AS3345A (3 credits)

Cyborgs, Gods, and Dwarves
The Corcoran College of Art and Design

Dept. of Academic Studies Fall 2005

Thurs 3:30-6:30 pm Room 14A
Instructor: Anastasia Salter

Email: ams244@georgetown.edu
Cyborgs, Gods, and Dwarves: The Myths of Cyberspace
This course will explore the science fiction world of the future in which we now live: a world in which one can go online and take on another identity, connect with a virtual bot, band with elves battling through the land of Warcraft, or join a chat community with people from around the world -- people who may or may not be what they seem. These are the realities of the Internet Age, in which cyberpunk visions extend into new digital narratives, out of which new myths have materialized: The Matrix, Ghost in the Shell, Minority Report, and many more, appearing both in popular culture and on the Internet. 

We will survey the terrain of cyberspace, in both its current form and in the imagination of storytellers, as we confront the question: how are these evolving technologies changing our idea of humanity itself? Studying these “myths” of cyberspace is an interdisciplinary endeavor. We will draw upon literary texts and criticism, postmodern theory, film, games, and social/psychological critiques of the Internet and related phenomena to connect the dots in our image of cyberspace. The range of content we can focus on is seemingly infinite, and students are expected to steer conversation through their own engagement as citizens of the virtual world.
Awareness and active involvement in Internet communities is mandatory for this course. Students will be seeking out unusual bulletin board discussions to join, watching for new developments, and participating actively in an online gaming community of their choice. This practical engagement will be reconciled with theoretical discussion through weekly journal entries building to the cumulative project for this course.

Journal

Students will be expected to keep an ongoing journal for this class. This journal is to be based upon each student’s experiences with a massive multiplayer world of the student’s choice. Each week a specific prompt will be distributed calling for a minimum of two pages in response, with the final journal representing a minimum 20 pages of writing. All page standards are set for standard Times 12, double spaced. 

This is the major project of the semester: at the end, the journal is to be edited, arranged with images and artifacts of the student’s gameplay, and submitted for final evaluation. In total this journal will be worth 50% of the final grade. 

Creativity is highly encouraged with journal assignments. Topics can be approached from an outside academic perspective or even commented upon “in character” of the gameplay experience. More detail as to these options will be specifically provided for each journal prompt.
Recommended Virtual World Options:

http://secondlife.com/

This is the free option for an online world--that said, the economy is driven by US money and continual incentives will exist to spend money within the community. This is not a game in the sense that many of the other online worlds are, as it is instead community and economy driven.

http://www.guildwars.com/

This is the most reasonably priced option among the massive games active today, as it does not require a monthly subscription fee. The social system encourages and occasionally requires strong team interaction and it has an active player base. 

http://www.worldofwarcraft.com/

The current hot massive game, World of Warcraft is one that several of you may already play--if not, this is an opportunity to do so. WoW does require a monthly subscription fee in addition to the base cost of the game.

Other Alternatives:

There are a vast number of MMOs available today, including some that are far more independently driven and niche marketed. Games that are certainly suitable include Star Wars Galaxies, Sims Online, Anarchy Online, Clan Lord, and the various installments of Everquest.

The Final Project:

A fully revised journal, edited based on feedback received throughout the semester, is due on April 27th. The presentation of this journal—virtual, illustrated, print, etc—is to be developed by each student and is subject to no limitations. The last journal entry assigned will be a five page conclusion tying the threads of the journal together. This journal represents all outside writing required for this class. 

Grading and Assignments

Grading is broken down as follows: 50% journal, 25% participation and in class exercises, and 25% midterm examination. Participation is to be achieved both through preparation and active discussion in class and through in class writings and one presentation. Each student will be required to present a journal entry to the group: this should not be confused with simply reading the journal aloud, but should instead be a thoughtful interpretation of the student’s online experience in terms of the assigned readings for the week as a starting point for discussion. 
Plagiarism, persistent absence (upwards of 3) or continual lateness will all be grounds for failure following the guidelines set forth in your student handbook.

Required Readings

The New Media Reader. Ed. Wardrip-Fruin, Noah and Nick Monfort. MIT Press, 2003. Gibson, William. Burning Chrome. Ace, 1986.

Stephenson, Neal. Snow Crash. Bantam, 1992.

Online readings—linked from course website
The course books are available at the George Washington University Bookstore. There are no specific page by page assignments for Snow Crash, instead it will be incorporated into class discussions starting after spring break.
January 19th
Introduction to Cyberspace
Course Overview

January 26th
Historical Precedents (or, why “new” media isn’t that new at all)

Readings:

   New Media Reader:

The Garden of Forking Paths: 29 to 34


Men, Machines, and the World About: 65 to 72


The Cut-Up Method of Brion Gysin: 89 to 91


The Construction of Change: 127 to 132


The Oulipo: 171 to 189

Due:

   Select your gameworld and character for journaling

February 2nd
New Media and/as Art
Readings:

   New Media Reader:

Experiments in Art and Technology: 211 to 228


Cybernated Art: 229


Computer Lib/ Dream Machines: 301 to 338

Due:
   Journal Entry #1: The Art of Gaming

February 9th
Computer Interaction 

Readings:

   New Media Reader:

Responsive Environments: 377 to 389


Fantasy Beyond Control: 643 to 647

   MagicBook -- http://www.hitl.washington.edu/magicbook/description.html
Due:

   Journal Entry #2: Interactivity
February 16th
Gaming Culture and Avatars
In class film and discussion: Avatar

Readings:
   Gamer’s Manifesto -- http://www.pointlesswasteoftime.com/games/manifesto.html
   WoW World -- http://www.pointlesswasteoftime.com/games/wowworld.html
Due:

   Journal Entry #3: Cult-ure

February 23rd
Wrap Up / Midterm Review: Real Virtuality
Readings:


   Handout – Virtual Space
Due: Journal Entry #4: Virtual Real / Real Virtual
March 2nd
Midterm Exam!
March 9th

No Class! Individual meetings to discuss journal progress – to be scheduled

March 16th

No Class! Spring Break

March 23rd
Hypertextual Storytelling
Readings
   New Media Reader:

You Want a Revolution: 691 to 704


The End of Books: 705 to 709

Time Frames: 711 to 735 

   1001 -- http://www.lanceolsen.com/1001.html

Due:
   Journal Entry #5: Networked Thought
April 6th
Cyberpunk Storytelling
In Class Film and Discussion: Blade Runner
Readings:

   Phillip K. Dick -- http://www.philipkdick.com/new_exegesis.html
   Handout – Intro to Cyberpunk

Due:

   Journal Entry #6: Cyberpunk
April 13th
Cyborgs: “Real” and “Virtual”
In Class Film and Discussion: Johnny Mnemonic

Readings:
   New Media Reader:

Cyborg Manifesto: 515 to 542

   Burning Chrome:


Johnny Mnemonic


Burning Chrome


The Belonging Kind


Fragments of a Hologram Rose


New Rose Hotel

   Human Computers -- http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/magazine/3503465.stm

Due:
   Journal Entry #7: Cyborg Body
April 20th
In(humanity)
Readings:

   View The Matrix prior to class
   Handouts – essays on The Matrix
Due: Journal - Conclusion

April 27th
Final Projects Due!

Readings:

   TBA - handout
May 4th
Wrap Up—Cyberkinetics
Short in class essay final!   
