Reinterpreting Genre through Japanese Film
Course Syllabus

Course Description
Have you ever gone to the movies to see a comedy, and ended up wanting to cry instead? Have you ever been to watch an action movie chock-full of explosions and violence, and walked out after feeling like you’ve seen too much? Have you ever sat down for a horror movie, and left the theater feeling disturbed by something far scarier than ghosts or murderers?  Such films give us a chance to reflect on genre—what we expect from it, what we think the limits are, and how we react when a film bends or crosses over these conventions.  This course offers an opportunity to think actively about the changing boundaries of genre, and how different film techniques can produce these genre-challenging effects on an audience, by focusing on certain contemporary Japanese films.  We will consider genres of horror, action, drama, comedy, and the coming-of-age film, among others.  Emphasis will be placed on the films of Kurosawa Kiyoshi and Miike Takashi, but works by other directors will be discussed as well.  For more detailed information about films and topics to be covered, please see the schedule.
Course Information

This course will meet once a week for three hours at a time.  
The first part of each session will be devoted to movie screening, with a combination of lecture and discussion afterwards.  
Readings will be assigned each week to be completed before the screening, and a brief film response will be due afterwards.  
Students should use readings to place films in context culturally or in terms of genre, and through class discussion and individual reflection should begin thinking critically about the effects of film techniques and how they shape perceptions of genre.  Students should feel free to develop their own opinions of films, and should also question what it is about a film that makes them feel or think about it the way they do.  
Grading
Attendance

Students are required to attend each session, and should be willing to express their thoughts and impressions of a film during discussion.  

Though attendance is mandatory and will be taken every session, if a student cannot make it to a class meeting he/she should notify me, and be prepared to view the missed film, or a makeup film, at the Media Resource Center on his or her own time. Students may not miss more than three sessions to receive a pass.

Assignments

There will be two types of weekly assignments:

Readings before each session that will provide background about the specific film for that week or about the genre the film seems to represent.  Some examples may include essays on film genre, interviews with directors, conflicting film reviews, or articles analyzing the film to be screened or the director’s body of work/stylistic choices, etc.  
Film responses that will be due by the following week’s class. Responses should be over half a page long, and can range from a student’s thoughts on the film in relation to the readings, in-class discussion, film techniques, personal reactions, comparisons to other genre films, or a combination of these.  

Final Project

Each student will be responsible for a final project, either individual or in a group, to be presented on the final day of class.  Students should be creative and come up with something interesting, fun, or unique that can be presented to the class, and should incorporate a topic covered during the course.  Some examples might include acting out scenes and having the class guess the genre, filming an alternate trailer (starring your group members) for a horror film that makes it seem like a love story, etc. Students must write down ideas a few weeks in advance and turn them in for approval.  
Students must complete and submit all film responses (or makeup equivalents) and a final project, and have not missed more than three classes in order to receive a pass.

Schedule (discussions topics are tentative and subject to change)
Class 1 - 1/25 (2nd week of instruction): Syllabus and enrollment information

Horror Film: Kurosawa Kiyoshi
Class 2 – 2/1: Pulse (2000)
Topics: Use of sound, framing, & other film techniques in horror; themes of technological horror and alienation. Discuss with Retribution (2007).
Class 3 – 2/8: Cure (1998)
Topics: Discussion of film techniques continues; themes of disillusionment & the conflict between social roles and the individual. How is genre indicated? How is it questioned or maintained? Discuss with Charisma (1999).

2/15 – Academic holiday
Action Film: Miike Takashi
Class 5 – 2/22: Dead or Alive (2000)
Topics: Stretching the limits of onscreen action and graphic imagery; exaggerating genre to absurd effect; the use of music and montage. Discuss with Ichi the Killer (2001); City of Lost Souls (2000); Blues Harp (1998).
Class 6 – 3/1: Sukiyaki Western Django (2007)
Topics: International/hybrid films and cross-cultural influence; spaghetti & kimchi westerns; language and imagery in action film

The Coming-of-Age Film: Interacting and conflicting portrayals of youth
Class 7 – 3/8: Crows Zero (Miike, 2007)

Topics: Youth and violence in film; link to music & popular media; relationship between genre & target audience. Discuss with Toyoda Toshiaki’s Blue Spring (2002).
Class 8 – 3/15: License to Live (Kurosawa, 1999)

Topics: Balancing the humorous and the serious in drama & the use of physical contact/props; youth, family, and the passage of time; themes of disconnection and aimlessness.
-Spring Break-

Drama: Dynamics of road-trip/adventure drama and family drama
Class 9 – 3/29: The Bird People in China (Miike, 1998)

Topics: Magical realism and allegory; balancing the serious with the absurd; fantastical visual elements in film and suspension of disbelief.
Class 10 – 4/5: Tokyo Sonata (Kurosawa, 2008)

Topics: The family drama and social commentary; comedic and dramatic uses of violence; themes of family/social roles and repression. Discuss with Family Game (Morita Yoshimitsu, 1983); Visitor Q (Miike, 2001).

Sci-fi/Fantasy

Class 11 – 4/12: Paprika (Kon Satoshi, 2006)

Topics: How genre interacts with medium: altered/alternate realities & realism in animation; use of color, sound, and depth to imply reality and fantasy. Discuss with Perfect Blue (Kon, 1997).
Comedy

Class 12 – 4/19: Taste of Tea (Ishii Katsuhito, 2004)

Topics: Deemphasis of plot & use of episodic structure; use of narration to link scenes; awareness of audience/ playing to the crowd in comedy.

Class 13 – 4/26: Final Project Presentations
