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This course (which follows the trajectory of a course taught before by Prof. Elmo Gonzaga. 

(Passages in this syllabus adopted from him are in quotation marks). looks at several chapters in 

the long history of urban visualizations, depictions and interpretations. While the medium of film 

will play a major role, we will introduce other art forms as well, and discuss the impact of new 

media on urban imagery and its ubiquitous access. We will introduce a number of key moments 

in this history, from the famous first urban aerial view of Venice around 1500 to the scroll of the 

Qingming Shanghe Painting of 1737, the introduction of the Panorama in the early 19th Century 

in Europe, the US and Japan, on to the notion of urban modernity in mid-19th Century France, the 

Panorama, travel replacement and the figure of the Flaneur. We will look at the introduction of 

photography as a distinctly urban medium, followed by stereo photography and then film. The 
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distinction of narrative and documentary is established early and comes with typical locations. 

The Lumière Brothers, Edison and Mélies at the turn-of-the Century come to mind.  The 1920s 

bring the genre of city Symphonies (films by Ruttman, 1927and Vertov, 1929) and the first 

Utopian / Dystopian films (Aelita 1924, Metropolis, 1927). Major genres in the history of urban 

movies are Films Noir, Italian Neo-Realism and French New Wave Cinema to the dystopian 

movies that appeared in the wake of Blade Runner of 1982. The genres continue to live on, as we 

will see when we discuss Jia Zhangke’s “I Wish I Knew” (2019), Otomo Katsuhiro’s Akira  (1988), 

Wong Kar-wai’s Chungking Express  (1994) and others will offer new ways of perceiving the urban 

environment and we will recognize film’s power to endow urban images with meaning.  We will 

read about documenting cityscapes and encounter the work of someone like Patrick Keillor, 

whose work is transformed by the writings of Aragon and other French surrealists. 

“We will study the key genres, watch excerpts from the most important examples, read 

important texts, and acquire a vocabulary to understand the spatial environment of the 

metropolis through the lens of different film makers. We will examine their tools and tropes, we 

will explore how urban imaginaries and poetics are produced, disseminated, consumed, and 

reproduced through various platforms for audiovisual representation including, but not limited 

to, cinema, photography, art, architecture, maps, video games, and social media.  

Among the many questions we can ask, are We will ask: How are the dynamic and heterogeneous 

flows, processes, and rhythms of the metropolis visualized? How are skyscrapers and neon lights 

used in films to signify the vigor and emptiness of economic and material progress? How do 

museum exhibitions of urban history construct a linear narrative of development that ends up 

marginalizing minority voices? What genres and tropes have been most effective in advocating 

for the rights of inhabitants of informal settlements and migrant workers?” 

SCHEDULE  

Week 1: Visualizing the City: Overview 
Reading: Juhani Palismaa, Nezar AlSayyad, Alvarez 

Week 2: Urban Depiction in Renaissance and Enlightenment 
Reading: Cheng-Hua Wang, One Painting, Two Emperors and Their Cultural Agendas. 
Reinterpreting the Qingming Shanghe Painting of 1737; Juergen Schulz, Jacobo di Barbaro’s 
View of Venice, 1500. 
 
Week 3: Panorama as a mass - medium 
Reading: Walter Benjamin, “Paris, Capital of the 19th Century,” Dietrich Neumann, “Travel 
Replacement in the 19th Century” 

Week 4: Urban Modernity in Paris, Baudelaire, Haussmann and the Flaneur 
Reading: Charles Baudelaire, The Painter of Modern Life,  

Week 5: Lumiere, Edison, Melies 
Reading: Melies 
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Week 6: City Symphonies, Dystopian Views  
Reading; Dietrich Neumann, Urban Spaces in Metropolis (Fritz Lang, 1927) 
 
Week 7: Neo Realism 
Reading: Cesare Zavattini, Vittorio de Sica 
 
Week 8: Film Noir and Urban Space 
Reading: Ed Dimendberg, Film Noir and Urban Space. 
 
Week 9: French New Wave and the Situationists 
Reading: Guy Debord and the Situationists; Alvarez, Psychogeography. 
 
Week 10: Blade Runner and its dystopian successors  
Reading: Dietrich Neumann, Blade Runner; Simone Knox, The Truman Show; 
 
Submit detailed storyboard for 2-minute film. Key requirement is the interaction of form, 
meaning & purpose - and its inspiration from precedent. 
 
Week 11: Politics: Berlin on Screen 
Reading: t. b. d. 
 
Week 12: Observing Cityscapes Today; The work of Patrick Keiller, The Cyberflaneur, 4K 
Citywalks etc. 
Reading: Alvarez, Landscaping 
 
Week 13: Public Film Festival! We will be watching & discussing the 2 minute films or other 
projects of urban visualization and engagement - panoramic photographs, Iphone reels,  
Submission of final project on Blackboard  
 
LEARNING OUTCOMES 
“1. To identify the characteristic tropes of city films and know about key examples. 
2. To become acquainted with the different genres of films set in the metropolis such as  
objective documentary, social melodrama, noir thriller, observational cityscape film, science 
fiction 
3. To explore how urban tropes circulate beyond cinema to other media platforms such as 
photography, art, architecture, maps, video games, and social media.“ 
 
REQUIREMENTS 
Weekly reading response, ca 500 words (15%) 
Please upload a short response to the reading each week on blackboard. This is meant not to be 
a summary, but a next step. Once you have understood the piece, ask critical questions about 
contents & context and try to answer them. 
 
“Attendance and Class participation – 15% 
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You are expected to participate actively during lectures, presentations, and discussions by 
asking salient questions and sharing relevant insights. Please make sure you have thoroughly 
read the required text. In every class session, different students will be called to share their 
thoughts or raise questions  Your responses to the presentations of your classmates will also 
be assessed. 
 
Leading discussion about the reading: (10 %) 
Each student will be responsible (as part of a group) for leading the discussion about the 
reading each week. 
 
Detailed outline of your final project: 500 words or equivalent (20%) 
If you choose to do a 2 min film, it should have a second by second description of what and 
where and why you are going to film. If it is a presentation in another genre (writing, 
photography, urban intervention), the same degree of thoroughness should be applied. 
 
Final project (40%) 
This could be a short Documentary film (ca. 2 min) that is based on a close analysis of a film we 
have seen (or that you particularly like), a genre we have discussed (or that you feel strongly 
about) and engage the city in some way. It should be mindful and well prepared, historically 
accurate. 
 
GRADING RUBRIC 
A (Exceptional) – The paper or project greatly exceeds the expectations for this requirement. 
Fresh insights are presented not only about the chosen example but also about the concepts 
used. The paper or project displays a comprehensive understanding of the chosen example 
and the concepts used that goes beyond the scope of the class discussion. The language used to 
explain the concept and its application is complex yet lucid. The writing is grammatically correct 
and coherently organized. The chosen example is unique for the topic. The paper or project was 
submitted by the deadline. 
A- (Outstanding) – The paper or project exceeds the expectations for this requirement. Fresh 
insights are presented about the chosen example. The paper or project displays a comprehensive 
understanding of either the chosen example or the theory used that goes beyond the scope 
of the class discussion. The language used to explain the theory and its application is complex yet 
lucid. The writing is grammatically correct and coherently organized. The chosen example is 
unique for the topic. The paper or project was submitted by the deadline. 
B+ (Very Good) – The paper or project more than meets the expectations for this requirement. 
Fresh insights are presented about the chosen example. The paper or project displays a 
comprehensive understanding of the chosen example and the theory used. The language used to 
explain the theory and its application is lucid. The writing is coherently organized. The chosen 
example is suitable for the topic. The paper or project was submitted by the deadline. 
B (Good) – The paper or project more than meets the expectations for this requirement. The 
insights presented about the chosen example could have been developed further. The paper or 
project displays a sufficient understanding of the chosen example and the theory used. The 
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language used to explain the theory and its application is lucid. The writing is moderately 
coherent. The chosen example is suitable for the topic. The paper or project was submitted by 
the deadline. 
B- (More than Satisfactory) – The paper or project meets the expectations for this requirement. 
The insights presented about the chosen example or theory used lack elaboration or 
development. The paper or project displays a sufficient understanding of either the chosen 
example or the theory used. The language used to explain the theory and its application is 
understandable. The writing is moderately coherent. The chosen example is suitable for the topic. 
The paper or project may have been submitted late. 
C+ (Satisfactory) – The paper or project meets the expectations for this requirement. The insights 
presented about the chosen example or theory used lack elaboration or development. The paper 
or project displays a basic understanding of the chosen example and the theory used. The 
language used to explain the theory and its application is understandable. The writing is slightly 
coherent. The chosen example may not be suitable for the topic. The paper or project may have 
been submitted late. 
C, C- (Fair) – The paper or project barely meets the expectations for this requirement. The insights 
presented about the chosen example or theory used are vaguely elaborated. The paper or project 
fails to display a sufficient understanding of the chosen example and the theory used. The 
language used to explain the theory and its application is virtually understandable. The writing is 
incoherent. The chosen example may not be suitable for the topic. The paper or project may have 
been submitted late. 
D+, D (Pass) – The paper or project does not meet the expectations for this requirement. No 
additional insights are presented about the chosen example or the theory used on top of what 
was discussed in class. The language used to explain the theory and its application are almost 
incomprehensible. The writing is incoherent. The chosen example is irrelevant. The paper or 
project may have been submitted late. 
F (Fail) – The paper or project does not meet the expectations for this requirement. The language 
and writing are poor. The chosen example is irrelevant. The theory used was not covered in class. 
The paper or project may have been submitted long past the deadline. 
 
ACADEMIC ETHICS 
You are expected to abide by the university’s principles and regulations on academic honesty. 
Please take some time to familiarize yourself with the information on the following webpage: 
http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/policy/academichonesty/ . 
Violations such as plagiarized papers or multiple submissions will not be tolerated in any form. 
These will be subject to disciplinary action. Remember that all words, phrases, or ideas taken 
from sources other than your own submitted assignment must be properly cited. When in 
doubt about an assignment with a possible violation, please feel free to consult me. All written 
assignments must be accompanied by a VeriGuide receipt, a signed declaration acknowledging 
your awareness of and subscription to the university’s policies and regulations on academic 
integrity. Written assignments submitted without a VeriGuide receipt will not be accepted and 
graded. 
 


