Cambridge University Press

0521021073 - Inside Soviet Film Satire: Laughter with a Lash
Edited by Andrew Horton

Frontmatter

More information

Inside Soviet Film Satire: Laughter with a Lash is a lively collection of sixteen
original essays by Soviet and American scholars and film commentators. It is the
first in-depth examination of an important genre within the Soviet film tradition.

From its origins, humor and satire have been closely linked in Soviet cinema.
Nowhere in this tradition is there the pure comic genre typified in the West in
films by Charlie Chaplin or Buster Keaton; by contrast, Soviet comedy can best be
described as ‘‘laughter with a lash.”” Films made during the early years of the com-
munist regime depicted characters and situations at a moment when the promise
of socialism had yet to be realized. By the final years of totalitarian rule, film-
makers had found ways to create satiric films that powerfully indicted commu-
nism itself.

Offering a general overview of the evolution of Soviet film satire during a
seventy-year period, this volume also provides in-depth analyses of such classics
as Kuleshov’s The Extraordinary Adventures of Mr. West in the Land of the Bol-
sheviks; Volga, Volga, a popular musical of the Stalinist period; and the bitter and
surrealistic Zero City, The Fountain, and Black Rose, Red Rose of the glasnost
period. It also examines the effects of communism’s collapse in 1991 on the tra-
dition of satire and includes an interview with the renowned Soviet filmmaker
Yuri Mamin.
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FOREWORD
If life itself

is a satire. ..

It’s quite a thrill to open a book about Soviet film satire when the Soviet
Union has disappeared, for satire has now become a fundamental char-
acteristic of everyday life in the ex-USSR. It seems that the satiric verve
along with Russia’s cultural tradition is, unlike the Union, still alive. This
fact makes the present retrospective even more interesting, in a way like
a postmortem.

Andrew Horton has succeeded where everybody else failed; In New
Orleans (Loyola University), he gathered a group of Russian and American
scholars with very different backgrounds, both academic and practical,
and made them speak the unspeakable: about satire in a totalitarian state.
And each speaker discovered and proved from his or her own perspective
not only that satiric films did exist, but that they constituted the most sub-
versive genre in the vast domain reigned over by Socialist Realism.

In a way, the posttotalitarian seriousness we have experienced since
the beginning of perestroika and glasnost, down to the farcical conclusion
with the August Coup (1991), proves to be a backlash from the previous
Aesopian power and satiric perspective cherished by many Russian,
Ukrainian, Georgian, and other filmmakers in the former Soviet Union.

This book is as much testimony as it is an investigation into the un-
known or, better, never-acknowledged territory of Soviet film satire. Not
just Yuri Mamin — the only filmmaker present among the scholars — but
every ex-Soviet writer relies on his or her own experience in shaping sat-
ire. As for the Americans within this collection, they bring an intertextual
perspective in an easy, almost nonacademic style. And one is even
tempted to try and satirize the American analysis of Russian feelings (or
the “Slavic soul”} about film and life as a kind of global satire. “Situation
hopeless, but not serious” would thus also be a way to describe the
present realities in the former Soviet Union.

Dr. Kirill Razlogov

Director
Institute for Cultural Research
Moscow
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Editor’s note

In transliterating Russian terms and names into English, this volume ad-
heres to the Library of Congress system (with the elimination of the
apostrophe-designated soft sign in the text). Exceptions have been made
in the case of Russian names that have become widely known under a dif-
ferent system of transliteration. Every attempt has been made to standard-
ize terminology and documentary references in the chapters, but this
does not exclude the possibility of exceptional usages in the style of in-
dividual authors. There is often considerable variation in the English
translation of Russian film titles. We have tried to be consistent even
where there are no ‘“standard’” English versions of titles.
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