Critical Survey, Fall 2011

Wednesday 1:30–5:10 p.m, Room 653  
Dennis Lim

dennislim@sprynet.com
office hours: Wednesday 5:30–6:30 p.m. and by appointment
This is a course in reading and writing criticism. Our goal is to introduce ourselves to some of the best and most important cultural critics; chart the ways in which the nature of criticism—and art—have changed; investigate some of the major questions that preoccupy contemporary critics (high and low culture, matters of taste and accessibility, debates about art and commerce, various culture wars and critical fights); and begin to master some forms of critical writing.

Good critics are good readers. Although this reading list may be amended as the course progresses, it is extremely important that you thoroughly read all assigned pieces, and think about what you have read. Come to class prepared to discuss the readings vigorously and intelligently. Your opinion as to whether you “liked” or “didn't like” a particular piece or author is far less important than your ability to critically assess the work in question. All works will be discussed in terms of content, style, and lessons for the aspiring writer.

Guests will be scheduled throughout the semester (dates TBD). 
Your final grade will depend equally on thoughtful participation in class discussions and written work. 

Writing/Deadlines: You will write three reviews (of 800-1200 words), and there will be at least one additional shorter assignment. At the end of the semester you will submit a portfolio of revised versions of the three reviews. See below for deadlines and brief descriptions of assignments—we will discuss further in class. Pieces due in a given week must be submitted by Wednesday before the start of class. (E-mail to me as attachments, or to the entire class if it’s a piece we’re discussing together.) No late papers will be accepted.

Presentations: Each student will choose a review or a critical essay by a currently publishing critic to present—you will lead a brief discussion that relates the selected piece to themes and ideas that have come up in class. I will circulate a sign-up sheet at the start of the semester; you are responsible for distributing copies of (or sending out links to) your chosen piece the week before your presentation.

READING

Course packets are available at Village Copier.

Books: Significant portions of these books are included on the syllabus, and they will all be valuable additions to your personal library. The books are available at Shakespeare and Co. on Broadway and Waverly (where you can get a 10 percent student discount), unless they are out of print. All books, including those out of print, can be ordered online (at Amazon, Abebooks, etc.), where you may be able to find used copies cheaper.

James Agee, Agee on Film 

Pauline Kael, For Keeps [out of print]

Ellen Willis, Out of the Vinyl Deeps
Susan Sontag, Against Interpretation 

Dave Hickey, Air Guitar: Essays on Art and Democracy
Carl Wilson, Let’s Talk About Love: A Journey to the End of Taste 

Vivian Gornick, The Situation and the Story: The Art of Personal Narrative 
John Berger, Selected Essays 
T.J. Clark, The Sight of Death: An Experiment in Art Writing  

Geoff Dyer, The Ongoing Moment 
* - in course packet or distributed as handouts 

** - available online, and linked here — please print out and bring to class
Week 1: Introduction 

Week 2: The role of the critic 

* Margaret Fuller, “A Short Essay on Critics” (1840) 

* Charles Baudelaire, “What is the Good of Criticism?” (1846) 

* Oscar Wilde, “The Critic as Artist” (excerpt) (1888) 
(Wilde’s full essay can be read here. Those of you with digital readers can also download it for free—it’s in Wilde’s collection Intentions.) 

* Rudolf Arnheim, “The Film Critic of Tomorrow” (1935)

* Joseph Goebbels, “Decree Concerning Art Criticism” (excerpt) (1936) 

* Randall Jarrell, “The Age of Criticism” (1952)

* Alfred Kazin, “The Function of Criticism Today” (1962)

* Morris Dickstein, “Introduction: What Happened to Criticism,” from Double Agent: The Critic and Society (1992) 
* Judith Williamson, Introduction to Deadline at Dawn (1993)
* J. Hoberman, “The Film Critic of Tomorrow, Today” (1996)
** David Bordwell, “Academics vs. Critics” (2011)

** Adrian Martin, “No Direction Home: Creative Criticism” (2011)
Week 3: Deadline reviewing, pt 1 

James Agee, selections from Agee on Film 

Pauline Kael, selections from For Keeps 

Week 4: Deadline reviewing, pt 2

Pauline Kael, selections from For Keeps 

Ellen Willis, selections from Out of the Vinyl Deeps 

* Renata Adler, “The Perils of Pauline” (on Pauline Kael) 

** Louis Menand, “Finding It at the Movies” (on Pauline Kael)
DUE: Review of “September 11” exhibit at P.S. 1, 1000 words 

Week 5: Critical sensibilities: elitism and populism  
Susan Sontag, selections from Against Interpretation 

Dave Hickey, selections from Air Guitar 

* Wayne Koestenbaum, “Susan Sontag, Cosmophage” 

** Terry Castle, “Desperately Seeking Susan” (on Susan Sontag) 

** Dave Hickey, “¡Una Lesbiana Enamorada! The Reverse Bowdlerization of Susan Sontag” 
Week 6: Manifestoes and debates 
* Manny Farber, “White Elephant Art vs. Termite Art” 
* André Bazin, “On the politique des auteurs”
** Andrew Sarris, “Notes on the Auteur Theory”
* Pauline Kael, “Circles and Squares” 

** James Wood, “Human, All Too Inhuman” 

** Zadie Smith, “Two Paths for the Novel”
* Cynthia Ozick, “Literary Entrails”

* William Deresiewicz, “How Wood Works” (on James Wood) 
** Colson Whitehead, “Wow, Fiction Works!”
Week 7: High, middle, and low

* Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch”

* Virginia Woolf, “Middlebrow”

* Russell Lynes, “Highbrow, Middlebrow, Lowbrow”  

Pauline Kael, “Trash, Art, and the Movies” (in For Keeps)

* J. Hoberman, “Bad Movies”
Steven Berlin Johnson, “Watching TV Makes You Smarter” (excerpt from Everything Bad Is Good for You)

New York magazine’s Approval Matrix  

We will also discuss Dwight MacDonald’s “Masscult and Midcult,” which you will have read in your Cutural Conversation class. 

DUE: Review of a film currently in theaters, 800 words   

Week 8: Taste

Carl Wilson, Let’s Talk About Love: A Journey to the End of Taste 

* J.M. Coetzee, “What Is a Classic?”

** Recent debate, in The New York Times and elsewhere, about “boring” films and “cultural vegetables” — I’ll send selection of links in weekly email.
Week 9: Getting personal 

Vivian Gornick, The Situation and the Story: The Art of Personal Narrative 
* Zadie Smith, “What Does Soulful Mean?”

** Robin Wood, “Responsibilities of a Gay Film Critic”

Week 10: Extremes 

Celebrations…. 

* Lester Bangs, “Astral Weeks”

Ellen Willis, “The Velvet Underground” (in Out of the Vinyl Deeps)

* Mary McCarthy, “A Bolt From the Blue” (on Pale Fire)

Dave Hickey, “Shining Hours/Forgiving Rhyme” (on Norman Rockwell, in Air Guitar)  

* Stuart Klawans, “Coming to America!” (on Borat) 

* Adam Phillips, “Celebrating Sebald” (on W.G. Sebald)

…and takedowns 

* Mary McCarthy, “Eugene O’Neill—Dry Ice” 

* Susan Sontag, “Fascinating Fascism” (on Leni Riefenstahl; please also revisit “On Style,” in Against Interpretation) 
** Robert Christgau, “Trying to Understand the Eagles”

** Joan Didion, “Letter From ‘Manhattan’” (on Woody Allen) 

* J. Hoberman, “Spielberg’s Oskar” (on Schindler’s List) 

** Dale Peck, “The Moody Blues” (on Rick Moody) 

DUE: shorter assignment TBD
Week 11: Looking, pt 1 (painting) 

* Jed Perl, “The Art of Seeing”

T.J. Clark, selection from The Sight of Death: An Experiment in Art Writing  

John Berger, selections from Selected Essays
Week 12: Looking, pt 2 (photography) 

* Susan Sontag, “In Plato’s Cave” (from On Photography)
* Susie Linfield, “A Little History of Photography Criticism, or: Why Do So Many Photography Critics Hate Photography?” (from The Cruel Radiance)
Geoff Dyer, selection from The Ongoing Moment 
John Berger, selections from Selected Essays
DUE: A review that engages with more than one work, or with the work of another critic, 1200 words  
Week 13: Looking, pt 3 (the moving image and more)

** David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, selections from their blog
John Berger, selections from Selected Essays
* Jacques Rancière, “The Future of the Image” and “Are Some Things Unrepresentable?”

Week 14: Where we are now

** Jonathan Lethem, “The Ecstacy of Influence” 

** David Shields, “What We’re All Looking For” (adapted from Reality Hunger: A Manifesto, with a response by Bob Shacochis)
Closing thoughts 
DUE: Rewrites
