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The city of Paris has a complex relationship to filmmaking. It is the hub of the French
industry in terms of production and exhibition, and features with such regularity in
domestic films that it arguably functions metonymically for France itself. It is also the
primary centre of film production in Europe, boasting more financial and industrial
weight than any other European neighbour, and has been a favoured destination for
foreign filmmakers since the earliest days of cinema. For French filmmakers Paris
has always been a complex and contested site: an object of scrutiny as both setting
and subject, a rhetorical topos that is variously cherished, celebrated, despised or
banalised, and which exists in proximity or distance to discourses of the national and
the hegemonic. For international flmmakers on the other hand, and American
filmmakers particularly, the city of Paris is an iconic geographical site, one that
speaks of the cultural appeal of ‘old Europe’, its art and fashions; it encapsulates the
thrill of the exotic other, while providing an easy shorthand for national and
international identity narratives. The American industry’s seemingly superficial
appropriation of Paris as coded narrative space on a par with New York and Los
Angeles, appears to testify to a profoundly uncritical perspective on the city; a
perspective which is all the more significant for its extensive global reach, which far
surpasses that of French domestic production.

This course offers comparative perspective on French and US cinema at an
identifiable and potentially inflammatory point of aesthetic intersection. Focussing on
the significance of Paris as a setting, the course brings together a corpus of French
and US films from a range of periods of cinema history, all set in Paris. It uses a
case study model to explore continuities and differences between films from different
genres, styles, historical periods, critical positions and production contexts, and to
consider the aesthetic, thematic and political dialogue that operates — internally and
externally — across the two cinema industries. The course uses Paris as an example
of a city that has been accessed in a multiplicity of ways by international cinema, and
interrogates the significance and critical weight of setting and location in cinematic
representation. It works towards an understanding of ‘Screen Paris’ as a distinct and
demonstrable cultural concept, rather than a simple celluloid mirror of the familiar
city.
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Teaching pattern:

The course is composed of a lecture-led introductory block, followed by four student
led ‘case study’ blocks. The final week will be given over to an essay workshop.
The case study blocks will each draw on a different selection of films and readings,
conceptualised as follows:

i. Locations: On the streets of Paris
i. Sets: Paris by design
iii.  Themes: Dystopian Paris
iv.  Aesthetics: Reimagining Paris

Students are expected to watch the films and complete the set reading in advance of
the session. All students will make at least one formal presentation (depending on
numbers of participants) in the course of the semester.

Assignment

One essay of 4,000 words on a topic to be decided in consultation with the course
tutor, and presented for informal group discussion and peer feedback in the essay
workshop.
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