
Draft Syllabus 
FFAR 298/4: Special Topics in Fine Arts: History and Visual Culture of Gaming 
Course Period: Semester 4, 2016-7 
Credits: 3 
Grading Scheme: Letter, S/U option if applicable. 
Format: Lecture + Guided Gameplay + Discussions 
Lecture Time: Friday 3 – 5:30 PM 
Instructor: Michael Ryan Skolnik, Ph.D. 
 

“The only thing worse than being blind is having sight but no vision.” 
-Helen Keller 

 
Course Description  

 This lecture course for non-fine art students introduces students to digital games, their history and their 
relationship to contemporary art practices. In this course we will look at digital games as a medium of 
play, social interaction and artistic expression. We will begin the course by situating digital games in an 
(art) historical context in order to better understand concepts of play in a digital age and the relevance of 
games to current art practices. Our study will begin with examples of earlier games and their role as 
material culture. We will then reconsider the roles played by the art, the artist and the player/gamer as 
they are situated at the intersection between art, play and technology. Class discussions will address life 
in virtual spaces and the relationships of power, capital, gender, ethnicity and other identities to both 
games and contemporary digital media.  

In this course, students will develop a critical understanding of games, particularly as a category of visual 
media; their history, their roles in culture, and contemporary debates on the aesthetics of games. 
Drawing on scholarship and research methods from game studies, media and cultural studies, sociology, 
and philosophy, this course will facilitate students developing: 

- A critical vocabulary for analyzing games, their mechanics, structures, and cultural aspects of 
their production, consumption, and reception; 

- A methodological toolkit for analyzing games and visual cultural artefacts. 
- An understanding, through design-based assessment tasks, of the relationship between theory 

and creative practice in game development.    
 
Assignments 
Detailed assignment descriptions and criteria will be distributed using the course LMS and discussed in 
lectures. This section of the syllabus serves as a basic outline of the assignment tasks and the learning 
goals associated with them.  
Research Skills Workshop Report (1000 words. 15%) 
Due 3 PM, Friday, Week 4. 

 
- In Week 3, part of the lecture time will be used to undertake a research skills training exercise at 

the library. A list of course-related research topics will be provided at the workshop. Students 
will pick one of these topics, locate at least one book, two scholarly journal articles, and one 
journalistic article on the selected topic. Using proper referencing, students will summarize the 
way they located the texts, the texts’ main arguments, and assess the usefulness of the texts in 
constructing a hypothetical essay on the selected topic. 



- Skills developed: research, critical assessment of research materials, structured writing, 
referencing. 

Text-based Game Prototype + Design Statement (300 word minimum)  
Due Friday, 3 PM, Week 7. 25% 

 
- In Week 4, students will be shown, and demonstrated the use of, Twine, a piece of software for 

producing text-based games. Using Twine, students will create a short game prototype featuring 
a minimum of three binary decisions. The Game Prototype will be accompanied by a 300 word 
design statement explaining the aesthetic choices used in developing the Prototype. Marks will 
be awarded for functionality, detail, aesthetics, and the justification provided in the Design 
Statement. 
 

Research Essay Proposal (1000 words. 15%) 
Due 3 PM, Friday, Week 8 
 

- Students will choose their topics for the final research essay, but get them vetted during the 
Research Essay Proposal step. Students will propose the topic of their essay, the main argument 
they will be making in it, the main research sources and methodologies that they will use in the 
final essay. The proposal will be graded on the selection of a focused research question, the 
identification of a precise topic argument, and the identification of relevant research sources. 

- NOTE: Students will be required to use 5 sources that are not course readings in this or any 
other course in the Faculty in the final essay. Students are recommended to locate 3 of these 
sources for the proposal with the understanding that they may change sources later in response 
to the way their research goes. 
 

Research Essay (2500 words. 45%) 
Due 11:55 PM, Friday, Week 13. 
 

- Students will write a scholarly, argumentative research essay of 2500 words on the topic they 
selected and developed in the Research Essay Proposal, using at least 5 sources that are not 
course readings in this course or any other course in the Faculty. The Essay will be assessed on 
the strength of the argument, the use of research, the organization of the essay’s structure, 
referencing, and ease of understanding. 

 
  



Course Schedule 
 
Date/Topic       Readings            Assignments   

Week 1 – Why Study Games?  No readings this week!  

Week 2 – The Histories of 
Games, Part 1: 
Anthropological Play 

Huizinga, Johan. “Nature and 
Significance of Play as a Cultural 
Phenomenon.” Homo Ludens: A 
Study of the Play-Element in 
Culture. London: Routledge 
2003. Pp. 1-28 
 
Krentz, Arthur A. “Play and 
Education in Plato’s Republic.”  
Online: LINK 

Add/drop date is at the end of 
this week, so if you are going to 
drop the course, this is the best 
time to. 

Week 3 – The Histories of 
Games, Part 2: Play, 
Modernity and the 
Videogame Crash 

Roland Barthes, “Toys”.  
Online: LINK 
 
Bernard Suits, “Construction of a 
Definition”. Online: LINK 
 
Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman, 
“Roger Caillois: The Definition of 
Play, The Classification of 
Games.” Online: LINK 

This week, we will undertake 
research skills training at the 
library after the lecture 
component.  

Week 4 – The Importance of 
Visuality? 

Marshall McLuhan, “The 
Medium is the Message”. Online: 
LINK 
 
Kayla Webley, “How the Nixon-
Kennedy Debate Changed the 
World”. Online: LINK 
 
W.G.T. Mitchell. “There Are No 
Visual Media”. Online: LINK 

Research Skills Workshop 
Report due Friday at 3 PM. 
 
Introduction to Twine after the 
lecture component. 

Week 5 – Interpreting Media: 
Semiotics and 
Representation 

Daniel Chandler, “Signs” in 
Semiotics for Beginners. Online: 
LINK 
 
Stuart Hall, “Encoding / 
Decoding.” Online: LINK 

 

Week 6 – Constructing the 
Player , Part 1: 
Ideology at Play 

Judd Ruggill and Ken McAllister, 
“Aimlessness.” Gaming Matters: 
Art, Science and the Computer 
Game Medium. Tuscaloosa: 
University of Arizona Press, 
2011. Pp. 32-49. 
 

 

http://www.bu.edu/wcp/Papers/Educ/EducKren.htm
http://xroads.virginia.edu/~drbr/toys.html
http://mediastudies.viu.ca/dougstetar/courses/medi265/resources/articles/suits_construction.pdf
http://nideffer.net/classes/270-08/week_01_intro/Caillois.pdf
http://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/mcluhan.mediummessage.pdf
http://content.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,2021078,00.html
http://pl02.donau-uni.ac.at/jspui/bitstream/10002/312/1/mitchell.pdf
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/
http://faculty.georgetown.edu/irvinem/theory/SH-Coding.pdf


Louis Althusser, “Ideology and  
Ideological State Apparatuses  
(Notes Towards an Investigation.” 
Online: LINK 

Week 7 – Constructing the 
Player, Part 2: Play 
and Identity Creation 

Erving Goffman, “Introduction”  
and “Performances”. The  
Presentation of Self in Everyday  
Life. Online: LINK 
 
danah boyd, “Identity Production 
in a Networked Culture: Why 
Youth Heart Myspace” Online: 
LINK 
 

Twine Game Prototype  
With Design Statement due 
Friday, 3 PM. 

Week 8 – Multi-Player Life: Play 
and the Social 

Thomas Malaby. Capital in and 
beyond Virtual Worlds. Games & 
Culture 1(2):141-162, Spring 
2006. 
 
Adrienne Shaw. “What Is Video 
Game Culture? Cultural Studies 
and Game Studies.” Games and 
Culture. Vol. 5. pp. 403-424 

Research Essay Proposal due 
Friday, 3 PM. 

Week 9 – Issues in 
Representation: 
Ethnicity 

Gray, K.L. (2012). Intersecting 
oppressions and online 
communities: Examining the 
experiences of women of color in 
Xbox Live. Information, 
Communication, & Society, 15(3), 
pp. 411-428. 
 
Tanner Higgin. “Blackless Fantasy: 
The Disappearance of Race in 
Massively Multiplayer Online 
Role-Playing Games”. Online: 
LINK  

 

Week 10 – Issues in 
Representation: 
Gender and Sexual 
Orientation 

Helen W. Kennedy, “Lara Croft: 
Feminist Icon or Cyberbimbo? On 
the Limits of Textual Analysis.” 
Online: LINK 
 
Adrienne Shaw, “Talking with 
Gaymers: Questioning Identity, 
Community and Media 
Representaion.” Online: LINK 

 

Week 11 – Aesthetics and 
Politics 

Walter Benjamin. “The Work of 
Art in the Age of Mechanical 

 

https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/althusser/1970/ideology.htm
https://monoskop.org/images/1/19/Goffman_Erving_The_Presentation_of_Self_in_Everyday_Life.pdf
http://www.danah.org/papers/WhyYouthHeart.pdf
http://www.tannerhiggin.com/research/blackless.pdf
http://www.gamestudies.org/0202/kennedy/
http://www.westminsterpapers.org/articles/10.16997/wpcc.150/galley/147/download/


Reproduction.” 
 
Crispin Sartwell. “Introduction: 
The Idea of Political Aesthetics.” 
Political Aesthetics. Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press. 2010. 
Pp. 1-14. 

Week 12 - Procedurality as 
Aesthetic 

Ian Bogost. “Introduction and 
Chapter 1.” Persuasive Games. 
 
Michael Ryan Skolnik. “Strong and Weak 
Procedurality.” Journal of Gaming and 
Virtual Worlds. 5.2 2013. Pp. 147-163. 

 

Week 13 – E-sports and the 
aesthetics of  
Spectacle 

Guy Debord. “The Commodity as 
Spectacle.” The Society of the 
Spectacle. Online: LINK 
 
David Surman. “Gameplay and 
the Reward-Spectacle: An 
Analysis of the Street Fighter 
Series.” In Krzywinska  & Atkins 
eds. Videogame, Player, Text. 
London: Wallflower. 2007. 

Research Essay due Friday,  
11:55 PM.  

 

http://www.antiworld.se/project/references/texts/The_Society%20_Of%20_The%20_Spectacle.pdf

