
Talks Given to Colleagues 

 

Wall-E and Artificial Intelligence: “Cinema Interruptus” as a Teaching Tool  

 

Our students, empowered by critical thinking.  And, yes: wrong film.  But WALL-E’s makers are, let us say, very much 

aware of 2001: A Space Odyssey. 

 

No matter our respective disciplines, the set of intellectual tools that comprise critical thinking is the 

single most empowering gift we can bestow on our students.  It’s not so much a body of knowledge 

as it is an understanding of how to work with and wield knowledge as they engage with new 

information, with their peers, and with their understanding of themselves—and, if things in class 

and beyond work as planned, we join in as well. 

Context for today’s talk:  

My Comp II students and I read and discuss articles, essays, and interviews about various 

aspects of technology—the digitalization of information; social networks; genetic 

engineering; artificial intelligence; the increasing incorporation of machines into human 



bodies—and their possible consequences, good or bad, for our understanding of ourselves 

as human beings and our interactions with others, our sense of community, etc.  All 

technology, no matter how simple, has affected human society and/or individuals’ 

understanding of themselves; for the first time, though, we are now, or soon will be, building 

machines (and, maybe, parts of people) that challenge at the most fundamental of levels our 

understanding of what it means to be human.  As I tell my students, none of us is an expert 

in any of these subject areas, but we do have some nodding acquaintance with what it’s like 

to be human beings—it’s that part that we try to focus on in our discussions. 

 

An a priori assumption and some definitions: 

Film is a visual medium.  As important as a movie’s dialogue may be, film conveys far, far 

more information mutely via such things as how a scene is lit, characters’ actions, the ways 

they are dressed, the objects we see and how they are positioned relative to other objects 

and/or our position as viewers, colors (or contrasts of light and dark in black-and-white 

films), etc., etc.  Everything we see in a given frame is meant to be seen (especially in 

computer-animated films), and all of it conveys information of some sort to the viewer.  

That is not to say, obviously, that every bit of visual information is equally important; it is to 

say, though, that in the case of “better” films, we need to be watching, and thinking about 

what we’re watching. 

“Cinema Interruptus.”  From the Wikipedia article on the Univ. of Colorado’s annual 

Conference on World Affairs, where “Cinema Interruptus” occurs: “[Roger] Ebert selected 

one movie and showed it late afternoon at the beginning of the week, in a normal, 

uninterrupted way. Then, for a total of 8 hours spread over the following four afternoons, 

the movie was dissected almost on a frame-by-frame basis. Ebert, or anybody else in the 

audience, could pause the movie at any point, and comment about any aspect: plot points, 

acting or directing techniques, camera movement, frame composition, etc.”  Ebert did this 

annually for 30 years. 

My version of this: We’ll watch the film all the way through; the next class period, we’ll 

discuss both the AI readings and some inventory-taking of questions students have about 

AI; the class period after that, we’ll re-watch the film, this time pausing it and discussing 

what we see. 

“Strong” and “weak” Artificial Intelligence:  Weak AI: any tool or machine that 

performs a task or set of tasks in accordance with its design or program(s).  Strong AI: Any 

machine that exhibits understanding of the task(s) it performs.  Within the field of AI, a 

central debate is whether strong AI has already been/can be achieved, or if it is achievable at 

all.  Some, of course, argue that this debate begs the question of whether we fully understand 

what human intelligence is.  Key texts here: John Searle’s “Chinese Room” thought 

experiment; Brian Christian, “Mind vs. Machine” (The Atlantic Mar. 2011). 



 

 

Why WALL-E? 

Its plot is uncomplicated, which means that we can pay closer attention to the wide range of 

examples of AI in the film; yet, the film’s central conflict pits two different expressions of AI against 

each other (WALL-E and EVE vs. AUTO, the on-board “brain” of the Axiom, which appears about 

halfway through the film).  (It has the added advantage of being richly textured from a thematic 

standpoint and thus feels like a fully-imagined world—that is, it’s about much, much more than AI.)  

Granted, this is a cartoon set about a thousand years in the future; moreover, much of what we see 

here is intended for our amusement.  However, a useful place to begin thinking about this film and 

AI is precisely what we find ourselves laughing at.   

(What follows are some questions for us here to get the ball rolling; I hope not to have to use these 

with my students but will have them in reserve, just in case.)  Just what is funny about WALL-E’s 

actions in these opening scenes?  Or, for that matter, what makes us feel sympathetic toward him?  

What connection, if any, might those answers have to do with what constitutes artificial intelligence?  

Do you think WALL-E is an example of strong or weak AI, and why do you say that?  Put another 

way: Given our understanding of WALL-E’s primary task, does he need to have these other attributes 

and desires that we see him exhibit?  Apart from their quietly serving the plot later in the film, why 

does he have them?  How might he have acquired them?  Is there a part of us that wants him to have 

these attributes?  And if WALL-E were more obviously human in appearance—like, say, the 

androids called “replicants” in Blade Runner—how would we respond to the behaviors he exhibits?  

That is, do you think people need some felt visual distance between themselves and the robots they 

interact with?  Just how much like humans should they appear? 

  



“The 70-Minute Moment”: Writing Prompt and a Sample  

[Note to those reading this: I didn’t read all of this to my colleagues, but in my talk I did use a 

selection of stills from well-known films—both iconic moments and their “70-minute moments”—

as a way of illustrating how the latter can have the capacity to surprise the viewer and cause him/her 

to think in a different way about the film.  (Just as one example: I didn’t mention it in the version of 

my sample paper on Casablanca’s 70-minute moment that you’ll see below, but as I wrote about the 

Brandels I became more aware of the fact that they appear in the crucial early, expository moments 

of the film—specifically, as they watch the plane arrive that will be leaving for Lisbon that same 

night, and Annina expresses the hope that she and her husband will soon be leaving on that plane.  

In other words, the Brandels’ story serves as a kind of frame for the experiences of all of those 

hoping to leave for the U.S., something I would never have noticed if I hadn’t done this exercise to 

provide a sample of what their papers might look like.) At any rate, the stills I showed are the ones 

you see just below this note.] 

 

 

Citizen Kane (1942; dir. Orson Welles) 
 



 

70-minute Citizen Kane (1942; dir. Orson Welles) 

 



 

 
8 ½ (1963; dir. Federico Fellini) 

 

70-minute 8 ½ (1963; dir. Federico Fellini) 



 

Psycho (1960; dir. Alfred Hitchcock) 

 

70-minute Psycho (1960; dir. Alfred Hitchcock) 



 

Casablanca (1941; dir. Michael Curtiz) 



 

70-minute Casablanca (1941; dir. Michael Curtiz) 

 

Some Context 

For a couple of years now, my Comp I students’ first assignment has been a description paper with a 

minimum word length of 1000 words.  The prompts for this paper, I hope, encourage my students 

to pay close attention to certain kinds of spaces (natural or built), art objects, social media, etc., and 

write down not just what they observe but why they think what they observe is the way it is.  

Meanwhile, the length requirement is intended to have students prove to themselves that they can 

write papers of a substantial length; their eyes get rather big when I make this assignment, but few 

have struggled to meet that requirement.  Also, while I have no hard data on this, it seems that since 

I have been making this assignment, my students’ papers have been a little longer on average than 

they had been before. 

I used this particular prompt for the first time this past fall and was pleased with the papers.  

Students also told me they enjoyed thinking and writing about films in this very different way. 

 

The prompt 

Here’s a challenging prompt for movie-lovers.  The inspiration for this prompt comes from this quote: 

 



[L]et’s assume there are secrets in the common images of film, or more precisely, in the 

individual frames (if frames is even what we can call them in this digital era) and that the 

method of discovery must be based on constrained disorder. Constrained, because the 70-

minute mark is our entry point, no matter what. Disordered, because what will appear at 70 

minutes is not something that we are intentionally searching for, so that we are left open to 

surprise[.] (Nicholas Rombes, “The 70s,” Berfrois, 17 Jan 2014.  Web) 

 

 In other words: If we were to choose a single, precise, but arbitrary instant from a film—its 70-minute mark—

what might it reveal about the film as a whole?  Would it feel as though it fits into what the film seems to be 

about, or might looking at it closely reveal something about the movie that we hadn’t noticed or suspected 

before?  (In case you’re wondering, by the 70-minute mark in a film, the plot is firmly established, and the time 

remaining will (or should) be spent resolving that plot.) 

 

Here’s what to do for this assignment: Choose any film you wish (ideally, it should be one that you have seen 

often and thought about) and, at its 70-minute mark, pause it and take a screen grab of the image, whatever it 

is.  (Be sure to include the image in your paper.)  Then, write about that image—who/what we see in it and, 

only if relevant, who/what is out of frame—and its relation to the film as a whole.  It will be helpful to briefly 

describe the scene in which it occurs, but your focus should be not on the scene but on the image itself and 

what, if anything, it might have to say about some aspect (thematic or symbolic) of the film.  Some questions to 

keep in mind as you approach this assignment: Is the image’s setting important in the film?  What might certain 

objects—or the abundance/absence of objects—in the image convey about the film’s themes?  How do the 

image’s lighting and camera angles fit with your sense of the film’s overall atmosphere?  That is, how do they 

compare, or not, to the overall “look” of the rest of the film?  If characters are speaking to each other, indicate 

exactly what is being said precisely at the 70-minute mark.  How does that dialogue fit with the film’s thematic 

arc?  What might a character’s facial expression or gestures or body language reveal about himself/herself that 

might not always be apparent elsewhere in the film?  In short: Everything you see in any movie is there because 

someone has decided s/he wants you to see it.  Your job for this assignment is to account for that moment’s 

presence in the film, as completely as you can. 

 

Rombes (the man I quoted in the excerpt above) solicited screengrabs of the 70-minute mark in films from his 

readers and, if they were so inclined, add commentary to them; he posted the responses he received in “The 

70-Minute Mark” (Berfrois, 16 May 2014.  Web).  You’ll see images from a wide variety of films—everything 

from documentaries to foreign films to horror to classics to Weekend at Bernie’s.  Not all of the images have 

commentary (most of which are very brief), and there are some editing problems with the texts; but you’re 

welcome to have a look at them to get a sense of what can be said about an image. 

 

 

 

The 70-Minute Moment in Casablanca 

by John Buaas 

 



 

Casablanca (1942; dir. Michael Curtiz).  From left to right: Annina Brandel (played by Joy Page), Jan Brandel (Helmut 

Dantine), and Captain Louis Renault (Claude Rains). 

 

Visually, this scene from Casablanca appears to be very simple: three characters in the foreground, positioned so 

as to form a triangle that opens toward the viewer; some other people standing and sitting in the background; a lamp 

with a translucent fringed shade with elaborately-patterned stitching or beadwork that casts complicated shadow patterns 

(an example of which we can see on the wall in the background on the far left, cast by another lamp that we cannot see); 

an arched passage in the middle background leading to a heavy carved wooden door; and, just out of frame on the right, 

behind Renault, the doorway leading out of the casino.  The strong verticals—the characters, walls, and doorway—give 

the image an almost static quality.  In this moment the Brandels, Bulgarian refugees who have been trying to raise 

enough money to obtain a visa to leave Casablanca for Lisbon, Portugal, are leaving the casino located in the rear of 

Rick’s, the bar run by the American expatriate Rick Blaine (Humphrey Bogart).  Jan Brandel has just won a great deal of 

money at roulette, thanks to Rick’s telling the roulette croupier to rig the wheel in Jan’s favor.  (Rick’s reasons for doing 

this are complicated, as we will see.)  Renault has witnessed this and is attempting to leave the casino when the Brandels 

see him and attempt to give him the money for their visa; Renault tells them to come to his office the next morning 

instead and pay him then.  Here at the 70-minute mark, Renault is speaking; his words at the 1:10:00 mark are italicized: 



“It’s very strange that you won . . . well, not so strange, really.”  The Brandels leave the casino (and the film) immediately 

after this scene: they never reappear. 

 The image itself may be simple; moreover, seeing as it is from the final episode of the sub-plot of the Brandels’ 

dealings with Renault, it may seem at first that it has little to contribute to our overall understanding of Casablanca.  

However, this scene actually contains two small but important pieces of information that I think deepen our 

appreciation of the film. 

First, note the patterned shadows on the far wall.  Shadows in Casablanca, as is true of all well-made black-and-

white films, aid in conveying emotional information: without color to shape our emotional response(s) to a scene, 

lighting directors for black-and-white films pay very close attention to gradations of light and shadow.  Patterned or 

asymmetrical shadows are intended to convey emotional conflict, and in two important night-time scenes in Casablanca 

between Rick and Ilsa (who had been lovers in Paris before the Nazis invaded France, became separated, and have 

unexpectedly and unhappily reunited in Casablanca—this is the film’s main plot), you do not have to be watching too 

closely to notice the bold, complicated shadows on the walls behind the characters.  In the case of the scene pictured 

above, we see that the shadowed pattern is slightly distorted as an effect of the lamplight’s shining through the pattern 

onto the wall at an oblique angle.  Moreover, while we can easily see the shadows, they do not dominate the background.  

Appropriately, then, some emotional conflict is present here: the Brandels are alternately stunned by Rick’s intervention 

at the roulette table and thrilled by the sudden realization that they will be able to leave Casablanca the next day; add to 

those emotions Annina’s added emotion of relief, as I will explain shortly.  Renault, on the other hand, feels 

disappointment, as he will tell Rick almost immediately after this moment.   

Here is why: Renault, whose office is responsible for granting visas, sets the price people pay for receiving 

them; if women are not able to pay what he asks, he forgoes the balance by insisting on having sex with them.  Annina, 

we learn in her conversation she has with Rick a few minutes before the casino scene, had already agreed to have sex 

with Renault to obtain her and her husband’s visas without telling her husband she has done this; she is terribly 

conflicted about her decision but decides that the greater good is the sacrifice of her virtue in order for her and Jan to 

leave Casablanca.  (None of this, by the way, is stated directly in the film.  Because of censorship rules in those days, the 

film could not be explicit about the details of Renault’s (or anyone’s) sexual behavior.)  Now that Jan has the money, 

Annina no longer has to go through with her earlier decision.  Hence her relief, and Renault’s disappointment.  Thus, 



each of the participants in this scene feels something different from the others, which is echoed by the slight distortion 

of the patterned shadow on the wall in the background. 

 This brings me to Renault’s remark in this scene, “It’s very strange that you won . . . well, not so strange, really.”  It 

is difficult to know exactly what Renault means here.  The obvious meaning is that he suspects that Rick is responsible 

for the Brandels’ sudden good fortune; however, I sense that Renault would like to know why Rick intervened.  Rick and 

Renault are friends of a sort, but Rick does not approve of Renault’s overcharging for visas or having sex with those 

women who cannot pay.  Rick has probably intervened in this way before, despite his famous statement of purpose, “I 

stick my neck out for nobody.”  The difference this time is that Renault witnesses his intervention for the first time. 

 Renault, at least during the film, never learns why Rick sticks his neck out this time.  However, I think we can 

make a guess.  As I mentioned earlier, Rick’s former lover Ilsa has arrived in Casablanca in the company of her husband, 

the famed Resistance fighter Victor Laszlo.  Though Ilsa clearly loves Victor, it’s equally as clear that she still loves 

Rick—to the point that if he only asked her, Ilsa would leave Victor.  But Rick knows that Ilsa has endured sacrifice and 

hardship so she can be with Victor during his work with the Resistance, and I think Rick sees that same willingness to 

sacrifice in Annina Brandel.  He admires that in her and so has the croupier rig the roulette wheel in her husband’s favor 

so as to spare her the indignity of having sex with Renault to obtain the visas.  It is also in that moment that Rick decides 

he will make his own sacrifice and insist that Ilsa leave Casablanca with Victor: Rick, in the casino scene, had just told 

Annina that her husband was “a lucky guy,” and he will later acknowledge, through his own sacrifice, that Victor Laszlo 

is likewise a lucky man.  

 As I mentioned at the end of the first paragraph of this paper, when the Brandels leave this scene a few 

seconds after this moment, they never reappear in the film.  From the 70th minute on, Casablanca is dedicated to the 

working out of its main plot, the love story between Rick and Ilsa.  Yet without the story of Rick sticking out his neck 

for the Brandels, the story whose end we see captured in the image above, that other story might have ended very 

differently. 

Adaptability 

Many of you do not have occasion to show films in your classes, much less contemplate how 

a tiny, arbitrary moment in them might possibly lead to a different or fuller understanding of them.  



I think, though, that the general principle behind this prompt—exploring the relationship of a part 

to its whole—might be applicable to other disciplines that tend to traffic in broad narratives and 

sweeping generalities.  For example, while thinking about my great-great-grandfather’s moral choices 

as someone opposed to slavery who lived in Austin, Texas, at a time and place when people even 

suspected of harboring anti-Confederate sympathy could quite literally get them lynched, the familiar 

truism that the politics of the Civil War “pitted brother against brother” becomes very concrete 

indeed.  I would think that this same principle would also work in fields such as business, 

psychology, and sociology, and perhaps even in a science such as biology (the discussion of 

ecosystems comes to mind.  At the very least, though, you now have a different way of watching and 

thinking about films: No bad thing. 

 

 


