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Stanford University

Department of Slavic Languages & Literatures

Spring Quarter 2005

Irony & Ideology: Humor and Satire in Russian Cinema
SLAVGEN 101/201

Tuesdays 3:15-5:05pm, Thursdays 3:15-4:45pm
Building 260 (Pigott Hall), Room 012

Instructor: Seth Graham (sbgraham@stanford.edu)
Office: Pigott 127
Office Hours: Wednesdays 1-4pm or by appointment
Description

This course examines the place of film comedy in Russia from the silent era to the present.  Additionally, it provides an introduction to major theories of the comic, and to the cultural politics of twentieth-century Russia.  We will also spend some time situating comedy among other film genres, both in Russia and more generally.
Cinema came early to Russia (1896), and by the Soviet period had been famously designated by Lenin himself as “the most important of all the arts.”  By the mid-1920s, comedy had overtaken melodrama as the most popular genre among Soviet movie-goers, who could watch both domestic and imported (German, French, Italian, American) comedies.  The rise of silent comedy in the USSR coincided with NEP (the New Economic Policy), a temporary retreat from state socialism that provided fodder for many social satires of the time.  The place of screen comedy in Soviet culture was rethought during the Cultural Revolution of the late 1920s and early 1930s, and with the canonization of socialist-realist aesthetics in 1934, as well as the introduction of sound cinema a few years before, the genre entered a new phase of development that emphasized different types of (and targets for) humor, and excluded foreign films.  The comedy underwent further transformations in subsequent periods of Russian cultural history: the relatively liberal post-Stalinist Thaw; the so-called Age of Stagnation under Brezhnev; the compensatory discursive free-for-all of perestroika; and the nascent market conditions since 1992.  We will examine comedies from all of these periods, with an eye to how the combination of the film medium and the comic mode has been used as a vehicle for artistic engagement with the underlying tropes, values, and conflicts of Russian society. 
Humor theories—explanations of why people laugh at the things that they laugh at—are commonly divided into three broad categories.  Superiority theories examine the phenomenon of humor from the premise that its main function is to give people the pleasure of feeling superior to others by laughing at their weaknesses or misfortunes.  This idea has its origins in Plato (“Philebus”) and Aristotle (Poetics), and was subsequently elaborated by others, most notably Hobbes (Leviathan).  Relief theories hold that humor’s function is to provide a psychic and emotional safety valve via which people can purge themselves of otherwise dangerous anxieties, fears, and hostilities.  Freud (Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious) is the most prominent proponent of this theory, though Herbert Spencer articulated a similar idea decades earlier.  Incongruity theories examine the causes of humor, rather than the functions, and argue that laughter is a response triggered by the co-presence of two logically or otherwise incompatible images or ideas.  Bergson (Laughter), whose interpretation of humor also incorporates elements of superiority theory, and Arthur Koestler (The Act of Creation) are the most oft-cited thinkers to espouse this premise, though it can be traced back to Descartes, Schopenhauer, and Kant.  We will not read all of these works, but each of you will choose one book-length example of humor theory to read individually and make an oral presentation on to the rest of the class.

Required Reading Materials
Bergson, Henri.  Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning of the Comic.  1900.  Trans. Cloudesley Brereton and Fred Rothwell.  Copenhagen: Green Integer, 1999.  Available at Stanford Bookstore.
Gillespie, David.  Russian Cinema.  Harlow, UK: Longman, 2003.  Available at Stanford Bookstore.
King, Geoff.  Film Comedy.  London and NY: Wallflower Press, 2002.  Available at Stanford Bookstore.
Stites, Richard.  Russian Popular Culture: Entertainment and Society Since 1900.  Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1992.  Available at Stanford Bookstore.
Course Reader for SLAVGEN 101/201.  Available at Stanford Bookstore.  
Additional materials to be distributed in class or electronically.
Course Reader Contents
Graffy, Julian.  “Cinema.”  Russian Cultural Studies: An Introduction.  Ed. Catriona Kelly and David Shepherd.  Oxford: Oxford UP, 1998.  165-91.

Mast, Gerald.  “Ch. 1.  Comic Structures,” “Ch. 2.  Comic Thought,”  “Ch. 3.  Comic Films—Categories and Definitions.”  The Comic Mind: Comedy and the Movies.  2nd ed.  Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1979.  3-27.


Shklovsky, Viktor.  “Literature and Cinema (Extracts).”  The Film Factory: Russian and Soviet Cinema in Documents 1896-1939.  Ed. Richard Taylor and Ian Christie.  London: Routledge, 1988.  98-99.

Lunacharsky, Anatoli.  “Revolutionary Ideology and Cinema – Theses.”  The Film Factory 109-110.

Kuleshov, Lev.  “Mr West.”  The Film Factory 108.

“Party Cinema Conference Resolution: The Results of Cinema Construction in the USSR and the Tasks of Soviet Cinema.”  The Film Factory 15.

Shumyatsky, Boris.  “A Cinema for the Millions (Extracts).”  The Film Factory 358-69.

Shumyatsky, Boris.  “Perfecting Our Mastery.”  The Film Factory 373-77.

Anderson, Trudy.  “Why Stalinist Musicals?”  Discourse 17.3 (1995): 39-48.

Dobrenko, Evgeny.  “Soviet Comedy Film; or, The Carnival of Authority.”  Discourse 17.3 (1995): 49-57.

Course Requirements
· Viewing of one in-class and one outside-of-class film per week, plus in-class clips.  All of the films have English subtitles or intertitles.  I will schedule a group screening of the out-of-class film each week (time and place TBA), or you may watch the film at your convenience in the Green Library Media & Microtexts department, where the following assigned outside-of-class videos will be on three-hour reserve (items with no call number listed are my own copies):
Balabanov, Aleksei.  Of Freaks and Men.  1998.  ZDVD 3233.

Kuleshov, Lev.  Extraordinary Adventures of Mr. West in the Land of the Bolsheviks.  1924.  ZVC 4820.
Mamin, Iurii.  Window to Paris.  1993.  ZVC 8087.

Savchenko, Igor'.  The Accordion.  1934.  VHS.
Seryi, Aleksandr.  Gentlemen of Fortune.  1971.  DVD.

Vasil'ev Brothers.  Chapaev.  1934.  ZVC 446.
Zakharov, Mark.  That Munchhausen.  1979.  VHS.
· Participation in class discussions of films, readings, lectures, and oral presentations.

· One 2500-3500-word paper or two 1200-1800-word papers about one or more Russian comedy film, or a related topic.  You must discuss your chosen topic(s) with me at least two weeks before the due date(s).  Papers should be double-spaced, in a 12-pt. font, with one-inch margins all around.  Detailed paper guidelines will be distributed later in the quarter.
· Oral presentation (10-15 minutes) on a particular approach to the comic.  You may select a source from the list below, or find your own and pre-approve it with me.  You may use PowerPoint if you wish, but you must also provide a handout outlining the major points of the theory you are presenting.  I am including Russian-language sources on the list, for those who read Russian.  Call numbers are provided for books that are in Green Library (don’t be afraid to recall books early and often):
Berger, Arthur Asa.  An Anatomy of Humor.  New Brunswick: Transaction, 1993.  192 pages.  PN6147 .B47 1993.

Dziemidok, Bohdan.  The Comical: A Philosophical Analysis.  Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1993.  207 pages.  BH301 .C7 D9413 1993.

Freud, Sigmund.  Jokes and their Relation to the Unconscious.  Trans. James Strachey.  NY: Norton, 1960.  296 pages.  PN6149 .P5 F7.
Fry, William F.  Sweet Madness: A Study of Humor.  Palo Alto, CA: Pacific, 1963.  178 pages.  PN6147 .F74.
Gruner, Charles.  The Game of Humor: A Comprehensive Theory of Why We Laugh.  New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 1997.  197 pages.  BF575 .L3 G78 1997.
Gutwirth, Marcel.  Laughing Matter: An Essay on the Comic.  Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1993.  211 pages.  PN6147 .G88 1993.

Hutcheon, Linda.  Irony’s Edge: The Theory and Politics of Irony.  London: Routledge, 1994.  248 pages.  PN56.I65 H88 1994.

Marmysz, John.  Laughing at Nothing: Humor as a Response to Nihilism.  Albany: SUNY P, 2003.  209 pages.  B828.3 .M265 2003.

Raskin, Victor.  Semantic Mechanisms of Humor.  Dordrecht, Holland: D. Reidel, 1985.  284 pages.  PN6147 .R33 1985.
Sanders, Barry.  Sudden Glory: Laughter as Subversive History.  Boston: Beacon, 1995.  PN6147 .S26 1995.
Борев, Ю. Б.  Комическое, или О том, как смех казнит несовершенство мира, очищает и обновляет человека и утверждает радость бытия.  М: Исусство, 1970.  245 стр.  [Not in Stanford Libraries.  Borrow Seth’s copy].
Карасев, Л. В.  Философия смеха.  М: РГГУ, 1996.  221 стр.  BF575 .L3 K37 1996.
Лихачев, Д. С. и А. М. Панченко.  «Смеховой мир» древней Руси.  Л: Наука, 1976.  200 стр.  BH301.C7.L54.
Молдавский, Д. М.  Товарищ смех.  Л: Лениздат, 1981.  344 стр.  PG3026.S3 M65.

Пропп, В. Я.  Проблемы комизма и смеха.  Санкт-Петербург: Алетея, 1997.  283 стр.  BH301 .C7 P76 1999.
Grading
Course grades will be assigned according to the following formula:

Paper(s):
50%

Oral Report:
25%

Participation:
25%
Schedule (subject to change)
	
	In Class
	Assignment

	T 3/29
	Introduction: Cinema, humor, Russia

Film: The Sprinkler Sprinkled (Lumières, 1896, 1 min.)
Film: Little House in Kolomna (Chardynin, 1913, 30 min.)
Film: The 1002nd Ruse (Bauer, 1915, 17 min.)
	

	Th 3/31
	Soviet silent comedy
Clips: Cigarette Girl of MOSSELPROM (Zheliabuzhskii, 1924), Mary Pickford’s Kiss (Komarov, 1927), Girl with a Hat Box (Barnet, 1927)
Film: Chess Fever (Pudovkin, 1925, 28 min.)
	Stites 23-36, 54-60 [21 pages]
Course Reader (CR): Mast, Shklovsky [27]
CR: Graffy (brief history of Russian film, as needed) [27]

	T 4/5
	Lev Kuleshov and his workshop
Challenges of representing byt (everyday life)

Film: Bed and Sofa (Room, 1927, 72 min.) 
	Watch The Extraordinary Adventures of Mr. West in the Land of the Bolsheviks (Kuleshov, 1924, 78 min.)
Vlada Petric, “A subtextual reading of Kuleshov’s Mr. West.” (handout) [10]
CR: Kuleshov, Lunacharsky [3]
Gillespie 34-58 (“The Russian Film Comedy”) [25]

	Th 4/7
	Comedy in the era of sound and Stalinism

Clips: Jolly Fellows, Circus, Bright Path  (Aleksandrov, 1934, 1936, 1940)
	Stites 85-94 [10]
CR: “Party Cinema Conference Resolution” [1]
CR: Shumyatsky (both articles by him) [17]

Moira Ratchford, “Circus of 1936” (handout) [12]

	T 4/12
	Film: Volga-Volga (Aleksandrov, 1938, 102 min.)
	Watch The Accordion (Savchenko, 1934, 66 min.) 

Maya Turovskaya, “The Strange Case of the Making of Volga, Volga” (handout) [8]

Bergson 7-42 [36]

	Th 4/14
	High Stalinism: Conflictlessness and lakirovka

Clips: Spring (Aleksandrov, 1947), Cossacks of the Kuban (Pyr'ev, 1949)
	CR: Anderson [10]
Bergson 43-63 [21]

	T 4/19
	Changing climes: Cold War & Thaw
Clips: Carnival Night (Riazanov, 1956), Russian Souvenir (Aleksandrov, 1960)
	Stites 139-42 [4];  Bergson 64-102 [39]
CR: Dobrenko [9]

	Th 4/21
	Soviet Animation
	Bergson 103-135 [33]

	T 4/26
	Film: Diamond Arm (Gaidai, 1968, 100 min.)
	King 197-201 [5];  Bergson 135-179 [45]

	Th 4/28
	Stagnation: the Golden Age of Russian humor?
	Watch Chapaev (Vasil'ev Brothers, 1934, 95 min.)
Stites 169-74 [6]
Abram Terts, “The Joke Inside the Joke” (handout) [19]
Prokhorov article (online) [18]

	T 5/3
	Film: Autumn Marathon (Daneliia, 1979, 92 min.) 
	Watch Gentlemen of Fortune (Seryi, 1971, 88 min.)

	Th 5/5
	No class (to be rescheduled for the following week)
Clips: Moscow Doesn’t Believe in Tears (Men'shov, 1979), The Irony of Fate (Riazanov, 1975)
	TBA

	T 5/10
	Perestroika

Film: City Zero (Shakhnazarov, 1988, 84 min.) 
	Watch That Munchhausen (Zakharov, 1979, 105 min.)
King 1-18 [19]; Stites 184-89 [6]
First short paper due

	Th 5/12
	Clips: Repentance (Abuladze, 1984), ASSA (Solov'ev, 1988), Sideburns (Mamin, 1990)
Presentation(s)
	King 19-42 [24]

	T 5/17
	The “post-ideological” period: What do we laugh at now?

Film: Hammer and Sickle (Livnev, 1994, 95 min.)
	Watch Window to Paris (Mamin, 1993, 90 min.)

King 42-62 [21]

	Th 5/19
	Clips: The Drumiad (Ovcharov, 1993), Particularities of the National Hunt in Autumn (Rogozhkin, 1995)

Presentation(s)
	King 93-107 [15]

	T 5/24
	Film:
Outskirts (Lutsik, 1998, 100 min.)
	Watch Of Freaks and Men (Balabanov, 1998, 89 min.)

King 107-128 [22]

	Th 5/26
	Clips: DMB (2000), Brother 2 (Balabanov, 2000)
Presentation(s)
	King 170-196 [27]

	T 5/31
	Summing up

Presentation(s)
	Long paper (or second short paper) is due June 6


