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The Zombie in American Film Culture 

Few figures in American cinema can claim the longevity, the ubiquity, and the significance as can the zombie. Zombies 

can now run, play chess, and even fall in love, but from where did this shuffling undead creature come and what precisely 

does its popularity mean in contemporary culture?   

In this course, we will examine three phases of the zombie figure in American film culture by placing the zombie within 

its various historical contexts. First, we will explore the zombie in classical-era Hollywood horror films, inspired by the 

Haitian voodoo zombie, such as White Zombie (1932) and I Walked with a Zombie (1943). 

ENG-L 295 

American Film Culture 

Fall 2016 

TR 10-11:15am in KO 287 

paulcook@iuk.edu 

Instructor: Paul Cook 

Office: KO 238-D  

Office Hours:  

Tuesdays, 11:30am to 1:00pm, virtually in the 

digital ether, and anytime by appointment. 
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Second, we will examine how American filmmaker George A. Romero in his seminal trilogy Night of the Living Dead 

(1968), Dawn of the Dead (1978), and Day of the Dead (1985) forever redefined zombiedom and gave zombies a 

distinctly political and social twist.   

Third, we will tour the somewhat madcap post-Romero zombie landscape: film remakes (some by Romero himself), 

parodies and satires, genre-revisionist films, as well as the zombie’s foray into other pop culture forms (e.g., graphic 

novels, TV shows, novels, computer games, etc.) 

Because this is a genre studies course, we have a lot to cover: the history of the genre, the theories and common critical 

analyses applied to the genre, the prevalent narrative structures of the genre, the defining films of the genre as well as the 

anomalous ones, and so on. There will be a lot of reading, writing, film viewing, and discussion. Attendance is a must!  

 

At the end of the semester, you will be able to: 
 

Learning Outcomes and Objectives Assessment 

Articulate an understanding of the zombie in American 

film culture; 

Short writing project, group presentations, and final exam 

demonstrate an understanding and appreciation for the 

complexity of our fascination with zombies as an ongoing 

theme in American films and film culture; 

Short writing project, group presentations, and final exam 

articulate some of the many differences—aesthetically, 

economically, socially, and conceptually—between 

independent films, documentaries, “B-movies,” and major 

Hollywood productions (“blockbusters”); 

Daily assignments, film blogs, short writing project, 

lectures, and final exam 

interpret and “read” films beyond the basics of 

observation and plot; 

Daily assignments, film blogs, short writing project, 

lectures, and final exam 

demonstrate a familiarity with the basic grammar of 

cinematography and some technical aspects of film 

production; 

Daily assignments, film blogs, short writing project, 

lectures, and final exam 

 

***A brief note on the films: Several of the films we’ll screen this semester contain adult material (e.g., coarse language, 

violence, sexuality, etc.), while others are quite frank and vivid in terms of the themes they explore. Many of the films are 

rated “R.” If you think you might be offended by this content, then this course may not be for you. You will have many 

other opportunities to fulfill your English requirements.  

 

Required Texts 
 

Luckhurst, Roger. Zombies: A Cultural History. London: Reaktion, 2015. Print.  

 

Russell, Jamie. Book of the Dead: The Complete History of Zombie Cinema. Surrey, UK: FAB, 2005. Print. 

 

Assignments and Grading 
 

Short Research & Writing Project (15%): There will be one short (4-5 page) writing project covering various themes 

and concepts central to the course.  
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Reading Quizzes/Freewrites (10%): We will frequently have short quizzes and/or freewriting exercises during class to 

test your handling of the material and to determine whether or not you are staying on top of the readings. These cannot be 

made up.  

 

Film Blogs (20%): Think of your film blog as a kind of notebook or “journal” for the course—use it to keep track of the 

films we screen, the discussions we have in class, lecture notes, ideas that pop into your head, writing prompts I may give 

you from time to time to spark discussion, notes and questions you have regarding the readings, and so forth. I will read 

and evaluate these at midterm and again at the end of the semester to check on your progress, so it’s important that you 

post to your blog regularly. Film blogs will be graded on a five-point scale: 5=outstanding, 4=good, 3=needs work, 

2=severely lacking, 1=poor, 0=no credit. (For example, if you receive one “4” and one “3,” your semester average in this 

category will be a “3.5” or a 70%.)       

 

Class Participation (15%): See “Attendance and Participation” below. 

 

Group Presentations (20%): I will divide the class into four groups (A, B, C, and D) and give each group the task of 

further exploring one of our four primary course themes (see schedule). Working together, the group will then develop an 

informal presentation and will be responsible for “running” your portion (25 to 35 minutes) of the class period. For 

example, you may decide to use your time to show short clips from a particular film that falls or clips from a few films 

that fall within the purview of your group’s theme. In any case, how you design your presentation is largely up to you and 

your group members, but each group will choose at least one film and one reading for the class and connect it in some 

way to the theme of the unit and the other films in that unit. We will talk much more in class about options and strategies 

for developing your presentations.  

 

Final Exam (20%): You will take a comprehensive final exam that will cover all of the films and readings over the 

course of the semester. The final exam will consist of short answer and essay questions. 

 

                                                                              =100% 

 

Attendance and Participation 
While there will be some lecture in this course, this class is not a lecture-only course. It’s important to the overall success 

of this course that you come to class regularly, complete the readings, make time to reflect on what you’ve read, take 

careful notes on the films, and participate in class discussions. Baseline (“C”-level) participation requirements are that you 

come to class every time we meet, take notes on the films, and complete all assigned readings. Contributing thoughtful 

comments and asking questions will raise your participation grade to a “B.” Consistently contributing interesting and 

insightful comments and ideas and providing leadership in class discussions will earn an “A.”   

 

When you miss class, you miss important information and mandatory in-class activities (which cannot be made-up), and 

classmates miss your input and ideas. If you are absent, you are responsible for finding out what we covered in class 

and for submitting in advance any assignments due on that day. I reserve the right to change the course schedule at 

any time, and it is your responsibility to stay on top of these changes. If you feel comfortable doing so, swap cell numbers 

or e-mail addresses with the person next to you; this way, if ever you do miss class, you can find out what you missed 

with little to no trouble.   

 

Your course grade will drop by one letter grade (10%) if you miss more than 10% of our classes (4 class periods); you 

will fail the course if you miss 20% of our classes (6 class periods). If an emergency forces you to miss several class 

periods, contact me as soon as possible so we can discuss your options.  
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Grades 
A standard ten-point scale (A+=97-100; A=94-96; A-=90-93; B+=87-89; B=84-86; B-=80-83; C+=77-79; C=74-76; C-

=70-73; D+=67-69; D=64-66; D-=60-63; F=everything else) will be used.   

 

Readings and How to Read Actively  
The weekly reading assignments in this course will be challenging and occasionally quite long. These readings will 

require you to practice a mode of patient, careful, attentive reading to which you may not yet be accustomed. 

 

For instance, when you come across a word you don’t understand, look it up in an online dictionary (the Oxford English 

Dictionary is best and free for IU students through http://www.iuk.edu/academics/library/); when you find a concept or 

reference with which you’re unfamiliar, look it up on Wikipedia and read the entry until the passage you’re wrestling with 

starts to make sense. Mark any and all passages in your books that you would like to discuss in class, that you think are 

particularly noteworthy, or that don’t make sense to you. We will discuss these passages together in class. In short, you 
will need to read closely, carefully, and slowly.  

 

You should expect to read—in the manner I’ve just briefly described—between 50 and 75 pages each week. And a few 

times the reading load will be heavier. Please get into a weekly if not daily reading habit that works for you and stick to it. 

This will be key to your success and learning in this course. If ever you have any questions or concerns about our 

readings, please don’t hesitate to let me know.  

 

Attendance and Participation  
While there will be some lecture in this course, this is definitely not a lecture-only course. Ongoing, stimulating class 

discussions and in-class group activities are vital to the success of this course and to your overall learning experience. In 

short, it’s important that you come to class each time we meet, complete all assigned readings each week, take time to 

reflect on what you’ve read (and then go back and re-read), take careful notes on the readings (in your notebook and 

textbook), ask questions, and participate actively and enthusiastically in class discussions and in-class exercises.  

 

When you miss class, you miss important information, activities, ideas, ICWs, instructions, videos, interactions, etc. that 

simply can’t be “made up.” (It’s sort of like missing a party or celebratory dinner and then asking everyone to reconstruct 

the experience for you in words or e-mails. Like other social phenomena, classroom learning just doesn’t work that way.)  

 

Furthermore, when you miss class, your classmates and I miss your input and ideas. If you are absent, you are 

responsible for finding out what we covered in class and for submitting in advance any assignments due on that 

day. I reserve the right to change the course schedule at any time, and it is your responsibility to stay on top of these 

changes. If ever you do miss class, you should use the “Questions about the Course” Discussion in the “Discussions” tab 

in Canvas to find out what you missed. See “Getting in touch with me...and each other” below for more information.  

 

Your course grade will drop by one letter grade (10%) if you miss more than 10% of our classes (or 4 class meetings); 

you will fail the course if you miss more than 25% of our classes (7 class periods). If a bone fide emergency forces you to 

miss several class periods, or if you have a nonrefundable vacation package or something, you need to speak with me as 

soon as possible. Excessive, annoying lateness will not be tolerated.    

 
Phones and other distractions 
Here’s the straight dope on mobile devices, folks: be courteous and sensible with your smart phones, laptops, tablets, and 

other mobile devices. You might think you have to be imminently available to everyone in your social network, family, 

neighborhood, whatever, or that you constantly have to be checking your e-mail, texts, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 
Pinterest, or whatnot, but you really don’t.  

http://www.iuk.edu/academics/library/
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There are important, practical advantages to be gained by “unplugging,” by experiencing the passage of time as well as 

conversation and interaction the way previous generations did: face-to-face and in real-time. Research suggests that 

students who leave their mobile devices and laptops in their bags actually perform better academically. Opportunities to 

unplug from the matrix are increasingly rare; let’s pledge to use our time together this semester for discussion, reflection, 

and exploration, not Candy Crush Saga and idle Facebook stalking. 

 

Late Assignments 
Late work will not be accepted under most circumstances. If a bona fide emergency forces you to miss class, please let me 

know as soon as is reasonable so that we can discuss your options.  

 
Getting in touch with me…and each other 

You will have several avenues of communication for this course:     

• If you have general questions about the course (assignments, due dates, course policies, etc.), please post your 

questions on the “Questions about the Course” Discussion in the “Discussions” tab. I will check this Discussion 

regularly (usually twice a day from Monday through Friday and at least once on the weekend) and answer any 

questions you may have. If you have a question that concerns the entire class, please use this space. 

 

• “The Coffee House Lounge” site in the Discussions tab will be an informal space for you to meet your fellow 

students and get to know one another over the course of the semester. This is a social gathering place. I will not 

monitor this site on a regular basis unless students express concern to me about the content being posted. 

 

• If you have questions of an individual or personal nature that you do not wish to share with the rest of the class, 

you can contact me by sending a message through the message center in Canvas (in the “Messages” tab). This is 

the best way to get in touch with me. You are also always welcome to visit me in my office (during and outside 

of office hours) or even call me in my office during office hours (765/455.9229). 

 

• I want to discuss the class and your work with you, and using my office hours is an excellent way for us to 

address any concerns you might have about the class, your progress or performance, and/or any of your questions 

about the course material and your projects and interests. 

 

Technical Requirements and Student Disability Assistance 
This course requires that you have access to the IU Kokomo computer network, access to the Canvas course management 

system, and some basic familiarity with Canvas. The IU Kokomo Instructional Technology department (IT) provides 

guidelines for hardware and software for all students. This course requires primarily word processing (MS Word 2007, 

2010, or 2013), printing capabilities, and access to Canvas. See http://iuware.indiana.edu for free downloads and discount 

prices on hardware and software exclusively for IU students.  

 

Students should contact the IU Kokomo Helpdesk with any and all technical questions. The Helpdesk offers superb 

technical support to faculty, staff, and students for all IT-related requests. The Helpdesk provides assistance to users, as 

well as maintains a tracking system that places each user’s request into a queue. You can send an e-mail request to the 

Helpdesk at kohelp@iuk.edu or call 765/455.9315. Local phone and walk-up support at the Helpdesk in the Library is 

available Monday through Friday from 8:00am to 5:00pm. If you’re having any technical difficulties, please contact both 

me and the Helpdesk right away so we can get your problem solved. 

 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/05/13/allowing-devices-classroom-hurts-academic-performance-study-finds#.VzYFbL1qF-A.mailto
http://iuware.indiana.edu/
mailto:kohelp@iuk.edu
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Students requiring accommodations for disabilities or special needs should contact the IUK Office of Disability Services 

and/or refer to this handout. If you have a documented disability on file with the IUK Office of Disability Services, it is 

imperative that you let me know as soon as possible so that we can discuss arrangements for your success in this course.  

 
Academic Honesty and Plagiarism 
“A student must not adopt or reproduce ideas, words, or statements of another person without an appropriate 

acknowledgement. A student must give due credit to the originality of others and acknowledge an indebtedness whenever 

he or she does any of the following: (a) quotes another person’s actual words, either oral or written; (b) paraphrases 

another person’s words, either oral or written; (c) uses another person’s idea, theory, or material unless information is 

common knowledge.”  Source: Indiana University Code of Student Ethics. (Note that “intent” is not a factor here.)   

 

“Double dipping,” or submitting a writing project for two or more courses (whether they’re IUK courses or not), 

constitutes plagiarism and will result in a grade of zero and possible disciplinary action. If you have an idea for a writing 

project from another class that you would like to further develop in this class, please consult with me. I’m more than 

willing to help you develop your ideas and plan writing projects that will do work for you, but simply submitting the same 
essay for multiple classes is not acceptable under any circumstances.  

 

Knowing the boundaries between acceptable and unacceptable uses of other’s work, texts, or ideas can be tricky 

sometimes, and we will spend some time in class discussing the boundaries of acceptable use, the nature of research, and 

when, where, and how to appropriately document source materials. 

 

Writing Center (Library) 
Don’t forget to utilize the Writing Center that your tuition dollars support! The IU Kokomo Writing Center is an excellent 

resource for any writing assignment from any class. The Writing Center is open Monday to Thursday, 9am - 7pm; Friday, 

10am to 2pm; and Saturday, 12:30 to 4:30pm. 

 

Remember, many of IUK`s very best students understand that seeking out a response to their writing is a necessary part of 

the learning/writing process. Several of the staff who presently work in the Center have or are currently working toward 

teaching credentials, and many are graduate students. Stop by or call for a 30-minute appointment: 765/455.9425, Option 

#1. 

 

You can now instant message the tutors your quick questions (grammar, citing, etc.) using campus contacts. Visit our 

website at http://www.iuk.edu/writing-center where you can 

 

▪ Ask a more detailed question online by using Ask a Tutor e-mail option; 

▪ See a list of Grammar Girl podcasts on hundreds of usage and other English language concerns; 

▪ Discover which helpful documents and other sources are available at the Center; 

▪ Find out when your favorite tutor is scheduled to work. 

 

Course Schedule 

 

(Schedule, readings, and films subject to change at instructor’s discretion with advance notice. Readings are “due” 

on the dates next to which they are listed.) 

 

Texts 

Z = Zombies: A Cultural History (Luckhurst) 

BD = Book of the Dead (Russell) 

H = handout (.pdf in Canvas or in class) 

http://www.iuk.edu/admin-services/disability-services/
http://www.iuk.edu/admin-services/disability-services/assets/pdfs/request%20for%20services%20and%20medical%20information%20packet.pdf
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TBA = to be announced 

 

WEEK 1 

 

August 

 

T 23: Course introduction (expectations and ice-breakers): why zombies? “Cook’s 3 Rules of Film Appreciation and 

Interpretation.” 

R 25: Zombieland (Dir. Fleischer, 2009) and BD, Ch. 1 

 

WEEK 2  

 

T 30: Zombieland (Dir. Fleischer, 2009), continued and BD, Ch. 2 

R 01: Z, Intro  

 

September 

 

WEEK 3    

 

T 06: White Zombie (Dir. Halperin, 1932) and Z, Ch. 1 

R 08: White Zombie (Dir. Halperin, 1932), continued and BD, Ch. 4 

 

WEEK 4  

 

T 13: I Walked with a Zombie (Dir. Tourneur, 1943) and Z, Ch. 2-3  

R 15: Group Presentation A (20%) and cinematography discussion (H) 

 

WEEK 5  

 

T 20: Z, Ch. 4 

R 22: BD, Ch. 3 

 

WEEK 6   

 

T 27: Night of the Living Dead (Dir. Romero, 1968) and Z, Ch. 7 

R 29: Night of the Living Dead (Dir. Romero, 1968), continued  

 

October  

 

WEEK 7  

 

T 04: Dawn of the Dead (Dir. Romero, 1978) 

R 06: Group Presentation B (20%)  

  

WEEK 8  

 

T 11: Dawn of the Dead (Dir. Romero, 1978), continued 

R 13: BD, Ch. 5 



 

-8- 

 

WEEK 9  

 

T 18: Fall Break (no class) 

R 20: Day of the Dead (Dir. Romero, 1985)  

 

WEEK 10  

 

T 25: Day of the Dead (Dir. Romero, 1985), continued 

R 27: BD, Ch. 6 

 

November  

 

WEEK 11   

 

T 01: Group Presentation C (20%) 

R 03: Evil Dead II (Dir. Raimi, 1987) and Z, Ch. 8  

 

WEEK 12 

 

T 08: Evil Dead II (Dir. Raimi, 1987), continued 

R 10: Short Writing & Research Projects Due (Draft 1) 

 

WEEK 13 

 

T 15: The Serpent and the Rainbow (Dir. Craven, 1988) and BD, Ch. 7 

R 17: The Serpent and the Rainbow (Dir. Craven, 1988), continued  

 

WEEK 14 

 

T 22: Short Writing & Research Projects Due (Draft 2) 

R 24: Thanksgiving Holiday (no class) 

 

WEEK 15  

 

T 29: Group Presentation D (20%)  

R 01: Reading TBA 

 

December 

 

WEEK 16 

 

T 06: In-class review for the Final Exam. Short Writing Projects returned in class. 

R 08: Last day of class; course evaluations, wrap-up and review; etc. 

 

*Final Exam (20%): Tuesday, 12/13 from 10am to 12pm in KO 287. 
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