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Course Description 
 
This course explores the sensory worlds of media, with a critical eye to those elements––color, 
light, sound, movement, dimensionality, surface––that coalesce into familiar aesthetic forms. We 
will attend to how these forms transmigrate and shape shift across motion photography, narrative 
cinema, avant-garde film, documentary, landscape film, music videos, video games, installation 
video art, interactive web-based media, and YouTube to ponder together how media practices 
have forever altered our perception and, by extension, our relationship with nature, the built 
environment, and one another. Students will be introduced to key topics in aesthetics, media 
studies, critical theory, screen theory, video art theory, and network theory. Given that Media 
Aesthetics is currently being offered during Maymester, this iteration of the course will 
emphasize moving image media practices and the persistence of aesthetic forms rooted in the 
cinematic idiom, while also considering their relationship to still photography, music, and 
interactive media. Although the course proceeds with a somewhat chronological thrust, this is not 
to suggest that history presents us with static forms; we will frequently see the opposite, or how 
aesthetic forms are inherently migratory and hybrid. As a practice and theory course, students are 
expected to reflect carefully on assigned readings and screenings as they complete short-form 
media assignments and write concise reflection papers exploring questions around the topics of 
the image and reproduction; landscape and perception; narrative and time; social movements and 
audiovisual and/or accelerated aesthetics; and, finally, create a short final video essay that 
creatively explores one of the themes covered in our course. 
 
Assignments and Grading 
 
Class Participation       25% 
Class Presentations of Readings     20% 
Image, Reappropriation, and Reproduction Assignment   10% 
Landscape and Perception Assignment     10% 
Narrative and Time Assignment     10% 
Screen Dérive Assignment      10% 
Final Video Piece and Short Paper    15% 
 
Assignments in Detail 
 
(1)  Classroom Participation       (25%) 
 Each and every day 
 
Classroom participation counts for the single greatest percentage of your grade for the course. 
This means active participation in classroom conversations, openness to the screenings and 
assignments for what they do (regardless of whether or not you may “like” them), and strict 
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adherence to the classroom’s no electronics policy, except when needed to screen your own work 
to the class (see the note on classroom etiquette). Each day that there are reading assignments, 
which is every single class from May 16–June 1, students are expected to come to class having 
carefully read and reflected on the assigned material and with three questions to submit in 
writing directly to the professor and bring up during the course of the conversation with the 
class. Questions must be ready before class begins, be clearly rooted in the assigned readings, and 
reveal a sincere effort to understand (1) the underlying logics of the arguments made in the 
readings, (2) what is most at stake for the authors, (3) how the readings assist the student as they 
think through the broader topic of media aesthetics. You need not agree with or enjoy every 
reading, but it is necessary to grapple with them as you work on your assignments, reflections, 
and daily questions submissions.  
 
Note: It is absolutely critical that you not fall behind on the readings. Because there is no one 
comprehensive research paper for the course, you are expected to keep up with reading 
assignments and thoughtfully reference previous readings in each of the reflection papers that you 
turn in with your media projects. I will also be keeping track of how you reference readings from 
a previous class in our daily conversations. The goal of the course is for you to build a strong 
vocabulary to critically engage with media aesthetics and, by the end of the semester, have a 
broad understanding of how aesthetic forms morph and overlap over time in ways that inform 
your own media reflexivity and practices. 
 
(2)  Class Presentations of Reading      (20%) 
 Due in-class, dates to be determined 
 
Each student will come prepared to present the core arguments of and raise pertinent questions 
about the day’s readings three times during the Maymester (once each week). The student 
presenting will need to be able to describe the structure of each assigned reading, to summarize 
and follow the author’s argument and main points, and, if there are multiple readings assigned 
that day, to describe connections or contrasts between the authors’ intents, concerns, and 
questions; on those rare days when only one reading has been assigned, students presenting work 
must fruitfully compare and contrast arguments or ideas from previous readings or screenings. To 
help ground our conversation and support your own media practice, it behooves the student to 
reference particular examples of media. Since the focus of this Maymester version of the course 
emphasizes the cinematic paradigm, image-based media would be particularly helpful; other 
forms may also be referenced, if this makes the most sense for the individual student’s 
presentation or interests. After going through a ten-minute presentation, the student should open 
to a group discussion with two questions that directly relate to the reading, topics covered in the 
course, or their own media practices and interests.  
 
A one-page single-spaced paper should be turned in to the professor in-class the same day as part 
of the grade and should contain at least three illustrative quotes and five citations from the 
assigned readings. Productive questions to ask while preparing for these presentations might be, 
“the most crucial point in this reading was …” and “the part of the text that resonated the most 
with me and my interest was …” or “the part of the text that I found most confusing or 
contradictory was …” This last question will give the class an opportunity to read the text more 
closely, but should never be an excuse for slothfulness. (We’ll know the difference from the 
content and framing of the questions and, likely, your demeanor!) Give yourself over the reading. 
If you find sections of the reading difficult, muddle your way through, make note of those 
passages and where they fall in the course of the text, and then, time permitting, we can work 
through those sections as best we can, together as a group. The goal is make sense of what is most 
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at stake for the author in the assigned reading and to use it as a base from which we may then 
pose our own questions about media aesthetics. 
 
I will assign the dates and related readings to students randomly on the first day of class. For two 
classes, the first and the last, two students will present separately on the same material, on the 
same day. (If certain students would like to swap readings or dates with another student, this must 
be done with the permission of the professor at least two days in advance of the assignments.) 
 
(3) The Image, Reproduction, and Reappropriation    (10%) 

Due in-class on Thursday May 18, 2017 
 
Select an image or a series of images that are reproduced or re-presented in another context, 
whether commercial or artistic, such as a film, video, YouTube, or an advertisement, and discuss 
the qualities of these, their framing and reframing, and the logic or utility behind their 
reproduction or inclusion in this other context or work. Come to class prepared to share / screen / 
exhibit this image as it is reproduced––on a screen, in a video, or in print––and with a two-
paragraph (minimum 300, maximum 500 word) typed description of its qualities, its re-
appropriation, reproduction, and/or representation in this other work. In the first paragraph, focus 
on the formal qualities of the original image or images and their relevant social, cultural, or 
historical significance, and they ways in which they are being recontextualized in this other 
context; in the second paragraph, focus on one of the following themes: the gaze, the sublime, 
authenticity, mimesis, or artifice. These two paragraphs must cite at least three of our 
foundational readings on aesthetics, critical theory, and the image and its reproduction. Each 
student will have ten minutes to discuss their image(s) and their reproduction or reappropriation, 
and may read directly from their prepared text, which must be turned in to me directly in-class for 
me to consider as part of your grade. 
 
Examples that come to my mind are Andy Warhol’s Marilyn Monroe screenprint series (1967), 
which were reproduced from an image of Marilyn Monroe from her film Niagara (1953); the 
self-portraiture of Cindy Sherman, of which there are numerous examples, some of which directly 
reference portraiture in Renaissance painting such as da Vinci’s Mona Lisa; the paintings that 
serve as contemplative objects and narrative props in the film Museum Hours (2013) by Jem 
Cohen.  
 
(4)  Landscape and Perception Assignment     (10%) 

Due in-class on Monday May 22, 2017 
 
One premise of this course is that our perception of the world, and our place within it, has been 
altered forever by the media we consume and create, and to such a degree that they have become 
nearly invisible to us in our day-to-day lives. With this in mind, the landscape assignment is an 
opportunity for you to train your eye on the world around you and consider how the natural 
environment is or isn’t contained / altered / reshaped by the media worlds you inhabit habitually. 
In this assignment, you are tasked with exploring a landscape, preferably one with few or no 
mass-produced images in the vicinity, and experiment with familiar visual idioms in its 
representation or creative expression. You may make either a series of still photographs or a short 
moving image piece (sans sound); alternately, you may make field recordings in a chosen site, 
and work in sound alone. Think carefully about framing, movement, duration, proximity, and 
distance as you work and note any familiar works––whether films, television shoes, music videos, 
a friend’s Facebook post or tweet––that come to your mind as you approach the project, either 
before, during, or after. You will present this work to the class and turn in a 400 word reflection 
paper describing your aesthetic decisions, whether conscious at the time of recording or not, and 
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any cultural references that came to mind as you were working. You will need to strategically cite 
at least one reading the previous week’s readings. The Allen Carson reading on aesthetic 
appreciation of the natural environment may be helpful starting point and should be referenced, 
with a clear indication that you’ve understood and thought about his argument. 
 
(5)  Cinematography and Time Assignment     (10%) 

Due in-class on Friday May 26, 2017 
 
Each student will screen up to ten minutes from a moving image work, either a sequence or series 
of sequences, and describe the fundamental elements at play in your chosen selection(s); the 
aesthetic sensibility visible and audible in the work; editing strategies as they affect the flow of 
time and to what ends; and at least three other examples of work in other media that make use of 
similar strategies. (See handout of Bordwell film art glossary of terms to describe these 
strategies.)  
 
For this assignment, students must revisit the W.J.T. Mitchell reading, “What Do Pictures Really 
Want?” and either the Laura Mark’s or Guilliana Bruno’s piece from May 24, 2017. What do 
these sequences demand of you and how does this relate to the project of the work? How do they 
activate your memory of touch, of feeling, or your full sensorium as you watch them? Explicitly 
cite these previous readings, in ways that reveal a familiarity with the texts, their arguments, and 
a creative and enlightening use of key ideas and passages referenced.  
 
(6)  Screen Dérive Assignment       (10%) 

Due in-class on Tuesday May 30, 2017 
 
Binge surf a series of unfamiliar websites and create a short digital photo essay from your screen 
grabs, to be presented to the class and submitted with a reflection paper on the notion of the 
dérive in a virtual space of your choosing. Choose your sites based less on their content than on 
their aesthetic appeal, or lack thereof, and look carefully at how various elements––fonts, layout, 
colors, and relatively busy-ness or spaciousness––shape your experience. From these screen 
grabs, curate a series of images that you have cropped and re-cropped however you choose, to 
present to the class. (If you are comfortable with Photoshop or other software, feel free to create a 
collage rather than a series of lone images.) Carefully consider your choices and the associations 
that you make between your selected images. Return to our earlier John Berger reading, Ways of 
Seeing, and the photo essays he and his collaborators present as chapters. Along these lines, I 
encourage you to stumble upon a theme for your photo essay as you “drift” and wander through 
these sites, and later carefully construct your digital photo essay through the order of your 
images.  
 
This assignment is intended to help you think through the Guy Debord reading, Society of the 
Spectacle, and to take a critical distance to the ways that images are employed to incite, evoke, 
maintain, and mediate social relations. On the day of the assignment, come to class with a 300–
400 word statement describing the logic behind the order or collection of images, hyperlinks to 
the sources of your images, and a description of how the aesthetic worlds (re)discovered by your 
virtual wandering depict and create a kind of psychogeography. In your text, you will need to 
carefully cite the Debord reading twice; bonus points for enlightening references to previous 
readings.  
 
(8)  Final Video Piece and Related Two-Page Paper     (15%) 

Due in-class on Friday June 2, 2017 
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For a final project, students will present to the class a short media work using the moving image, 
with or without sound, exploring any of the topics we have covered during our Maymester 
course, such as haptic visuality, the image and reproduction, audiovisual aesthetics, accelerated 
aesthetics, screen aesthetics, social movements and the society of the spectacle, or the aesthetics 
of invisibility. The media work should be no more than five minutes, maximum, and illustrate a 
clear critical engagement with the work we view, texts we read, and conversations we have over 
the course of the summer term. The work may consist of a single take; be constructed from found 
footage or archival footage; be made with or without sound; be a performative piece; or a digital 
photo essay. Students in the course will need to email me directly no later than Monday May 29 
to give me a sense of their interests, especially if they are might wish to pursue a topic not yet 
covered, such as immersive aesthetics and gaming or the aesthetics of invisibility in our post-
media media-saturated world. 
 
Your original media work will be exhibited in class on our final meeting on June 2, 2017, and 
should be accompanied with an artist statement (approximately 300-400 pages), describing the 
conceptual framework for the work and the influences on the work’s aesthetic sensibility, 
followed by a two-page single spaced paper on the topic that your piece is intended to engage. 
This paper must cite (not necessarily quote) at least ten of the class readings and five media 
works, either viewed/engaged/played in this class or elsewhere, that serve as catalysts for the 
original work. Describe the aesthetic elements at play in these other works and how they appear 
or are referenced, even if obliquely, in your original piece.  
 
Requirements 
Daily attendance is mandatory for each and every class during Maymester. Come to class on 
time, each day, having prepared for the discussion and assignments. Assignments must be 
complete on the day that they are due, with the exception of instances of medical or family 
emergency. If you are struggling with the reading or an assignment, do the best you can under the 
circumstances, but have something ready in class, on time. 
 
Classroom Etiquette 
(1) Maintain an attitude of generosity and good humor with your fellow students (and your 
professor) as we discuss the readings, screenings, and give feedback on one another’s work.  
(2) In this classroom there is a strict no electronics policy, especially regarding cell phones. 
Laptops may be used to screen your own work, although the Department of Critical Media 
Practices has its own laptops for use in class for sharing work. Although the majority of our 
readings are made available to you digitally, you are expected to come with your laptops closed 
during discussion. If a student is discovered using their laptop for anything other than referencing 
pertinent reading, (s)he will not be permitted to use their laptop for the remainder of the course. 
In other words, please be considerate and stay focused on the work out our course while we are in 
class together. 
(3) No eating in class. I will make time for bathroom breaks, so please make such excursions 
brief and rare. 
 
Unpleasant Business 
If you must be absent, submit documentation from a doctor to be excused. Unexcused absences 
automatically bring your grade down by a percentage, at the discretion of the instructor. Students 
who are late to class twice will be docked 3.5% percent of their grade. For each additional late 
arrival there will be a 3% deduction from the final grade. 
 
Equipment Access and Checkout Procedures 
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As students enrolled in the course, you have access to a shared resource of available cameras and 
sound recording equipment in the Department of Critical Media Practices. Jason Gnere is the 
manager of equipment and labs for the department and he may be reached at gnerre@colorado.edu 
for questions about specific equipment. If you wish to check out equipment, please the following 
address: cmdp-checkout@colorado.edu. Details about the department’s policies for equipment 
checkout are available online at: http://www.criticalmediapractices.org/officialpolicies/.  
 
Course Schedule 
Subject to Change  
 
Week One 
Monday May 15, 2017   Foundations in Media Aesthetics  

Course Introduction 
Syllabus and Structure 

Screenings:   Seasons (1975) Artavazd Peleshyan (15 min.) 
 Spiritual Voices, pt. 1 (1995) Alexander Sokurov (37 min.) 

Class Schedule: Introductions and description of course and structure etc. (50 
min); equipment room and lab intro (10 min.); break (10 min.); 
screening and discussion (70 min); outside, on campus 
observation / listening / looking exercise and group discussion 
(40 min.) 

   
Tuesday May 16, 2017   The Sublime and Aesthetic Experience  

Reading:  (1) “Art as Experience,” John Dewey 
(2) “Psychical Distance,” Edward Bullough 
(3) “Appreciation and the Natural Environment,” Allen Carlson  

Screening:   Turin Horse, Bela Tarr (143 min.) 
 Class Schedule:  In-class presentation by one student and class discussion (37  

min); Screening and discussion (143 min) 
 
Wednesday May 17, 2017  The Image and Ways of Seeing 

Reading:   (1) Ways of Seeing, John Berger, Chap. 1-3, 7 (pp. 1-64,129-155) 
(2) “What Do Pictures Really Want?” W.J.T. Mitchell 

Class Schedule: In-class presentation by one student and class discussion (60 
minutes); individual meetings with students in-class and labs to 
research and prepare for the Image, Reproduction, and 
Reappropriation Assignment; workshop with Jason Gnerre  

 
Thursday May 18, 2017  The Image and Reproduction 
 Reading:  (1) “There are no visual media,” W.J.T. Mitchell  

(2) “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,”  
Walter Benjamin  

Screening:  Seasons… (2002), Stan Brakhage and Phil Solomon (16 min) 
 Trains Are For Dreaming (2009), Jennifer Reeves (7 min) 

Guest Artist:  DCMP MFA student Ramey Newell screens and discusses her 
project Walks, followed by Q&A 

Class Schedule: * Image, Reproduction, and Reappropriation Assignments * 
presented in-class (50 min); presentation of the reading by one 
student and in-class discussion (50 minutes); screening of two 
shorts (30 min); guest artist (45 min) 
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Friday May 19, 2017   Time in Media and Motion Photography 
Reading:  (1) “The Annihilation of Time and Space” from River of 

Shadows, Rebecca Solnit, pp. 1–24 
    (2)  “Stopping Time” from Rivers of Shadows, pp. 179–205 

Screening:   Eadweard Muybridge, Zoopraxographer (1975) 
Directed by Thom Anderson (59 min.) 

Class Schedule: Presentation of the reading and discussion (45 min.); break (10 
min.); screening and discussion (75 min.); individual meetings 
with students to discuss landscape assignment and work labs (50 
min.) 

Week Two  
 
Monday May 22, 2017  Representing Reality: Found Footage and the Archive 
 Reading:  (1) “The Domain of Documentary,” Bill Nichols 
    (2) Colonial Archives and Acts of Governance,” Ann Stoller 
 Screening:  Report (1967), Bruce Connor (15 min.) 
    Mother Dau, the Turtlelike (1995), V. Monnikendam (90 min.) 

Class Schedule:  * Landscape and Perception Assignment * presented in class  
(30 min); in-class presentation and discussion of readings (30 
min.); screening and discussion (120 min.) 

 
Tuesday May 23, 2017  Cinematography, Narrative, and Time 

Reading:  (1) “The Evolution of the Language of Cinema,” Andre Bazin  
(2) “Out of Depths: Citizen Kane, Modernism, and the Avant-
Garde Impulse,” Paul Arthur 

Screening:  Citizen Kane (1941), Orson Welles (119 min.) 
Class Schedule:  In-class presentation and discussion of readings (30 min.);  

Screening and discussion (150 min.) 
 
Wednesday May 24, 2017  Haptic Visuality  

Reading:  (1) “The Memory of Touch,” by Laura Mark, from Skin of the 
Film, pp. 127–193 
(2) “Introduction” and “Surface, Texture, Weave: The Fashioned 
World of Wong Kar-wai,” by Bruno, Giuliana, from Surface: 
Matters of Aesthetics, Materiality, and Media (2017) pp. 35–54 

   Screening:   In the Mood for Love (2000), Wong Kar-Wai (98 min.) 
Class Schedule:  In-class presentation of readings (60 min); screening and  

discussion (120 min) 
To do: Send a list of familiar YouTube stations or sites frequently 

visited for us to discuss together as a group on Friday May 26  
 
Thursday May 25, 2017  Audiovisual Aesthetics and the Music Video 

Reading:   Selections from Unruly Media (2013) Carol Vernallis 
Screening:   Cosmic Ray (1962), Dir. Bruce Connor (15 min.) [on film] 

Scorpio Rising (1967), Dir. Kenneth Anger (30 min.) 
Bombay Beach (2011), Dir. Alma Har’el (15 min. from 76 min.) 

Class Schedule:  Review of course materials to-date (15 min.); screenings of films  
followed by discussion (75 min.); presentation of readings and 
discussion (50 min.); remaining time for research and labs 

 
Friday May 26, 2017  Social Movements in the Society of the Spectacle 
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 Reading:   Selections from Society of the Spectacle, Guy Debord 
    NYTimes on continued relevance of Debord’s SoS 
    “Get Up, Stand Up,” Wired article October 2015 

Kendell Jenner, Pepsi, and Joyful Protesters and response on 
Wired, The Wire, and Very Smart Brothas 

Screening:  TBA 
Class Schedule: * Cinematography and Time Assignment * presentations and 

discussions (50 min.); presentation of reading and discussion (45 
min.); individual meetings with students and research and lab 
time for next project 

Week Three 
 
Monday May 29, 2017  University Holiday 
 
Tuesday May 30, 2017  Screen Aesthetics  

Reading:  (1) “What is New Media?” from The Language of New Media, 
by Lev Manovich (pp. 18–55) 
(2) “Navigable Space: Doom and Myst” from The Language of 
New Media, by Lev Manovich (244–285)  

 Non-screening:  Hollow (2013), Elaine McMillion Sheldon  
    Seances (2016), Guy Maddin, Evan Johnson, Galen Johnson 

Class Schedule: * Screen Dérive Assignment * presentation and discussion (50 
min.); presentation of readings and discussion (50 min.); Group 
explorations of Hollow and Seances (60 min.) 
 

Wednesday May 31, 2017  Immersive Aesthetics and Gaming 
Reading:   Selections from Gaming: Essays on Algorithmic Culture  

View at home: Documentation of Serious Games 
Screening:   War at a Distance (2003) Harun Fauroki (58 min.) 
Class Schedule: Presentation and group discussion of readings; screening and 

discussion; additional time for labs 
 
Thursday June 1, 2017   Post-Media and the Aesthetics of Invisibility 
 Reading:  Selections from The Politics of Aesthetics, Jacques Rancière 

Selections from Network Aesthetics, Jagoda 
Recent reflections our screen-centric world and Society of the 
Spectacle in the Guardian 

Screenings:   TBA  
Class Schedule: Group discussion of readings (50 min.); looking at examples of a 

range of popular media practices (30 min.); additional time for 
labs with option of preliminary feedback from professor on 
video piece and/or accompanying essay 

 
Friday June 2, 2017   Final Presentations 

Students screen final Video Piece (run-time 2–3 minutes) and 
present a three-page analysis of their own work 

 
 
 


