Italian 475: Modern Italian Literature and Cinema

Fall 2017, Pennsylvania State University

Professor: Sherry Roush, Ph.D

Class meets: TR 1:35-2:50, 204 Sackett 

Tel: 865-1133




Office: 147 Burrowes

Email: slr21@psu.edu



Office hours: T 9:15-10:15 a.m/R Noon-1 









& by appointment  

Welcome to Modern Italian Literature and Cinema! This course explores the literary, cultural, and historical backdrops behind a variety of films including Federico Fellini’s artistic The Road, one of the greatest spaghetti westerns ever made (Sergio Leone’s Once Upon a Time in the West), and an Oscar winner for Best Foreign Film (Roberto Benigni’s Life is Beautiful). Selected texts also trace such issues as the individual’s role in society and the use of the imagination in the representation of history. Successful students in this course will understand the major themes of late 19th- and 20th-century Italian culture, with particular attention to Italian Neorealism, and will have practiced the fundamentals of reading texts and watching films critically and intelligently, producing at the end of the course a final critical project on an author, auteur, or cultural theme of their choosing. The course is taught in English; no knowledge of the Italian language is expected.

Prerequisite: Junior standing or permission of instructor.
Required Texts:

· The Nonexistent Knight, Italo Calvino

· Survival at Auschwitz, Primo Levi

· A Private Matter (also under the title A Private Affair), Beppe Fenoglio
· Senso, Camillo Boito
Required Films:

· Rome Open City, Roberto Rossellini

· The Road, Federico Fellini

· The Garden of the Finzi-Contini, Vittorio DeSica

· Life is Beautiful, Roberto Benigni
· The Truce, Francesco Rosi
· Blow-Up, Michelangelo Antonioni
· The Spider’s Stratagem, Bernardo Bertolucci
· Seduced and Abandoned, Pietro Germi
· Senso, Luchino Visconti
· Once Upon a Time in the West, Sergio Leone
· Lamerica, Gianni Amelio
· Caro diario, Nanni Moretti
The four texts are available at the campus bookstore or online, as well as on reserve in the library. The films are available for viewing on reserve in the Arts & Humanities Library, though past students have also organized private or small group viewings of the films rented through Netflix, Red Box, or streamed online. The key is to read the texts and watch all of the films (with the exception of the last one: Caro diario) before the class discussion of each work scheduled on the syllabus. We will watch episodes of Caro diario together as a class during the penultimate week of the semester.
Final Grade:

The final grade (totaling 100 points maximum) is calculated according to the following six aspects. 

32 points. Individual Reactions/Forum Contributions. Students post to Canvas reactions to the texts they have read or the films they have seen. These reactions are visible to the entire class, and students should plan to read their peers’ perspectives before each class lesson that introduces a new work. The most points are earned by students who present detailed, well-articulated critical viewpoints that lead to sophisticated theoretical discussions during class and/or incorporate outside research or original comparisons to other works in the literary or cinematographic tradition. Students do not earn points by agreeing with or merely reiterating previously posted comments. Students will have some flexibility in choosing the works for their reactions, according to the guidelines posted on the Canvas webpage for the course. The total number of posts for each student is eight, posted to Canvas no later than 10 p.m. the evening before class discussion, with at least four posts completed before October 4 for the October 5 lesson, and the last one completed on or before November 6 for the November 7 lesson. 

20 points. Final Interpretive/Creative Project. Students choose the topic, research questions, and medium of their interpretive/ creative project based on the course. Please see the guidelines posted on Canvas. The final is due on Canvas or via email attachment no later than midnight, Monday, December 11. There is no other obligation during exam week for this course. 

20 points. Two Tests. There is an in-class midterm quiz on Tuesday, October 3 (worth 10 points), consisting of a combination of multiple choice, identification, and short answers to questions. The second test (also worth 10 points) is a short answer/essay assignment completed outside of class and posted to Canvas or turned in via email attachment by midnight on November 16. Details will be provided in class.

18 points. Class participation. Highest grades for this aspect will be given to those students who come to class prepared every day, having read the material and/or seen the film for each class, and participate actively with a high degree of enthusiasm in class discussions. Attendance is extremely important; there is no way to make up class participation in the event of too many absences. (Please consult the attendance policy that follows.) Students should plan to show that they are prepared to discuss the films and texts in a thoughtful manner every day by volunteering questions, answers, and topics for discussion. Generally “A” grades are earned only by students who volunteer intelligent comments consistently. Grades in the “B” range typically go to students who actively participate, but may be less thoughtful or less consistent in their contributions. Please note: “C” grades are typically earned by students who are prepared and come to class, but make little or no contribution to discussions unless called upon by the instructor. Students who earn “D” grades come to class, but are not prepared and/or not engaged in class discussions. “F” grades are earned by students who are chronically absent or tardy or who openly hinder class discussion in some way (i.e. sleeping or using cell phones or electronic games during discussions). Nine points for participation are assessed at the midterm, and the remaining 9 points are assessed during Week 14.
5 points. Final Project Proposal. A one-page description of the plan for your final project is due to Canvas or via email attachment on (or before) midnight, Thursday, October 26. 


5 points. Individual Conference. Understanding the intellectual goals and interests of my students is important enough to me that I invite every student to drop in individually during my office hours or make an appointment to talk with me for approximately 15-30 minutes once before the end of the sixth week of class (that is before Friday, September 29). This activity is worth 5 points and cannot be “made up” if it is missed or delayed until the second half of the semester. During my conference with you, I am interested in learning what topics in this course are of greatest interest to you and why, which aspects of the course are difficult or unclear to you and what I can do to assist your learning, what ideas you might have for your final project, how this course fits into your major/minor/broader university course curriculum, or any similar discussion topic of your choice. The only way to prepare for your conference is to have one or two topics in mind to bring up with me. Please note that maximum points are unlikely to be earned by students who put off their individual conference until the last week, or by those who give the impression that they are only meeting with me because it is a required element of the course. If you must make an appointment, please do so before September 21.
Final grades are distributed as follows:

A
95.0-100.0
B+
87.7-89.9
C+
75.0-79.9
D
60.0-69.9

A-
90.0-94.9
B
83.3-87.6
C
70.0-74.9





B-
80.0-83.2



F
0.0-59.9

Attendance policy: University policy makes poor attendance grounds for an F or a lowered grade (See Policies & Rules for Students 42-27). However, it is understandable that periodically things happen that prevent student attendance. Hence, three absences throughout the semester are allowed and do not require documentation of any kind. These days will cover things such as illness, weddings, funerals, job interviews, etc. These are not free days; use them wisely. Please consult with a student in the class for lecture notes, announcements, or explanation of materials covered on any days that you must miss class. Beginning with the fourth absence (regardless of the reasons for the first three) your instructor will factor into your final class participation grade any undocumented absences. Valid excuses (i.e. doctor’s notes, death certificate, etc.) must be presented within 5 days of the absence beginning with the fourth. Please note that two late arrivals of 10 minutes or more will also count as an absence.
Equal access: The Pennsylvania State University encourages qualified persons with disabilities to participate in its programs and activities. If you anticipate needing any type of accommodation in this course or have questions about physical access, please inform me no later than the second week of class.

Honor code: Active collaboration with classmates is encouraged. Please feel free to share notes and ideas with other students. However, you may not collaborate with anyone else when taking the midterm quiz or take-home exam, or in writing your final project. If you are in doubt, please do not hesitate to ask the instructor. If a student is suspected of dishonest collaboration, it will be considered a violation of the Pennsylvania State University Honor Code for which proper measures must be taken.

Late Work: Written work that is handed in late automatically receives a lower grade. Students are encouraged to hand in written work via Canvas or email to the instructor’s email address by the due date, even if they must miss class on the due date.
For Students with Advanced Language Proficiency: You may elect to read the texts of this course in the original language. Please see the instructor if you have difficulties obtaining copies. A limited number of copies are also available to borrow.

For Graduate Students: Graduate students wishing to take this course for credit have entirely different requirements. Please see instructors for details before the end of the second week of classes.
Provisional Calendar

Module One/Week One: Preliminaries and Pre-Neorealist Contextualization

August 22: Introduction. Course objectives and materials.

August 24: Historical overview. Invention of film, silent films, films during fascism, primarily literary movements c. 1870-1940.

Module Two/Week Two: The Neorealist Ideal

August 29: Discuss Roberto Rossellini’s Rome Open City.

August 31: Continue discussion of Rome Open City. Characteristics of Italian Neorealism in film and literature.
Module Three: Departures from Neorealism


Week Three

September 5: Discuss Federico Fellini’s The Road.

September 7: Continue The Road. Fellini auteur. Is the idiosyncratic not real?


(Time permitting a screening of excerpts from great Neorealist films: Bicycle Thief, Umberto D, Paisà, etc., in order 
to illustrate Fellini’s contrasting critique.)

Week Four

September 12: Discuss Vittorio De Sica’s The Garden of the Finzi-Contini.

September 14: Discuss Italo Calvino’s The Nonexistent Knight. His Neorealist past and his subsequent challenge to Neorealism: What is the role of the imagination?
Module Four: Can the Holocaust Be Represented?


Week Five

September 19: Discuss Roberto Benigni’s Life is Beautiful. Understanding its controversy.

September 21: Discuss Primo Levi’s Survival at Auschwitz. The role of the witness.

Week Six

September 26: Discuss Francesco Rosi’s The Truce. Whose impegno?
September 28: Levi in text and film. Review.

    Please note: The last day for individual conferences is Friday, September 29.

Module Five/Week Seven: Midterm

October 3: Midterm
Module Six: Individual Perspective/Personal Quest in the Wider Context

     Note: Students must have completed at least FOUR reactions by 10 p.m. Oct. 4.

October 5: Discuss Michelangelo Antonioni’s Blow-Up.

Week Eight

October 10: Blow-Up (con’t). 

October 12: Discuss Beppe Fenoglio’s A Private Matter.


Week Nine

October 17: Discuss Bernardo Bertolucci’s The Spider’s Stratagem. Ways of understanding.

October 19: Discuss Camillo Boito’s Senso. Diary and Representation to the World.

Week Ten

October 24: Discuss Luchino Visconti’s Senso. The scandal of Trasformismo. 
October 26: Finish discussion of both versions of Senso. Adaptations texts/films.
     Final Paper/Project proposals due by midnight.
Module Seven: Satire as a Mode to Change the World? 
Week Eleven

October 31: Discuss Pietro Germi’s Seduced and Abandoned. Social commentary as 
impegno?
Module Eight: America in the Italian Imagination 
November 2: Discuss Gianni Amelio’s Lamerica. Is Italy the “American Dream”?

Week Twelve
     Note: Students must have completed a total of eight reactions by 10 p.m. Nov. 6.

November 7: Discuss Sergio Leone’s Once Upon a Time in the West.
November 9: Once Upon a Time in the West (con’t). Spaghetti westerns. America as Italy’s 
Fairy Tale?

Module Nine: Perspectives

Week Thirteen

November 14: Review and perspectives.

November 16: Take-home exam due via Canvas or email attachment before midnight.

Happy Thanksgiving to All!

Week Fourteen

November 28: In-class viewing of Nanni Moretti’s Dear Diary. The power of one.
November 30: Continue viewing/discussion of Nanni Moretti’s Dear Diary.

Week Fifteen

December 5: Continue your explorations! Recommendations for further reading/viewing.


December 7: Optional presentations of final projects in progress.
FINAL PROJECTS ARE DUE ON OR BEFORE MIDNIGHT ON MONDAY, DECEMBER 11.

