
Adaptation and Appropriation – FILM 420/460 
Spring 2017, Monday + Wednesday, 11:00 – 12:50 
Meets: Mitchell Hall B65 
Assistant Professor Jesse McLean 
Office Hours: Tuesdays, 11:00-1:00PM and by appointment, Mitchell Hall B83 
Email: mcleanj@uwm.edu 
 
Undergraduate Academic Advisor for the Film Department: Lilly Czarnecki 
To meet with Lilly, you can make an appointment by emailing her at: lillyjc2@uwm.edu  
 
 
“It’s all in the material, in the question of the material we want to work with.” 

- Esther Shub, 1927 
 

 “The purpose of art is to impart of the sensation of things as they are perceived and not as they are 
known. The technique of art is to make objects “unfamiliar,” to make forms difficult, to increase the 
difficulty and length of perception because the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must 
be prolonged.” 

- Viktor Shklovsky, Art as Technique, 
1925 

 
Course Description –  
This class is a thematic exploration of creative adaptation methods and the use of appropriated media. 
Through short projects, students will explore various appropriation, adaptation, and hybridization 
strategies. What does it mean to be inspired by media, culture and more plainly, by other people? 
Adaptation (along with remakes) and the use of appropriated media are staples of cinema, and have been 
since its inception. Necessarily a form of creative translation, these artistic strategies can be used as an 
aesthetic strategy, for a societal critique, as a political gesture, and an act of cultural theft. More than 
ever, our access to materials has increased and therefore our need to examine how we use this access 
and these strategies is of key importance. 
 
Throughout the course we will regularly consider the concept of influence. This will be accomplished 
through the production of two video projects, along with short readings, discussions and short writing 
assignments. Together, we will question the benefits and losses of being influenced and/or inspired by 
media, culture(s), and other people. Although we will discuss copyright issues regularly, students may 
work with materials within the public domain and are not required to break with any copyright laws in 
order to fulfill the assignments of the class.  
 
Students will consider their own influences and how these inspirations have and continue to shape their 
cinematic voice. There is no dedicated editing platform for this course and students enrolled should 
already be proficient with basic editing and be comfortable using an editing platform.  
 
Course Material & Syllabus: available online at the D2L (Desire2Learn) site: http://d2l.uwm.edu/  
All email correspondence for this course will be sent to your UWM email address so please make sure to 
regularly check your UWM account or have messages forwarded to your non-UWM account. 
 
No required textbook. All readings will be available on D2L.  

 
Additional Requirements –  
An external hard drive is required for this course. If you wish to purchase a drive, I am happy to 
recommend resources and brands.  

 
LYNDA TUTORIALS can be accessed here: http://uwm.edu/lsito/lynda-tutorials/ 

http://uwm.edu/lsito/lynda-tutorials/


PROJECTS –  
 
PROJECT 1 – Appropriation Project – DUE Feb. 27 
You will create a short (~3-5 min.) video using appropriated imagery and audio. By re-contextualizing the 
materials, you will generate a new work that carries a political statement. You will re-contextualize 
familiar or preexisting materials to generate a new video piece inspired by their own creative voice. A 
minimum of (3) different visual sources and (3) different audio sources is required. In addition to the 
project, you will be expected to write a reflection essay due March 3. 
 
PROJECT 2 – Adaptation Project – DUE May 1 
You will select a text to adapt into a short video piece (~5-10 min.) The adapted text may be a short story, 
a poem, song lyrics, a graphic novel, etc. You will also be given the option to adapt a provided short story. 
You are encouraged to think creatively and expansively in regards to the adaptation of the text, the goal is 
to shape the adapted text into a video piece that is influenced and inspired by your own creative voice. 
You may record footage and audio, use appropriated imagery/audio or a combination of both.  
 
In addition to the project, you will be expected to develop a treatment, that provides your chosen text, 
and your plans for adaptation, including pre-production materials that pertain to your project (more 
information on this below). You will be expected to present a version of your treatment to the class. 
Forms may include slideshow, script reading, mixtape/look-book, etc. Presentations should be ~10 min. 
with treatments being shared in advance.  
 
You should begin thinking about possible texts NOW. 
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
EXPECTATIONS for submitting projects - On the due date, projects should be color-corrected and sound 
mixed then exported as QuickTime files and labeled with your last name and the project subject (i.e., 
McLean_narrative.mov or .mp4). Projects should have at least 5 seconds of black on head and tail of 
video. Raw footage and individual clips and/or timelines within Premiere will not be screened. 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

WRITTEN RESPONSES AND OTHER ASSIGNMENTS – 
 
Blog Participation: 
In response to the weekly readings, participants will be expected to post 200-word or more reading 
response to the class blog, located in Discussions in ICON. Students may choose to summarize, reflect, or 
posit questions in response to the readings. Sharing additional content (videos, images, links, 
announcements, etc.) is encouraged. Beyond contributing your own reading entry, you are expected to 
read the entries of your classmates in advance of class. Blog entries should be posted by 6:00pm on the 
Sunday prior to our Monday class (or earlier). 
 
Project 1 Reflection Essay –  
Due a few days after your critique in class, reflect on the process of creating an appropriated piece that 
carried a political statement. What would you do differently? What succeeded for you or surprised you? 
Responses should be approximately 1-page. Due March 3, uploaded to Dropbox folder on D2L. 
 
Project 2 Treatment + Presentation –   
This written treatment will include your chosen text (or a link to it), and outline your idea and approach 
for adaptation. You must explain your interest in this text, and describe your plans for transforming the 
text. Additional pre-production materials such as script, storyboards, shot-list, etc. must also be included. 
More information on the treatment form will be provided in a separate document.  
 



You will also present a version of your treatment to the class. Forms may include slideshow, script 
reading, mixtape/look-book, etc. Presentations should be ~10 min. with written treatments being shared 
in advance. Due April 10, uploaded to Dropbox folder on D2L. 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

GRADING:  
 
Attendance and Participation   20 points 
BLOG participation   15 points (3 points per post, with one exception) 
Project 1     15 points 
Project 1 Reflection Essay   5 points 
Project 2 Treatment + Presentation  20 points (10 points each) 
Project 2    25 points 

100 points total 
 
Assignments and Projects must be turned in on time to receive full credit. If late, your project’s evaluation 
will drop a half-letter grade with each passing class meeting. Extensions will be given rarely and only in 
advance. No extensions will be given on the due date of the project.  
Projects will be evaluated equally using the following rubric –  

- 30% technical merit (sound mixed, color corrected, all things technical here) 
- 30% aesthetic merit (sound and/or picture choices + edit strategies) 
- 30% creative merit (content or story, thinking and ideas in the work) 
- 10% emotional risk (did you push yourself to try something challenging and/or different for you?) 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

SCHEDULE: (is subject to change) 
 
Week 1 Introductions  
Jan 23 Introduction to course and syllabus  

Screen: I Remember Joe Brainard, Matt Wolf 
Jan 25  Discuss: Matt Wolf piece and historical precedents 

Tech: Strategies for acquiring and preparing material 
 
Week 2 Precedents 
Jan 30    Tech: Demo for acquiring and preparing material 
Feb 1 Screening 

Read for next class:  
▪ “In the Domain of Montage: Compilation, Collage, Appropriation” and “Epic 

Collage”, both from Recycled Images, William E. Wees  
▪ ”Stealing Pictures”, Mike Hoolboom  
▪ “Statement”, Sherrie Levine 

 
Week 3   History Repeats Itself… Precedents, antecedents and right now 
Feb 6 Discuss: readings + screening 
Feb 8  Screening + Tech make-up as needed 

READ for next class:  
▪ “Who’s Doin’ the Twist? Notes Toward the Politics of Appropriation”, Coco 

Fusco 
▪ “Fashion’s Cultural Appropriation Debate: Pointless”, Minh Ha T. Pham  
▪ Sticky Fingers Makes the Show”, Melena Ryzik 
▪ Recommended readings: 

• “A Much-Needed Primer on Cultural Appropriation”, Katie J.M. Baker 

• “Against a Feathered Headdress: A Tale of Two Performance Festivals 
and Native American Voices”, Chris Green 



 
Week 4  Politics, Media Critiques and Cultural Appropriation – who owns what? 
Feb 13 Discuss: readings + screening 
Feb 15  Screening  

Read for next class:  
▪ “Postproduction: Culture as Screenplay: How Art Programs the World” 

(excerpt), Nicolas Bourriaud 
▪ “What is a Copy?” (excerpt), In Praise of Copying, Marcus Boon 
▪  “A Phantasmagoria of the Female Body: The Work of Cindy Sherman” 

(excerpt), Laura Mulvey 
▪ Recommended reading: 

• Interview with Michael Robinson, Incite Journal of Experimental Media 
and Radical Aesthetics  

• Interview with Kelly Gallagher, Incite Journal of Experimental Media 
and Radical Aesthetics 

 
Week 5  Nostalgia, Materiality, Resistance in Many Forms  
Feb 20 Discuss: readings + screening 
Feb 22 Screening + Tech make-up as needed 

DUE for next class:  Project 1 
 
Week 6 FIRST PROJECT CRITIQUES       
Feb 27 Critiques 
Mar 1  Critiques 

READ for next class:  
▪ “Adaptation, or the Cinema as Digest”, Andre Bazin  
▪ “What Farocki Taught”, Tom Gunning 

DUE Friday, March 3:  Project 1 Reflection essays 
 
Week 7 Adaptation and Remake Strategies: Using Other People’s Ideas  
Mar 6 Discuss: readings + screening 
Mar 8 Discuss: readings + screening 

Read for next class:  
▪ “Apropos Appropriation: Why stealing images today feels different” by Jan 

Verwoert  
▪ “The Collapsed Archive: Idris Khan”, by Lucy Soutter 

 
Week 8   Copies and Versions 
Mar 13 Discuss readings + Screening   
Mar 15   Discuss readings + Screening 
  Read for next class: This Person, Miranda July  
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Week 9   SPRING BREAK – No classes 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Week 10  Words into Pictures 
Mar 27   Discuss: readings + screening of student examples 
Mar 29 Discuss: readings + screening, plus class visitor Ben Balcom! 

Read for next class:  
▪ “The Ecstasy of Influence” by Jonathan Lethem  
▪ “A Conversation with Jonatham Lethem”, Rhizome.org  

DUE for next class: Adaptation text selections 



 
Week 11 Adaptation as Hybrid Form 
Apr 3  Discuss readings + Screening  
Apr 5 Screening + writing workshop + Treatment Presentation schedule determined 

Read for next class:  
▪ “The Artist”, Oscar Wilde  
▪ “Art as Technique” by Viktor Shklovsky  

DUE for next class: Treatments, Presentations 
 

Week 12  Treatment Presentations begin 
Apr 10  Discuss readings + Screening 

Read for next class: Treatments 
Apr 12  Project 2 presentations  

 
Week 13  Treatment Presentations continue and VISITING ARTIST!  
Apr 17  Project 2 presentations 
Apr 19  Visiting Artist KENT LAMBERT  
 
Week 14  LAB DAY and/or INDIVIDUAL MEETINGS 
Apr 24  LAB DAY and/or individual meetings 
Apr 26  LAB DAY  
  
Week 15  FINAL CRITIQUES 
May 1  Final project critiques, pt. 1 
May 3  Final project critiques, pt. 2 
 
Week 16  FINAL CRITIQUES 
May 8  Final project critiques, pt. 3 
May 10  Final project critiques, pt. 4 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Final Exam / Project Delivery DATE: May 15  
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

CLASS POLICIES –  
  
Attendance: 
Attendance will be taken at all class meetings. Each absence that exceeds three reduces your final grade 
by 1/3 and maximum grade in the course will automatically drop to a B. Any further absences will result 
in further lowering of the student's maximum grade by 1/3 of a letter grade per absence. Three absences 
include both excused and unexcused.  
 
After three absences, you are required to meet with me to discuss your participation in class. You will be 
considered absent if you arrive late to class or leave early twice. Always contact or email before expected 
and after unexpected absences. If you are experienced exceptional circumstances that lead to accruing 
absences or tardiness, please make an appointment to meet with me. Every absence decreases your 
opportunity to participate in class and therefore may affect your overall participation grade.  
 
Workload statement:  
This 3-credit class meets twice weekly for 110 minutes, for a total of approximately 58 hours of required 
lecture/discussion time over the course of the semester. You should expect to spend at minimum 6-8 
hours per week on your project and occasional class readings, totaling 128 hours. All told, this class is 
likely to take approximately 186 hours of your time this semester. 
 



 
Participation:  
Sharing and discussing ideas and approaches, and honing your critical thinking as you learn to give and 
accept advice and constructive criticism are central to your development as an artist and filmmaker. 
Participation in discussions, workshops and class-related projects is expected of each student enrolled and 
20% of your overall grade. If you are hesitant about public speaking, please speak to me outside of class 
and we can discuss ways to ease your comfort and/or develop alternate strategies for participation. 
 
Respect: 
Beyond the specific aims outlined in this syllabus, an important goal of this course is to foster a safe space 
for critical thinking where differing opinions can be articulated without risk of ridicule or condescension. 
Each participant in the class should treat each other with respect and fairness. Intolerance in any form or 
related to any interaction will not be permitted. Freedom of expression, which you have, is not the same 
as immunity from criticism.  
 
We may view and discuss material in class that is unfamiliar and difficult. This material should also be 
treated with respect and fairness; questioning the legitimacy or validity of existing material is not 
productive for either a class discussion or the development of your own critical thinking abilities. 
Important: If at any time a participant is feels uncomfortable with material screened in class, please talk 
to me directly and, if you are so inclined, feel free to open a discussion in class. 
 
Technology: 
Personal devices such as cellphones, iPads and laptops should be off or stored during class unless you are 
using the device specifically for a class project. Texting and other social media are not allowed during 
class, even if we are in a lab or have studio time. DO NOT TAKE OR MAKE A PHONE CALL OR TEXT 
DURING CLASS OR STUDIO TIME. If you have some emergency that requires you to keep your phone 
handy, communicate this issue with me.  
 
PRACTICAL INFO: 
 
Equipment Room Hours:      Monday – Saturday:  8:30am – 4:00pm 
    Room B-54  
    Website: http://www4.uwm.edu/psoa_er/ 

229-4643 
    Email:  UWMEquipmentRoom@gmail.com 
 
Mitchell Hall Hours:  Monday – Saturday:  7:00am – 10:30pm 
    Sunday:  11:00am – 10:00pm 
 
Campus Security:                            229-4627  /  Use this number to gain access to Mitchell Hall after  
(non-emergency)                               regular Film Dept. operating hours with a work permit + a student ID. 

You must call 15 minutes prior to odd hours only (9pm, 11pm, 1am, 
3am, 5am, etc.).  For instance, if you want to want to gain access at 
11pm, you would call security at 10:45pm. 
 
To get 24/7 hand scan access to Mitchell Hall, visit the PSOA Box Office 
in the basement of the Zelazo Center, Tuesday through Friday, 
10 AM - 4 PM.  The door with the hand scan unit in Mitchell Hall is the 
basement entrance near the loading dock. 

 
Facility Access:    
See information at the end of this document under Peck School of the Arts Student Services 
 



 
Equipment Room Eligibility: 
1) You must be a UWM student, enrolled in a production class. 
2) You must have received training from your instructor on individual pieces of equipment.  When you 

have demonstrated competency in using the equipment, your instructor will forward a note to the 
Equipment Room informing them about your eligibility. 

3) Eligibility from previous semesters will be carried over to the present. 
4) You are only eligible to check out equipment for which you have received training. 
5) You are fully responsible for damage or loss of any and all equipment checked out to you.  

        
Special Needs and Questions: 
If you will need accommodations in order to meet any of the requirements of this course, please contact 
me as soon as possible.  Feel free to visit me at my office during office hours to discuss assignments or any 
questions or requests you have.  The Department of Film follows UWM academic policies which are 
posted on the departmental bulletin board, or available online at:  
http://www.uwm.edu/Dept/SecU/SyllabusLinks.pdf 
 
Drops:  No drops are permitted after the 8th week of the semester.   
 
Use of Copyrighted Material: Use of copyrighted material is strictly prohibited unless the images, sounds, 
texts, etc. are being significantly altered and it is clear in the opinion of the instructor that the original 
material is being studied, analyzed, and commented upon by the student. Grades for work failing to 
satisfy this requirement for copyrighted materials will be significantly lowered.  The instructor reserves 
the right to determine what constitutes fair use of copyrighted material.  A helpful resource concerning 
copyright and fair use information is available at http://copyright.cornell.edu/ or 
http://www.copyright.gov/title17/.  The campus Learning Technology Center, located in the east wing of 
the Library, can also provide consultation and resources concerning these issues. 
 
Union Theater Website: http://uwm.edu/studentinvolvement/events/category/union-cinema/ 

UNIVERSITY POLICIES  http://www4.uwm.edu/secu/news_events/upload/Syllabus-Links.pdf 

PECK SCHOOL OF THE ARTS STUDENT SERVICES 
  
Located in the Theatre Building Lobby, PSOA Student Services will be open from September 6-16 from 
9:00-4:00 Monday –Thursday and 9:00-2:00 Friday. After September 18th, please go to the Zelazo box 
office. 
 
The following services are available: 
·         Answers, helpful information or redirect for any PSOA related questions  
·         Hand-Scanning for PSOA building access 
·         Keys purchases for all Music Department practice rooms ($8.00) 
·         Locker Rental for all PSOA Departments 

- ($7 for Fall/UWinteriM, $7 for spring/summer) or year ($14 for fall 2016 thru summer 2017). 
PSOA Facilities & Operations will be installing new locks on the existing lockers. Upon payment, 
you will be given the combination to your assigned locker in your desired location.  

·         Lost & Found 
·         Milwaukee Art Museum (MAM) passes 
  
PSOA Academic Advising, a part of Student Services, is located in Theatre 120 
·         A complete listing of PSOA Advising Staff and Services can be found at 
http://www4.uwm.edu/psoa/admission/advising/  

http://www.uwm.edu/Dept/SecU/SyllabusLinks.pdf
http://copyright.cornell.edu/
http://www.copyright.gov/title17/
http://www4.uwm.edu/secu/news_events/upload/Syllabus-Links.pdf
http://www4.uwm.edu/psoa/admission/advising/


·         Walk-in Advising hours to start the semester:  
- Tuesday September 6th   9:00-11:15 and 1:00-3:30  
- Wednesday September 7th  9:00-11:15 and 1:00-3:30  
- Thursday September 8th  9:00-11:15 and 1:00-3:30   

·         Need an advising appointment after the 8th? (414) 229-4763  
  
Classroom/Studio Access & Codes: 

 ·         Film: Film Equipment Room for ID cards and room access 

·         Art & Design: Michelle Oddo in Art 264 or Kristy Volbrecht in Art 258 
  
·         Dance, Music & Theatre: Kayla Premeau in Art 265 or Barb Garncarz in Art 259 
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