : Readings: David E. James, “Underground Intertextuality” and “The Critique of 
Authenticity: the Kuchars”, in Allegories of Cinema: American Film in the Sixties (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989), 140-149; Susan Sontag, “Jack Smith's Flaming Creatures” 
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and “Notes on Camp,” Against Interpretation. (London: Vintage 1966), 226-31 & 275–292; Jack 
Smith, “The Perfect Filmic Appositeness of Maria Montez,” in Wait For Me At the Bottom of the 
Pool, eds. J. Hoberman and Edward Leffingwell (New York and London: High Risk Books/ 
ICA/P.S. 1, 1997), 25-36, Jerry Tartaglia, “The Perfect Queer Appositeness of Jack Smith,” 
Discussion leaders:

X. Structural Film
Tue Nov 6: Lecture: Structural Film.
SCREENING: Film in Which There Appear Edge Lettering, Sprocket Holes, Dirt Particles, Etc. 
(George Landow, 1965–66, 5”), All My Life (Bruce Baillie, 1966, 3”), Wavelength (Michael 
Snow, 1967, 45”), Serene Velocity (Ernie Gehr, 1970, 23”)
Thu Nov 8: No class, Prof gone on business.

XI. Andy Warhol
Tue Nov 13: Lecture: Warhol. Reading: P. Adams Sitney, “Structural Film” in Experimental 
Cinema, The Film Reader; Discussion leaders:
Screening: Flesh (Andy Warhol and Paul Morrissey, 1968, 105”), In class screening Blow Job, 
Eat
Thu Nov 15: Reading: David E. James, “Andy Warhol: The Producer as Author,” “The Unsecret 
Life: A Warhol Advertisement”, David E. James. October, Vol. 56, High/Low: Art and Mass 
Culture (Spring, 1991), pp. 21-41, Clement Greenberg, “Avant Garde and Kitsch” on Canvas. 
Discussion leaders:

XII. Thanksgiving break
Tue Nov 20: tba
Thu Nov 22: THANKSGIVING BREAK. 

XIII. Student Research Presentations
Tue Nov 27: 
Thu Nov 29: 

XIV: Student Research Presentations
Tue Dec 6:
Thu Dec 8: 

FINAL Take home exam due on Monday December 17th by 3 p.m.

Grading Criteria for Papers—You are strongly encouraged to visit the Writing Learning 
Center (https://www.geneseo.edu/english/writing_center) at the Milne Library to have a tutor 
help you revise your drafts.

“A” Papers demonstrate superior, original insight about the text(s) under discussion.  The essay's 
thesis is original, well established, and intelligently presented. The essay's organization (ordering 
of assertions by paragraph) is outstandingly composed; inferences are drawn logically with 
superior insight; and no part of the essay is extraneous. The writer demonstrates a breadth of 
understanding of the topic through careful selection and presentation of evidence to support 
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assertions. The writer chooses words and constructions with care, making statements in support 
of the argument directly and clearly. The essay contains no errors in sentence structure, spelling, 
word choice, punctuation, or documentation; the composition is elegant and complex while 
remaining clear.

“A minus” and “B plus” Papers demonstrate original insight about the text(s) under discussion. 
The essay's thesis asserts an original argument. The essay's organization (ordering of assertions 
by paragraph) is thoughtfully composed; inferences are drawn logically and interestingly; and no 
part of the essay is extraneous. The writer supports assertions with carefully selected evidence. 
The writer includes a wordy construction no more than two times throughout the essay but the 
argument is clearly understood. The essay contains no more than two errors in sentence structure, 
spelling, word choice, punctuation, or documentation; and the composition is sophisticated.

“B” and “B minus” Papers demonstrate an understanding of the text(s) under discussion. The 
essay has a thesis. The essay's organization (ordering of assertions by paragraph) is clear; 
inferences are drawn logically; and no part of the essay is extraneous. The writer supports 
assertions with evidence. The writer includes three or four wordy sentences, but the essay’s 
argument remains discernable. The essay contains three or four errors in sentence structure, 
spelling, word choice, punctuation, or documentation.

“C” and “C minus” Papers represent the text(s) under discussion poorly. The essay's thesis is 
unclear. The essay's organization (ordering of assertions by paragraph) is faulty; inferences are 
drawn illogically once or twice; or one or two parts of the essay are extraneous. The writer fails 
to support assertions with evidence once or twice. Five or six sentences in the essay are wordy, 
pretentious, or overwritten, detracting from the essay's argument. The essay contains five or six 
errors in sentence structure, spelling, word choice, punctuation, or documentation.

“D”, “D minus”, and “F” Papers fail to address the text(s) under discussion. The essay has no 
thesis.  The essay demonstrates no sense of organization; inferences are drawn illogically three 
or more times; or three or more parts of the essay are extraneous.  The writer fails to support 
assertions with evidence three or more times.  Seven or more sentences in essay are wordy, 
pretentious, or overwritten, obscuring the essay's argument.  The essay contains seven or more 
errors in sentence structure, spelling, word choice, punctuation, or documentation.


