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Notes on paper:

1. Many sources placed names of films in “  ” so I continued the trend in the body.

2. Don’t have the source filled in for Film Theory and Criticism yet.

3. Conlusion is not finished.

“Not long ago the British writer William Golding quite seriously put this question to me: “When you sit at your desk, are you thinking that you will write a novel by the method of socialist realism?”  I, in turn, asked him: “When you are creating your novels, do you think about the method of capitalist realism?”  Golding saw my point and burst out laughing.”

-quote from Yuri Bondarev, 1968.

Soviet Cinema at the end of the Thaw.

Referring to capitalist films, in 1969 two French film critics postulated, “every film is political, inasmuch as it is determine by the ideology that produces it (or within which it is produced, which stems from the same thing).”
  In the case of the Soviet film, this statement requires that all films produced under the direction of the state film studios, which would nearly all of the domestically produced pictures, would inherently be political.  The Communist Party took full advantage of this viewpoint and used film throughout its history to politicize culture.  The Soviet brand of film differentiated itself from other world varieties through its direct propagation of government ideology.  So, as cinema played an important cultural role to many societies through the twentieth century, the cinema played a triple role in the Soviet Union not only entertaining and educating the populace, but also inculcating them, and providing a looking glass, in which was reflected a distorted picture of their own lives.

The Soviet government saw the cinema and the arts in general, as a culturally driven means to inculcate the masses just like youth Communist groups and other organizations.  The arts were built around the shaping of the individual into the collective.  In fact, Brezhnev during his speech to the 24th Party congress in 1971 made statements on the increasing role of cinema to mold the worldview of the new Soviet man. Hundreds of full-length motion pictures were created and distributed in the 60s and 70s with just these criteria in mind.  These films came from a multitude of genres, but were all criticized in a similar manner:  based on the portrayals of the main characters and topics in light of the ideal socialist behavior.

The late 1960s into the mid-70s present a vibrant time in the Soviet film scene.  Under the diminishing censorship during Khrushev’s Thaw, Soviet films flourished and became a powerful artistic tool.  But by 1968, Brezhnev was in power and tightening the reins once again.  What occurred was a transition in film content.  Though there were numerous works based on contemporary issues coming to the screens, many directors were making short use of old masterpieces to avoid the political repercussions of touchy issues.  Those directors that succeeded in making popular films on contemporary issues used themes less and less optimistic as the decade wore on.

The Communist Party of the Soviet Union and the smaller, specialized unions below them treated the arts as a didactic tool.  First Secretary of the Cinematographers’ Union L.A. Kulidzhanov reported: “The interests of the cinematographer, the studio, and the State Committee on Cinematography all coincide to raise the ideological and artistic level of the films, their educational effect upon the audience, their social role.”
  Cinema offered a wide range of opportunities for dissemination of propaganda.  Daily attendance to motion picture screenings ranged from 13 to 14 million people with about 5 billion in yearly attendance.
  Many of these multiple attendees were comprised of teen-agers and the younger generations.  This made cinema a prime teaching tool, as youngsters were less and less apt to endure the rigors of literature as a form of entertainment and training.  The call for more movies appropriate for those younger age groups sounded throughout the sixties and seventies.  Teachers felt a gap opening between the fashions of even their small age differences and attributed it to the growing influence of the media.  In most cases the verdict proved true.  By simple calculations, pedagogues rationed that an average adolescent had seen six to eight films a week compared to maybe two for the average citizen.  In a following statement, the same pedagogue called for a new school curriculum to include film education in order to properly teach these youngsters how to watch films.
  The films that the public were seeing affected their world view and careful work had to be done to make sure that the effects were not detrimental to socialist society.

In order to judge a cinematic work’s worth, standard criteria had to be established.  The Soviet leadership had plenty of experience in this area and a strong model for all criticism in the form of Marxist-Leninist principles and Socialist Realism.  Film critiques included evaluations of ideological accuracy and depth of social analysis in excess of simple esthetic treatments on form and production.
  The Socialist Realist method rooted out many types of experimental or avant-garde pieces that could be open to interpretation by the audience.  A strong basis for artistic critique kept many films in line with state policy and promulgated sharply ideological films to keep critics happy but also produced artists ready to push those bounds and bring something vivid to the Soviet screens in order to interest the viewer and give them cause to deliberate their identities.

The more popular films of the sixties and seventies were not always the ones so loved by the critics.  In fact, some the newspapers remained silent on critiques of those films that the moviegoers found thought provoking.  Fear of later changes in official stance drove some critics to merely sidle by critiques on otherwise important films.
  These films engaged the audiences and sought relevance outside of their medium.  They came from all sorts of genres both fiction and non-fiction and attempted to put a monitor on the times from which they derived themselves.

Popular science and documentary films gained a lot of attention in the seventies.  Films on space exploration, biology, psychology, and interpersonal relations became important topics for science films.  In 1970, “From Lift-off to Lift-off” detailed the experiences of the flight crew for the Soyuz-6, -7, and –8 missions.  Their mission of complex research and experimentation was detailed and presented to the lay audience not only to depict the strength and value of the Soviet space program to science but also to show socialist progress to further heights.  With an increased public awareness of the role nature plays in life, films on conservation and the effects of human activity prevailed.  Noticeably “The Sources of Life” prompted viewers to question their completely positive vision of industrialization when faced with its effects on the natural world.  The film also included segments on man’s technological enhancement of natural activities but arose “a feeling of responsibility not only for the fate of nature but also for the fate of future generations of mankind.”
   Social psychology plays a huge role in human inter relations.  The socialist vision includes a collective and a leader.  The film “I + You = ?” deals with the consequences of a disunited group.  The plot follows a work group unable to fill basic requirements due to internal struggle and the psychological verification of their ineptitude by outside psychologists.  The film educated the viewers on not only the sound quality of social psychology as a science but reiterated the undesirable quality of poor leadership and more importantly, poor collectivism.  

True to the Socialist Realist cause, documentary films garnered attention in the Soviet Union for their portrayal of life as it happens.  They mirrored the developments in the construction of the socialist ideal.  Whether the subject was industry, labor, science, or a prominent personality, the films chronicled and contextualized current events for the viewer.  Similar to any fictional account, documentaries still allowed the director to spin a tale and insert his viewpoint on the audience.  For example in the film “Memory,” director Grigory Chukhrai “courageously and boldly compares Russian and German mothers who lost children outside Stalingrad”
 but doesn’t allow the viewer to forget the motivations of each dead soldier:  to one a sense of duty, the other fascist principles.  “Night Over China” portrays the contemporary life of the ideologically opposed Chinese and shows the dangerous ideal of a revolutionary under Mao’s version of communism.  Less international, but still ideological driven, popular documentaries on Soviet laborers show workers acclimatizing and reaching their peak efficiency.  “Documentary film makers often recall the words of Aleksandr Pertovich Dovshenko, a noted patriot and outstanding motion picture director: ‘I am a son of my people, and as an artist I am called upon to celebrate its glorious deeds in my works.’”

Historical themes offered an outlet for many creative influences in the cinema of the sixties and seventies.  Films based on literary or theatrical classics abounded. Stories about Russian historical figures, Lenin, and the Revolution filled many theaters.  And epics on the Great Patriotic War brought new standards to battle recreation.  Literary classics from not only Russian influence, but also English history produced successful cinematic features through the sixties and seventies.  “War and Peace,” “The Brothers Karamazov,” “Hamlet,” “King Lear,” and numerous Chekhov stories found a home on the cinema screen and favor with the audiences.  Interpretations and changes in plot brought some of the works a more contemporary theme and ideological struggle as in “King Lear” where the film “ends on a strong note of militant humanism.”
  A version of the “Adventures of Robin Hood” humanized the hero with respect to the American and European superhero renditions.
  Adaptations of theater classics interested many viewers but caused disappointment among critics.  “The Last Victim” released as a remake of the play by Ostrovsky in 1976 received criticism on its attempts to reshape and modernize a masterpiece.
  The poet Yesenin’s love of country and poetry was depicted on screen in “Sing Your Song, Poet.”  Director Andrei Tarkovsky attempted to portray icon painter Andrei Rublev in a film by the same name.  The artistic film won many viewers due to its interesting context but criticisms formed over its lack of historical basis.

Lenin, not only immortalized in statue and prose, became the subject of numerous biographies and documentaries in the times surrounding the fiftieth year anniversary of the October Revolution.  Films on the Revolution and Civil War revealed the heroes and masses in the effort to start the Soviet state.  “In the motion pictures about Lenin, about the revolution and about the class battles of the past one constantly senses the desire to link present and past in the continuity of the revolutionary tradition of the people that blazed the trail of socialism.”
  The epic film “Liberation,” a five part series looked for a way “to describe the unprecedented courage, heroism, great sacrifices and unfading exploits of the Soviet Army.”
  The recreations utilized real military equipment and live ammunition on real battlefields in order to make the battles as authentic as possible.  The history of Russia and the Soviet Union offered a vast store of creative enterprise for filmmakers, who responded by producing a wide variety of quality films to entertain the moviegoers.

Drama films filled many featured slots at the theaters and provided a wealth of contemporary issues for the Soviet audiences.  Morality, reality, tragedy, love, hate, harmony, and strife filled meters of film in an effort to build socialism and the worldview of the new Soviet man.  Directors set out to create real dialogues with characters, real in the sense that they were meaningful and contemporary.  Issues that mattered in daily life were projected on the screen with well-designed resolutions or, at least, well-positioned responses if the conflict could not be resolved.  The film “Your Contemporary” was hailed as a dramatic success for showing the future of the characters being molded in persuasive argument.  The movie depicted forthright personas as well as idlers, and was lauded for the use of realism in casting.
  The motion generated from “Your Contemporary” led to films in following years showing the not so typical lives of the average people in the Soviet Union.  Films like “The Ivanov Family” with the run-of-the-mill Ivan Ivanovich Ivanov leading the family with “working-class virtue, pride, and honor.”
  “Night Shift” and “The Bonus” draw inspiration from the morality of the worker defining his relationship to the management.  “The Bonus” is about “lofty communist moral principles, about the worker’s honor, about a creative attitude toward labor.”

A highly provocative work that sent many opinions into the news was the film “The Red Snowball Bush” by Vasily Shukshin.  The film concerns a man’s return to his beginnings and the question of his reacceptance.  The film struck a nerve with audiences and critics alike with its tragic rendition of an ex-convict attempting to find his past and make reparations for his wrongs.  The characterization of the main character, Yegor, allows the viewer to at once be sympathetic and removed from him.  The moral dilemma strikes the viewer at the film’s conclusion, when Yegor’s old associates murder him.  The question of whether this man deserved this kind of death or another chance rests with the viewer.  Though this kind of ambivalence in the ending left much to be desired for a simple critique, the multitude of responses to the moral question drove the analysis of “The Red Snowball Bush” to much deeper levels.

Love stories inevitably find their way into dramatic movies, but movies about love make up a class of their own.  Two remarkable films released in the 1970s combined material of emotion and contemporary themes to produce worthy titles dealing with love and duty.  “By the Lake” took contemporary environmental issues and debated them in the guise of the two heroes who would become lovers.  Together, they ponder many questions: “good and evil, utility and beauty and, finally, each person’s responsibility for the imprint he leaves on the earth.”
  The relevant theme of nature conservation and man’s impact in the world becomes the prevalent theme for their romance.  In 1975, “A Romance About Lovers” received similar acclaim for an attempt “to find a new means of artistic expression and to give philosophical meaning to contemporary life.”
  Betrayal and disappointment initially confound the hero but endurance and wisdom soon return his life to normal.  The love stories that found praise outside of simple box-office success discovered the strength of applying contemporary moral issues.  “Wherever the heroes’ emotions are bound up with big real-life problems, they are interesting, vivid, meaningful, truly personal, unique and inwardly experienced.”
  With two strong and positive socialist characters engaging the viewers mind and emotions, a strong didactic tool can be utilized to mold the emotions of the viewer.

“There is perhaps no creation more defenseless than a comedy,”
 but perhaps there is also no creation more indicative of the life and times of its people.  The comedic form makes up an integral part of Soviet cinema and provides a litmus test for Soviet society in general through analysis of the type of humor, the qualities of the characters, and the social content of the situation.  Comedy is a hard style to define.  It is not limited to funny routines and gimmicks, but delves into satire and parody.  As a result, adventure films and children’s films commonly reach across styles lines to take advantage of the increased entertainment value of a laugh.

The late sixties into the seventies lay claim to some of the most famous Soviet comedy films.  Despite dealing with critical statements on the bourgeoisie nature of comedy, they proved immensely successful with their audiences.  The films utilize different methods (slapstick, satire, dry humor, parody) but each one, in the process of entertaining, reveals something about the society it derives from.  Leonid Gaidai’s slapstick comedy of several popular films in the seventies earned him repute in the motion picture industry.  “Lady Prisoner of the Caucasus” and “The Diamond Arm” were both enormously popular films at their release.  “The Diamond Arm”
 tells the unlikely story of a normal man, Semyon Semyonovich, set as bait in an intricate story to capture gem smugglers.  The characters are theatrical and zealous in their stereotypical qualities giving rise to song, dance, drunkenness, and strip teases.    The characters are formed with respect to stylized personality traits.  Semyon’s wife and landlady suffer from paranoia and nosiness.  In the finale, the landlady receives a proper scare from the police lieutenant in charge of Semyon to keep her nose to herself and learn a little bit of trust for people to do the right thing.  The lieutenant himself is characteristic of the hard-spoken, serious crime fighters there to take care of you whether you see them or not.  The money-grubbing swindlers are ultimately failures due to their traditional buffoonery and Semyon’s efforts.  Semyon is the modest hero of the film and brings to the role the traditional values of a common socialist working man.  He fills the role of hero because he is called upon by the state to do so; it is his task.  Many times he falters, but never once does he attempt to make a profit out of the situation by nabbing a gem or ease his situation by revealing his secret.  “The living character of a man whose unselfishness and moral purity are pristinely natural stands before us.”
  The perplexed and unlikely hero finds himself into other films of Gaidai.  Such is the case for Shurik in “Lady Prisoner of the Caucuses.”
  The student Shurik travels to the Caucuses in search of folk traditions for his research.  In his search for toasts, drunken Shurik finds himself involved in a bride kidnapping.  Only later realizing his mistake, Shurik valiantly attempts to save the girl through a barrage of slapstick antics.  The film reaches into contemporary issues on multiple levels.  It not only depicts the rampant use of alcoholism in the Soviet Union, but the Sovietization of non-Russian republics, and gender equality.  Realization of these concepts may not be the initial effort of the viewer, but as Gaidai states discussing the value of comedy “’Instruct while entertaining!’ Is this no the great principle by which everything truly significant in our genre has been created?”

The style of parody climaxed in Vladimir Motyl’s film “The White Sun of the Desert.”
  This spaghetti western styled action film on the Revolution brought the hero Comrade Shukhov to the movie-going audiences in the Soviet Union.  This witty and resourceful warrior with his sly sidekick entertained audiences and generated a type of cult following.  Shukov portrayed the kind of new Soviet man that the government was looking for.  A devoted husband and Communist, he trampled to the extent of the Soviet Union to root out the old power and create a society based on equality and honor.  Motyl developed a hero full of humor and confidence, the kind of hero young kids want to become and older people can respect.  Shukov represented the ideal in socialist morality without overburdening himself with tiring speeches and deep philosophical analysis.  He characterized the type of revolutionary hero all could aspire to be:  active, committed, and useful.

Further into the seventies comedy took a darker turn.  It was not a turn so much to black humor as it was a turn to dry humor, and dark satire.  In the 1970s “the Soviet middle class was sliding into an abyss of pessimism.”
 Comedic films from Eldar Riazanov and Georgy Danely make use of distorted realities and confusion to sardonically view the existence of the main characters and their role in society.  The heroes fall amongst the so-called anti-heroes due to their eternal struggle despite verified ineptness.  Riazanov directed “Irony of Fate, or ‘Enjoy Your Bath’” as a comedic love story set over a drunken New Year’ Eve.  The seemingly optimistic story actually worked to destroy some of the power of the respected Soviet man.  In the film, the emotionally driven hero displaces the down to earth and morally strong character in an emotional struggle over love.  The traditional Soviet male is downgraded with respect to impetuous youth.  The movie does make the attempt to prove that this relation will eventually fail and the steadfastness of tradition will again triumph, but the finale is all but indicative of that result.  “Irony of Fate” works to dismantle much more than personality types though.  It reveals something of the Soviet character in its endeavor to conquer all lands under its purview and Russify them.  The entire plot of the movie is based on the standardization of life in the Soviet Union.  The same street names in similar cities are filled with apartments of the same construction that yield to the same keys.  For all the merits of an industrializing society, the lack of personality that comes with modern production is satirized and denounced.

Georgy Danely’s works bite of satire and disturbing characters.  Two productions, “Afonya” and “Autumn Marathon” portray the grotesque qualities of the Soviet man.  “Afonya” tells the story of a gifted sanitary engineer that degenerates into a greedy drunkard.  The role is disturbing in light of the ideal.  Afonya’s personal relationships explain his fall into the abyss:  he associates with other degenerates “who have lost their human visage.”
  For a proper Soviet, the film would be a call for more perceptiveness and involvement in the personal lives of those around them, but the actual portrayal of this anti-hero against the norms of socialist realism defies the required optimistic portrayal of the soviet man in exchange for this equally unrealistic but pessimistic brand.

“Autumn Marathon”
 continued Danely’s trend and raised the bar for realistic portrayals.  The story of a middle-aged Soviet man, Buzikin, running from place to place in an effort to please everyone, or at least not rebuke anyone, sets the course for the portrayal of a pathetic man caught in his own web of betrayals.  The movie highlights many attributes of Soviet life in a style called “bytovism.”
  The film emphasizes the importance of the television, use of alcohol, moral dilemmas of the middle class, and interpersonal and familial relations.  “Autumn Marathon” addresses Buzikin’s affair with his typist, the Soviet male’s symbolic use of alcohol and its repercussions, the disjunction of family life in the new technological world, and the Soviet race to compete with other nations.  In an international flare, Danely introduces a Dutch linguist into the movie who utilizes Buzikin’s knowledge to translate Dostoevsky and his energy to go out running every morning.  As the film progresses, Buzikin falls further and further behind in the jogs, symbolic of the rest of his romantic and professional dealings as well.  The pessimism of the film coalesces in the finale as Buzikin is offered a chance to start over.  The initial rejoice is confounded by the reemergence of all of the distractions that kept him unhappy before.  Buzikin still cannot find a way to choose a side and falls back into his pit of despair.

The comedies leading into the eighties retreated from the optimism of the sixties and rebuked the notion of optimism in their characters that are “capable of battling the difficulties that beset them, capable of accomplishing unresolved tasks, people who not only think but act and whose entire behavior on screen demonstrates their ability to conquer the difficulties.”

TO BE CONCLUDED…
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