
 
CTCS 505 Survey of Interactive Media 
Units: 2.0 
Spring 2017—Mondays 10:00 – 13:50 
Course Website: ctcs505.com 
 
Instructor: Kiki Benzon 
Office: SCI 101c 
Office Hours: by appointment 
Contact Info: kbenzon@cinema.usc.edu 
 
Teaching Assistant: Manouchka Labouba 
Office / Office Hours: by appointment 
Contact Info: labouba@usc.edu 
 

 
Course Description 
In this course, we will examine the history, aesthetics, and cultural implications of interactivity through 
media. Pursuing a spectrum of interactive avenues—cinematic, literary, artistic, virtual, ludic, 
communicative—we will consider the ways in which media work to mobilize creativity and extend 
individual and collective agency. Our exploration will involve critical analyses of media artifacts and the 
representation of the cultural effects of these artifacts in cinematic, online, and exhibitory contexts. We 
will also experience, play, and create interactive media works, and discuss practices in the field with 
industry, academic, and artistic specialists. 

 
Learning Objectives 
You will emerge from this course with 

- an enhanced understanding of interactive media modalities and their function in cultural 
evolution and exchange 

- a grounding in media theory in the contexts of critical theory and art history 
- insight into the interactive affordances of digital technology 
- familiarity with important interactive media applications in cinema, games, 

documentary, mixed-media/immersive storytelling, and installation/environmental art 
- critical writing on media theory, cultural studies, and interactive practices and artifacts 
- a creative work employing production technologies and software in interactive cinema, 

video games, augmented reality, digital narrative, or another media platform 
 

Required Readings and Supplementary Materials 
Readings will be provided as PDFs, which can be accessed on the course website, ctcs505.com. 
 
Course Notes 
A special consideration in taking this course is participation in a field trip to an escape room or other 
immersive/interactive experience. You will be asked to pay for at least part of the admission cost, 
probably around $25. You will also be asked to purchase one or more apps or games; this expense will 
come to less than $50. 
 
Description and Assessment of Assignments 
The course is designed to balance critical and experiential approaches to interactive media, and the 
evaluation methods aim to reflect this. While there are several “must-do,” graded activities with fairly 
rigid parameters, many assignments in the course offer flexibility for you to investigate particular forms, 
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theories, and practices that you find most valuable or interesting. Sharing our curiosity, expertise, and 
research findings is paramount in the course. 
 
You are expected to have read/watched/played the assigned texts before each class; it will be obvious 
and a bummer if you don’t (think of your peers!). Over the course of the term, you will submit to the 
course website, ctcs505.com, five critical comments on the week’s readings (15%); comments (400-
600 words) should be posted by noon on the day before class (i.e., Sundays). The comments should 
present an analysis of arguments/ideas communicated in the week's readings and, ideally, extrapolate 
from these ideas to consider related works, ideas, or experiences of critical interest. Worth 3% each, 
comments will be evaluated in terms of their clarity and intellectual verve; we’ll likely reference your 
comments in class. 
 
You will also select a date on which to introduce and demonstrate a work of interactive media 
(10%) that you deem to be important, innovative, surprising, or just generally awesome. The work 
should be something we can “experience”—either through direct interaction or by observing the 
interactive experience in some way (e.g. demonstration, play-through, or other visual documentation). 
The intro/demo should take between 10 and 15 minutes. 
 
You will make something and share it with the class; this is the interactive practice assignment 
(20%). There is much latitude here, and I will be introducing you to interactive authoring tools, 
exemplary works, and prototyping strategies to provide inspiration and direction. Consult with me 
when you have decided on a project. Examples of something to make: an interactive narrative (Twine, 
Texture Writer), a short interactive film (Eko), a first playable table-top game, an app (Marvel, Appy 
Pie), an augmented reality experience (Aurasma), an AI chatbot (Sequel, Dexter), an interactive 
artwork—and many other options. You’ll be asked to post a link and other documentation of your 
creation on our course website so that we may read/view/play in advance of class discussion. 
 
One or two classes will be student-designed and student-led (20%). We will work in teams (the 
numbers of which will, again, depend upon enrollment) to develop a plan for one- or two-hour 
sections of our class time; the plan should identify a particular topic, and it may be comprised of some 
combination of lecture, discussion, activity, guest speaker, workshop, assignments, tests—or whatever 
else your dream class in interactive media would look like (within the limits of practicality!). You must 
assign at least one reading, at least two weeks in advance, and post it as a PDF on the course website. I 
will be providing ideas for topics and meeting with teams to assist in plotting as needed. 
 
The final assignment involves research and analysis on a topic of your choosing, and may be delivered 
either as a formal paper or a presentation (25%). Both paper (approx. 2500-3000 words) and 
presentation (45-60 minutes) will offer a critical argument and analysis on a subject related to 
interactive media. Please consult with me before deciding on your topic/thesis. 

 
Participation (10%) will be based on one’s level of engagement with ideas and themes in the course, 
as demonstrated by thoughtful and constructive contributions to class discussion and questions posed 
to presenters and guest speakers. Every class will begin with a “check-in,” where we may informally 
report upon and discuss relevant items or experiences from the past week. Participation can also take 
the shape of responses to peer entries on the course website, bringing to our attention course-related 
events or resources, or anything else that will extend our understanding of interactive media. 
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Grading Breakdown 
 

Assignment % of Grade 
Critical Comments 15% 
Intro/Demo 10% 
Interactive Practice  20% 
Student-led Class 20% 
Paper/Presentation 25% 
Participation 10% 
TOTAL 100% 

 
Assignment Submission Policy 
Written assignments should be submitted on time and in electronic form (PDF). Contributions to the 
course forum should be submitted to the course website by noon on the day before class (i.e., 
Sundays).  
 
Additional Policies  
 
Essays submitted after the due date will be penalized half a letter grade per day late to a maximum of 
four days, at which point the essay will receive a zero. Attendance is mandatory; if you need to miss 
class for medical reasons, please provide me with a doctor's note. Classes missed without 
documentation will result in a 2% deduction from your participation mark. Arriving late to and 
departing early from class is considered an absence. On screening days, you are encouraged to remain 
and view the film, but you may be excused on the condition that you will watch the assigned film 
before the following class. If we have a guest speaker scheduled, you must remain in class for their 
presentation and Q&A. You are permitted to miss one “interactive session” without penalty. 
 
Laptops and tablets (but not phones) may be used during class, but only for note-taking or course-
related activities. I’ll often ask you to put away all electronic devices, so be sure to have paper and pens 
with you, in case you need to take notes. 

 
Course Schedule: A Weekly Breakdown 
 
Week 1: August 21 
Introduction  
Screening  Her (2013) Spike Jones 126 min.  

 
Week 2: August 28 
Critical Theory & Media Studies 
Prepare  Dyer-Witherford, Nick. “Circulation 1: Interactive Media.” Cyber-Marx: Cycles and 

Circuits of Struggle. U Illinois P, 1999. 
Manovich, Lev. “What is New Media?” The Language of New Media. MIT, 2001. 18-55. 
Wardrip-Fruin, Noah. et al. “Agency Reconsidered.” Breaking New Ground: Innovation in 

Games, Play, Practice and Theory. Proceedings of DiGRA, 2009. 
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Week 3: September 4 
Labor Day – No Class 
 
Week 4: September 11 
Video Games: play / agency / game studies 
Prepare Read: Juul, Jesper. “The Game, the Player, the World: Looking for a Heart of 

Gameness.” Level Up: Digital Games Research Conference Proceedings. Utrecht, 2003.  
Tanenbaum, Karen and Joshua Tanenbaum. “Commitment to Meaning: A Reframing 

of Agency in Games.” Proceedings of Digital Arts and Culture Conference, 2009. 
Play or watch play-through: The Stanley Parable (2011); Her Story (Sam Barlow, 2015); a 

sandbox game (Grand Theft Auto V, Skyrim, Minecraft, etc.)  
Guest 
Speaker 

An Associate Professor in the Interactive Media Division of the School of Cinematic 
Arts, Richard Lemarchand is a game designer, a writer, a public speaker and a 
consultant. Between 2004 and 2012, Richard was a Lead Game Designer at Naughty 
Dog in Santa Monica, California. He led the design of all three games in 
the Uncharted series including Uncharted 3: Drake's Deception, and Uncharted 2: Among 
Thieves, winner of ten AIAS Interactive Achievement Awards, five Game Developers 
Choice Awards, four BAFTAs and over 200 Game of the Year awards. Richard also 
worked on Uncharted: Drake's Fortune, Jak 3 and Jak X: Combat Racing for Naughty Dog, 
and helped to create the successful game series Gex, Pandemonium and Soul Reaver at 
Crystal Dynamics in the San Francisco Bay Area. He got his game industry start at 
MicroProse in the UK, where he co-founded the company’s console game division. 
Richard has made storytelling action games the focus of his career, and he is interested 
in the way that narrative, aesthetics and gameplay work together to hold a player’s 
attention and facilitate the expression of their agency. 

 
Week 5: September 18 
Generative Games: collaborative creativity / digital-analog / speculative making 
Prepare Motte, Warren. “Constraint on the Move.” Poetics Today. 30.4 (2009): 719–735.  

Pearce, Celia. “Communities of Play: The Social Construction of Identity in Persistent 
Online Game Worlds.” Second Person: Role-Playing and Story in Games and Playable 
Media. Wardrip-Fruin and Harrigan, Eds. (MIT Press, 2006): 31-39.  

The Five Obstructions (2001) Lars Von Trier 90 min.  
Activity  The Film From the Future (Situation Lab) 
Guest 
Speaker 

Jeff Watson is an award-winning artist, designer, and Assistant Professor of 
Interactive Media and Games at the University of Southern California School of 
Cinematic Arts. His work investigates how game design, pervasive computing, and 
social media can enable new forms of storytelling, civic engagement, and learning. He 
is a Director at the Situation Lab, a design research laboratory cross-sited at USC and 
Carnegie Mellon University, and an associate faculty member at the USC Game 
Innovation Lab. 

 
Week 6: September 25 
Interactive Cinema: database / experimental / 360·  
Prepare Daley, Kristin. “Cinema 3.0: The Interactive-Image.” Cinema Journal. 50.1 (2010): 81-98. 

Veale, Kevin. “Interactive Cinema” Is an Oxymoron, but May Not Always Be.” Game 
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Studies. 12.1 (2012). 
Possibilia (2014) Daniels. https://helloeko.com/v/D3iXb9 
The Wilderness Downtown (Chris Milk & Arcade Fire, 2010) 

http://www.thewildernessdowntown.com/  
Screening Kinoautomat (1967) Radúz Činčera 61 min. 
Guest 
Speakers  

Tonia Begali (MFA in IMGD) works with creative media that engages marginalized 
stories, explores new ideologies, and plays with pop culture. Emilia Yang (PhD in 
MA+P) is an activist, artist, and militant researcher. Tonia and Emilia will speak to us 
about their award-winning Downtown Browns (2016) an interactive series highlighting the 
decisions faced by women of color in Los Angeles. Each episode follows a different 
storyline, showcasing a bright woman making their way through a unique situation. 
Interactive decisions, mini-games, and perspective shifts are utilized to build an 
intimate understandings of the complex dynamics at play in city life. 

 
Week 7: October 2 
Interactive Documentary: non-linear histories / VR journalism / the internet and impact 
Prepare Nash, Kate. “What is interactivity for? The social dimension of web-documentary 

participation.” Continuum. 28:3 (2014): 383-395. 
Bogost, Ian, et al. “Documentary.” Newsgame: Journalism at Play. MIT Press, 2010. 61-81. 
Highrise (Katerina Cizek, 2009-) http://highrise.nfb.ca/ 
Prison Valley (David Dufresne, 2010) http://prisonvalley.arte.tv/?lang=en 

 
Week 8: October 9 
Interactive Spaces: LARPs / theme parks / VR / mixed reality 
Readings  Nakevska, Marija. et al. “Interactive storytelling in a mixed reality environment: The 

effects of interactivity on user experiences.” Entertainment Computing. 21. (2017) 97–104. 
Activity  Visit Jaunt Lab, pioneering the future of creative storytelling through cinematic virtual 

reality. Founded in 2013, Jaunt is the leading developer of the hardware, software, tools, 
and applications to enable cinematic VR and put the power of virtual reality in the hands 
of today’s best content creators. Jaunt also works with leading creatives—from brands to 
artists to filmmakers—to create cutting-edge content through its studio arm, Jaunt 
Studios. www.jauntvr.com. 

 
Week 9: October 16 
Interactive Art: installation / embodiment   
Prepare  Petersen, Anne Ring. “Navigation, Immersion, and Interaction in Video Installation.” 

Installation Art Between Image and Stage. Borries et al., eds. Chicago, 2014. 317-350. 
Stiles, Kristine and Edward A. Shanken. “Missing In Action: Agency and Meaning In 

Interactive Art.” Context Providers: Conditions of Meaning in Media Arts. Margot Lovejoy, 
et al. eds. Intellect Books, 2014. 31-54. 

Guest 
Speaker  

Cameron McNall is an architect whose work encompasses scenario planning, 
sculpture, film, sound, multi-media and installation art. He taught for twelve years in 
the Department of Design / Media Arts at UCLA. He co-founded the design 
collaborative Electroland in 2002, and has created large-scale installation work in 
venues across the United States. McNall has won many awards for his work, including 
the Rome Prize in Architecture, the National Endowment for the Arts Fellowship in 
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Sculpture, the City of Los Angeles COLA (City of Los Angeles) Fellowship, a New 
York Foundation for the Arts Architecture Fellowship, among many others. 

Deliverable interactive practice assignment due (20%) 
 

 
Week 10: October 23 
Transmedial Interactivity: communities / social media / fandom 
Prepare  Jenkins, Henry. “Quentin Tarantino’s Star Wars? Grassroots Creativity Meets the 

Media Industry.” Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide. (New York UP, 
2006): 135-173. 

Fuchs, Christopher. “Social Media as Participatory Culture.” Social Media: A Critical 
Introduction. (Sage, 2014): 53-67. 

Screening The Blair Witch Project (1999) Daniel Myrick and Eduardo Sanchez 80 min. OR 
Slash (2016) Clay Liford 100 min. 

Activity read / view / play interactive practice assignments 
 

Week 11: October 30 
Activity Field trip to Countdown Live Escape Games, http://www.countdownescape.com/la 

 
Week 12: November 6 
Interactive Literature I: digitally-born narrative texts / locative texts  
Prepare  Ryan, Marie Laure. “From Narrative Games to Playable Stories: Toward a Poetics of 

Interactive Narrative.” Storyworlds: A Journal of Narrative Studies. 1. (2009): 43-59.  
Pry (Tender Claws, 2015)  

Guest 
Speaker  

Samantha Gorman is a writer, artist, curator and educator. Her work combines text, 
cinema, games, virtual reality and scholarship about digital media. Her written critical 
and creative work can be found in journals such as The Electronic Book Review and literary 
magazines such as Dussie. With Danny Cannizzaro she founded the studio Tender 
Claws. Cannizzaro and Gorman’s first release as Tender Claws was the award winning 
app PRY. PRY won the New Media Writing Prize 2015 and was a Future of 
Storytelling Prize finalist, IGF finalist for “Excellence in Narrative” and has been 
showcased at film festivals, game festivals and book review sites. Tender Claws’ next 
project draws on her seven years of experience in developing literary arts projects for 
Virtual Reality at Brown University’s CAVE VR studio. Upcoming projects include a 
VR comedy, satire about the cultural moment of VR titled “Virtual, Virtual Reality 
(VVR).” VVR is in production for Google’s Daydream VR and will be released in early 
2017.  

 
Week 13: Special dates—November 16 / 17  
Activity Attend TechneArt at USC, http://www.technarte.org/ 

 
Week 14: November 20  
Interactive Literature II: polymorphic fictions  
Prepare  S. (J.J. Abrams and Doug Dorst, 2013) 
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Week 15: November 27 
Topic TBA (student-led class) (20%) 
Topics TBA 
Deliverable research presentations (if not doing a paper) (25%) 

 
Finals Week 
Deliverable research paper due (if not doing a presentation) (25%)   

 
Statement on Academic Conduct and Support Systems 

Academic Conduct 
 
Plagiarism – presenting someone else’s ideas as your own, either verbatim or recast in your own words 
– is a serious academic offense with serious consequences. Please familiarize yourself with the 
discussion of plagiarism in SCampus in Section 11, Behavior Violating University Standards 
https://scampus.usc.edu/1100-behavior-violating-university-standards-and-appropriate-sanctions . 
Other forms of academic dishonesty are equally unacceptable. See additional information in SCampus 
and university policies on scientific misconduct, http://policy.usc.edu/scientific-misconduct. 
Discrimination, sexual assault, and harassment are not tolerated by the university. You are encouraged 
to report any incidents to the Office of Equity and Diversity http://equity.usc.edu or to the 
Department of Public Safety http://capsnet.usc.edu/department/department-publicsafetyonline-
forms/contact-us. This is important for the safety of the whole USC community. Another member of 
the university community – such as a friend, classmate, advisor, or faculty member – can help initiate 
the report, or can initiate the report on behalf of another person. The Center for Women and Men 
http://www.usc.edu/student-affairs/cwm/ provides 24/7 confidential support, and the sexual assault 
resource center webpage http://sarc.usc.edu describes reporting options and other resources. 
 
Support Systems 
A number of USC’s schools provide support for students who need help with scholarly writing. Check 
with your advisor or program staff to find out more. Students whose primary language is not English 
should check with the American Language Institute http://dornsife.usc.edu/ali , which sponsors 
courses and workshops specifically for international graduate students. The Office of Disability Services 
and Programs http://sait.usc.edu/academicsupport/centerprograms/dsp/home_index.html provides 
certification for students with disabilities and helps arrange the relevant accommodations. If an officially 
declared emergency makes travel to campus infeasible, USC Emergency Information 
http://emergency.usc.edu will provide safety and other updates, including ways in which instruction will 
be continued by means of blackboard, teleconferencing, and other technology. Course Exam, Project 
and Paper Retention Policy It is the responsibility of all students in Cinema and Media Studies courses 
to retrieve all papers, projects, assignments and/or exams within one academic year of completion of a 
course. These records may be essential in resolving grade disputes and incompletes as well as assist in 
verifying that course requirements have been met. The Cinema and Media Studies will dispose of all 
records from the previous academic year in May of the current academic year. No exceptions. Please be 
in contact with your TAs about collecting these documents while you are taking the course.  


