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Course Description 
This course provides students with a survey of Science Fiction cinema, one of the most popular and 
enduring genres in the history of cinema. In this course we will engage with the question of what generic 
elements (narrative, mise-en-scène, philosophical content, etc.) are specific to the Science Fiction film, 
and will analyze them in relation to larger issues, such as modernity, the relationship between 
technology, society and the individual, and the history of utopian thought, science and reason. How 
have filmmakers used Science Fiction to reflect on the social and political questions of the present? Why 
is it easier to imagine the end of all life on earth than radical social change? When does technology on 
earth or on the screen serve an ideological function, when does it allow for new ways of thinking, feeling 
and being? How has Science Fiction cinema envisioned radical otherness and explored the limits of what 
it means to be “human”? What role has Science Fiction cinema played at key points in film history to 
advance new filmmaking technologies or marketing strategies? How does Science Fiction cinema relate 
to other genres with little critical/academic recognition, but huge fan cultures, such as horror or 
fantasy? 
 
 
 
Instructor: Dr. Tobias Nagl 
Office: University College (UC) 2426 
Email: tnagl@uwo.ca 
Office Hours: Tuesday 12:30-2:30pm 
 
Screenings: Monday 9:30-12:30pm (UC 1405Un



Readings: 
-Sean Edmond (ed.), Liquid Metal. The Science Fiction Film Reader (Wallflower 2005) [required] [LM] 
-Course readings available on OWL (https://owl.uwo.ca/portal) [required] 
-Vivian Sobchack, Screening Space. The American Science Fiction Cinema (Rutgers University Press 2002, 
2nd edition) [recommended] 
 
Note: Theory “essentials” 

https://owl.uwo.ca/portal
file:///C:/Users/Tobias/Toby/Documents/0.%20COURSES/Film%20Theory%20Course%202012/www.turnitin.com
https://owl.uwo.ca/portal


Course Plan 
 
 
Week 1 (10-14 Sep): Close Encounters: Defining Science Fiction 
Screening: The Thing (John Carpenter, US 1982)  
Reading: Vivian Sobchack “Images of Wonder” (LM); Steve Neale “You’ve Got to Be Fucking Kidding!” 
(LM), Darko Suvin, “Estrangement and Cognition” [excerpts]* 
 
 
Week 2 (17-21 Sep): Back to the Future: Silent Science Fiction and Modernity 
Screening: A Trip to the Moon (Georges Méliès, F 1902) + Metropolis (Fritz Lang, G 1927) 
Reading: Tom Gunning, “Cinema of Attractions”* [excerpt], Georges Méliès, “Trick Effects”, J.P. Telotte, 
“A Picture of Distance: The German Science Fiction Film” [excerot], Kracauer, From Caligari to Hitler 
[excerpt], Anton Kaes, “Metropolis – City, Cinema, Modernity” 
 
 
Week 3 (24-29 Sep): A Genre is Born: Screening Utopia/Dystopia between the Wars 
Screening: Things To Come (William C. Menzies, GB 1936) 
Reading: Rick Altman, “A Semantic/Syntactic Approach to Film Genre” [excerpt]*, Chapman/Cull, “The 
Prophet and the Showman: Things to Come (1936)” 
 
 
Week 4 (1-5 Oct): War of the Worlds: Sci Fi and the Cold War 
Screening: The Day The Earth Stood Still (Robert Wise, US 1951) + Design for Dreaming (William Baudine, 
US 1956) 
Reading: Tzvetan Todorov, “Definition of the Fantastic” *excerpt+*, M. Keith Booker, Alternate Americas: 
Science Fiction Film and American Culture [excerpt] 
 

******8-12 Oct Thanksgiving and Reading Week: No Class****** 
 
 
Week 5 (15-19 Oct): Space is the Place: The Genius of Kubrick 
Screening: 2001: A Space Odyssey (Stanley Kubrick, GB 1968) 
Reading: Chapman/Cull, “The Watershed: 2001



Reading: John Corbett, “Brothers from Another Planet”, Ritch Calvin “The Environmental Dominant in 
Wanuri Kahiu’s Pumzi”, Ramzi Fawaz, “Space, that Bottomless Pit: Planetary Exile and Metaphors of 
Belonging in American Afrofuturist Cinema *excerpt+” 
 
 
Week 8 (5-9 Nov): Science Fiction as Philosophy: The Genius of Tarkovsky 
Screening: Solaris (Andrei Tarkovsky, USSR 1972) 
Leon Marvell, “Tarkovsky’s Solaris and the (im)possibility of a Science Fiction Cinema”, Skakov, The 



 
Information for Students: 
I. General Course Objectives: 
Understanding, capacity for argument, judgment and analysis will be fostered by essays, presentations and other 
assignments, and by in-class small-group and whole-class discussion. Communication skills will be imparted 
through in-class discussion and credit will be given for frequency and quality of contributions. Essays and other 
written assignments are marked in accordance with the grading criteria listed below and include benchmarks for 
the expectations associated with each grade. Awareness of the limits of knowledge will be enhanced by exploring 
the legitimate differences of opinion and methodology within the field, and by requiring students to negotiate the 
formulation of their own opinions in-class with the terms and knowledge brought to discussions by other students 
and the instructor. The ability to argue and decide on complex issues will be fostered by essays and in-class 
discussion. Time management skills will be fostered by the need to prepare properly for class and to deliver 
assignments in a timely manner. Academic responsibility will be developed by the need to source assignments 
accurately. 
 
II. Specific course objectives:  
Develop critical awareness of Science Fiction cinema as a genre and the history of Science Fiction in the last 
century, refine critical thinking skills, identify aesthetic influences and strategies, film styles and directors (e.g. 
Stanley Kubrick, Andrei Tarkovsky, George Lucas, Ridley Scott) relevant to the 

http://www.uwo.ca/english/undergraduate/Student%20Information.html
http://www.uwo.ca/univsec/pdf/academic_policies/appeals/scholastic_discipline_undergrad.pdf
http://www.turnitin.com/


3. Prerequisites: Unless yo

http://www.uwo.ca/univsec/pdf/academic_policies/appeals/accommodation_medical.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Toby/Desktop/Sci-Fi%20Course/www.sdc.uwo.ca/ssd
http://www.westernusc.ca/services/
http://www.uwo.ca/uwocom/mentalhealth/
http://www.registrar.uwo.ca/




point of elementary grammar (comma splices, fragments, semicolon errors, subject-verb disagreements, poorly 
integrated quotations) 
 
·Research/Scholarship: reasonable effort at documentation, but rather thin. 
 
 
D (50 to 59) 


