ENGL 299

Russian Culture through Film

Instructor: Dr. Julia Stakhnevich

Office: Rm. 307, Tillinghast Hall, X2805

jstakhnevich@bridgew.edu
Office Hours: Thursday 3:00 PM to 4:30 PM and by appointment

The class meets on Tuesdays, 2pm to 2:50pm and on Thursdays, 2pm to 4:25pm. 

REQUIRED MATERIALS 

Access to the School’s Online Video System

Readings and other required materials are on reserve in the Maxwell Library

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

This is a Second-Year Speaking-Intensive Seminar. The course introduces students to a variety of Russian films, both classics and contemporary, created within a spectrum of genres. The course engages students in the exploration of the social and cultural changes that Russia underwent during the Soviet and post-Soviet periods, with a special emphasis on the culturally important notions of the heroic and the mundane as represented in Russian cinematography. Throughout the course, students will explore how the representations of heroes and villains are transformed in Russian cultural memory, while at the same time learning about common cultural myths, assumptions, and beliefs that stay intact and allow for a certain cultural cohesiveness that transcends drastic sociopolitical changes. The course will provide students with opportunities to reflect upon the complex interplay between artistic vision and context, treating films both as cultural artifacts and social commentary. Students will view films with subtitles in Russian, complete assigned readings, participate in class discussions, and prepare oral presentations to reflect on the changes and constants in Russian culture. No Russian language proficiency is required. The course adopts a speaking-intensive framework that emphasizes effective public speaking practices through carefully developed assignments, small and large group discussions, and oral presentations. 

COURSE OUTCOMES

At the end of the spring semester, students will be able to do the following:

· analyze explicit and implicit messages engraved in the films
· discover the social context in which Russian films were created
· understand differences and similarities between Russian and American cultural points of view
· critically read and respond to a variety of texts, including their own

· create presentations in a voice appropriate to the audience and the purpose of speaking

· formulate a thesis and support it with evidence

· learn various organizational structures used in public speaking

COURSE EVALUATION
Final grades will be calculated based on the following: 

Class Participation and Informal Writing Assignments

20%

{Students will be asked to complete informal writing assignments (e.g. journal-style reflections) in and outside of class. These assignments will serve as starting points for in-class discussions and projects. Although the format for these assignments is fluid, quality matters. Use your critical thinking skills and try to make connections between the new material and what you have studied/experienced before.}

Presentations based on Speaking Assignments


60%

Final Exam







20%

COURSE POLICIES
· Class attendance is mandatory. If you are missing a class because of a medical emergency, please be advised that proper medical documentation is required. Only one absence with proper medical documentation is allowed. For every additional missed class, 10 points will be deducted from the final grade. Students are expected to arrive on time for each class. Two late arrivals equal one absence. 

· Students are expected to complete assignments by due dates and bring them to class. Late assignments are not accepted. 

· Students are required to use either the MLA in this class. 

· Plagiarism will be not tolerated in this course. Remember that paraphrasing does not make someone else’s idea yours. Always give credit to your sources.

· In accordance with Bridgewater State College policy, I am available to discuss appropriate accommodations for students with a documented learning disability. Requests for accommodations must be made as soon as possible so that proper arrangements could be made. Students should consult with the Disability Resources in the Academic Achievement Center for determination of reasonable academic accommodations. 

ENGL 299 Syllabus: Russian Culture Through Film

Introductory Segment: 

Film Analysis Techniques and Americans on Russia

Week 1

Class 1
 (T)
Intro to the course; The Art of Watching Films; Thematic Elements

Reading Assignment: On reserve in the Maxwell Library; a selection from Joseph M. Boggs and Dennis W. Petrie, The Art of Watching Films
Class 2
 (R)
More on the Basics of Cinematography 

Speaking Assignment: Prepare a 3-minute presentation on your favorite film. Make sure to explain why and what sets this film apart from others. Provide specific examples from the film to support your point. Although a brief explanation of the film’s plot might be necessary, you should focus on its cinematographic value (e.g. its theme, characters, visual design, special effects, color, dialogue, sound effects, the music score, acting, etc.).  Remember to submit an outline of your talk to me before you make your presentation. 

Week 2


Class 1 (T)
Student Presentations
; The Basics of Public Speaking

Russian Cinematography: What is distinct about it and what cultural 

specifics inform its development?

Reading Assignment: On reserve in the Maxwell Library; Tatiana’s Tolstaya’s Pushkin’s Children



Class 2 (R)
Art as Self-Expression and Art as Propaganda

 
The Basics of the Director’s Style

Film 1: The Battleship Potemkin (1926), dir. Sergei Eisenstein

Speaking Assignment: Prepare a 5-minute presentation on an American film that is related to Russia. Make sure that you put the film of your choice in the sociopolitical context of Russian-US relations at the time when it was produced. Discuss whether the film has withstood the test of time. If it were to be made now, how will it be different? Bring a short representative segment of the film or several stills to share with the class. Prepare an abstract of your presentation (up to 200 words) to be submitted on the day when presentations are due. Your abstract should include a clearly articulated thesis statement. 

Week 3

Class 1
 (T)
Discussion of Film 1

Student Presentations

Class 2
 (R)
Student Presentations

Segment I: Russian History, Ideology, and Film
Week 4

Class 1
 (T)
Intro to Russian History of the XXth Century



More on Public Speaking



What is MLA?

Class 2
 (R)
Film 2: The Ballad of a Soldier (1959), dir. Grigorii Chukhrai 

Week 5

Class 1
 (T)
Discussion of Film 2

 

Who is Writing History and Who is Reading It? Subjective and Objective



Views. 


Viewing Assignment: Watch on the School’s Video System: Film 3: East West (1999), dir. Régis Wargnier

Class 2
 (R)
Discussion of Film 3

Film 4: A Slave of Love (1976), dir. Nikita Mikhalkov 

Speaking Assignment: Prepare a 3-minute presentation on an event or an important figure in Russian history of the XXth Century. Make sure to include visuals to make your presentation more expressive. Discuss whether recent sociopolitical changes have influenced the way Russians assess this event or person. Be critical about your sources. On the day when the presentations are due, submit a bibliography in the MLA style with the outside sources that you used. Make a copy of the first page of each source you used in your presentation and submit it together with your bibliography. Wikipedia and other non-academic sources will not appropriate for this assignment. You should have at least three outside sources. 

Segment II: Russian Literature and Film


Week 6

Class 1
 (T)
Discussion of Films 4

Student Presentations
 
The Art of Film Adaptation

Reading Assignment: Read Anton Chekov’s The Shooting Party 


Class 2 (R)
Significant Fates of Insignificant People in Russian Art

Film 5: My Affectionate and Tender Beast (1978), dir. Emil Lotianu 

(based on Chekhov’s The Shooting Party)

Reading Assignment: Mikhail Lermontov’s Prisoner of the Mountains
Week 7

Class 1 (T)
Discussion of Film 5

 
Us and Them: The Dialogic Imagination or Self-Definition through the Other

Class 2
 (R)
Film 6: Prisoner of the Mountains (1996), dir. Sergei Bodrov Sr.

Week 8

Class 1
 (T)
Discussion of Film 6



Some Common Dynamics of Group Work

Speaking Assignment: Work in groups to research either of the two topics: The Development of the Current Russian-Chechen Conflict or Terrorism in Russia. 

Based on your research, take a side and argue how this issue could be best resolved. In your 10-minute presentation, remember to provide enough background information before you proceed to your argument. Do you see any parallels in recent US history?

Class 2 (R)
Group Presentations

Segment III: Russian Music, Film, and Identity

Week 9

Class 1
 (T)
Russian Musical Genres as Represented in Russian Film

Listening Assignment: On reserve in the Maxwell Library: Listen to the selection of Russian music. 

Class 2 (R)
Film 7: The White Sun of the Desert (1969), dir. Vladimir Motyl

Week 10

Class 1 (T)
The Russian Idea in the Post-Soviet Time



Discussion of Film 7

Reading Assignment: On reserve in the Maxwell Library: Birgit Beumers’ To Moscow! To Moscow? The Russian Hero and the Loss of the Center
Class 2
 (R)
Film 8: The Brother (1997), dir. Alexei Balabanov

Speaking Assignment: Prepare a 5-minute presentation on the two films that we watched in this segment. What connects them and what sets them apart? Remember to develop an argument that you could support with evidence from the films. If you would like to refer to particular scenes in the films, please let me know so that I can make sure that we have the DVDs available.

Week 11

Class 1 (T)
Student Presentations 

Class 2 (R)
Student Presentations

Viewing Assignment: Watch on the School’s Video System: Film 9: Diamond Arm (1968), dir. Leonid Gaidai

Segment V: Russian Women in Film: Comedies and Dramas
Week 12

Class 1
 (T)
Female Protagonists in Russian Film

 

Discussion of Film 9

Reading Assignment: On reserve in the Maxwell Library: David Gillespie’s Women and Russian Film

Class 2
 (R)
Film 10: The Cranes are Flying (1957), dir. Mikhail Kalatozov

Viewing Assignment: Watch on the School’s Video System: Film 11: Land of the Deaf (1998), dir. Valerii Todorovskii

Week 13

Class 1
 (T)
Discussion of Films 10 and 11

Speaking Assignment: Choose one of the female protagonists from any of the films that we have so far covered in class and prepare a 5-minute presentation describing how she was portrayed in the film, what her role was in the development of the plot, what cinematic devices the director, and the actor used to convey their vision for the character. 

Class 2 (R)
Student Presentations

Viewing Assignment: Watch on the School’s Video System: Film 12: Night Watch (2004), dir. Timur Bekmambetov

Segment VI: Russian Fantasy and Science Fiction
Week 14

Class 1 (T)
Introducing the Genres of Fantasy and Science Fiction in Russian Film
 

Discussion of Film 12

Class 2 (R)
The Elements of the Director’s Style
Film 13: Russian Ark (2002), dir. Alexandr Sakorov 



Week 15

Class 1
 (T)
Discussion of Film 13

Viewing Assignment: Watch on the School’s Video System: Film 14: Solaris (1972), dir. Andrei Tarkovskii


Class 2 (R)
Putting It All Together: Themes, Characters, Genres, Cultural Legacy,



Acting, and the Director’s Style

Final Presentation Assignment: Choose two of the films that we have viewed in this course and prepare a 10-minute presentation explaining what in your mind connects these films and at the same time sets them apart from the others. Although themes might provide a good starting point, try to go beyond the obvious. Discuss what aspects of Russian culture informed the films. Develop an argument that you could support with evidence from the films. If you would like to refer to particular scenes in the films, please let me know so that I can make sure that we have the DVDs available. On the day of the exam, you should submit a two-page summary of your talk with a bibliography page in MLA format. 

Week 16
Exam

Student Presentations

Useful Russian Websites

These websites are available in English and Russian. 

www.museikino.ru
A site of the Moscow Cinema Museum, with infomartion on its manuscript holdings, library facilities, and exhibitions. 

www.film.ru
Film news and reviews of latest films (many are Hollywood-produced, but there are Russian ones, too). 

www.miff.ru
A site of the annual Moscow Film Festival with its program and events. 

www.ntvprofit.ru
A large site on current Russian films. Has filmographies of the leading actors and directors. 

Useful Websites on Cinema

www.imdb.com
The Internet Movie Database has lots of information on old and new Russian films. 

www.rottentomatoes.com
Rotten Tomatoes have occasional information on new releases from Russia and Russian classics. 
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