
RYERSON UNIVERSITY

SCHOOL OF IMAGE ARTS

MFA IN DOCUMENTARY MEDIA

SYLLABUS – FALL 2008
DM8106

NARRATIVE AND INTERACTIVE FORMS

Course Director: Lila Pine
Office: RCC 337
416-979-5000, ext. 6848
lpine@ryerson.ca; 
www.imagearts.ryerson.ca/evolvingstories
Office hours by appointment.

Technology Instructor: Nick Stedman
Office: TBA
416-979-5000, ext. TBA
email: TBA
Office hours by appointment.

Calendar Description:  The course examines ways in which narration and interactivity 
animate all forms of image gathering and documentary production. The role of editing in 
moving images, the role of scripting in narrative media, and the use of sound will all be 
explored. In addition, the roles of programming and software applications in interactive 
and web-based documents (particularly image databases and user-adaptive moving image 
sources) will be examined. 

Lecture/ Seminar: 3 hours.

Course Objectives: 

• Encourage experimentation for creative communication

• Provide  exposure  to  diverse  examples  of  contemporary  media  that  introduce 
alternative documentary approaches

• Develop  an  understanding  of  established,  emerging  and  potential  new  media 
documentary practices

• Foster collaborative practices

Course Philosophy: As sensors, data and algorithms join lens-based technologies such 
as  cameras  to  make  up  the  communicator’s  toolbox,  meaning  creation,  no  longer 
restrained to the optical frame, involves fluid relationships among and between subjects 
and  objects.  As  the  use  of  networks  influence  image  making  practices,  topographic 
representations  are  becoming  topological.  As  live  data  streams  replace  static  data, 
algorithms and people co-create instantaneous content, visualizing live relationships. As 
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experiential media coexist with representation and image making practices, the nature of 
media discourses change. As emerging modes of production and distribution bypass the 
dominant social classes, new narrative and aesthetic forms emerge creating open-ended 
possibilities for different ways of being in the world.

The  digitization  of  culture  engenders  shifts  in  thinking,  ways  of  knowing,  artistic 
practice, cultural production, communication, interactivity, community and identity. To 
better understand the culture(s) of cyberspace and the potential of new media you will be 
invited to participate in the invention of a new literacy referred to by Gregory Ulmer as 
electracy,  which ‘is  to  digital  media  what  literacy is  to  print.’  [Ulmer,  2002]  In  this 
course you will begin the process of locating yourselves as ‘electrate’ people engaged in 
hybrid documentary practices.  

Academic Focus and Scope: Providing a framework for you to expand your thinking 
about  new  media  in  relation  to  documentary  practice,  this  course  will  focus  on 
documentaries concerned with the elaboration of community, collaboration and dialogical 
interaction.  Through  small  imaginative  productions  and  oral  presentations  you  will 
articulate concerns within a broad social context that are relevant to your proposed thesis 
project.

Teaching  Mode: The  student  centered  pedagogical  approach  is  intended  to  enable 
students to transform information gathered from a variety of sources into knowledge and 
to express that knowledge using appropriate media. Classes are structured in ways that 
respect students as thinking artists engaged in the creation of insightful, meaningful and 
inventive work. Critical dialogue is encouraged and expected. 

Learning Mode: As active  participants  in  your  own educational  experience,  you are 
expected  to  engage  creatively  in  the  process  of  learning,  knowledge  invention  and 
problem solving and to begin the process of becoming documentary makers in a digital 
culture. 

Organization: Each  section  will  convene  every  other  week  for  three  hours  of 
discussions, lectures and critiques with the course director. On alternate weeks you will 
meet  with  the technology instructor  for  three  hours  of  hands-on technical  workshops 
where you  will  be introduced to virtual  database  platforms,  web 2.0 technology,  and 
interactive  tools.  You will  try out  practical  exercises  designed for you  to focus  your 
learning and assess your own technical progress. It is expected that you will develop a 
unique set of skills related to the goals of your thesis projects.

Assignment Descriptions and Grade Breakdown:

A. What’s In a Doc? 15%

Throughout the term you will be assigned to lead discussions on topics related to 
new media as it relates to documentary practice. 

A. Reflections: 35%:

In a collective class blog you are to set up your own profile and engage in online 
discussions with each other about concepts and exercises addressed in class by 
posting weekly comments and at least three ‘microdocumentaries’ throughout the 
term  related  to  your  thesis  topic  or  statement  of  interest  (see  schedule  for 
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deadlines). Your blog moderator will post the topics.

B. Production Project 50%

A unique element of experience design is that it no longer only creates messages 
that  are  image  based.  Computing,  hybridity,  networks  and  collaboration  are 
central to new media paradigms. This production assignment is intended for you 
to explore the unique characteristics of new media as they relate  to your own 
documentary practice. Your task is to use your ‘microdocumentaries’ to create a 
new  media  ‘associative’  experience.  In  other  words,  construct  meaning  by 
structuring nonlinear relationships between media elements. This project should 
be created using max/msp.

Limitation: The final project cannot be a traditional linear time-based piece or 
photograph or series of photographs.

Suggested Readings:

Amerika,  Mark.  META/DATA: A Digital  Poetics  (Leonardo Books).  London: 
The Mit Press, 2007.

Chalke,  S.  Early  Home  Cinema:  The  Origins  of  Alternative  Spectatorship  in 
Convergence:  The  International  Journal  of  Research  into  New  Media 
Technologies, 2007.

Elkins, James. Why Art Cannot Be Taught. Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 
2001.

Gordon, J.  The Mobile  Phone and the Public Sphere:  Mobile Phone Usage in 
Three Critical Situations in Convergence: The International Journal of Research 
into New Media Technologies, 2007.

Moggridge, Bill. Designing Interactions. London: The Mit Press, 2007.

Munster,  Anna.  Materializing  new media,  embodiment  information  aesthetics. 
Lebanon, NH. Dartmouth College Press, 2006.

O’Sullivan, Dan and Igoe, Tom. Physical Computing, Sensing and Controlling the 
Physical World with Computers. Boston: Thomson, 2004.

Poremba, C. Point and Shoot: Remediating Photography in Gamespace, in Games 
and Culture, Vol. 2, No. 1, 49-58, 2007.

Evaluation: At  the  end  of  the  term  each  student  will  be  provided  with  a  written 
assessment  as well  as a letter  grade.  Grades will  be assigned in  accordance  with the 
Course Performance Designations published in the Ryerson Calendar for 2008-2009.

The Ryerson University course survey will be administered in class towards the end of 
the term. 

All academic policies related to the course and the program are available on the MFA and 
Ryerson websites.
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Course Schedule:

Date Topic Assignment

Sept. 10

Lila

Introductions

Introduction to New Media

The unique characteristics of new 
media images, text and sound.

Sept. 17

Nick

Introduction to web 2.0:

blogs 

del.icio.us, 

flickr, 

YouTube.

Sept 24

Lila

Experience Design Blog Entry

including “microdocumentay”

What’s In a Doc?

Oct. 1

Nick

Max/MSP Blog Entry

Oct. 8

Lila

Social networking, knowledge sharing, 
content sharing

Blog Entry

including “microdocumentay”

What’s In a Doc?

Oct. 15

Nick

MAX/MSP Blog Entry

Oct. 22

Lila

Telecommunication narratives Blog Entry

including microdocumentay

What’s In a Doc?

Oct. 29 

Nick

Physical Computing Blog Entry

Nov. 5

Lila

Experiential media Blog Entry

What’s In a Doc?

Nov. 12

Nick

Database Software Blog Entry

Nov. 19

Lila and Nick

Critique

Nov. 26

Nick and Lila

Critique
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