
CHAPTER II
CHEKHOV AND THE REVOLUTION: PARADOXES OF RECEPTION


In the decade following the October Revolution of 1917, all public discourses revolved around the problem of tradition and innovation.
 As part of the “tradition,” or classical heritage, Chekhov was pulled into the whirlwind of cultural debates, which ultimately resulted, with a powerful nudge from Stalin, in the doctrine of Socialist Realism. In agreement with the recent scholarship that views Socialist Realism as a peculiar synthesis of political thought, avant-garde and proletarian art, I will consider the reception of Chekhov in Stalinist culture as a product of this synthesis.
  



Unfortunately, with the exception of a thorough, yet conceptually, a very Soviet analysis by M. Semanova, Chekhov and Soviet Literature (1966), tracing the role of Chekhov’s legacy in Soviet belle-lettres from 1917 to 1935, Chekhov scholars have focused primarily on the life-time and early post-mortem reception. In view of my primary interest in Chekhov’s pivotal presence in film culture of the 1950s and 60s and the fact that Chekhov was peripheral to Soviet cinema and culture under Stalinism, this is not the place to provide a thorough treatment of his reception since the revolution. The following overview aims to achieve two goals: 1) outline the development of persistent stereotypes attached to Chekhov in Stalinist culture and combated by the art-makers in the 1960s, and 2) discuss those notions and ideas, (almost) muted under Stalin, but re-introduced in the film critical discourses in the 50s and 60s. As we will see, there is no strict boundary between the “good” and the “bad” aspects of Chekhov’s reception. 


In 1924, Leon Trotsky described contemporary art as transitional, “more or less organically connected with the Revolution, but… not at the same time the art of the Revolution.”
 All transitional periods are heterogenic. In regard to classical heritage, we may distinguish between three major co-present attitudes. Although in the 1920s the views of the political elite fluctuated on all topics, including culture, its overall confidence in the value of Russian classical literature did not. At the other end of the spectrum was the radical fraction of the cultural elite – the avant-garde, also known as Left art – calling for a radical break with the old culture to match political change. In the middle was the burgeoning “right” proletarian culture, harnessed at first by the proletarian cultural and educational organizations (abbreviated in Russian as Proletkult) and in the final stages by the Russian Association of Proletarian Writers (RAPP). Proletkult set the course on critical assimilation of the old culture, while simultaneously suspicious of both classical formal devices and themes, as representative of alien classes. As we will see, despite the differences, these groups produced rather similar images of Chekhov and his work that would ultimately coalesce into a conceptual entity, which may be described as Soviet Chekhov, circa Stalinist epoch. 

Avant-garde: “Chekhov Solved Only Verbal Problems”


The October Revolution furnished the necessary context for the radically minded culture producers. From before the revolution, Left art and theory developed in stringent opposition to the mainstream “high” culture and cultural institutions, asserting art as an autonomous sphere, obeying its own laws rather than serving mimetic, philosophical or political purposes. 
This is not to say that avant-garde divorced itself from life. Rebelling against old perceptions of art as something elevated, esoteric, individual and confined to a museum, many artists advocated the practice of art as social commission (sotsial’nyi zakaz) and collective practice. A good number of left artists became the “jobholders”
 for the new regime. The various fractions of avant-garde developed programs to intrusively shape and mold audiences and – going beyond art – organize the country’s lifestyle in functional ways. Their commissions included ergonomic uniforms for workers, rational household objects and so forth. More important, they were responsible for developing agitational and documentary genres in journalism, cinema and literature.  


The most influential group were the Futurist poets who postulated that the poetic word was an end in itself. The Futurists first attracted attention in 1910 with their manifesto, aptly titled “A Slap in the Face of Public Taste,” in which they proposed “to throw Pushkin, Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, etc. off the ship of modernity.” As fundamental tenets of their program, they announced the “expansion of poet’s vocabulary through arbitrary and derivative words (words-novelties)” and the “insuperable hatred for the existing language.” 


 Among other cultural institutions of the late tsarist epoch, the Futurists launched bitter attacks on the Moscow Art Theater (MKhT), also known as the “Chekhov House.” Stanislavsky’s system that aimed at the ultimate lifelike effect with an emphasis on psychological verisimilitude proved a particularly convenient target. When in 1923 Nemirovich-Danchenko predicted the baiting to which the theater would be subjected upon its return from the economically-provoked tour abroad, he was referring as much to avant-garde as to the government.
 Although Chekhov did not entirely endorse Stanislavsky’s methodology and frequently expressed displeasure with the MKhT productions of his plays, his name became virtually inseparable from this theater and Stanislavsky’s “Method” – a fact that still holds true today. 


Of course, unlike proletarian art, avant-garde was deeply rooted in the tradition it defied. As Boris Groys put it, “avant-garde reductionism arises out of the aspiration to reject tradition and begin from zero, but this very rejection is meaningful only insofar as tradition is still alive and serves as its background.”
 Its opposition to the old cultural institutions was more consistent than the opposition to the pre-revolutionary writers, particularly when it came to Chekhov. A case in point is the Futurist poet V. Mayakovsky. In his 1904 article, “Two Chekhovs,” Mayakovsky drew a sharp distinction between the MKhT-inspired reception of Chekhov as the bard of decaying cherry orchards and Chekhov – the “king of the word.” The supreme value of Chekhov for Mayakovsky was contained in what he saw as Chekhov’s ultimate goal: “In all his works, Chekhov solves only verbal problems.” Mayakovsky insisted that Chekhov had no plots (siuzhet) or [preconceived] ideas precisely because in his writings, “Idea did not create word, but word created idea.” Furthermore, and this would be especially important for the formation of the Soviet image of Chekhov, Mayakovsky separated him from the literary aristocrats stylistically, thematically and socially: unlike Turgenev “who touched everything, except roses, with gloved hands,” and unlike Tolstoy, “who went to the people, holding his nose,” Chekhov, a man of lowly social origin, emancipated the word, “having brought into literature crude names of crude phenomena.” 


In the 1920s, however, Mayakovsky drew on Chekhov for the most negative examples of old art in his ongoing argument with government officials who tried to curb Left radicalism. Implicated in incomprehensibility to the masses, bourgeois roots and superficial connection to revolutionary ideals, Mayakovsky often defended Futurism and his own drama by comparing it to MKhT/Chekhov
: “how is the stinking (smerdenie) of chekhov-stanislavsky better?”
 In polemicist fervor, he went as far as calling Chekhov didactic: “Why did the old author [Chekhov] come [to the theater]? To give you a certain morale, [to inspire] struggle with TB or the harms of tobacco
.”
 Yet this and similar pronouncements were always made in connection to Chekhov productions at the Moscow Art Theater. The same subtext underscores the mentions of Chekhov’s drama in Mayakovsky’s plays. One stanza that caught on, becoming part of Soviet folklore, comes from the opening of Mystery-Buff 
(1918-1921): “Snuffling on the couch are//aunt manyas//and uncle vanyas.//But we are not interested//in uncles or aunts//you can find uncles and aunts at home.//We will also show you real life//but it//has been transformed into an extraordinary spectacle by the theater.” It is easy to see the influence on Mayakovsky of circus and street theater. It is also clear that Uncle Vanya, the eponymous character of Chekhov’s play, is conjured to evoke and satirize the realism of the Moscow Art Theater. In private, the poet continued to refer to Chekhov as his favorite author.


In view of our interest in Stalin’s impending consolidation of culture, based to large degree on popular taste,
 it is worth dwelling on the response of the audience to Mystery-Buff in 1921, particularly because many respondees reacted specifically to Mayakovsky’s treatment of classical literature. Vsevolod Meyerhold, the avant-garde theater director who staged Mayakovsky’s play, passed questionnaires to the audience after the performances, conducting analysis of reception based on class. Besides Chekhov, Mayakovsky ridiculed Tolstoy. A number of proletarian viewers and some peasants rejected the play on this ground: “Why laugh so maliciously at Tolstoy – the genius of the entire world? Perhaps the author of the play is not familiar with classical literature and with the biography and work of Tolstoy. Was it not Tolstoy who first rebelled against the church and religion and was excommunicated for it?”
 The peasants complained that they were tired of this kind of propaganda in the village (“нам в деревне надоела такая пропаганда”).
 As to be expected, the intelligentsia stood up for Chekhov: “We need uncle Vanya and Aunt Manya very much indeed and it is not appropriate to toss them in such manner.” (“…дядя Ваня и тетя Маня еще как нужны нам и бросаться ими не след”).
 


M. Zagorskii, who analyzed this data in the avant-garde/formalist journal Lef, concluded that performances at the “inherited” institutions, such as the Bolshoi Theater or the Moscow Art Theater, united people: “The social antagonisms are neutralized under the influence of the general aesthetic impression or empathy for this or that hero.”
 To the contrary, the “revolutionary” theaters polarized their audiences, exposing class-dependent sensibilities that affected perception of the play’s aesthetics. Zagorskii identified intelligentsia and white-collar workers as members of “the petit-bourgeois democratic group” (melkoburzhuaznaia demokratiia) and noted that the group was split between two extreme poles: the proletarians and the remnants of prominent bourgeoisie (ostatki krupnoi burzhuazii). Among the few statistical documents of the epoch, this sample of about two hundred people helps elucidate the regime’s gradual rejection of avant-garde art and growing reliance on appropriately interpreted classical heritage. 


Another highly emblematic left attitude toward Chekhov came from V. Meyerhold, who headed the theater division of the People’s Commissariat of Education (Narkompros). Meyerhold, himself a graduate of the MKhT studio and its former actor, aspired to lead the revolution in his sphere under the motto “October in the Theater.” Drawing on the theater of Kabuki and Italian commedia dell’arte, Meyerhold developed an acting methodology known as Biomechanics. Although in contemporary American theater this method is often conflated with Stanislavsky’s Method, thought of as physical preparatory work to attain psychological depth, Meyerhold developed it in opposition to his teacher: 

The actor's art is the creation of plastic forms in space. Therefore, the actor's art is the ability to utilize the expressive potential of his body correctly. This means that the route to image and feeling must begin not with experience, not with seeking to plumb the meaning of the role, not with an attempt to assimilate the psychological essence of the phenomenon, in sum, not "from within" but from without; it must begin with motion. This means the motion of an actor excellently trained, possessing musical rhythm and easy, reflectory excitability; an actor whose natural abilities have been developed by systematic training.

Besides technique, Meyerhold also professed a very different sensibility, ultimately reduced to the requirement of optimism in Socialist Realism: “No pauses, no psychology or suffering on the stage or in the process of creating the role. Lots of light, joy, grandeur and infectiousness, light work, involvement of the audience into action and collective creation of the performance – such is our theater program.”
 



Like Mayakovsky, while defying the “Chekhov House,” Meyerhold displayed admiration for the author. On one hand, in 1921 Meyerhold exercised his authority by warning the newly emergent studios against staging Chekhov’s plays: “If they began enacting 
Uncle Vanya, we would take measures accordingly.”
 On the other hand, Meyerhold continued to publicly acknowledge Chekhov’s arguments with Stanislavsky as instrumental to his leaving MKhT in 1902.
 Indeed, in his public addresses throughout the 1920s, Chekhov’s drama served as a positive paradigm.
 In 1925, Meyerhold aligned the avant-garde with Treplev, the character from The Seagull who defied realistic art and sought new forms. In 1927, he advocated Chekhov for the stage on certain terms: “Chekhov’s work may be read two, three, four, a hundred times – and every time differently. An ideological tuning is necessary to make a play resonant. One needs to understand what the author did incorrectly, to catch this in time, but, most importantly, to get into the roots that had produced a given work.”
 This statement is striking in its amalgamation of the avant-garde’s irreverence toward the classical text and the accommodation of the regime’s objectives. Elsewhere Meyerhold contended that any literary material, however “reactionary,” could be adapted to induce a necessary response.
 Of course, ideological manipulation of classical texts would become common practice in Socialist Realist treatment of classical heritage – the vehicle for disseminating the government’s version of history under Stalin. 


Like Mayakovsky, in his creative work Meyerhold drew on Chekhov for expressive purposes. For the director, Chekhov’s vaudevilles, significantly more hyperbolic than Gogol’s drama, proved to be most appropriate material for biomechanic enacting. Meyerhold’s theater production, The 33 Swoons (1935) was based on Chekhov’s The Jubilee, The Bear, and The Proposal. A year after the commencement of Socialist Realism, Meyerhold’s choice was also pragmatic. Insisting that “Chekhov of The Cherry Orchard and The Three Sisters is not close to us today,” Meyerhold put forth another Chekhov – “the portrait-painter of the nobodies, reflecting their little passions, everyday trifles and petit-bourgeois lifestyle (obyvatel’shchina)” and “our steadfast comrade in arms (soratnik) in the struggle against the survivals of the loathsome everyday philistinism (meshchanstvo) in all its variety.”
 


Meyerhold strung Chekhov’s vaudevilles into one performance, based on his fascination with the numerous fainting fits puncturing the action. In public lectures regarding this production, Meyerhold fluctuated between the purely formal interest in the mechanics of Chekhov’s vaudeville and its ideological implications. When speaking of ideology, he unfairly conflated the personages of the vaudevilles with the intelligentsia. “Neurastheny
,” he explained, “was an ailment widespread among the intelligentsia 

(v intelligentskoi srede),” and added: “We all know the social preconditions of this phenomenon.”
 The social premises were “the stupid pettiness,” “the fetishism of private property,” “sanctimony,” and “misogyny”
 – the characteristics associated with meshchanstvo. 


From the second half of the XVIII century, meshchanstvo constituted a concrete 
social group – the urban middle class or the petit-bourgois. In terms of their social class, many members of the intelligentsia – people who work with texts and ideas rather than material goods and services – were meshchane. Chekhov’s Treplev – the young playwright in The Seagull, for instance, was the son of a Kiev meshchanin. With the rise of the socialist movement, however, meshchanstvo came to connote social conformism, materialism, limited intellectual and emotional capacity – features that may hardly be ascribed to the intelligentsia in Chekhov’s dramas and stories. In fact, Chekhov’s Three Sisters are structured around the not so subtle opposition of the sisters as members of the intelligentsia and their meshchanskoe environment.
 The notion of Chekhov as “the unmasker of meshchanstvo” would persist in Soviet culture until Perestroika. However, at some points from the 1920s on, certain features of meshchanstvo, particularly its social compliance, would be associated with the “survivals” of the liberal intelligentsia, which at the end of the XIX century increasingly identified with the personages of Chekhov’s dramas, giving rise to the notion of “Chekhovian intelligentsia” that persisted in Soviet times.
 Among such works, we may name A. Tolstoy’s The Man in Pince-nez and Sisters, and M. Gorky’s The Life of Klim Samgin. As forthcoming analysis of the 1950s and 60s films shows, in these decades Soviet intelligentsia was represented as Chekhovian in a positive way. Yet already in the films of the1970s-90s, it would be satirized to some degree in such films as N. Mikhalkov’s The Unfinished Piece for the Player Piano, based on Chekhov’s Platonov; Khudiakov’s Success, revolving around a stage production of The Seagull; and V. Mel’nikov’s Vacation in September, adapted from A. Vampilov’s Duck’s Hunt, interpreted as Chekhovian by critics. 


Meyerhold and Mayakovsky’s disdain for Chekhovian intelligentsia as a literary and social phenomenon was common among modernist artists. Anna Akhmatova was particularly (in)famous for her demonstrative rejection of Chekhov to the sheer despair of her younger friends. Recently, several poet-scholars have turned their attention to this problem. Pointing to a series of Chekhovian reminiscences in Akhmatova’s poetry and her general stylistic affinities with Chekhov, Lev Losev explained Akhmatova’s attitude toward Chekhov in terms of H. Bloom’s anxiety of influence. Aleksandr Kushner proposed a more plausible cause – the shift in the heroic paradigm at the end of the XIX century, specifically under the influence of Nietzsche: “The XX century placed a bet on strong personality, firm will, the hero.”


The roots of these attitudes may be traced to pre-revolutionary reception of Chekhov. Especially informing is the opinion of prominent philosopher Prince Sergei Trubetskoi who, in 1901, elaborated on the emergence of the active hero, referring to Chekhov and Gorky. With respect to their central heroes, Trubetskoi placed the authors within two specific interdependent “literary-historical”/“moral-social” traditions in Russian belle-lettres: those of “superfluous man” and “the hero of our times.” Chekhov carried on the mythology of the “superfluous man,” stemming primarily from the works of Turgenev, while Gorky’s “hobos” (bosiaki) were descendants of Lermontov’s “super-heroes” Demon and Pechorin. The “superfluous man” is characterized by passivity, self-doubt, and recognition of his futility. Trubetskoi had nothing but contempt for these kinds of personages and people. In fact, he went as far as labeling Chekhov’s three sisters – the darlings of the liberal intelligentsia – a platitudinous family (poshloe semeistvo) leading a petit-bourgeois existence – a characterization worthy of Meyerhold and Mayakovsky. The emergent “hero of our time,” to the contrary, possesses a strong personality, strong negative emotions (toward superfluous men), a sense of human dignity, and a belief in his own potential. There has always been confusion between the two categories because, as Trubetskoi explains, both are products of the same social processes: “The disintegration of the traditional foundations of daily existence and values in the utter absence of new life-affirming beliefs.”
 As a result, the super-heroes become alcoholics, and the superfluous men whine, suffer, or keep busy. Rejecting superfluous men, Trubetskoi was also very skeptical of the “superheroes,” pointing to the dangers of confusing potential with reality – a truly divine premonition of Socialist Realism, postulating representation of reality in its revolutionary development. In fact, Chekhov himself satirized just such a hobo in his last play The Cherry Orchard. As all the personages gather peacefully in the garden, a vulgar, drunk hobo invades their peace, quoting Nekrasov and begging for money. This episode from the play will resurface quite ambiguously in 1966 in the film of G. Shpalikov, aptly titled A Long and Happy Life.
 

 
To return to Mayakovsky-Meyerhold’s satirical use of Chekhov’s legacy, it is important to mention that throughout the 1920s Chekhov’s legacy reigned in the sphere of the popular satire served by a number of humorous and satirical journals, such as Zanoza, Krokodil, Krasnyi Diavol, and Krasnyi Perets. Endorsed by Mayakovsky himself,
 these journals published selections from Chekhov’s early work as a magazine contributor. These publications took great liberties with Chekhov’s texts that resulted in the emergence of an entire “genre” – the “almost-based-on-Chekhov” sketches. Their authors borrowed Chekhov’s plots, motifs and dialogue infusing them with contemporary content. 


The Futurist principles resonated in a number of “high” and “low” arts. Their work also supplied pragmatic support for the Russian Formalists, a scholarly movement, stressing the “autonomous” or “aesthetic” function of art as opposed to its “representational” function
. Unlike the Futurists, with few exceptions, the Formalists did not defy old art; instead, they defied the old interpretation of art. Boris Eikhenbaum summarized art as a means of de-automatizing perception, its goal being “not to approximate our [daily] understanding [of things], but to foster a specific perception of an object, allowing us to ‘see’ (videnie) it rather than ‘recognize’ (uznavanie) it.” Viktor Shklovsky described this transformation of life in art as ostranenie, or “making strange.” 


The Formalists conceived of “life” not as a random set of objective phenomena but as a realm where certain causal relationships between phenomena are set. It may be even said that for them, “life as it is” did not exist, rather, what existed were the outdated forms of representation. Hence, when it came to art, they emphasized the sensual perception (vospriiatie) over (re)cognition. Not only did they constantly refer to “practical” language, or everyday speech, as distinct from the “poetic” language, or the language of art, but they also spoke of “everyday motivation” (bytovaia motivirovka or bytovaia osnova). In fact, their narrative theory and the theory of art’s evolution built equally on the notion that art makes life and the preceding art forms strange. Shklovsky revolutionized the study of narrative by introducing a division between fabula (story) and siuzhet (plot). As H. Eagle has succinctly summarized it, Shklovsky used the term fabula “to refer to the pattern of relationships between characters and the pattern of actions as they unfold in [causal and] chronological order.”
 In distinction, siuzhet “was used to describe the patterns of development and interrelationship of the verbal material itself, the manner in which verbal material relating to the story unfolds in the literary work.”
 For the Formalists, fabula belonged in the thematic category and could very well be borrowed from “life,” while siuzhet was the matter of structure, a purely fictional construct, dependent solely on the artist’s imagination. Furthermore, the Formalists conceptualized siuzhet as the means of making fabula strange. 

Throughout his lengthy career, well into the 1970s, Shklovsky drew on Chekhov for examples of innovative narrative structure. In the 1920s, he gave preference to Chekhov’s early stories, insisting that “the most read Chekhov is the most formally accomplished Chekhov.”
 Shklovsky argued that, despite the fact that the material (or fabula) of these stories had already become antiquated, Chekhov continued to enjoy popularity precisely by virtue of innovative siuzhet. For instance, Shklovsky identified the “material” base, or fabula, of the short story Fat and Thin as “social inequality of two former school friends.”
 Beginning with Gogol’s Overcoat, Russian writers would treat such a theme as a story of “the little man,” with great compassion for the lowly civil servant. Having experienced great injustices, Gogol’s little man rebelled, if only by going mad, against the existing order. Shklovsky pointed out that in Chekhov’s story, no such rebellion takes place. In other words, Chekhov goes against the “everyday motivation” which for Shklovsky, would be identical to the literary norm. It is worth dwelling in some detail on Chekhov’s story to exemplify Formalist reasoning. 


In Fat and Thin, mid-way through conversation the thin friend suddenly finds out that his fat friend has become a high-ranking official. Chekhov builds the conflict by reproducing the exposition in the culmination. In terms of the fabula, no new information is revealed. Among other repetitions, the reader is invited to enjoy the shifts in the thin man’s comportment through lexical adjustments in his dialogue after the change in knowledge occurred. Accompanied by his wife and son, he reintroduces them (for the fourth time) to the fat man, speaking in bureaucratic rather than everyday language. The resolution builds on the opposition of the characters’ reactions to the incident instead of the narrator’s resume: the fat man is nauseated with the thin man’s verbose display of servitude, while the thin man and his family depart with the sense of pleasant surprise. To use the term of contemporary neo-formalist film scholar David Bordwell, the “implicit meaning” is that the “little people” rejoice at the inaccessibility of their high-ranking friend. The larger “symptomatic meaning” is the exposure of slavishness deeply embedded in the mentality of the lower classes. A number of Chekhov’s stories go against the populist idealization of the lower classes – something Soviet discourse on Chekhov would frequently omit. On the other hand, in the annals of Soviet culture, Chekhov, the grandson of a serf, would be cited on his words that all his life he “squeezed the slave out of himself drop by drop.” In the 1960s, Soviet intelligentsia would invest this Chekhovian cliché with new meaning. In the 1920s, Shklovsky stressed not the moral of the story but its purely formal realization, dwelling on the perfect parallelism: “We have here a correctly constructed equation, all parts of which relate functionally.”
 To paraphrase Mayakovsky, the narrative device (of repetition) creates idea. Shklovsky concluded that Chekhov has to be republished and reconsidered – a task accomplished by Lunacharsky and Formalist-inspired scholars, including Dmitrii Balukhatyi. 


Balukhatyi turned his attention to the neglected Chekhov’s drama in his book, The Problems of Dramaturgical Analysis: Chekhov (written in 1924, published in 1927). As the title suggests, the larger aim of the book was to create the general poetics of drama as distinct from prose or poetry. Balukhatyi dwelled on the performative quality of dramatic dialogue and on what he termed the “scenic composition,” or “traces of the playwright’s processing of the play for the stage.” Balukhatyi maintained, “A playwright composes having in mind a concrete space and audience’s perception within the given local conditions.”
 Thus, Balukhatyi included within his analysis of drama the notion of theatrical space proper. Regarding Chekhov, his main discovery was that the novelty of Chekhov’s drama consisted of its reliance on the narrative devices of prose. To use the term that would be applied to the non-fabulaic (conceptualized as Chekhovian) narrative in the 1960s, Balukhatyi’s concluded that Chekhov “dedramatized” drama by foregrounding siuzhet at the expense of fabula. As early as 1955, veteran screenwriter Evgenii Gabrilovich would reference Chekhov specifically to demonstrate the benefits of prose for screenwriting.
 Balukhatyi also remarked that due to this peculiar “prosaization” or “novellization”
 of dramatic structure, Chekhov’s characters do not “develop” but “unfold” in response to a specific situation, remaining essentially opaque. This line of reasoning will re-emerge in discussions of character structure in the 1960s and 70s, often with reference to Chekhov.
 For the next twenty years, however, these and other discoveries by Balukhatyi would be useless to the cultural objectives of the regime, focused on exceptional heroes and “picturing”
 life in its revolutionary development. 

Proletkult: “Learning from the Classics”


The proletarian cultural and educational organizations (Proletkult), mobilized with the assistance of the government, aimed to foster favorable conditions for the development of proletarian art. Unlike the avant-garde, which treated the masses as raw material of art, Proletkult strove to inspire the masses’ creative output and raise it to the status of art. The role of Proletkult in dissemination of classical heritage has been overlooked, primarily because of its contentious relationship with the government. Proletkult’s leaders, including its principal theoretician A. Bogdanov, fought for the purity of proletarian culture, insisting on autonomy from the government, ideologically contaminated through the necessary economic and political alliances with the alien classes. Proletkult itself was far from pure, as many of its employees were not of proletarian origin. The movement lacked structure and was extremely heterogeneous. Some of its members fell under the influence of Left art, including leftist attitudes toward cultural heritage. Proclamations to “burn Raphaels, destroy the museums, and trample the flowers of art” were common among proletkultists. Proletkult also collaborated with a number of left artists, including, for example, Eisenstein and Meyerhold. However, as recent studies of the movement show, Proletkult laid the necessary foundation for the regime’s subsequent promotion of high pre-revolutionary culture.
 


Already in 1914, Bogdanov himself outlined the program of critical assimilation of classical heritage, postulating that “it is possible to take from them and much should be taken; however, we must be careful not to sell to them, unbeknownst to ourselves, our class soul.”
 Dobrenko maintains that the role of classical heritage in Proletkult’s activity was a matter of power struggle with the avant-garde. If the leftists claimed expertise in the arts, the proletarian-minded literati had less experience and expertise as art-makers. Unlike the university educated, raised in the capital avant-garde, most proletkultists were only high school graduates in 1917, raised in the provinces with little or no experience traveling abroad. As a result, the rightists attempted to secure their position by backing themselves up with “the real experts” like Lev Tolstoy or Chekhov. 


During the Civil War (1918-1920) that followed the October Revolution, Proletkult organizations practiced “bearing culture” or kulturtrager activity,
 a XIX century tradition of populist-minded intelligentsia. Like the government, Proletkultists compiled lists of classical works appropriate for the masses. Chekhov’s plays were staged on many open stages across the country. Proletkult shared with avant-garde contempt for the cultural institutions of the past. They preferred to bring Chekhov to the masses than bring the masses to the Moscow Art Theater. One of the Proletkult activists, prominent musician Nikolai Roslavets maintained in 1924 that the honor of saving Russian culture has to be ascribed to the movement.
 But the bearing of culture had serious shortcomings. Even in the XIX century, the philanthropic intelligentsia did not try to raise the masses to the level of high art, but rather brough the high art down to the level of the masses. Similarly, in the 1920s, the epigones of Bogdanov practiced simplification and vulgarization of academic traditions. 


To foster the creation of proletarian culture by proletarian artists proper, Proletkultists promoted the idea of “literary apprenticeship” or “learning from the classics.” Proletkult did not develop a precise theory as to how it was going to manufacture the Red Tolstoys. The “how-to” articles in Proletkult journals stressed the importance of learning the “methodology” or the “devices” of bourgeois art. In reality, proletarian authors did not so much follow the “devices” of the classics in the Formalist sense of the word, as borrowed wholesale some rather simplified thematic motifs. When it came to Chekhov, particularly popular were the themes of childhood, nature and homeland as the steppe. Thematic parallels may be drawn, for example, between Chekhov’s stories Van’ka and Sleepy and P. Bessal’ko’s The Childhood of Kuz’ka or S. Kopeikin’s The Life of Pron’ka. 


More interesting to us are those works that took a programmatically polemicist stance toward classical heritage. A case in point is S. Semenov who publicized his “stylistic” indebtedness to Chekhov, while simultaneously rejecting him as “the sorrowful bard of the lost Russian intelligentsia.” Semenov’s story Typhus (1922) is a prime example of infusing Chekhov’s “form” with contemporary context. To be exact, Semenov borrowed not the “form” but the fabula of Chekhov’s eponymous work. 


At the center of both stories are the thoughts and sensations of an officer succumbed to typhus. Semenov set out to challenge not only Chekhov but also Tolstoy – in particular, his Death of Ivan Il’ich – defying both the passivity and pessimism of Chekhov’s hero and the “false” religious optimism of Tolstoy’s. In his Typhus, Chekhov probes the human psychology with physiology and vice versa. The external world seems atrocious to lieutenant Klimov while he is ill. As his health begins to improve, nothing can stop him from feeling utterly elated, not even the death of his younger sister who had caught typhus from him and died while he was ill. Yet only gradually does the happiness of recuperation in Klimov’s mind yield to the “daily boredom” and “the sense of irreplaceable loss.” Disease produces no epiphanies, only momentous physiologically induced euphoria. Chekhov hides the fabula – the death of Klimov’s sister – behind the scenes. Although the story is told in omniscient third-person, it is completely restricted to the sensations of Klimov. Bakhtin called this “quasi-direct discourse.” To the lieutenant, the death of his sister is but a scent of burning incense and religious chanting behind the wall. As W. Schmid put it: “Chekhov does not represent mental events, but problematizes them. He is interested not in the outcome of the event, but its development. He is interested in the motives of the change, in the physiological and psychological factors that cause a mental event; he is interested in the internal and external circumstances that prevent change.”
 Tolstoy, on the contrary, explores sickness as a “mental event,” through character conflict, investing it with great ideological value. As his cancer progresses, a very ordinary civil servant begins to realize that he had “missed the point” of life. At the end, he sees the light and overcomes the fear of death. 


As opposed to Chekhov’s Klimov, Semenov’s commissar Naumchik takes his disease by the horns. With a temperature of more than a hundred, he engages in productive reasoning: “He felt the necessity to define his personal attitude toward the fact of the dangerous disease and withdrew into analysis of his experiences.”
  Like much of proletarian fiction, the story bordered on the publicist genre. In the midst of his illness, Chekhov’s hero had visions of close relatives and chance encounters of the past week. To the contrary, Naumchik’s “quasi-direct” delirium consists of the vulgar socio-cultural imperative moments: the hero becomes the mouthpiece of materialist ideology. Naumchik converses with Socrates and Plato, asserting life as struggle and fearlessness in the face of nothingness. He overcomes the fear of death because he comes to think of himself as one among millions, living for the future. In a purely Chekhovian turn of phrase, he comes to a non-Chekhovian conclusion: “Those that will come after us will envy us and say: ‘Despite the great horror of their lives they were happy with our happiness’.” Chekhov’s heroes, of course, always doubted whether the future generations would remember them at all. 


During the years of the New Economic Policy (NEP: 1921-1928), which allowed some retreats to small-scale entrepreneurship in the interests of economic growth, radical Proletkultists drew on Chekhov in their opposition to the policies of the regime and the critique of ideological confusion among proletarian writers. Chekhov’s legacy served as a pool of epithets for the “intelligentsia-like” behavior – a usage quite similar to the Mayakovsky-Meyerhold exploitation of Chekhov. S. Ingulov complained of pacifism in the circles of proletarian writers labeling them “Chekhovian whiners:” “in the bitterness of Gerasimov, in the panic of Sannikov, in the despondency of Kirillov, a Chekhovian whiner can be discerned – lost, rootless, characterless and incapable of consistent struggle.”
 
S. Levman bemoaned the absence of a singular program and firm governance in the arts, bringing up the Chekhov-MKhT oriented artists as propagators of harmful creative practices among the proletariat.
 A. Tarasov-Rodionov maintained that Chekhov’s “plaintive giggle over philistine (meshchanskaia) platitude” had nothing to do with the revolution and offered to give Chekhov away to the non-Marxist liberal intelligentsia, labeled by Trotsky as the “fellow-travelers.”
  

The Political Elite: Literary Heritage as (Cultural) Capital


The political elite, headed by Lenin, had some very different ideas about the function of classical art in contemporary life. Most Soviet politicians were members of the liberal intelligentsia, raised in the Hegel-inspired traditions of Russian revolutionary-democratic criticism, rooted in the works of V. Belinsky, N. Dobroliubov, and N. Chernyshevsky. E. Dobrenko observed that, for the political elite, literature was a social science: they mastered history through literature, as interpreted by the above-cited critics.
 In the words of another scholar – S. Moeller-Sally –“By defending literary heritage, the party safeguarded the integrity of its own cultural capital.
 It is important to remember that to the regime the classics did not only represent the “cultural capital,” but capital proper. The nationalization of classical heritage which began in 1917 was also very much an economic venture.
 


Lenin, whose views on literature were endorsed by most Bolsheviks, oriented the Russian literary tradition in a pragmatic and conservative direction. Following Marx and Hegel’s concepts of the mind, Lenin regarded the processes of consciousness and cognition as dependent solely on external reality. In his writings on Tolstoy, published between 1908 and 1910, Lenin applied this idea to literature, providing an unequivocal solution to the problem of literary representation. The measure of art’s worth, for Lenin, was the degree to which it reflected societal processes, notwithstanding the author’s ideology. For Lenin, Tolstoy, who had turned his back on the bourgeois revolution of 1905, was nevertheless of paramount importance, because “if the artist is really great, he would necessarily reflect in his works some essential aspects of the revolution.”
 Under Lenin’s pen, the anti-revolutionary stance of Tolstoy became reduced to a contradiction, inherent in Russian life at the time: “Tolstoy is great as the mouthpiece of those ideas and moods, that had taken shape in the minds of the millions of Russian peasants by the time of the bourgeois revolution in Russia” and “Tolstoy’s ideas are the mirror of the weakness and shortcomings of our peasant uprising.”
 Crudely identifying Tolstoy with the peasantry, Lenin bypassed all questions of artistic agency by introducing a framework that would eventually form the backbone of a project to transform the XIX century writers into potent allies of the regime. Lenin’s articles on Tolstoy, titled “Lev Tolstoy as a Mirror of the Russian Revolution,” became a theoretical staple of Soviet cultural policy as regards classical heritage, enforcing Lenin’s theory as “the theory of reflection.”  


More than Lenin’s general thoughts on literature, which, albeit limiting, still allowed some room for maneuvering, Stalinist policy-makers would draw on his more restrictive personal tastes. Lenin’s citations of Chekhov, who was among his favorite authors, were limited, with few exceptions, to The Man in a Case, cited in his oeuvre more than twenty times. In 1901 in “Internal Review,” Lenin referred to conformist intelligentsia as “men in cases.” Closer to the October revolution, Lenin used the epithet to characterize the members of the opposing political parties: the Mensheviks and the cadets, in particular. In 1907, he wrote: “Are they [cadets] not the political ‘men in cases’? Are they not philistines (filistery), who hide under their nightcaps from the impending storm?”
 In 1918, Lenin called the Mensheviks “the pitiful men in cases, who always stood on the margins of life.” 


Besides the “man in a case,” Lenin appealed to other Chekhovian symbols for political purposes. In 1905, he titled his article against the Social Democrats “The Social-Democratic Little Soul (dushechka),” making a pun on the titles and the central character of Chekhov’s story, “The Darling” (“Dushechka”). In Russian, “dushechka” is an epithet of endearment, slightly tinted, not without Chekhov’s help, with an air of meshchanstvo. It is also a diminutive of soul (dusha). Chekhov’s heroine is a very loving woman who goes to great lengths to accommodate every new man in her life.
 Politically, she is a chameleon – another symbol from Chekhov’s eponymous story, utilized in Soviet bureaucratic language. In fact, Lenin blurred the boundaries between various literary types, clearly differentiated in the Russian literary mythology. For instance, he used Gogol’s “little man” and Chekhov’s “man in a case” as synonyms to refer to tsarist bureaucracy, merging rather cleverly the victims and the victimizers. 


Some of Lenin’s literary allusions persisted, even though their referents disappeared. For instance, while the writings of F. Sologub were completely suppressed from the 1930s on, references to Peredonov, a character from The Petty Demon (1905), were frequent in the annals of Soviet political discourse thanks to Lenin who, as a good pre-revolutionary intellectual, used the term “peredonovshchina” as synonymous with Chekhov’s “man in a case.” A gymnasium teacher like Chekhov’s Belikov, Peredonov was a product of a complex intertextual game involving a whole lineage of Russian classical heroes. Unlike Belikov who impinges on others without premeditation, himself mortally afraid of everything remotely unusual, Peredonov inflicts suffering intentionally, deriving pleasure from it like a kind of degenerate Pechorin. In Soviet times, however, “peredonovshchina” and “the man in a case” were used alternately to satirize Russia’s past or some “survival of the past” in contemporary life. In 1973, M. Bakhtin remarked that, to the contrary, in Sologub’s novel Peredonov was a singular figure pointing out sarcastically that Soviet labels often missed the real addressees: “[In Sologub’s novel] Peredonov was presented as an exception, and the school principal wanted to get rid of him. In our society, Peredonovs are valued very highly; they set the tone in school communities, particularly in the provinces, and in Moscow as well…” (Conversations with Bakhtin, Duvakin, online). Lenin’s blurring of the boundaries between Gogol’s little bureaucrat, Chekhov’s authority-fearing teacher of Greek, and Sologub’s petty demon illustrates the process that would eventually result in the utterly undifferentiated approach to the classics in Stalinist culture.


Upon its usurpation of power in 1917, Lenin’s government pragmatically announced literary heritage the property of the state. The decree, “On State Publishing” voiced its economic motivations, such as unemployment among the printers caused by the massive closings of all counter-revolutionary papers. As was the case with many early documents, “On State Publishing” and its addenda drafted at the time of ideological turmoil would fossilize into written and unwritten laws as time went on. Despite the temporary objectives,
 the language was possessive and ominous: “No one can undertake the publication of any scholarly work until the list [of approved classical works] is published without the approval of the State Committee for the Public Education.”
 The list of fifty authors became available in 1918. During the 1920s, the government made any activities related to classical heritage its direct business. In 1923, the Commission of the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD) reconsidered the governing body of the Chekhov Society,
 a politically benign organization.


In the 1920s, statistical data show Chekhov leading among other pre-revolutionary authors in the number of copies published between 1918 and 1923, yielding only to Tolstoy between 1924 and 1929. From 1918 to 1923, the government publishing houses printed over two million copies of Chekhov’s works, and over three and a half million between 1924 and 1929 (Friedberg 1962, 191-192)
. Many books were distributed among public libraries. The title statistics show the government as extremely pragmatic. Until 1941, Chekhov was primarily represented by his short stories, focused on the plight of children and peasants in pre-revolutionary Russia or his little satirical sketches of pre-revolutionary life. While the government published a cheap reprint of Chekhov’s pre-revolutionary multi-volume collection, Chekhov’s stories about children, Van’ka and Sleepy were released as separate booklets and accounted for hundreds of thousands of copies. The choice reflected pragmatism and foresight. In 1960, writer A. Makarov remembered reading Van’ka when growing up in a remote village. While his assertion that the very night after reading the story he experienced an impulse to turn his life around obviously stretches the truth, his memories of direct identification with Chekhov’s hero resound truthful. All the more so because he noted that during the NEP years the life of poor peasant children changed little. Furthermore, Makarov remembers performing Chekhov’s short stories at school and always to a “full house.” 


Despite the differences between avant-garde, Proletkult and the government, their public use of Chekhov’s legacy share a common denominator. Each group applied Chekhov’s earlier works, that had socio-satirical relevance to contemporary life, or subjected his later themes and personages to satire to attack what they considered “survivals of the past.” The political elite, however, was more careful not to conflate the author with his negative personages, just the positive ones. The People’s Library anthologies of Chekhov’s early works were aptly titled Slave Souls and The Recent Russia. Predictably, preference was given to the stories that contained the most easily discernible social critique and greatest amount of sentimental appeal: stories about exploited children and animals (Van’ka, Sleepy, and Kashtanka), peasants (The Peasants and Women), and early humorous pieces, exposing the “idiocy” of old life (Corporal 
Prishibeev and others). In fact, until the 1950s, the range of Chekhov’s works intended for wide circulation was limited to between thirty and sixty titles (about ten (?) percent of Chekhov’s oeuvre), with an increase in the more liberal years of NEP, when private publishing companies brought out limited editions of his religious stories and stories about intelligentsia. The 1920s cinema reflected the People’s Library selection. In 1926, Olga Preobrazhenskaia, a student of Stanislavsky, filmed Kashtanka. In 1929, the living classic Yakov Protazanov made Ranks and People, based on three Chekhov stories about small bureaucrats and the life of provincial Russia – Chameleon, The Death of a Clerk, and Anne around the Neck. The theater division of the People’s Commissariat of 
Education (Narkompros) came out with a popular edition of Chekhov’s vaudevilles.  


Meanwhile, a number of culture producers and administrators were deciding what to do with the rest of Chekhov’s legacy in the distinctly “un-Chekhovian” times. I purposefully do not touch on those art-makers labeled by Trotsky the “fellow-travelers” because they did not make the weather or affect the evolution of the Soviet Chekhov in any significant way. Of interest to us is A. Lunacharsky – the head of the government’s culture organ People’s Commissariat of Education (Narkompros) – whose primary duty was to implement the pre-revolutionary Russian art into post-revolutionary cultural practice. Lunacharsky, unlike Lenin and Trotsky, believed in the potential of proletarian culture and also respected the Left. Consequently, he took a mediating position between the avant-garde left and the proletarian right, attempting to forge balance between the old and the new, ultimately accomplished through force. Chekhov’s name appears in a number of addresses and articles given and written by the prolific commissar of enlightenment. A gradual change is clearly discernible in Lunacharsky’s writings as the homogeneous cultural Stalinism effaced the heterogeneous culture of the 1920s. 


In the mid-1920s, Lunacharsky’s concept of Chekhov’s art revolved around the term toska, which may be translated as melancholy bordering on sorrow. In fact, the commissar upheld this view since his pre-revolutionary days as a drama criti
c. For Lunacharsky, toska arose from the main tension of Chekhov’s work between the perfect architectonics of his prose and drama and the raw material of life. Lunacharsky described Chekhov’s form as a means of overcoming or even exorcising the feeling of toska instilled in the writer by life. In other words, Lunacharsky suggested that Chekhov provided purely aesthetic solutions to life’s predicaments – a thought quite similar to Mayakovsky’s idea that Chekhov solved only verbal problems. As Lunacharsky put it, Chekhov’s failure to conceal toska behind the form was precisely what made him “retrospectively” valuable to the revolutionary cause, as it inspired an active protest in the certain “more responsive” members of the intelligentsia who were not so much Chekhov’s contemporaries as “the forerunners of the forthcoming decades.”
363 Lunacharsky obviously refers here to Maxim Gorky and the like, who were ultimately responsible for turning Chekhov himself into one of the forerunners of the revolution. But the time of toska had passed and Soviet reality, Lunacharsky insisted, had no use of the “lyrical sorrow” and the “tearful starry-eyed intelligentsia.”
 


Lunacharsky viewed Chekhov not so much as a mirror of pre-revolutionary reality but as a producer of alien ideology. Chekhov’s formula of life, as deduced by Lunacharsky, was: “All we can do is laugh [through tears] at these trivialities that entangled our everyday life” (370). On its way out, this formula surfaced in Lunacharsky’s article on Chekhov in 1929, transitional in all respects. If in 1924 Lunacharsky stressed Chekhov’s sorrow (toska) over lyrical sadness (liricheskaia pechal’), in 1929 he noted only the sadness, a milder version of sorrow. At the same time, he began to emphasize Chekhov’s hope for the better future, an aspect neglected in his previous articles: “It is the deep sadness of a man who knows that life can be wonderful and hopes that this wonderful life will triumph on earth some day, but feels removed from this life by decades or possibly even a century” (370). Lunacharsky downplayed the remoteness of the brilliant future in Chekhov’s works, where it is never only decades but centuries away. What is impending in Chekhov’s Three Sisters, for example, is the “powerful storm that would sweep the rotten boredom off our society.” Within the context of the play and the overall context of Chekhov’s drama and prose, however, the semantic of the storm is ambivalent, because it clearly threatens to sweep away society’s ills along with the society itself. 


Contrary to the concurrent and forthcoming Stalinist reception, Lunacharsky insisted that Chekhov was not a satirist, even though he may have turned into one, had he lived longer (366). In the mid-1920s, Lunacharsky also pointed out that Chekhov may have been more optimistic under current circumstances, as well as more prone to the synthesization, or “typization,” of reality. Lunacharsky even committed a heresy stating that, after all, due precisely to the lack of biting satire Chekhov is simply more readable than Saltykov-Schedrin, Uspensky or even Gogol. The commissar of enlightenment let himself be guided by the pleasure principle. Within ten years typization, optimism and satirical approach to reality would be derived (read imposed) from the work of all classical authors and Chekhov in particular. To this aim, as we will see in chapter two, Stalinist cinematic culture and school textbooks would translate Chekhov into the language of Saltykov-Schedrin. 


Lunacharsky rightly predicted that Chekhov’s “form” would not inspire major trends in Soviet art. Sociologically, however, Chekhov would be extremely valuable because his work provided a complete inventory of the “survivals of the past” (perezhitki proshlogo). Two passages in particular stand out in his 1924 and 1929 articles on Chekhov: 

We live in the atmosphere of philistine (meshchanskoi) stuffiness; it stifles us in the country, in the provinces, and in the capital. It holds in its claws the ordinary citizen (obyvatel’), it still has a firm grip on the proletarian, and all too often the private life of the revolutionaries still huddles under its even wing. I said that we have won the largest half of the battle, which does not mean that we have won the entire battle. The main thing is that Chekhov struggled not in the sphere of politics, where we have attained complete victory, not in the sphere of economics, where we have basically also won, but he worked in the sphere of culture and everyday life, where we have not yet won a single victory.

In 1929, Lunacharsky expressed a similar idea in, or should we say on, very different 

terms: 

Content-wise, Chekhov turned out to be extremely contemporary. If the foundations of Chekhovian world collapsed, this world itself is still in existence. A gigantic and complex social disinfection is necessary to exterminate around us and within us the traces of that timelessness, will-lessness, that midget philistinism, those ugly traits of reality that made Chekhov laugh and cry. Chekhov’s enemies are still alive. Unfortunately, we still have to struggle with them, which is why Chekhov is still with us, not only as a prominent writer, but also as a true fighter. Of course, we reject his conciliatoriness: we will not smile sadly at such enemies. He did it because at his time he was weak, unarmed, and we are strong and well-armed… Chekhov still exposes the varieties of philistinism in the city and the country, and it is rare that any other of our authors can serve as such a fresh, sharp, faultless guide in the kingdom of the lived-out past which we need to destroy to the ground, burn out of our everyday.

Although in both passages, Lunacharsky views Chekhov as a guide to self-improvement, in 1929, this idea becomes lost within the militant rhetoric, reflective of the regime’s objectives. In the mid-1920s, the relative prosperity of NEP lured even the former revolutionaries into dens of cozy domesticity. If, under these circumstances, the notion of the “enemy” was more abstract, denoting widespread evil forces that infiltrated even the ranks of the Bolsheviks, by the late 1920s, the situation changed as the government re-instigated the practices of War Communism of post-revolutionary years. In 1929, it may be deduced from Lunacharsky’s argument that Chekhov’s work was to be used as a sheet of tracing paper put over contemporary life to single out class enemies rather than improve one’s private identity. 


The immediate political context of Lunacharsky’s article was, of course, the first round of Stalinist purges against bourgeois experts, skeptical of the unrealistic industrial and agricultural goals of the First Five-Year Plan. The years 1928 and 1929 saw a series of show-trials of experts as well as the pre-collectivization campaign against affluent peasantry. To struggle with class enemies in the sphere of culture, the government mobilized the Proletkult-minded activists, some of whom were working under the auspices of a new group – the Russian Organization of Proletarian Writers (RAPP).
 The Rappists, who had been losing credibility under Lenin, seized the moment. The fight against the old intelligentsia was labeled by contemporaries the “Cultural Revolution.” While the Cultural Revolutionaries helped the government discredit ideas associated with Trotsky and Bukharin, a number of their actions were unsolicited and reflective of nihilist Proletkult practices. In particular, they broke up performances of “bourgeois” plays and launched a campaign against Maxim Gorky at the time when the government was trying to convince him to return from his exile in Italy. 


Meanwhile, the unstable international atmosphere underscoring the economic and cultural drives of the late 1920s led to the gradual policy shift from class to nation. Already in 1924, the government changed the course from “world revolution” to “Socialism in One Country,” a slogan formulated by Stalin. During the Cultural Revolution, Stalin launched an intensive campaign to produce a new Soviet intelligentsia by sending workers and Communists for higher education, while peasants moved into the cities, driven out of villages by collectivization and famine. At the same time, the old experts were more frequently accused not of their class loyalties but of “fawning before the West.” Finally, by the mid-30s, class struggle yielded to a different kind of antagonism that formed the backbone of Stalinist “defense culture:” the socialist “us” vs. the capitalist “them.”
 In the end, as S. Fitzpatrick noted, “the purpose of the Cultural Revolution was to establish Communist and proletarian ‘hegemony,’ which in practical terms meant both asserting party control over cultural life and opening up the administrative and professional elite to a new cohort of young Communists and workers.”
 The role of proletariat as the hegemonic class was becoming irrelevant, as the government was turning to bureaucracy (the new managerial and professional elite) as its main source of social support. 


Considering the cultural reductionism of both Proletkult and avant-garde, it is no surprise that classical heritage became the government’s trump card in its increasingly self-conscious struggle for cultural hegemony. As already mentioned above, Lenin over-stressed Proletkult’s nihilist attitudes toward cultural heritage, infuriated by Bogdanov’s demands for autonomy from Narkompros. In 1924, Trotsky drew a clear line between the cultural and the political elites, appealing again to classical heritage: 

The exaggerated negation of the past by the Futurists is based on bohemian nihilism and not on proletarian revolutionism. We, the Marxists, have always lived within the tradition, which did not prevent us from being revolutionaries. For us, the revolution was the realization of the habitual and internalized tradition. Hence is the psychological non-correlation of the communist – a political revolutionary and the futurist – a formal revolutionary. The problem is not that Futurism defies the sacred traditions of intelligentsia but that it does not feel itself part of the revolutionary tradition.

This statement is obviously circular: the revolutionary tradition in Russia was shaped to a significant degree by the literary-critical discourses. Trotsky himself made no distinction between the two, insisting that Belinsky was not a literary critic but “a socially minded leader of his epoch.”


Ultimately, the avant-garde’s emphasis on radical departure from traditional cultural forms made their art inaccessible to the vast majority of the population. In their turn, the undereducated proletarian groups could not fill the gap, nor did the government want them to, as it shifted its allegiance from proletariat to the emergent bureaucracy. Hans Gunther contends that, in general, modernization with its pragmatic approach to life and departure from classical paradigms in many spheres, including education and family, left the country quite disoriented, causing a “value vacuum,” which ultimately eased Stalin’s consolidation of culture. A number of other studies point to the crucial role of classical heritage in the formation of Stalinist state, heavily reliant on its cultural framework, known as Socialist Realism. Anthropomorphizing the “Grand Style,” B. Groys argues that “Socialist Realism regarded itself as the savior that would deliver Russia from barbarism by preserving the classical heritage and all of Russian culture from the ruin into which the avant-garde wanted to plunge it.”
 David Brandenberger makes an even stronger claim, suggesting that the government’s mobilization of classical heritage was part of its efforts to speedily foster a sense of national identity and gain popular support by positioning itself within the appropriately interpreted classical traditions.
 

E. Dobrenko’s analysis of Soviet readership supports this idea. The scholar insists that Socialist Realism was “the product of a hybrid, the ‘power-masses,’ functioning as a single creator.”
 

Socialist Realism and Chekhov


In 1932, the government abolished all organizations in literature and the other arts, decreeing the formation of the Union of the Soviet Writers (SSP) and similar organizations to unify the other arts.
 In 1934, the First Congress of the SSP took place, finalizing the shift to Socialist Realism. At the Congress, three pivotal guidelines, or rather, demands that would be placed on art were emphasized: “idea-mindedness,” “party-mindedness,” and “people-mindedness.” Since these rather broad notions are analyzed in every work on Socialist Realism, I will consider those of their constituents, most useful in the context of this study. 


The concept of “idea-mindedness” placed Socialist Realism in opposition to Formalism. As L. Geller put it, “‘idea-mindedness’ contains within itself the requirement of unity of content and form (the unity, in which content dominates).” In the debates of the 1930s, the content/form dichotomy was, of course, equivalent to the fabula/siuzhet binary, as proposed by the Formalists. In 1934, I. Vinogradov, writing for Gorky’s journal Literary Apprenticeship – the mouthpiece of Socialist Realism – broke the notion of “idea” into three constituents, following Lenin’s theory of reflection: 

Idea is the reflection of 1) some general (repetitive, characteristic of many phenomena) and 2) essential (fundamental) relationships between phenomena and processes of reality, or in other words: idea in its most ideal realization is the reflection of a ‘law’ in phenomena; 3) idea does not only have cognitive meaning but also the practical-action meaning: a comprehended ‘law’ serves as guide to action.

Applied to art, “idea” means fabula and fabula means action. Vinogradov writes: 

An artist selects  phenomena in such a way that they expose that natural pattern (zakonomernost’), which he sees and wants to show…The simplest combination of elements may be expressed in a formula a+b (the rose is red, a person did this)… Every strike of an artist’s brush, every word of the author develops an idea, a ‘law’ that he sees in life. Of course, this ‘law’ exists objectively in reality (if the artist did not distort it) and therefore will be expressed in the work of art.


This passage unpacks Lenin’s thoughts on mimesis, outlined above. The discussions of fabula and siuzhet that continued into the early 1940s prioritized fabula. Hence the emphasis of Socialist Realist theoreticians on The Poetics of Aristotle, in particular, on the unity of action, requiring strict causal interdependence of all elements. In 1940, P. Sletov wrote in Literary Apprenticeship: “The force of fabula’s influence is extensive, fabula is easily comprehensible… fabula marches in the vanguard of the image-making siuzhet-forming means.”
 By fabula Sletov unequivocally understood action (deistvie, dvizhenie), reflecting the interest of the regime in the easily comprehensible art. These discussions of “idea-minded” narration derived from Engels’ pronouncement on realism in the letter to the British author Margaret Harkness (dated April 1888), which was quoted profusely at the SSP Congress: “Realism, to my mind, implies besides the truth of detail, the truthful reproduction of typical characters under typical circumstances.” 


It should be noted that the fabula/siuzhet dichotomy was often bypassed altogether. Engels’ definition of realism implied a certain narrative logic that was seized upon at the Writers’ Congress. As their point of departure, the speakers used (negatively) the ideas of the Russian Formalists. In particular, they attacked the famous Formalist dichotomy fabula vs. siuzhet. The speakers at the SSP Congress blended fabula and siuzhet into siuzhet, understood in terms of the typical and strongly resembling in definition the Formalist concept of fabula.
 The extra-textual, objective nature of the siuzhet was asserted. “There are vulgar people who believe that siuzhet can be made up,” fumed playwright N. Pogodin, “Siuzhet cannot be made up. The key is found. It has been around for a long time, but we did not know it. This key is ‘the typical under typical circumstances’.”
 The Congress established that the creative agency of the author consisted in the ability to select the appropriate heroes and embed them in the forged chain of cause and effect, presented as the natural course of history. K. Radek, a political journalist, co-author of the 1936 Stalin constitution and, eventually, Stalin’s victim instructed the art-makers to:  

Select all phenomena that show how capitalism is falling apart and how socialism is growing in struggle, hard work and sweat. Do not represent every capitalist as he has been represented by the “agitprop” brigades. No, show everything typically, in its individual expression. Rely on the criterion of the logic of historical development. This is what socialist realism means.

Radek’s speech lays bare the intent to legitimate the imposed narrative as inherent to Soviet existence. Every speaker at the Congress made a point of drawing on examples from “real life.” If one were to sit at the Congress with no pre-conceived notions about Soviet reality, one could get an impression that the populace consisted of heroes, all of them pilots, seafarers, parachutists and all of them of humble origins, orphans primarily, nurtured to prominence in the communes, overseen by the OGPU. The typical heroic vita, drawn from the documentary Pravda sketches, ran along these lines: the “abstractly human” static motifs
 of childhood (death of the biological father, adoption by the evil uncle), yield to the concretely social motifs of maturation in the “real family” of the collective, strung dynamically to underscore the hero’s ascent to typicality (from commune through school and factory to the higher level such as an extracurricular flying school, political career, etc).
 As K. Clark maintained in her influential study of Soviet novel, the ascent was always
 mediated by an older mentor figure, embodying the logic of history. Under the mentor’s guidance, the typical hero tamed his “spontaneous” impulses. To convey the hero’s trajectory to “consciousness” the new siuzhet was to overcome the pull of traditional motivation, identified at the Congress as the reign of private property that underscored three main “siuzhets” (or fabulas in the Formalist sense of the word) of bourgeois narrative: career struggle, struggle for inheritance, and the love triangle. 


For Engels, the typical circumstances were the crucial organizing element of narrative that determines character behavior, and therefore, narrative causality. In the letter, Engels drew an important distinction between the typical circumstances and the real circumstances. Engels noted that Harkness’ description of London’s East End was in fact supremely authentic for “nowhere in the civilized world are the working people less actively resistant, more passively submitting to fate.” But the setting in Harkness’ novel was not typical enough because, as Engels saw it, in 1888 the proletariat in its majority became more socially active. In other words, to reflect reality correctly, a work of art has to be realistic proper or contain “the truth of detail” as well as comment on the world (convey an idea) by selecting appropriate phenomena (typical characters) and establishing appropriate relationships between them (typical circumstances).

B. Groys insists that “the notion of ‘the typical’ [was] a key concept in all socialist realist discourse.”
 


The typical also underscored the category of “party-mindedness.” Engels suggested that some realist novelists of the past, like Balzac, were able to reflect not the widespread but the emergent societal forces that would efface the status quo. Engels also implied that, from the dialectical standpoint, those would be the typical features of reality. “The truth of detail,” already somewhat peripheral in Engels’ thesis and understood by the Soviets as distracting naturalism, was mostly bypassed. The “hidden essence,” as Groys put it,
 of a given socio-historical moment contained in the typical characters placed in typical circumstances was mimetic enough. In Socialist Realism, the notion of the typical, underscoring representation, rested on Stalin’s paraphrase of Engels: 

What is most important to the dialectical method is not that which is stable at present but is already beginning to die, but rather that which is emerging and developing, even if at present it does not appear stable, since for the dialectical method only that which is emerging and developing cannot be overcome.
 

B. Groys remarked that in Socialist Realism the portrayal of the typical referred not to anything in objective reality but “to the visual realization of still-emerging party objectives, the ability to intuit new currents among the party leadership, to sense which way the wind is blowing.” Thus, to be party-minded, art had to be optimistic and portray life in its revolutionary development. It should also be added, that the regime allowed for a certain kind of romanticism in the realism it sponsored, thereby redressing what Groys labeled “the typology of the nonexistent.” At a meeting with the writers at Gorky’s mansion in 1932, Stalin remarked: “In the early period, there was much romanticism in Gorky’s works. But Gorky’s romanticism was the romanticism of the new class, rising to struggle for power. Gorky’s idealization of the man was the idealization of the new future man, the idealization of the new future social order. We need such romanticism, which would propel us ahead.”(233) This statement gives another insight into the nature of the typical as practiced under Socialist Realism.  


Finally, the “people-mindedness” aspect of Socialist Realism took care of the humanist and universalist concerns.
 First and foremost, this concept implied accessibility of art to the masses. The key figures in formulating and implementing Socialist Realism were Stalin, who participated in and closely monitored the process; Maxim Gorky,
 summoned from abroad to serve as a living paradigm of the new method and its chief administrator; and Andrei Zhdanov, the Secretary of the Central Committee and Stalin’s close associate. The three men gave much thought to the problem of classical heritage, which, with their help, ultimately coalesced “into a storehouse of inert things from among which anything that seemed appealing or useful could be removed at will.”
 


Classical heritage generated the necessary pedigree for the newly formed method. At the SSP Congress, the concept of the typical as a philosophical given for artistic representation of progressive societal trends was traced not only to Engels, but also to the Russian literary critic V. Belinskii (1811-1848). As R. Mathewson aptly summarized it, Belinskii spent a lifetime trying to resolve, “how does a purposive, realistic literature achieve a level of general statement and preserve the liveliness of the particular image and the full effect of the didactic ingredient at the same time?”
 As a solution, Belinskii proposed the concept of the typical, which he understood as a selective approach to life’s phenomena, convinced like Pushkin’s Mozart that genius and evil are two incompatible things and that no author could remain indifferent to experience. Although Belinskii was never comfortable with the prescriptive aspect of this concept, his analyses of Russian classical works betray his moralistic inclination. For example, he maintained idealistically that A. Pushkin’s steadfast Tat’iana (from Eugene Onegin) was a more typical Russian woman than Iu. Lermontov’s fragile and weak Vera (from The 
Hero of Our Time).
 Similarly, under Stalin, the works of Russian classical authors would be tweaked for examples of progressive (or typical) ideas and personages, while their not-so-progressive tendencies would be explained as side effects of their limited social horizon. Well into the 1980s, school children (including myself) wrote compositions on the “typical representatives” in the works of classical authors. But the classical authors were conjured not only to legitimate the revolution and Stalin’s government thematically, but also to legitimate the new style of writing. 


In 1930, Gorky founded a thick literary journal, Literary Apprenticeship, interpolating the Proletkultist trend of learning from the classics within the newly emergent academicist paradigm. In fact, the narrowing horizons brought a number of scholars and writers into the fold of Gorky’s care, including the Formalist and the Formalist-minded ones. Of course, Gorky set the general tone. In the very first editorial, he insisted that writer was not a creator (tvorets) but a professional who knew his craft and that literature was an occupation as any other. Despite the medieval ethos of Stalinist rule,
 Gorky’s idea of writer as craftsman and Stalin’s assertion that artists are “engineers of human souls” harked back to the modernist 1920s. Yet the recipes for craftsmanship were becoming more and more prescriptive and limited. The ultimate goal was to learn to write “simply, vividly (kartinno) and almost tangibly (pochti fizicheski oshchutimo).”
 To attain this goal, beginning authors needed to know about the past life (from the classics) and the present life (hopefully through personal experience), as well as master the language, by which Gorky understood “the extensive vocabulary, with which to shape observations, impressions, feelings and thoughts.”
 The best way to learn this language was by studying the classics. The articles about classical authors constituted the majority of the journal’s content. As to be expected, they stressed primarily the empirical base of classical works and the authors’ imagination. Articles on Gogol, for example, stated that he hardly made anything up, but drew on his mother’s letters for material. Appropriately, people-mindedness was the key to Gogol’s work. 


In 1934, in the article “The Stages of Chekhov’s Literary Work,” B. Valbe traced Chekhov’s “progress” as a series of encounters with influential public figures that mentored Chekhov to greater social consciousness. Chekhov was rapidly becoming a Socialist Realist character moving within the Socialist Realist fabula or “master-plot,” synthesized by K. Clark as progression from spontaneity to consciousness. To make their case, Soviet scholars conflated Chekhov’s letters with his belle-lettres. For example, after quoting some epistolary sympathies of Chekhov regarding populist intelligentsia, Valbe concluded that “the celebration of the kulturtreger bourgeois intelligentsia was Chekhov’s swan song.”
 In the same issue of Literary Apprenticeship, D. Balukhatyi published an article on Chekhov’s notebooks – another borderline genre – overstressing the socio-political implications of the “trifles of the everyday” that interested Chekhov. Symptomatically, when speaking of Chekhov’s significance, Balukhatyi abundantly quoted Gorky who was rapidly becoming the leading authority on Chekhov and his apologist: 

M. Gorky remembers: ‘At times it seemed to me that in his [Chekhov’s] attitude toward people there was a sense of hopelessness, bordering on detached, quiet despair. This does not mean, however, that Chekhov was pessimistic or misanthropic. Gorky insightfully defined this quality of Chekhov’s artistic method as follows: ‘He possessed the art of finding and exposing platitude (poshlost’) everywhere – the art, accessible only to the man who places higher demands on life, the art, fostered by the heartfelt desire to see people simple, beautiful, harmonious.

This passage contains two requirements placed by Socialist Realism on classical and contemporary literature: optimism and faith in the brilliant future. In the words of Dobrenko, all classical literature was streamlined to signify “past in its revolutionary development.” The numerous invocations of the future by the personages of Chekhov’s dramas proved most useful. 


Much attention went to Chekhov’s “speech,” which, according to Gorky, was “always contained within the surprisingly beautiful and simple to naivety form.”
 In 1940, V. Gurbanov, who began his article on Chekhov’s style with the above quote, focused on a number of features, derived, again, not so much from Chekhov’s belle-lettres as from his letters. Gurbanov stressed as particularly important “the indissoluble unity” of objective (‘disinterested’) narration and “the subjective lyrical expressionism,” testifying of the “deep authorial investment in narrated events.”
 The scholar entirely bypassed the complicating factors of Chekhov’s narration, such as the double indirect discourse. Of course, ideally, in Socialist Realist narrative, the narrator was a disembodied omnipresent party-minded voice,
 vested with lyrical tremors. Yet, as we will see in the following chapter, when it came to screen adaptations of Chekhov, for example, a “full-bodied” narrator would be inserted to navigate the text from a clear standpoint. 


The stylistic instruction provided by Gorky’s journal remained primarily at the level of vocabulary and phrase structure as well as thematic motifs. For example, to achieve objectivity of narration, Gurbanov suggested impersonal constructions, such as Chekhov’s “the burning of the evening dawn could be seen out of the window.” The “visual impression” was to be conveyed by verbs expressing colors: “the horizon noticeably blackened.” Then Gurbanov turned to the technique of conveying optical phenomena through verbs like “to shine,” frequent in Chekhov’s stories, following up with analysis of the verbs of “hearing” and “smell.” The article obviously reflected Gorky’s and Socialist Realist requirements of “tangible” people-minded prose. It is also obvious that such a microscopic approach said very little about Chekhov’s style. With equal success, the same examples could be tweaked out of any Boborykin. Such an approach to language was underscored by the primary emphasis on the what of a work of art, rather than the how. Impersonal narration was to be most inconspicuous, not calling attention to itself. The images had to be vivid, yet simple, serving one purpose only – to convey central ideas. Anything extra was labeled formalist ornamentalism. It was particularly stressed that Chekhov avoided overusing metaphors and using complex metaphors, opting instead for the simple ones that did not detract from the transparency of his language.
 In articles on Gogol, for example, the proper (genteel) Russian language was stressed, “even though Gogol wrote about Ukraine.” This focus on objective simplicity supports K. Clark’s claim that Soviet narratives (novels in particular) lack “those features that can be seen as an exploration or celebration of the objective/subjective split: parody, irony, literary self-consciousness, and complex use of point of view.”


O. Savich, responsible for developing the methodology of learning from the classics in Gorky’s journal, suggested that beginning writers undertake the following exercise: “Choose a classical hero and imagine how this hero would live in our epoch, what he would do, what features would atrophy and which ones would become more pronounced.”
 Classical literature was promoted as a great warehouse of types. Chekhov provided “the superfluous man” and “the man in a case,” Dostoevsky gave “the poor folk,” and so forth. The scholar postulated the importance of matching the right classical heroes with the right contemporary ones. The positive heroes like Tolstoy’s Captain Tushin could be superimposed on contemporary modest officers of the Red Army. On the other hand, Savich suggested that such heroes as Lermontov’s officer Pechorin or Gorky’s Klim Samgin were impossible in contemporary life because “the social conditions that produced them disappeared.”  


The practice of literary apprenticeship revolved around the minute details and indissoluble thematic clusters like typical heroes, extracted not from the classical belle-lettres directly but from critical and political interpretations by Belinskii, Dobroliubov, Lenin, etc. Gorky professed that no writer could ever be a “human being in general,” or “an internally free human being.” Rather, he or she was the “eyes, ears and voice of the class.” In 1936, the new constitution officially replaced the requirement of class allegiance with the allegiance to the Soviet nation, turning the author into the “eyes, ears and voice” of the ruling ideology. Accordingly, “at their best,” the classical authors were presented as heralds of this ideology, rather than representatives of their own class.
 This takes us back to Lenin’s theory of reflection, pivoted on Engels’ ideas about literature. As Engels saw it, “a socialist-biased novel fully achieves its purpose, in my view, if, by conscientiously describing real mutual relations, breaking down conventional illusions about them, it shatters the optimism of the bourgeois, instills doubt as to the eternal character of the existing order, although the author does not offer any definite solution or does not even line up openly on any  particular side.”
 


Chekhov, who notoriously shied away from any political association, was pronounced progressive because he was (almost always) able to provide a generalized (obobshchennyi) honest image (obraz) of philistine Russia, embodied primarily in the types he created, and, at the same time, foresee the brilliant future.  In Soviet cultural discourse, generalization (obobshchenie) was synonymous with typization. In 1940, V. Goldiner wrote in Literary Apprenticeship: “Could anyone show more typically the mental and economic impoverishment of the gentry, than it was done [by Chekhov] in the images of Ranevskaia and Gaev? The personages, symbolizing the disappearing past, are represented with the utmost degree of realistic generalization.”
 Concurrently, Goldiner critiqued those personages in Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard that embody the forthcoming future: “The image of Lopakhin – the new owner of life who came to replace the doomed Gaevs and Ranevskaias, the images of Ania and Trofimov – the new generation that joyfully departs for the new life – are marked with the stamp of duality and indefiniteness.” Goldiner particularly objected to the “thin, tender fingers, like those of a pianist and thin, tender soul” with which Chekhov endows merchant Lopakhin. The scholar insisted that such ambiguously excessive characterization resulted from Chekhov’s inability to “penetrate the social enigma of life’s transformation.”
 From the mid-1940s to the death of Stalin in 1953, Chekhov scholarship would bypass such details altogether, focusing solely on the fabula or the what of Chekhov’s dramas and prose. In 1954, V. Ermilov – the leading official Chekhov scholar – insisted that Lopakhin was nothing more than “a carnivore who eats everything in his way,” passing this characteristic, given to Lopakhin by Trofimov for Chekhov’s opinion.
 Ermilov saw no ambiguity in Chekhov’s vision of the future: “People who are worthy of all the homeland’s beauty will come. They will purify and atone for its past and turn the entire homeland into a miraculous garden. We feel that Ania will be with these people. Such is the poetic content of this wise and most optimistic work of Chekhov.”


This brings us to the general problem of periodization and segmentation of Stalinist culture. A number of studies of Chekhov in the 1930s and early 40s continued to develop the ideas generated in the 1910s and 20s, albeit in covert form. Goldiner, for instance, dwelled in too much detail on the “shortcomings” of Chekhov. Not unlike Lunacharsky he resisted attributing to Chekhov such Socialist Realist labels as optimism or unswerving faith in the future. Until the early 1940s, a number of studies contained clear traces of Formalist analysis. Writing on Chekhovian landscape in 1940, B. Iagolim contended that “sometimes Chekhov used special devices,” such as repetition or leitmotif. The scholar immediately elaborated on the content value of this formal device, affording “a more vivid (vypuklaia) characteristic.” To save face, he immediately added an example of repetition from The Man in a Case, having nothing to do with landscape. As late as 1939, five years after the official commencement of Socialist Realism, in a preface to compendium Russian Writers on Literature, Balukhatyi described Chekhov’s “idea-mindedness” as reflecting, among other things, his commitment to renovating literary devices. Furthermore, like Mirsky, Balukhatyi noted that Chekhov was opposed to generalization (or typization) of reality, responding to concrete issues of literary practice rather than life itself. These thoughts ran contrary to the objectives of the regime regarding classical heritage. Another representative example is the scholarship of A. Roskin, who published in the late 1930s and early 40s. In his analysis of Chekhov’s drama, he clearly drew on ideas of Balukhatyi and Lunacharsky, without, however, referring to them as both fell out of favor at the time.  


There was also a clear differentiation between the various types of editions, based on their likely reader groups. As M. Friedberg observed, “the multi-volume editions were much more likely to admit the old writer’s ideological sins, including his unfriendly attitudes toward the more revolutionary currents of his day, his religious beliefs, conservative politics, and so forth” (Friedberg 1962, 54). The popular editions, to the contrary, “leaned over backward to convince the reader that the author under discussion was, retroactively, almost in total agreement with the current Soviet politics” (54). While this is definitely true of the 1930s, from the 1940s we may observe a tendency toward homogeneity during the most conservative period that received the label Zhdanovshchina after Andrei Zhdanov – the leading cultural administrator between 1945 and 1949. Scholars also consider the period from 1945 to 1953 as “high” or “late” Stalinism. These considerations are important to our analysis of cinema and Chekhov in the 1930s and early 40s. With the advent of sound in the early 1930s, cinema replaced literature and theater as the leading method of cultural indoctrination, “the means by which other genres were made familiar to a wide public.”
 At the same time, as in literary criticism and scholarship, certain trends of pre-Stalinist culture persisted in cinema well into the 1940s, subverting the ideological function imposed on art. 

 
To sum up, to fit its aims Stalinist culture produced a dualistic image of Chekhov as satirically-minded exposer of social ills and high dramatist. Both aspects were reflected in screen adaptations, based primarily on Chekhov’s vaudevilles and, of course, the most important story, The Man in a Case. Ye
t, as we will see, none of these films can be described as pure satire as they necessarily contained a tangible element of pathos, embodied in a certain non-satirical character – the herald of the future. This character was either fabricated by the filmmakers or chosen among the most “potential-laden” Chekhov characters, his “potential” fully revealed in the film. In its pure form, satire posed significant problems for Stalinist culture with its emphasis on continuous national history, especially after year 1936. Unlike the humorist, who adapts the stance, “we all have our shortcomings,” the satirist is always above society, is the judge of society, categorical, tendentious, and moralistic. If satire proliferated in the 1920s, it became peripheral in the 1930s and 40s and was virtually eradicated by the onset of “high” Stalinism after WWII. There were always satirical elements in other genres, limited to representation of enemies. Contemporary Soviet life could not be satirized. Fully accessible was the satire of the past that exposed the tsarist regime and capitalism. Yet the past, even in its most everyday version, as in Chekhov’s vaudevilles, had to contain a tangible seed of the future. When it came to Chekhov, it was important to convey to the public that he did not only expose but was also genuinely and emphatically invested in the present and the future, rather than hovering above and defying it all. References to Chekhov’s objectivity were accompanied by quotes from Gorky attesting to Chekhov’s profound emotional involvement, sadness and concern.

CHAPTER III


CHEKHOV IN THE CONTEXT OF STALINIST FILM CULTURE

By the end of the twenties, it became clear that the government’s publishing effort did not 
find much support in the reading public. In 1927, Lunacharsky reported failing sales figures for the “people-relevant” selections of pre-revolutionary authors. At the XVI Party Congress in 1929, Lunacharsky blamed the “unselective” approach to classical literature in the first years after the revolution, proposing a change: “We must adopt a critical attitude toward the heritage bequeathed to us by the classics. We must select among their works, provide the necessary annotations, the necessary Marxist forewords and commentaries, so as to assist the contemporary working-class reading in extracting from the classic heritage only that which is valuable to our epoch. This work will now be expanded with the intensified publication of the classics.”
 Stalin, however, put forth a more pragmatic idea. “No novel, long or short story, or sketch,” he declared in 1932, “will affect the reader as can a play in the theater… After an eight-hour workday, not every worker can read a good, but big book… It was not for nothing that Shakespeare chose drama as the norm of his art. We have to create such a form of artistic and ideological influence that would allow us to encompass many millions of people.”
 These goals were to be fully accomplished in another art form, to become Stalin’s favorite. If in 1932 sound was making its first steps in Soviet cinema, by the mid-1930s cinema replaced literature and theater as the leading method of cultural indoctrination, “the means by which other genres were made familiar to a wide public”.
 As E. Dobrenko put it, the shift to cinema in Stalinist culture was “a shift from the elitist avant-garde culture of the 1920s to mass Socialist Realist culture.”
 In this context (of moving from class to nation), screen adaptation of classical literature became an integral part of Stalinist cinema, meant to compensate for the failures of the printed page. 


Besides screen adaptation, classical literature figured as quotation and intertext in films dealing with contemporary life. The official purpose of the classical quote or intertext was very similar to the purpose of the adapted classical work. In both cases, however, the effort to fit classical literature into the rigid framework of Socialist Realist fabula often backfired. For methodological purposes, I briefly consider screen adaptation, which has already been sufficiently explored. The focus of the chapter is The Teacher (1939), a film by Sergei Gerasimov about country life in the late 1930s. The film features a lengthy quotation from Chekhov that performs beyond its assigned function within the overall problematic narrative structure of the film, if viewed against the norm of Socialist Realist narrative. This film is particularly important to this project not only because it contains a quote from Chekhov, but also because, retroactively, in the 1950s and 60s, when Chekhov moved from the periphery to the center of film critical discourses, The Teacher was referred to as an essentially Chekhovian film, part of a non-canonical tradition that Thaw art-makers purported to continue. As will the following chapters, this chapter will consider Chekhov within the broader context of cinema culture, rather than focusing solely on the Chekhovian moments in individual films. 

Screen Adaptation of the Classics: Function and Pragmatics

The tendency of Soviet culture to diffuse 
the boundaries between literature and history has been discussed in a number of studies. E. Dobrenko argues that in the minds of the populace, these boundaries were eliminated altogether. In his article, eloquently entitled “The Russia We Have Found: Russian Classical Literature, Stalinist Cinema and the Past in its Revolutionary Development,” he writes that Stalinist cinema approached the classics with a singular goal – to illustrate the official version of history. In the literature-centric Russian culture, “history was a colony of literature,” required only insofar as it legitimated the present.
 For the Soviet political elite, armed with Lenin’s theory of reflection, “literature possessed the status of unquestionable authenticity (precisely due to it being pure belle-lettres).”
 Dobrenko reproduces the thought process of the 1930s official adaptation culture as follows: “The author ‘grabs a slice of life’ and ‘transforms’ it (‘realistically,’ of course). The filmmaker in the process of adaptation transcends the author and reincarnates… life. On the screen, reality emerges as purified and most ‘authentic.’ Its’ encoding by the author-classic and decoding by the filmmaker-craftsman guarantees the cinematic event ‘truthfulness’ and ‘life eternal.’”
 The methodology of Stalinist screen adaptation may be compared with the practice of literary apprenticeship promoted by Gorky’s eponymous journal that approached classical literature as an undifferentiated “vivid” representation of reality.
 Symptomatically, in his 1935 address to art-makers, Gorky remarked: “[for the twentieth anniversary of the revolution] we need to lump together everything that has been done. If all musicians, playwrights, and poets – in general all literature and all the other arts – came together, they could give a gigantic performance, involving a mass of people, good music and good poetry.”
 In Socialist Realism, the classics were to be brought toward one common denominator of “good art” (through the medium of cinema) as were contemporary art products.


Dobrenko argues that screen adaptation became a perfect history lesson for Soviet audiences, whose “consciousness reproduced the ready-made visual images of the past, as read off the screen.”
At the same time, somewhat paradoxically, he insists that for the most part the filmmakers did not manage to harness the willful classics. In the process of screen adaptation, classical texts underwent a number of important transformations. Besides the homogeneous diegesis of pre-revolutionary Russia reproduced in adaptation after adaptation regardless of the source, Dobrenko particularly stresses the manipulation of narrative point of view and the streamlining of all classical sources into satire. It is important to note that the two “techniques” are closely correlated. A director would attempt to single out a character to serve as a “ray of light”
 in the labyrinth of classical text. In other words, the text had to be navigated from within the diegesis by a “conscious” character that could rise above it, embodying authorial concern and emotional investment. When the text did not offer a good mediating hero, the director would make him up. Sometimes, the “image” of the author (obraz avtora) himself would feature in adaptations of his works. As late as 1966, Chekhov would appear in I. Kheifits’ film In the Town of S, based on Ionych, to comment sadly with his humble presence on the deplorable mores of his times. In the 1930s-50s, N. Gogol and A. Kuprin made similar appearances in screen adaptations of their works.  


Anton Chekhov (actor Andrei Popov) as character in I. Khefits’ In the Town of S (Lenfilm, 1966). 


In I. Annensky’s adaptation of Chekhov’s vaudeville The Wedding (1944), the mediation is performed by a made-up character: the organ grinder. This character appears in two scenes, the first and the last, providing a narrative frame, absent in the source. The dignified street performer, surrounded by poor children, is set apart from the wedding party that embodies the worst of meshchanstvo in pre-revolutionary Russia. The narrative comes full circle: in the first scene, the protagonist refuses to give the organ grinder alms, and in the last the musician sees him escorted to the police station. But the viewer quickly forgets about the organ-grinder when the film plunges into a series of brilliant performances by the biggest stars of the time. Annenskii was unable to contain the film within the framework of satirical genre. Most people remembered the film as a comedy and “Chekhov’s help to the front,” rather than a satirical depiction of pre-revolutionary life. The critics wrote of the loss of satirical tendentiousness, characteristic of the original.
 They also complained that the actors did not expose their characters as Chekhov did.


Chekhov’s vaudeville, The Wedding is hardly a satire, but a quintessential comedy based on verbal humor and a misunderstanding. The plot revolves around a petit bourgeois wedding, to which a general is invited for added prestige. At the table, the general terrorizes everyone with marine speeches. The fact that the general is deaf makes it even funnier. 
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I. Annenskii The Wedding (Tbilisi Studios (Mosfilm in evacuation), 1944)

The scandal erupts when the party finds out that the high-ranking guest whom they were forced to tolerate is not, in fact, a general, but a lower ranking officer. Annenskii does insert within his film the theme of “transgression against human dignity,” by turning the “general” into the “little man.” The old officer’s brief and indignant departure in Chekhov’s work turns into a prolonged scene of public humiliation, set to tragic music. Yet this “crime” is lost in the film in the cascade of purely comedic scenes. The critics wrote, for example, that actress Vera Maretskaia “leads a full-blooded life, she is attractive, human and not funny… as if a naughty woman speaks nonsense just to make a joke.”
 In this context, “not funny” really meant “not satirical.”  Dobrenko notes that the film contains “humor, satire, tastelessness, and a wonderful ensemble of actors, elements so disjointed that one often neutralizes the other.”
 Furthermore, the scholar also observes a peculiar modernization of Chekhov’s characters: a number of them strongly resemble the mildly satirical personages in popular pre-war musical comedies, dealing with contemporary life. 
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Actors Vera Maretskaia and Sergei Martinson in I. Annenskii’s The Wedding

Other screen adaptations of Chekhov’s vaudevilles followed the same pattern as The Wedding, which resulted in similar structural and semantic incidents. Vladimir Petrov’s screen adaptation of The Jubilee (1944) virtually reproduced Meyerhold’s interpretation of this work in 33 Swoons (1935). Petrov emphasized accountant Khirin as the “ray of light” in the darkness of Russian capitalism.
 At the studio discussion of the film, V. Pudovkin noted that (ideological) focus on the accountant was excessive, resulting in unnecessary repetitions and, above all, in generic confusion: “material begins to work as dramatic, rather than comedic.”
 


Perhaps the most distorting and helpless adaptation was Annenskii’s The Man in a Case (1939). The (partial) point of Chekhov’s story is that an insignificant man – the teacher of Greek Belikov – himself afraid of everything, instills this fear in the entire town, whose denizens are basically decent people. Belikov understands only the language of prohibitive directives. The leitmotif of his existence is the phrase he constantly reiterates: “It’s all right of course, it’s all very nice, but I hope it won’t lead to anything.” Under his influence, the people of the town lead a much more restrained existence, apparently against their will. The fabula proper begins when two lively Ukranians, the new teacher, Kovalenko, and his sister, Varia, arrive in town. Belikov takes to Varia, and the town, mostly out of boredom, decides to marry them. One day Belikov sees Varia riding a bicycle, which upsets him greatly. When he comes to Kovalenko to suggest that he and his sister behave more appropriately, Kovalenko, who had already expressed open disgust for Belikov and the town’s dullness, pushes Belikov off the staircase. Varia who had just come home witnesses Belikov’s fall, and both she and her brother burst into laughter. Terrified that if he rats Kovalenko out to the director of the gymnasium, he himself would be implicated, Belikov dies. As to be expected, Belikov’s death changes very little in the “dull, tiring, stupid life, not quite prohibited by the government circulars, but also not quite permitted.” 


As to be expected, Anneskii refurbished the fabula by reconfiguring the conflicting sides. Focusing on the Kovalenkos as “rays of light,” he placed them in opposition to the denizens of the town. In Chekhov’s story, the town is hardly satirized. If anything, it is simply dull. If the diegetic narrator of Chekhov’s story refers to the teachers of the gymnasium as “thinking decent people, raised on Turgenev and Shchedrin,” in the film, they constantly bicker with their wives; play cards and pull one another by the hair. The Kovalenkos, on the other hand, treat each other with respect and amicability, even though in Chekhov’s story they live in discord – one of the reasons why Varia considered marrying Belikov. When in Chekhov’s story someone tells Kovalenko that it would be nice if his sister married Belikov, Kovalenko responds in annoyance: “It is no business of mine. Let her marry a viper, I don’t like to meddle in others’ lives.” This piece of dialogue did not make it into the film. Instead, all the significant dialogue about freedom and the platitude of current life is taken from the story’s narrator and given to Kovalenko. If in Chekhov’s story, the entire town rejoices when Belikov dies, in the film, the town expels the Kovalenkos and it is suggested that the two have to move yet again. Thus, the Kovalenkos receive the status of revolutionaries on the run. 


Most noteworthy is the screen image of Belikov. Annenskii took the official interpretation of the character to the extreme. Retrospectively, in 1959, L. Pogozheva – then the main editor of Film Art – wrote of Annenskii’s Belikov “as an image that overwhelms with its significance:” “through the dark glasses watched keen eyes, glistening with intelligence, the careful movements spoke not of cowardice but of inner strength… It was no longer a ‘nobody’ who subjugated the city, but a strong will of an evil and cunning man.”
 In 1964, critic R. Iurenev noted that Belikov in the film “was a strong, dark man with pathological passions, an evil and active will… evoking not Chekhov but Dostoevsky.”
 

INCLUDE HERE A BRIEF ANALYSIS OF Sploshnov’s Mask, not mentioned in Dobrenko. 


In theater and literary criticism there have been precedents of analyzing Stalinist interpretations of the classics as allegorical of the present. Theater critic Anatoly Smeliansky and literary scholar Naum Berkovskii interpreted the 1953 stage production of Saltykov-Shchedrin’s Shadows by Nikolai Akimov as an allegory of Stalinist rule in which “the Stalinist state could be seen as a metamorphosis of Russia’s primeval bureaucratic system bent on destroying the individual” (6). It 
is possible to speak of the same kind of self-reflexivity in screen adaptations of classics. Eyewitness of Stalinism and one of the most engaging critical observers and scholars of Soviet culture, Maya Turovskaya aptly spoke of films bourne by totalitarian regimes as “documents of emotions.”
 Turovskaya insisted that pent-up emotions found an outlet in the image of the enemy. This thought parallels Dobrenko’s observation about screen adaptations of classical literature: “At the time of satire-phobia…the pre-revolutionary classics were the only bridgehead remaining for satire: one could pour all the bile onto…the past…Russia, the country of idiots and nobodies.”
Although it is difficult to ascertain, unless one rummages through filmmakers’ personal diaries that were, of course, subject to self-censorship, it seems plausible that the demonic Belikov in Annenskii’s The Man in a Case and the nightmarish aura of Sploshnov’s The Mask referred not to Russia’s past but to its present. After all, in The Mask, made in the footsteps of the Great Purges, the only sympathetic character was the merchant who owned the entire district, while the groveling intelligentsia was the enemy. 

Beating the System:

 S. Gerasimov’s Teacher (1939) as a “Scrambled” Stalinist Narrative.


Dobrenko’s discussion of Stalinist screen adaptation in terms of conflict between the official function and the pragmatics of classical texts may also be applied to some films dealing with contemporary life that drew on classical literature. I am referring here to the frequent instances of literary quotation in Stalinist cinema. If screen adaptation could not squeeze the classical authors into a prescribed framework, then, in theory, the contemporary context could serve as a stable interpretative frame within which classical literature could perform its assigned function. Yet as we turn to film practice, we may observe that even within the ideological constraints of contemporary narratives the classics often worked “beyond the function,” subverting, in fact, the narratives themselves. The structure of Gerasimov’s film The Teacher (1939), containing a lengthy quotation from Chekhov, suggests that in this case the rupture of the function was a matter of certain premeditation rather than directorial helplessness. 


The film has been undeservedly neglected in favor of the more typical production of Stalinist cinema. In her history of Soviet cinema, intended for American readers, veteran film critic Neya Zorkaya described The Teacher fleetingly as “an early version of ‘village prose’ where the sufficiently detailed depiction of everyday life was not yet linked with the actual conflicts of collective-farm life and the motives and denouements were simplified.”
 Zorkaya did not inform her foreign readers that at the time it was nearly impossible to represent any kind of contemporary conflict but that of the socialist “us” and the capitalist “them.” The following analysis of The Teacher focuses on its narrative structure aiming to prove that, to the contrary, the film did go beyond “the sufficiently detailed depiction of everyday life” and comment on Stalinist narrative itself rather than reproducing it. As for “the actual conflicts of the collective-farm life,” I will show that Gerasimov’s interest was not at all in them but rather, in the ethnographic representation of country life, and its essential rituals. The Chekhov quotation plays a particularly important role in this respect. In essence, if one were to formulate the implicit meaning of the film, one would posit that it reveals how very little really changed in the village during the twenty-two years since the revolution. In 1968, A. Mikhalkov-Konchalovsky would make a rather explicit film, foregrounding the very low level of ideological indoctrination of the Soviet peasant – The Story of Asia Kliachina, Who Loved but Never Married. Needless to say, the film would not see the light of day until Perestroika.


The film belongs in the “teacher film” subgroup of the cinematic trend geared toward representation of what Zorkaya termed as “everyday heroism” as opposed to the more privileged kind of heroism, impersonated by pilots or stakhanovites in such frequently analyzed films as Valerii Chkalov (1941) or The Radiant Path (1940). Given The Teacher’s subject matter, the instances of literary quotation were of particular significance. The evolution of the teacher film in Stalinist cinema may be traced to M. Donskoi’s Country Teacher (1947). In Gerasimov’s own oeuvre, The Teacher concluded his pre-war trilogy – an account of the first generation to mature after the revolution, a triptych that, in the words of Zorkaya, “opened up a distinct trend in Soviet cinema, a line to be followed for a half a century by Gerasimov himself.”
 The other two films included The Brave Seven (1936) and Komsomolsk (1938), reflecting concurrent expansion to the far north in the interests of defense politics. 


In the late 1960s, Gerasimov remembered The Teacher as an “audacious attempt” in the context of the late 1930s. Even though his two previous films focused on “everyday heroes,” the extreme (and therefore “typical”) circumstances of their settings and the added sabotage subplot in Komsomolsk demanded of the protagonists their very best (or typical) performances in the name of the country. Set on a reasonably felicitous collective farm, The Teacher lacked a distinctive fabula and villainous characters, failing to reflect the politics of the defense culture and conform to the norms of the newly emergent Hollywoodized action narrative. At the time, the plots of most films dealing with contemporary life revolved around various forms of sabotage inflicted by external or externally inspired internal enemies or natural disasters. Many non-comedic films on contemporary themes were set on the national border, at major factories in removed republics, in the Arctic, or in developing lands like the Amur region in Komsomolsk. These rough settings provided the perfect typical circumstances, bare bones but realistic enough environments, in contrast to the more complex ideo-scape of Moscow, which was assigned the function of the prize destination at the end. If a film were set on a collective farm, the farm would be quite disastrous at the beginning and improve greatly toward the end.
 The comedies, on the other hand, featured pastoral country settings and often revolved around a labor competition. This is why contemporaries were at a loss when they tried to determine the genre of The Teacher. V. Pudovkin categorized The Teacher as a “dialogue comedy” not finding any comedy in characters or situations proper. Today Russian internet video stores come closer to the truth when they list this film as a melodrama, a genre that could not be mentioned but actually proliferated in Stalinist cinema, revolving around the trope of the “Great Family,” which I describe below. 


Before plunging into analysis of the film itsel, it is important to consider the norm from which the film deviated. The review of this norm will be important to us in the following chapter, which explores the role of Chekhov’s legacy in the cinema’s gradual and difficult departure from it. The thematic plan detailing film production for the year 1939 listed The Teacher in the fourth (according to importance) category of “socialist building and friendship of the peoples
,” after the privileged historical, defense, and stakhanovite films. The summary of the screenplay reported the politically correct fabula: 

About the growth of Soviet people on everyday cultural work among the masses. At the base of the screenplay is the image of a young pedagogue, a communist, a demobilized commander of the Red Army, who returns to his collective farm (kolkhoz) and founds there a ten-year school. With love and faith in his mission, the hero nurtures wonderful young people and raises the level of culture in the entire kolkhoz. As a natural conclusion, the modest but enthusiastic teacher is chosen to be a Deputy in the Supreme Soviet.

 As outlined above, the fabula contains two fundamental components of Socialist Realist narrative: the growth and the kudos to the hero at the end. “The growth” refers to the progression of the characters from “spontaneity” to “consciousness.” In her influential study of the Socialist Realist novel, K. Clark identified the Socialist Realist “master plot” (or fabula in the framework of this study) as “a parable of the triumph of ‘consciousness’ over ‘spontaneity’.”
 This dichotomy underscored pre-Socialist Realist art since before the revolution, starting with Mother – the prototypical Socialist Realist novel by Gorky. “Spontaneity” referred to a number of phenomena, from forces of nature to technological breakdowns. As a character trait, “spontaneity” could be manifested in recalcitrance at work, human passions, petty-bourgeois tendencies, and other such vices. In general, “spontaneity” applied to “all willful things that threatened the common good (the interests of the state).”
 The reward at the end crowned successful completion of some task in the public sphere, often important not in and of itself but as an action or event illustrating the hero’s progression toward “consciousness.” In the ending, the present and the future (“what is” and “what ought to be”) had to come together. Most Stalinist films of the 1930s and 40s progressed from the fairly realistic beginnings to the utterly phantasmagoric endings. 


The prototypical Stalinist plot, as Clark understands it, advanced as a rite of passage, revolving around the maturation of the hero (the symbolic “son”) to “social consciousness” under the guidance of the mentor (the symbolic “father”). This brings us to another important normative consideration for analysis of The Teacher, which actually revolves to significant degree around the protagonist’s nuclear family, bypassed in the official summary: namely, the Stalinist myth of the “Great Family,” analyzed by Clark as governing the character structure of Socialist Realist narrative, fully implemented by the late 1930s. This myth was integral to the objectives of Stalin’s defense culture, obsessed with the “enemies.” As Clark put it,  

Like Germany and several other countries in this period, the Soviets focused on the primordial attachments of kinship and projected them as the dominant symbol for social allegiance. Soviet society’s leaders became “fathers” (with Stalin as the patriarch); the national heroes, model “sons”; the state, a “family” or “tribe.” The new root metaphor for society provided the state with a single set of symbols for enhancing its increasingly hierarchical structure by endowing it with spurious organicity.

During the First Five-Year Plan, the government continued to foster the egalitarian myth of the 1920s, cultivating the image of the state as a machine, constituted of equally important elements. Above all, the image of many “little men” toiling away failed to capture the imaginations. In addition, the fraternalist narrative tended to emphasize parts over the whole and underemphasize the role of the party. David Brandenberger provides examples that in the late 1920s people were asking at public rallies, “Why can’t we have Soviet power without the party?”
 The “Great Family” myth that replaced the machine as the dominant cultural symbol of society was pivoted on a vertical axis, with the party leaders at the top, the symbolic heroes in the middle and the “people” at the bottom. The spontaneity/consciousness dichotomy, inherited from the 1920s, shifted inside the heroic “father”/”son” binary. The enemies were no longer subject to re-education. The movement toward the “no-conflict” narrative of the post-war era began. Clark stipulates that the “sons” were not the successors to the “fathers.” The former played no significant role in the political sphere but were meant to forge the society of the extraordinary and serve as models to emulate. At the First Congress of the Soviet Writers and at the ensuing All-State Conference of the Workers of Soviet Cinema in January of 1935, extraordinary heroes were asserted precisely as the “typical” heroes-representatives of Soviet reality. QUOTES. Of course, as Clark explains, the personal feats of heroism were the most readily available sources of inspiration and national pride. The “fathers,” on the other hand, were there to harness the power of the heroes, point it in an appropriate direction and lavish various signs of approval, such as, for example, gracing them with a visit to the Kremlin.  


The status of the “son” did not in any way guarantee the progress to the rank of the “father” proper. In the mid-1930s, the government sponsored a biographical series entitled “Lives of Remarkable People,” providing the base for creation of the fictional heroes. Of course, the biographies were largely fabricated and followed two patterns: the life of the “father” (political leader) and the life of the “son” (exceptional representative of the people). While there was considerable overlap between the two kinds of biographies, as a rule, the “sons” were allowed more “spontaneity” in their behavior, while the “fathers” were “conscious” in their childhood as well as adulthood. Clark linked these, as she did Socialist Realist narrative at large, to the sacred and medieval texts, differentiating Stalinist narrative from the XIX century liberal-democratic tradition of Russian belle-lettres. Clark observed, for example, that the protagonists of M. Gorky’s proto-Stalinist novel Mother, differed from their XIX century predecessors
 in that they did not “make themselves,” but, rather, were “inspired by others to assume their likeness; their development is not, strictly speaking, one of character, for their inner selves play no significant role in it.”
 Hence is the depersonalized depiction of these heroes, “reminiscent of the way the saint or ideal prince was depicted in medieval texts.”
 


The “father”/”son” binary that constituted the “Great Family” trope was isomorphic in nature. As A. Prokhorov noted, “the son of one family can function as a paternal figure in another, less conscious family.”
 In other words, the functions (in the Proppian sense), which Clark applied to Stalinist narrative, were not firmly attached to the stock characters. It was the general hierarchical order that had to remain constant. A number of films of the 1930s and 40s lacked the figure of the mentor in the proper sense of the word. However, the guiding light of the party was always there. In the absence of a human representative, the party’s fatherhood was manifest in a special “aura.” In cinema, it vividly translated into the hierarchical arrangement of the mise-en-scene. For example, in Gerasimov’s The Brave Seven, the second floor in the cabin, inhabited by the protagonists, contains the radio station, providing a lifeline with Moscow. The voice from above tempers the “spontaneity” of the youthful bunch, mediated by the radio operator. At various points in the film, the operator descends from upstairs, asking everyone to keep it down. Symptomatically, the personages mostly remain on the ground floor. When the voice from Moscow comes through, all action stops: the characters line up by the staircase and listen attentively. The degree of attentiveness marks their degree of “consciousness.” The less “conscious” characters are unable to entirely divert from their chores or personal thoughts and give the voice their undivided attention.
 Significantly, Stalin’s portrait hangs on the wall above the staircase leading upstairs. It features more prominently toward the end of the film. In one long static take at the beginning, it is rather carelessly obstructed by the railings. 

INSERT A STILL

On the other hand, the portraits of Lenin, of which there are several, occupy more intimate spaces. One hangs in the living/dining room, another is hand-drawn and frameless, pinned above the desk of the radio operator, in the same way portraits of Hemingway would grace personal spaces in the films of the 1950s and 60s. Such frivolities with the leaders’ portraits will not occur in later films, including The Teacher. 

INSERT STILL


It is also important to add in connection to the above observation that, in the social mythology of the Stalinist era, the nuclear family (or at least it male constituency) or the extended family of the people at the bottom did not replicate the Great Family, but functioned as its helpmate and was structured horizontally. Fraternalist ethos survived at the lower level and even at the level of the symbolic heroes, who were essentially interchangeable. Newspapers cited cases where a border guard – one of several occupation groups singled out as model “sons” – was killed and his actual brother replaced him.
 In the late 1930s, a number of screenplays and films built on this motif, including a peculiar variation for the children in The Rider from Kabarda (1939), in which a little boy raises a horse for his border-guard brother to replace his horse that was killed in battle with the Japanese. 


 A number of studies of Soviet film have productively applied Clark’s model to cinema, showing how it gradually disintegrated in the 1950s and 60s. However, when it comes to Stalinist cinema, the approach has been rather undifferentiated, with exceptions taken to some banned films like Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible. As a result, the same, most easily classifiable films travel from study to study and films like The Teacher do not make it into the scholarly canon. The fate of Gerasimov’s Teacher was remarkably happy, its script acknowledged among the best by the Cinematography Committee, Stalin prize of second degree awarded upon its release. All this occurred in spite of some serious apprehensions of the Leningrad Studio director N. Lotyshev, who told Gerasimov that his film had “no form and no content” and that “this entire village story was shot out of the window of a peasant’s hut.” Lotyshev grasped precisely the gist of the problem with the expansive siuzhet, which simply drowned the formulaic fabula.

The fabula of The Teacher, as outlined in the thematic plan of the Cinematography Committee, conforms to the production plot – the most widespread and precise realization of the “master plot.” Clark outlined six broad sections of this plot,
 attaching to them specific functions, stipulating, however, that unlike in Propp’s morphology of the fairy tale, the order of the functions was flexible in Socialist Realist narrative. I will briefly analyze the aforementioned film by Gerasimov, The Brave Seven (1936), which, unlike The Teacher, follows the basic “master plot” or fabula. The Brave Seven will help to partially contextualize The Teacher within Gerasimov’s oeuvre and Stalinist “master plot.”  

1. Prologue: arriving in the microcosm.

The characters – professionals and members of the Komsomol – arrive to spend the winter in the small bay “Joyous” (Bukhta Radostnaia) on an arctic island. The prologue includes another important function, not mentioned by Clark: namely, a peculiar claim to verisimilitude with a touch of epical dimension, frequent in the 1930s films. The film begins with a long inter-title, announcing that a member of the Komsomol, Il’ia Letnikov, initiated through official public channels the entire venture of spending the winter at a remote arctic island. A special committee was formed to choose, undoubtedly, the most “conscious” ones. The inter-title announces the year as unspecifiedly “193..,” pointing to the “typicalness” of the event and also rendering it epic. 

2.
Setting up the Task (may include the following functions): the hero sees a 
problem in the microcosm; the hero concocts a scheme for righting the wrong that 
coincides with the desires of the local people; local bureaucrats announce the plan 
utopian; the hero mobilizes the people.  

Because this is an adventure and not a production plot, there is insignificant variation. The explorers calculate ten days of good weather and plan the expedition to find deposits of tin: they intend to travel partway by an electric sled and ski the rest. They go for a ski run to test their physical preparedness. They also send a detailed report to Moscow, promising to fulfill the mission to set for them by the party and the heroic Komsomol. This section overlaps with the next one.  

3. Transition: work on the project begins; work is hampered by a series of snags, prosaic (problems with supplies, worker apathy or petty bureaucrats) or dramatic (natural disasters, enemy ploys. 

Transition entails two complications of the mixed prosaic/dramatic nature. First, the least “conscious” character – mechanic Sasha – brakes the electric sled by riding it for fun (“spontaneously”), which slows down the expedition. Second, the indigenous people come to ask for medical help for one of their most “conscious” members – the chairman of the local Komsomol cell. This takes the doctor and the pilot out of the expedition, which now consists only of two people, the leader of the entire project Il’ia Letnikov and meteorologist Osia Gorfunkel. The indigenous subplot also performs the function of “mobilization of the people” in its “friendship of the peoples” modification. In other words, the heroes gain a local audience and support, while also asserting their superiority over another ethnic group. 

4. 
Climax (fulfillment of the task is threatened): task seems unfulfillable; 
dramatic/heroic type of obstacle involves an actual, symbolic, or near death; the 
hero has a moment of self-doubt. 

After finding the tin deposits, the expedition is caught in a storm. The extreme weather and loss of the dogs and the skis threaten the lives of Il’ia and Osia. The latter succumbs to self-doubt. Because the film is essentially a natural disaster story, the climactic segment incorporates Clark’s segment number five: 

5. Incorporation (Initiation): the hero talks to the mentor, and this gives him the strength to carry on. 

Under the influence of Il’ia, Osia overcomes his weakness and regains the will to live. In addition to their social standing in the militarily structured venture, the characters’ ethnicity determines their right to mentorship. Of course, the Russian geologist serves as mentor to the Jewish meteorologist. The storm and the disappearance of the geological party provide other characters with an opportunity to display their “consciousness” in action. The weaker ones evince despair, while the strong ones remain persistent and confident. The characters mentor one another. 

6. Finale (or celebration of Incorporation): completion of task; ceremony of celebration to mark the task’s completion; resolution of the love plot; the hero transcends his selfish impulses and acquires an extrapersonal identity; a funeral is held for the tragic victim (usually involves a speech); reshuffling of personnel in the microcosm; the theme of regeneration and of the glorious time that awaits the future generations is introduced as a thematic counterpoint to sacrifice and death. 

Most of the above functions are contained in the finale of The Brave Seven, if somewhat modified. Osia dies of exhaustion, bequeathing the entire venture an air of added significance. Gerasimov slows down the action and restricts narration. Letnikov sits in the foreground of the shot, with his back to the door, leading to Osia’s room. As Letnikov dictates his report to Moscow, one by one the characters emerge and take places around their leader, still oblivious to the tragedy. When Letnikov reports that meteorologist Gorfunkel displayed utmost bravery in the most difficult conditions, the youngest character begins to cry. Letnikov finishes his report to Moscow in the most unofficial manner, referring to Gorfunkel by his first name: “Tell them that Osia died.” This masterfully executed scene makes up for the usual funeral with a speech and also, by virtue of the report’s intimacy, bridges the gap with Moscow. Letnikov gets the prize woman – the doctor of the party, played by Tamara Makarova. Although she had also expressed interest in the aviator, in the end she prefers the hero of the day. The theme of regeneration is manifest in the coming of the spring and the close-up of a rare arctic flower amidst the babbling brooks. The personnel reshuffling also takes place, as the explorers are reassigned by the government to different tasks and the new ship docks in the harbor bringing fresh people. Gerasimov also does not “punish” in any way the least “conscious” character or focus on him to any extent. 


The film’s reliance on image and close-up to convey characters’ thoughts and emotions as well as the absence of accented dialogue earned it a reputation of a lyrical film. The critics spoke of the reserved calmness of the style. A. Macheret wrote of the “lyricism of the collective” in his review, aptly entitled “Expressive Simplicity.”
 At the same time, Pravda noted the “typicalness” of the situation and the characters: “Behind the work of this small group one can see the grandiose struggle to develop the Arctic  region.”
 Filmmaker S. Iutkevich wrote of the party-mindedness of the film and characters “who are not the characters of Jack London, but the real Bolsheviks.”


The mention of Jack London by Iutkevich was not accidental. At the time, the biggest concern of the party in regard to cinema was to enforce great coherence and simplicity on cinematic narrative, which was lacking in Soviet film as it was still transitioning from the avant-garde 20s. In film circles, as in literature, the arguments also revolved around the issue of combining realism with romanticism. The requirement of romanticism may be understood not only as passing the “what ought to be” for “what is,” but also in terms of action (ostrosiuzhetnost’). Throughout the 1930s, at the film screenings in the Kremlin, Stalin reiterated the importance of siuzhet, understanding it unequivocally as action. He and other high-ranking officials constantly complained of drawn-out episodes. Even at the screening of The Brave Seven, K. Voroshilov expressed concern about the drawn-out exposition, where nothing happens, asking B. Shumiatskii whether “the film will unfold primarily around the everyday life at the polar station.”
 Other officials noted the drawn-out denouement and the excessive rationality of the characters, who they wished to see more “spontaneous” and enthusiastic. At the screening of Dovzhenko’s Aerograd, Stalin suggested that if the film had a tighter siuzhet, it would have made a “world-class action movie” (literally mirovoi boevik).
 Thus ideology met Hollywood. 


The above description of the fabula (and some detailing of the siuzhet) of The Brave Seven makes evident the tendency of Socialist Realism toward Hollywoodization.
 The only tangible differences were in the ideological framework: in the Soviet films, action had to be justified by the constancy of focus on the heroes’ progress toward “consciousness” and the ever-presence of the party. Otherwise, The Brave Seven is structured as a clear-cut action, or more specifically disaster plot, particularly in the climactic section, when Gerasimov masterfully cuts between the search party and the missing party, providing multiple deadlines and navigating through changes in knowledge. At one point, the tension skyrockets as the missing party sees the sled but is unable to attract the search party’s attention. 


 In the 1930s and 40s the Soviet guides to filmmaking focused very little on what D. Bordwell calls “the material stylistic” and very much on the dramaturgical principles of narration.
 The instruction stopped pretty much at the level of the script. Remarkably, well into the early 1940s, American cinema served as the principle paradigm of flawless fabula-driven siuzhet. In 1940, B. and F. Kravchenko, writing for Literary Apprenticeship, cited not only Charlie Chaplin’s “City Lights” but also the ideologically questionable It Happened One Night (1934) by Frank Capra. If Chaplin’s film revolves around the suffering of the poor folk, Capra’s film follows adventures of a spoiled heiress. The authors asked the burgeoning filmmakers to “ignore the content and the ideological orientation of the film” and focus instead on the dramatic action governing character relationships: “Dramatis personae must unfold
 (raskryvat’sia) with utmost clarity in direct collisions [with one another].” While the Kravchenkos limited themselves to a few references of domestic films, they provided detailed narrative breakdowns of the American ones. The authors noted that while Soviet filmmakers were inimitable masters of episode, they still needed to learn to string episodes together [as the Americans did]. As examples of episodic narration, they cited A. Dovzhenko’s Shchors (1939), The Volochaev Days (1937) by the Vasiliev brothers, and even the very popular G. Kozintsev and L. Trauberg’s The Trilogy of Maksim (1935-1939). As we will see, the “malaise” of episodic narration would be remedied in the post-war period, marked by the struggle with “cosmopolitan” tendencies. Defense culture of the 1930s did not usher in complete rejection of everything Western, which was true of the post-war politics. 


The most essential feature of classical Hollywood narration is the subordination of the siuzhet to the fabula. As David Bordwell put it:  

In classical fabula construction, causality is the prime unifying principle. Analogies between characters, setting, and situations are certainly present, but at the denotative level any parallelism is subordinated to the movement of cause and effect. Spatial configurations are motivated by realism (a newspaper office must contain desks and typewriters) and, chiefly, by compositional necessity (the desk and typewriter will be used to write causally significant news. ”
 

Stalinist censorship sought a similar economy of means to convey appropriate messages clearly. Most objections to films and screenplays had to do with ruptures in causality, particularly when it came to character interaction. We have already seen that Gerasimov was perfectly capable of making a strong fabula-driven film. We have also seen that within the episode he relied precisely on the “material stylistic,” such as, for example, a clever use of mise-en-scene, camera position and shot duration, to foreground Lenin
 in a certain humanistic way and underplay Stalin. Gerasimov’s preferential treatment of Lenin is evident in his other films, including The Teacher. To sum up, even though in The Brave Seven Gerasimov told an action-packed fabula, the siuzhet unfolded slowly, with attention to detail. 


In contrast to the fabula-driven Brave Seven, The Teacher is episodic, relying more on what Bordwell calls “parallelism” or “analogies.” The film displays a creative (if not critical) engagement with the official formulas rather than their illustration. As we will see, the most interesting analogies group around a lengthy quotation from Chekhov. To begin, let us briefly recapitulate the plot or, rather, the fabula in more detail than was done in the thematic plan. A man in his thirties, Stepan Lautin, returns to his collectivized village to set up an adequate school. The backbone of the film is the achievement plot revolving around the building of the new school that would accommodate the needs of secondary education for both children and adults. In the process, Stepan works to raise the general awareness of the importance of learning. Stepan’s father, an old Bolshevik and the chairperson of the village, looks down on his son’s modest career goals, the proof for him of Stepan’s inability to get ahead in the capital. The father-son storyline functions to slow down the completion of the task. In other words, the father functions as the bureaucrat who stands in the way of the task’s completion. The film also contains a prominent love storyline. Grunia, the best friend of Stepan’s sister, falls in love with him at the welcome home party. On the surface, the relationship ties into the main fabula of building the school and raising everybody’s “consciousness,” because Grunia, who begins to attend school, wins Stepan’s love at the final examination with her impassioned Engelsian account of the peasant war in medieval Germany. 


A number of narrative features make The Teacher an imperfect Stalinist film. Among these are the assignment of the functions to unlikely characters, the “abstractly human” rather than “party-minded” motivation driving the characters, the highly elliptical narration that conceals the most important (for Stalinist fabula) events behind the scenes, and suggestive parallelism between episodes that produces meanings not accounted for in the fabula. Last but not least, the film’s style is very uncharacteristic of Stalinist cinema, especially when it comes to shot duration and particular use of deep focus cinematograpy and depth of field.  


The quote from Chekhov occupies a prominent position in the central task-oriented plotline of educating the people and building the school. Stepan embarks on his teaching career with a staple of Soviet school program – Chekhov’s short story Van’ka. Retrospectively, Thaw critics noted the unusual duration of the scene that plays out in real time and takes up nearly ten minutes: the teacher reads the story in its entirety. At the end of the scene, there is at least thirty seconds of “dead time” that would usually end up on the cutting-room floor. Without any outward motivation, Stepan walks from his desk to the opposite end of the classroom and lingers there with his back to the children. A number of other scenes end in the same manner. In 1954, young film scholar S. Freilikh described Gerasimov’s “form of siuzhet’s development” as Chekhovian, noting that it is difficult to retell his films for the same reasons it is difficult to retell Chekhov’s dramas. In 1966, Viktor Demin presented a more specific argument, when he referred to The Teacher in particular as a non-fabulaic narrative, the theory of which in Demin’s book Film without Intrigue is pivoted on Chekhov’s poetics. Demin spoke precisely of the propensity of the episodes in such narratives toward self-containment. Stepan’s walk through the classroom provided a dénouement for the emotionally charged scene. 


Chekhov’s Van’ka belongs among the popular works of Chekhov, promoted by the government, yet, as all Chekhov it contains a degree of ambiguity, glossed over in sociological readings. Van’ka Zhukov, a little peasant boy sent off to the city to learn shoemaking trade, is writing a letter to his grandfather in which he describes all the hardships of his existence – inadequate diet, physical abuse, overwhelming domestic duties, and, above all, boredom. Van’ka implores his grandfather to come and take him away. Implicit in the letter is the fact that life with grandfather will only be the better of two evils. The story ends with a sadly humorous touch when Van’ka addresses the letter “to grandfather in the village.” In 1960, Ilya Erenburg remarked on the peculiar similarity of all Chekhov heroes, be they peasants or professors. In this miniature account of thirty minutes in a child’s life, Chekhov addresses the same themes of circular existence and existential dead-end running through his entire oeuvre. The signpost for the reader is the child’s complaint of boredom among the purely empirical grievances. At the same time, the story possesses enormous sentimental appeal and contains an open critique of child labor.  


 In keeping with the official demand, Stepan presents the story as a historical document, making sure everybody understands that Van’ka’s letter led straight to the revolution. He informs the children that the letter reached a better addressee than the grandfather – Lenin – who chased away all the owners and cleared the “whole wide world for the kids like you.” Stepan blurs the boundary between reality and fiction even further as he expands Van’ka’s story into post-revolutionary life, telling the children that he personally knows the hero, who grew up and became a great man. In its immediate context, Chekhov’s Van’ka functions as a legitimate documentary account of unbearable past to be juxtaposed with the brilliant future – opportunities awaiting the children. The scene leaves one wondering about the present. Gerasimov includes a number of reaction shots of the peasant children who appear not as fresh-faced youngsters, typical in Soviet cinema, but pathetic waifs. 

INSERT A STILL

In the middle of the reading, an overgrown orphan Petia joins the class. He comments on the story all too viscerally, with tears in his voice: “His letter didn’t get anywhere, he wrote the address incorrectly.”


Most immediately, Chekhov’s story ties into the subplots of the supporting characters whose progression toward “consciousness” is meant to illustrate Stepan’s achievements in educating the masses. Yet the film’s unspecified generic structure – between a comedy and a drama – prevents dramatic progress. As did the comedies, the film presents a rather bucolic portrait of country life, with the dancing and the singing,
 while the literary quote works against the positive image amplifying certain problems that should have been eradicated by 1939. Chekhov’s story functions as a meta-narrative to the fates of two secondary characters Petia and Stesha, whose lives echo the fate of Chekhov’s Van’ka. With Stepan’s help, Petia, the orphan mentioned above, begins to write poetry.  


Petia’s poem drives Stepan’s father, the chairman of the village, to re-examine his views on the value of education. The poem’s reading and discussion take up an entire scene. Echoing Van’ka, the poem presents a naive first-person account of an orphan’s life. The first stanzas initiate the reader into the joyful landscape and pleasant life in the Soviet kolkhoz. The rest of the poem, however, addresses the lyrical hero’s existence on the margins of collective happiness. In the poem, Petia recounts the physical and verbal abuse that drive him to the river, where he sits for hours watching fish off the raft, calling his dead mother to come and rescue him. The landscape is vaguely suggestive of suicidal tendencies and certain Chekhovian motifs.
 The chairman’s visceral reaction to the poem echoes the children’s reception of Chekhov’s story. 


Moved by the poem, the chairman offers to throw some money the boy’s way, the implication being that Petia had been neglected by the collective. His shabby clothing, disheveled appearance and endless loitering make one wonder whether he is homeless. Gerasimov uses humor to dispel the seriousness of the matter. Primitive delivery and interpretation of the primitive poem, along with an equally primitive reaction of Stepan’s mother and aunt, result in a funny scene. At the end, however, the humor evaporates as Stepan rejects his father’s attempts at reconciliation, telling him to get involved in the building of the school, rather than distributing individual handouts. In and of itself, this response is very “Chekhovian:” Chekhov was especially active in raising money for country schools and opposed to charity that simply amounted to a handout. Among others, this episode exemplifies a realistic tension between the father and the son rather than a Socialist Realist relationship postulating filial obedience. It also establishes Stepan’s father as the unlikely (for who he is) obstacle-producing bureaucrat – a stock character, satirized in comedies. 


Another “Van’ka” is Stesha, presumably Stepan’s aunt, who lives in his father’s house. The family obviously treats her as an inferior. Unmarried and childless, she does not work in the kolkhoz, instead serving as house help for the chairman’s family. Her marginality is depicted poignantly in a number of scenes. When Stepan opens his suitcase with presents for the family, Stesha, aware of her boundaries, steps into the kitchen. That he brought Stesha a shawl for a present surprises everyone. Later that day at the welcome home party, Stepan invites Stesha to dance. Extremely uncomfortable, she runs off. Her reaction saddens Stepan, who, having lived in the city for over a decade has become unaccustomed to patriarchal country traditions. He tells his mother that he distinctly remembers Stesha dancing when he used to live at home. Mother explains Stesha’s refusal as a natural consequence of “our women’s blooming time” – a comment, quite unusual for the Stalinist culture of defying biological aging and masking gender inequality. Especially striking is the silent scene, when during the party, Grunia, the woman who falls in love with Stepan, steps outside to get some air and let out her emotions for Stepan. Gerasimov constructs a deep mise-en-scene separating the people, according to their moods and social-human potential. While the happy Grunia is in the foreground hugging a pole, in the middle ground, we see Stesha, fussing about in the kitchen, unlikely to ever experience the same kind of feelings, and in the background, the merriment continues. 


As in a good socialist realist plot, the two “orphans” end up better off after Stepan’s intervention in their fate, although they do not end up in the Kremlin. By the end of the film, Petia becomes the secretary of the new school and Stesha a student.
 
However, the villagers’ overall aloofness toward their fate and the lack of confrontation when Stepan begins to affect changes in their lives dedramatizes their progress toward “consciousness,” transforming it into a non-event. Particularly eloquent is Stepan’s conversation with his sister, who he asks to take Stesha out of the house and give something to do besides carrying pigswill. The sister, a Stakhanovite brigadier of milkmaids (who we never see working), reacts with great indifference, shrugging her shoulders and asking if she may be excused to go to her choir practice. In the end, she purports no particular enthusiasm when carrying out her task of re-introducing Stesha into the public sphere.  


In the 1930s, films with rural themes had as their goal the positive representation of collectivized labor.
 In The Teacher, we hardly see anyone working. While it is constantly reiterated that the kolkhoz is quite advanced, all we see is peasants either loitering about or celebrating religious holidays at the most inopportune time, such as when a school needs to be built or the crops harvested. Although Stepan succeeds in persuading his sister to mobilize the younger people to work during the religious holiday, all we see is their walk through the crowd, not causing any antagonism between the “spontaneous” villagers and the “conscious” Komsomol. The villagers look on with interest at the singing girls, cracking good-natured jokes. In fact, Gerasimov audio-visually incorporates the “conscious” procession within the “spontaneous” celebration that smoothly segues into a rally for the building of the new school. 

INSERT STILL

In the end, however, another “dead-time” shot follows the speeches. Stepan and his father stand on the hill looking at the procession of mobilized people. The chosen viewpoint does not allow us to see how many villagers joined in. The slow rhythm of the scene also proceeds contrary to its content. The shots of the rally are extremely deep, encompassing large numbers of people who do not appear to be an organized group. In fact, while the people in the foreground – the Komsomol members mostly – applaud the speakers, the people in the background stand still looking on. 

INSERT STILL

Another eloquent moment is the omission of the ground-breaking ceremony for the new school. The event is built up in the dialogue and we see everyone hurrying to the site. Stepan, who had initiated the project has to open the festivities with a speech. Instead, he lets his personal life get in the way. After an argument with Grunia he staggers off to the side, away from the gathering. The scene simply ends there, separated from the next one by a significant lapse in time. 


As we have seen, Stalinist culture, attached great importance to the causality of influence (the father-son model described above). Gerasimov creates no back-story for his protagonist. The plot begins in medias-res – Stepan arrives in the village to everyone’s utter surprise. Gerasimov hints that Stepan had been in the military by briefly showing us his portrait in uniform at his parents’ house. At the time when the country was actively preparing for war, Gerasimov does not elaborate on Stepan’s decision to leave the army. Stepan’s confrontation with his father, who would rather see his son in a more masculine and socially prestigious career-track like the neighbor’s son Kostia the aviator, renders his choice personal. Of course, at the end, when fabula comes to the surface, Kostia descends on his white airplane to announce that his military division had nominated Stepan to be a Deputy in the Supreme Soviet, bestowing party’s approval on Stepan’s task. Yet, Stepan’s father, finally beside himself with pride, delivers a rather ambiguous speech in which he credits the “soviet power” (“‘sovetska’ vlast’”) with the accomplishments of his children. In the late 1950s, dissident author Andrei Siniavskii would expound rather insightfully on the semantic of the “Soviet power” as opposed to the “Soviet state” or the party. As Thaw art-makers saw it, the “Soviet power” referred to the 1910s and 20s, to Lenin and the revolution – all jeopardized by Stalin’s government. Apparently, such views did not generate in the 1950s. Symptomatically, Gerasimov emphasizes Lenin and the revolution over contemporary leadership. Stepan’s father, an old Bolshevik, collects records with Civil War songs. A large portrait of Lenin hangs in his living room as if it were an icon. To the contrary, images of Stalin belong in public spaces. In the new school, a large Stalin statue is the focal point of the main auditorium. In one of the later scenes, a small black bust of Stalin appears on Stepan’s desk at his parents’ house, absent in previous scenes where camera dwells on the desk. More noticeable and constant, however, is the portrait of Pushkin on the wall. 


Perhaps the most crucial deviation from the norm is the relegation of the function of delaying the task onto the most unlikely characters: Stepan’s father and the district party chief Remizov. Always composed and organized, the latter appears at some critical moments to support Stepan in his endeavors. However, his efforts to reconcile Stepan and his father do not produce visible results. He is also not in any hurry to provide funding for the school, preoccupied with more pressing matters of harvest rather than the education of the peasants. In addition, Remizov is a rather poor fit for the role of an older mentor because he is the same age as Stepan, which puts them on par. Younger mentors remained behind in such films as the Vasiliev brothers’ Chapaev (1934) – the prototypical Socialist Realist film.
 Moreover, it is hinted that Remizov is romantically involved with Stepan’s younger sister. More suggested than enacted, this involvement still gives Aleksandr a notable human edge supplying another reason for his frequent visits to the chairperson’s house. Arguably, he is the only mentor figure in Stalinist cinema with a personal life.
  


Boldly, Gerasimov devoted much of the film to a dangerously human generational relationship, antagonistic and invested with considerable psychological complexity. Stepan’s father Ivan Lautin is an old Bolshevik decorated with an important medal, a Party member and the chairperson of the village. Despite his high position, the father functions as a petty bureaucrat would in any other Stalinist film, preventing his son from completing the task. He is a constant butt of jokes, prone to “spontaneous” behavior in the most inappropriate situations. His motivation is dangerously human. Having lost three sons in the Civil War, he cannot conceal disappointment with his only living one. Up until the end, Gerasimov shies away from straightforward conflict resolution between the two. The relationship between the father and the son constantly fluctuates between affection and antagonism.



Finally yet importantly, the love subplot is unusually prominent in the film, mostly interfering with the completion of the task. Usually in Stalinist film, love performed an auxiliary function as part of the larger task-oriented “master plot:” the less “conscious” female or male lead performed an extraordinary labor or intellectual deed and in the act of the performance enticed the object of her or his desire. While such a scene does take place at the end of the film, the development of the plot in relationship to the task-oriented plot is problematic. As already mentioned above, Stepan and Grunia have an argument on the night when he is to speak at the ground-breaking ceremony to launch the construction of the new school. The argument consumes the entire episode, followed by a significant lapse in time. Another similar incident occurs just before Stepan has to leave for a question and answer session, where he plans to raise everyone’s awareness of the importance of learning. He tells Grunia and his sister that it is time for them to go, while he is going to be a bit late because he wants to read a letter from his mysterious Moscow girlfriend before going to the meeting he himself had called. Stepan’s zealous preoccupation with personal affairs is difficult to overlook. 


Perhaps the most productive way to analyze the love plotline of The Teacher is to look at the function of another classical text quoted in the film. Like Chekhov’s Van’ka that works beyond its assigned function in the central plot, F. Engels’ Peasant War in Germany acquires an additional (besides ideological) function in the love subplot. Oksana Bulgakowa simplified matters when she remarked that Grunia “had started reading Engels in order to improve her mind.” Grunia borrows the book under the most personal and comedic circumstances. Stepan catches Grunia and his sister rummaging through his desk in search of the photograph of his Moscow girlfriend. As Stepan enters the room, Grunia grabs the first thing – Engels’ book – off his desk as pretext for coming over. At the end of the film, Grunia sits a history exam and is asked about the peasant war in Germany. With her naïve if erudite account, she finally wins Stepan’s heart. Up to that moment, their relationship had been fraught with complications, the central one being a pure physical attraction between the two, resulting in a rare erotic scene in Stalinist cinema. On a hot summer day, Stepan decides to go for a swim only to run into Grunia, who had been skinny-dipping. Stepan takes his time looking at Grunia, half-hidden behind the tree, before he lets her dress. While she is dressing, he fondles her scarf and when she tries to take it away, pulls her down onto the fallen tree, consummating his desire with a passionate kiss.
 Although the lovers are extremely shy of one another, their body language is hardly infantilized or militarized, as in most Stalinist films.
 The kiss is mutual. If usually a woman either slaps the man, tells him off crassly or runs away after a kiss, here Grunia tells Stepan that he makes her feel weak in the knees. At the end of the scene, the lovers walk off together, his hand around her shoulders. The scene is very lyrical. Gerasimov prolongs the kiss by inserting a deep shot of the landscape. When he cuts back to the lovers, they are still kissing. The use of the scarf in the context of Stalinist cinema is as striking as the woman’s glove on the hand of Brando in On the Waterfront.  

INSERT STILLS

The next day, rather desperate and confused, Stepan proposes to Grunia, who refuses to marry him because she feels he is not really in love with her. Desperately in love, she decides to enroll in school just “to show him” what she is worth – a “spontaneous” rather than “conscious” decision. Even in a comedy, G. Aleksandrov’s The Radiant Path (1940), when a simple girl becomes a Stakhanovite to impress a man, her decision is mediated by an older female mentor, a party member who holds an important administrative post at the factory. At the stage of the screenplay, The Radiant Path was titled Cinderella. The film followed the classical fabula, assigning the older mentor the function of the fairy godmother. 


Throughout the film, Stepan does not so much instruct as inspire people to learn. It is difficult to speak of him as a mentor to the people because most of the time, he displays a lack of expertise when confronted with metaphysical or specific scholarly queries. He is unable to explain to the old herder “how everything came to be” if there is no God. He is also unable to explain to Petia the amphibrach. Stepan learns along with the people, becoming involved in their lives gradually rather than radically – another notable deviation from Stalinist master-plot, favoring flash influence. As we have seen, Stepan is also self-driven. 


Perhaps the best indicator of the film’s deviation from the norm is the critical reception of the film at the time of its release that differed considerably from the summary of the screenplay, as provided in the thematic plan. If the plan emphasized the building of the school and the education of the people, the reviews focused on the love affair: 

The most significant conflict that may be found in Gerasimov’s film is the moral conflict that surfaces in the relationship of Stepan and Grunia. Grunia loves Stepan with that deep and constant passion that is not afraid of any obstacles. However, unsure that her love is requited, Grunia avoids Stepan. This conflict displays Grunia’s moral growth. The image of Grunia is vivid proof of the growth of our kolkhoz youth.

The critics did not quite know what to do with the film’s central character. As opposed to Grunia, they noted the lack of action and expression (zhivost’) in Boris Chirkov’s acting: “it is difficult to enact this role because the hero lacks the necessary development, movement. In the film, this entire image owes exclusively to the artistic charisma of B. Chirkov.”
 In the late 1930s, Gerasimov planned to make an entire film about Chekhov. In a nutshell, he described the idea of the film as follows: “I dream to show in this film how modesty (skromnost’) combines with talent and how it affects human life.”
 It is possible to conclude that the decision to insert a lengthy quotation from Chekhov into the film about a modest hero as well as departure from fabula-driven narrative were programmatic at the time when the titanic hero was on the rise.  

The Big Freeze


In the 1930s, the critics remarked on the lack of coherence in The Teacher’s narrative, while in the 1950s and 60s, the scholars described the film as having the most sophisticated – Chekhovian – narrative of all Gerasimov’s films, made in the 1930s.
 As we will see, post-Stalinist critics formulated the encompassing concept of Chekhovian in reaction to the last seven years of Stalinist cinema, known as the period of cine-anemia (malokartin’e). I. Vaisfeld who taught film theory at the All-State Institute of Cinematography throughout the most inopportune years described the devolution of Stalinist cinema in terms of the growing gap between the audience and the heroes: 

Chapaev was a legendary figure. He was a fairy tale personage. But he was ‘within the reach’ for the simple mortal. He was imitated. Children played Chapaev. It was impossible to play the heroes of the historical films of the late 1940s: the correlation between the viewers and the personages changed. The hero was out of reach. He lived in a different layer of atmosphere than the viewers.
 

The film clips below illustrate the difference between the pre-war and post-war cinematic style. The 1930s and early 40s cinema had a human dimension, encompassing large-scale heroes like Chapaev and Suvorov. To the contrary, in the 1940s and early 50s, even the XIX century composers were made to appear as monumental as Stalin looked on the screen. Epic close-ups in spare mise-en-scenes, lower angle shots, and stilted acting abounded. One can hardly see the difference between the early 1950s films of such different filmmakers as G. Roshal and G. Aleksandrov, or between their protagonists – composers Musorgskii and Glinka. 
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Musorgskii dir. G. Roshal (Lenfilm, 1950)
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Composer Glinka dir. G. Aleksandrov (Mosfilm, 1952)

Compare these two shots with the images of military leaders circa 1934 and 1940. 
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Suvorov dir. A. Pudovkin (Mosfilm, 1940)
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Chapaev dir. Vasiliev Brothers (Mosfilm, 1934)

It is hardly surprising that in the early 1950s, the thematic plan for cinema contained provisions for a number of remakes of historical biographies, made before or during the war. 


By the end of the 1940s, Soviet culture reached an impasse, induced by a new wave of government repressions. Over the course of WWII, the loosening of ideological screws as well as the eye-opening march of Soviet troops across Europe created a threatening ideological situation. The onset in 1946 of the cold war incited the government’s new propaganda offensive meant to safeguard people’s loyalty in the intensifying conflict between East and West. The chief executive of the campaign was Andrei Zhdanov, one of the leading officials in the Central Committee, promoted in 1946 to oversee its Agitation and Propaganda directorate (Agitprop) as well as the foreign-policy department. Zhdanov’s job at the Agitprop “encompassed press, publishing, film, radio, the Soviet news agency, art, as well as oral agitation and propaganda.”
 His combined duties became reflected in a number of overtly anti-Semitic decrees and rulings against prominent intellectuals on the grounds of “fawning before the West.” The cultural policy of the Zhdanov epoch, referred to as Zhdanovism, was formulated in a series of decrees attacking contemporary cultural production. Zhdanov’s cultural program rested on his assertion that “every day raises our people higher and higher.” As a result, the only conflict that could be represented was “the struggle of the good with the better.”


The most suspect genres under Zhdanov were lyrical poetry, humor, satire, and science fiction.
 In cinema, by the late 1940s, the heroic-epic genre consumed the entire art. It was asserted that “patriotism, humanism, the greatness of heroic deed, the beauty of courage – all these great themes – may be realized only in monumental, epic forms, most challenging for the arts.”
 Moreover, it was also stipulated that other genres, if they are to remain in existence, must “be infiltrated with epos to their very essence.”
 In the early 1940s, Bakhtin insightfully commented on the modern uses of epic as a means by which the ruling group distances itself from the populace. Unlike official critics who claimed that the epic was “a historically new quality of socialist realist art,” Bakhtin wrote of epic as an archaic, fossilized form used to consecrate the official version of modern history.
 


Stalin’s personal influence on culture cannot be underestimated. With age, his dependence on the increasingly non-referential cinematic simulacrum grew pathological. Khrushchev remembered Stalin’s overly-enthusiastic response to Pyr’ev’s extremely stylized kolkhoz musicals. Stalin was particularly pleased with the scene of festivities in The Don Cossacks, where every peasant consumed an entire turkey. Stalin read the scene as direct evidence of country affluence. Appropriately, his reaction to the second part of Lukov’s The Big Life was that of complete shock. This 1946 film told the story of the mid-war reconstruction of the Donbass mines. At the party meeting devoted specifically to discussion of the film, Stalin delivered a personal address, in which he compared the shortcomings of The Big Life to the problems of Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible and V. Pudovkin’s Admiral Nakhimov. 

Stalin referred to short production timeframes and the filmmakers’ ignorance of modern historical science as principal causes of failure: “I tell you that good filmmakers work on their films for years, two-three-four years, because they treat their work with conscientiousness… We returned the film to Pudovkin and told him that he had not studied this stuff, that he doesn’t even know history… Or another film – Ivan the Terrible by Eisenstein, part two. I watched it – abominable stuff! The man is completely disassociated from history.”
 A fairly authentic representation in The Big Life of crude manual labor, outdated equipment, and conservative production methods, characteristic of war and post-war industrial reconstruction were met with similar reaction: “What kind of restoration do they show us if not a single machine features in the film? People simply did not study the facts and do not know what restoration means in our times. They confused what took place after the Civil War in 1918-1919 with what is going on in 1945-46.”


Particularly noteworthy are Stalin’s remarks on the character and narrative structure of The Big Life that were instantly turned into obligatory guidelines for all non-comedic genres. The film displayed grave ignorance of the strict hierarchization of contemporary society. The crudest mistake was to put a simple worker in charge of operations in place of an inept engineer, a party member: “This film reeks of old times, when instead of an engineer a worker would be promoted.”
 It is obvious that characterization in The Big Life reminded Stalin of Proletkult and RAPP. Within several years, the last surviving leaders of these organizations would be arrested and executed. The lowly social position did not fit the image of the perfect hero, nor did any glimpse of reality fit Stalin’s idea of contemporary life: “The scenes showing people living in terrible conditions will have to be excised. Perhaps this does occur somewhere but it is not typical.”
 Among other atypical circumstances for a non-comedic film Stalin named “love adventures,” “a drinking bout,” “restaurant songs,” and “accordion with gypsy songs.”
 Stalin conceded that perhaps the filmmakers had in mind the initial stages of the reconstruction, but those, he insisted, “cannot hold the interest” because they constitute small-scale events. 


The repercussions for the film industry were debilitating. Following Stalin’s every word, the Politburo canceled a number of films in mid-production and set the course on higher ideological quality at the expense of quantity. The decree “On Production of Feature, Documentary, and Other Films for the year 1948” stated that higher production numbers resulted in ideological and artistic deficiencies of the films, most of which did not match “the increased sophistication” of Soviet audiences. The industry was not to exceed ten films per year, each one to be a masterpiece. 


Stalin’s insistence on and faith in “the big life” translated into the strictest streamlining of the Socialist Realist doctrine of “life in its revolutionary development” to the “struggle of the good with the better.” As a result, films about contemporary life were in most trouble. The few films on contemporary topics disfigured post-war reality beyond belief. Most of them gravitated toward comedy – an effort to circumvent censorship. Particularly sad examples were Iu. Raizman’s The Train is Traveling East (1946) and the combined effort of A. Ptushko, V. Pudovkin, and S. Iutkevich Three Meetings (1948). Unlike American The Best Years of Our Lives or French There Were Five, these films presented a cloudless adorned image of the country, untouched by the war, and of the people, enthusiastic and ready to pounce at peaceful labor. Ironically, both films were dismissed as trivial. B. Barnet’s Generous Summer, the film that closely conformed to concurrent aesthetic theory was also denied release on the grounds of its setting in Ukraine that had fallen out of grace. 


The films dealing with contemporary life could not produce any kind of conflict beyond trivial. Their topics were mostly too small-scale to include Stalin and flatter his ego. In no way could they reflect the political campaigns of the present day, such as the struggle with cosmopolitanism or the doctors’ case. As Elena Prokhorova notes in her study of Soviet criminal genres, “in Stalinist cinema… political crime impeding society’s progress toward communism… was subject only for defense/spy films.”
 Of course, between 1945 and 1953, crime genres themselves, quite popular in the late 1930s, became virtually extinct, the exception being B. Barnet’s masterpiece The Scout’s Exploit (1947). The film featured P. Kadochnikov as a Soviet spy in Ukraine during German occupation. The film was made in pure noir style and was the highest box-office draw of the year. Otherwise, contemporary issues like the struggle with cosmopolitanism were extrapolated onto the distant history – a direct proof of its function as an officially sanctioned allegory of the present. 


The heroic-epic genre faired better (with Stalin rather than audiences) not only because it provided, in the words of Neya Zorkaya, “the mediated representation of the personality cult,” but also because it actually delivered (politically correct) conflicts.
 For instance, in 1953 minister of cinematography I. Bol’shakov summarized the conflict of S. Iutkevich’s film Przheval’skii as follows: “The dramatic conflict builds not only on Przheval’skii’s struggle with the cosmopolitans of the Russian Geographical Society, fawning before the West. The film also shows that the English secret service stood behind these cosmopolitans.”
  Stalin’s out lash against the second part of Ivan the Terrible had everything to do with the fact that the film did not present mass persecutions as necessary, showing Ivan in doubt: “Ivan the Terrible was a strong-willed man with character, while in Eisenstein’s film he acts like some feeble Hamlet.”
 


The filmmakers could hardly muster up enthusiasm for the scripts butchered by administrators. G. Kozintsev, the director of the unreleased Belinskii, who confessed that in the 1930s he sincerely and enthusiastically served up Stalin’s history of the Party “with the garnish of comedy and melodrama,” acknowledged that by the early 1950s he’d lost the ability to garnish when he finally understood the dish itself.
 The filmmaker remembers feeling defenseless under the constant administrative tutelage during the production. Particularly ironic was the fact that he absolutely agreed with all the criticisms posed against the film by those who had instructed him to lie. 


By 1951, Soviet culture literally came to a standstill. The increase in production budgets and time practically cancelled the careers of the filmmakers born between 1911 and 1923. Only seven feature films came out in 1951 – an unprecedented low number, considering that during the economically deprived years of WWII the number of films did not drop below eighteen. In 1952, the government itself realized the necessity of change. The problem was glaring in everyone’s face: between 1949 and 1952, a meager 31% of Soviet films competed with the 69% of Western trophy films flooding the Soviet screens. The official rhetoric began to shift. Zhdanov’s death in 1948 resulted in some changes at the top. Grigorii Malenkov, the vice-chief of the Agitprop, succeeded Zhdanov as the country’s leading ideologue. Malenkov headed the last cultural campaign of Stalin’s government, known as the struggle with “conflictlessness,” viewed by some scholars as the beginning of the Thaw. “Conflictlessness,” the term that defined the lifeless essence of cultural production during the Zhdanov years, was coined as early as 1950 by leading Stalinist literary (and Chekhov) scholar V. Ermilov, who at the time occupied the post of the chief editor of The Literary Newspaper. 


In cinema, the epic model began to exhaust itself from within the epicized genres. After the war, the older filmmakers, active in pedagogy, came into contact with the new generation, fresh from the trenches or evacuation. The realism in some post-war films about the war such as S. Gerasimov’s Young Guard (1947) and Iu. Savchenko’s Third Stroke (1948) is now attributed to the mutually beneficial interaction between the masters, a number of whom were lavished by the government with the kind of lifestyle that disassociated them from the life of the country, and their students. Despite the production plans that listed only heroic-epic features, the films actually put into production in 1953, the year of Stalin’s death, marked a decisive turn to the more human-scale concerns. I will analyze one such film, The Big Family (1954) by I. Kheifits in chapter three.


There were also notable shifts in film criticism and scholarship. Already in 1952, when most space in Iskusstvo Kino was still devoted to articles like “The Traditions of Heroic Epos,” some critics remembered nostalgically such films as Gerasimov’s The Teacher, pointing that “it would have been impossible to relate the story of Stepan Lautin, who had returned to his village to become a Soviet pedagogue, outside the context of his relationship with his mother and father and his complicated conflict with Grunia.”
 In 1952, the critics aligned siuzhets with fabulas, asserting that the latter were based directly on life. Arguments for proper narrative built on the binary opposition of the epic and the prosaic (or episodic as in my analysis of The Teacher): “in practice, the ‘theory’ of narrativity, or ‘prosaization,’ of cinema leads the screenwriters to be timid in approaching life, weakens siuzhet, and smoothes over the real conflicts of real life.”
 As a negative example of the “prosaic” siuzhet, the critics cited Gerasimov’s new film The Country Doctor (1952). Gerasimov was accused of doing what he had been doing since the 1930s: namely, of not building his film around the confrontation between the good characters and the bad characters. This time, the accusations were most malignant. The film was rejected altogether as unrealistic. 


However, already in 1953, only a few months after Stalin’s death, Formalist V. Shklovsky explained that “genres differ not based on the possibility to express this or that aspect of life but based on their means of representing life.”
 Shklovsky paid considerable attention to the question of form, noting, by the way, that the system of similes in Greek epos, for instance, was far from monumental: “Homer compared Aiaks (?) retrieving from the enemy, with an ass. This is a simple-hearted comparison, because Homer did concern himself with any monumentality.”
 As proof that non-monumental genres can communicate elevated ideas and inspire protest and struggle, Shklovsky listed, among other things, Chekhov’s stories Ward #6 (one of Lenin’s favorites), Rotshield’s Violin, and The Tedious Story – the ultimately “prosaic” works. 


Gradually, starting in 1953, references to Chekhov in film critical discourses began to acquire an increasingly programmatic character. Retrospectively, influential film critic Maya Turovskaya, already active in film criticism in the early 1950s, defined the function of Chekhov in the film culture of the decade as that of the “watershed.”
 In the 1950s, the focus fell not so much on narrative as on the quality of the mise-en-scene and the non-monumental thematic motifs. Cinematographers began to speak about “Chekhovian color.” In other words, Chekhov’s name was increasingly tied into the objective to “redeem physical reality.”
 In the 1960s, Chekhov also performed the function of the “watershed,” but of a different kind: between the “pre-Chekhovian” (or canonical) and the “post-Chekhovian” (or non-canonical) modes of narrative in contemporary cinema.  


Turovskaya insightfully ascribed the Chekhov boom in Soviet culture of the 1950s and 60s as much to internal logic as to chance
: “I do not know whether it should be considered strange that fate sometimes assigns an innocent classic the function of the watershed. But then, perhaps, the reason that he is the classic is that he survives the metamorphoses along with concurrent history.”
 The scholar remembered the 1954 screen adaptation of Anne around the Neck by I. Annenskii as a defining moment that triggered into existence the important and fluid concepts, still extant in post-Soviet cultural discourses: “The film became a very significant event in the public life of the year, marking not only the divergence in tastes, but also a certain tendency anticipating the arts’ renewal after the XX Party Congress.”
  For cinema, the film happened to mark the border between Stalinist post-war Empire style, embodied in the high-rises on Gorky Street and the films of Ivan Pyr’ev, and the “prosaic” style of the 1950s cinema. 


The story is Chekhov’s rendition of the Pygmalion myth.
 A daughter of an impoverished schoolteacher marries an old civil servant who keeps her in check until she impresses high society at the governor’s ball and becomes invaluable to her husband as a means of advancing his career. She quickly turns her feminine charm to her advantage: she takes in lovers, spends her husband’s money, and turns a deaf ear to her father and two little brothers who are evicted from their house when the father squanders his last pennies on drink. 


The familiar story of social ascent received an unorthodox development under Chekhov’s pen. As Shklovsky put it in his review of the film, “the world in which [Chekhov’s] Anna finds herself is a dead world. The merchant courting her is an asthmatic who pays for champagne at the charitable ball with hundred-ruble notes, but pays panting for breath.”
 Yet the story is not exactly a tale of corruption of the young soul. Chekhov’s Anna is hardly a deep character or an embodiment of innocence. She is a bored girl who wants to live a little. The grandeur and sparkles in the story are a figment of her imagination. The “high society” is given from two points of view: the heroine’s and the objective narrator’s. Essentially, Anna is not aware of what is happening to her. 


Overall, the story had wonderful potential for a Soviet screen adaptation. The filmmaker, however, gave in to the pomp of post-war culture as he gave in to the hyperbolization of the enemy before the war. Instead of the stilted world of Chekhov’s provincial town, filled with asthmatic civil servants, Annenskii adapted Anna’s point of view, placing the heroine in spectacular ballrooms and surrounding her by charismatic lovers played by M. Zharov and A. Vertinsky. On the other hand, Annenskii reinforced the theme of Anna’s depravity by manipulating Chekhov’s siuzhet. If in Chekhov’s story, no particular event pushes Anna into marriage; in the film, her decision is strictly motivated: she says yes to marriage, as the creditors carry out her father’s furniture. In the end, however, Chekhov’s modest tale turned into a fabulous success story – a pure bourgeois melodrama, the last joke played by Chekhov on Annenskii’s direction.


Annenskii’s “la dolce vita” attracted thirty one million viewers, placing fourth among thirty-nine Soviet feature films released in 1954. The male half swooned over the charms of the rising star Alla Larionova. Among the critics, however, “the film came to be perceived as the embodiment of the petit-bourgeois ideals (with the theme of embourgeoisment of the post-war reality knocking on the door).”
 Of course, the critical rejection of meshchanstvo was essentially the rejection of Stalin’s post-war Empire Style, fostered to forge the image of plentiful life in the dire post-war years.


Regarding the narrative, the criticism of the film, including Shklovsky’s, was politically correct. The gist of the matter was that Annenskii failed to expose the rotten world that consumed Anna. What changed were the requirements posed to the mise-en-scene and casting. “Non-Chekhovian” were “the beautifully shot dancing, the balls, the excessive gowns, and the possibilities of color cinematography, utilized to the extreme by the experienced director.”
 “Non-Chekhovian” were the vaudeville lovers flocking around Anna.
 “Non-Chekhovian” was actor M. Zharov, typecast as a monumental lover-boy in Stalinist films.
 


 In 1955, a year since the release of Anne around the Neck, young filmmaker S. Samsonov adapted Chekhov’s Grasshopper. The story revolves around the life of a Moscow socialite Ol’ga Ivanovna, infatuated with the art world. Her husband, Doctor Dymov, a talented medic but a reserved man, seems boring to her. Every week she receives the crème of Moscow’s artistic elite at her house. Dymov’s role is limited to asking the guests to dinner. Ol’ga Ivanovna neglects her husband and finally cheats on him with artist Riabovskii. Dymov does not pretend to understand his wife but, being big-hearted, refrains from judgment, letting her lead the life of her choosing. The couple is not affluent and it is subtly hinted that Dymov has to work overtime to keep his wife in style. At the end, when Dymov succumbs to diphtheria, which he catches from a patient, and dies, his friend, Doctor Korostelev, pronounces an indignant speech, blaming Ol’ga Ivanovna for working her husband – a talented scholar – to death. Ol’ga Ivanovna feels bad not so much because she lost the husband but because she overlooked his greatness. 


The film’s reviewers almost unanimously labeled the film “Chekhovian.” Central newspaper Trud wrote approvingly of the film’s style, “not screaming and not lavish,” of L. Tselikovskaya’s subtle acting in the title role, and, most importantly, of the new “simple” hero – Dymov – as enacted by S. Bondarchuk. Central newspaper Trud wrote of Bondarchuk’s acting as “a significant victory of our cinematography:” “the actor was able to endow the most minimalist dialogue with the most expansive meaning.”
 The critics also loved Bondarchuk’s “pensive, tired gaze” and “awkward, shy gait”
 – a welcome alternative to the homogeneously perfect heroes of Stalinist cinematized biographies. Literaturnaia Gazeta concurred, noting that “the fervor of Chekhov’s story is in that it shows and proves the great moral riches of ordinary people, who embody the world of labor and justice.”
 The review praised Samsonov for loving Dymov “as much as Chekhov did:” “Without this love one cannot imagine the kind, tender eyes of Dymov-Bondarchuk, his warm, soulful voice, and kind, shy smile.”
 The review in Vecherniaia Moskva, however, remarked that it would be nice to convey more vividly that Dymov was not only a meek husband but also a rising star of medical science.
 On the other hand, the reviewer noted insightfully that in the film the dinner parties at the Dymovs’ had a touch of unnecessary excess, while Chekhov did not present the art circle grotesquely. Overall, everyone remained happy with the film, particularly with its close adherence to Chekhov’s text. Everyone, except Shklovsky, whose analysis of the film anticipated the arguments of the 1960s. Shklovsky noted that Chekhov’s story progressed by way of correlation between its parts, rather than cause-effect. In other words, Chekhov’s story did not have a fabula in the strict sense of the word, but, rather, an episodic structure. Symptomatically, Chekhov divided the story into eight numbered sections, separated by ellipses in time. The film, however, “proved and said directly” what Chekhov said subtly or did not say at all. While Shklovsky did not like the explanatory scenes that made the film drag for him, he praised the insertion of landscapes that slowed the action down but made the narrative more complex and interesting. The landscapes carried out a meta-textual function, as the story focused on Ol’ga Ivanovna’s relationship with Riabovsky – the personage, based on artist I. Levitan. (EXPAND ANALYSIS OF THE STYLE AND THE META-TEXTUAL FUNCTION OF LANDSCAPE)

 Most important, Shklovsky objected to Dymov, as enacted by Bondarchuk: 

We know ‘What is to be Done?’ by Chernyshevskii, we know the facts of Sechenov’s biography and those of Mel’nikov’s – they reacted idiosyncratically to the adulterous behavior of their wives not because they were weak people but because they wanted to build a new family. Dymov is a magnanimous rather than a weak person. He does not understand what is going on with his wife. He believes that he has no right to stand in the way of her love, but he is mistaken because the grasshopper loves no one. Dymov is compliant not because he is a milksop (triapka) but because he thinks differently… He does not understand that Ol’ga Ivanovna is not looking for love but for a famous lover. Dymov is a strong man, a revolutionary democrat. To present him as a good-natured man 

is to take away his conflict, to rid him of the tragic aura.
 

This passage is striking in its complexity. Essentially, by insisting on Dymov’s strength – the feature bypassed in other reviews, Shklovsky departed from the moralistic meaning derived from Chekhov’s works in the 1950s. Other critics derived meaning from the conflict between Dymov and the philistine circle of his wife. Even though the more perceptive critics refrained from labeling her or the artists petit-bourgeois, noting that, after all, these are the intelligentsia, they condemned their obliviousness to Dymov. Shklovsky, on the other hand, suggested in so many words that Dymov himself caused his downfall. Characteristically, Shklovsky insisted that Dymov’s literary prototype was Turgenev’s Bazarov. In a nutshell, Shklovsky’s analysis tackles the limits of Chekhov’s reception in the 1950s. 


Besides the modest themes and heroes, certain purely cinematographic qualities were ascribed the label of Chekhovian, based, again, on comparison between Anne around the Neck and The Grasshopper. Cinematographer A. Shelenkov
 remarked in particular on the masterful use in The Grasshopper of long take and panning camera, encompassing the “little world” of the heroine without including Dymov in it. He also praised the soft, calm, and non-contrasty lighting, the grayish-rainy landscape, and the non-accented shot composition as Chekhovian, echoing the persisting pre-revolutionary discourses. It is interesting that even the officialdom that presented Chekhov to the masses as a valiant exposer and harbinger of the happy life, sometimes, when it fit them, reverted to the old paradigms. In 1941, at a meeting with the workers of cinematography, A. Zhdanov responded elusively to G. Aleksandrov’s complaint that films could not contain any criticism of the higher-ups: “The point is not the rank but the type. There is another manner of writing, the Chekhovian manner. Chekhov avoided writing about the big ranks, taking his typage from the so-called petty folk. But did he not powerfully excoriate all the social vices?”
 This statement immediately followed Zhdanov’s warning not to show any vices because “our youth will imitate.”


In the mid-1950s, the epithets non-Chekhovian/Chekhovian quickly entered the specialized lingo, to be used interchangeably with the main synonymous binaries of post-Stalinist cinema: greatness/simplicity, romanticism/realism, poetry/prose. As we will see in chapter three
, none of these binaries, applied primarily to style rather than narrative, signified a radical departure from Stalinist art. 

CHAPTER IV

REDRESSING STALINISM:

SOCIALIST REALISM AND CHEKHOV IN THE 1950s 

This study has followed two interwoven themes: the formation of the Soviet Chekhov as part of a homogeneous classical heritage and the resistance of Chekhov’s work to the imposed function, as manifest in cinema. By the early 1950s, official culture circulated Chekhov as a revealer of extinct social ills and a herald of the wonderful future, which is now Soviet life. At the same time, as we have seen, officialdom was not entirely comfortable with Chekhov, each reference to who
 had to be fortified by a quote from Gorky well into the 1960s. After Stalin’s death in 1953, culture turned, among other paradigms, to the officially accepted yet ambivalent Chekhov in a  manner that exposed the tension between the impulse to tear away from Stalinist legacy and the simultaneous reluctance to let go of its ethos, evident in the arts in the persistence of the (typical) fabula. If Chekhov was peripheral to Stalinist culture that emphasized the novel (in its modally schizophrenic form
), then the culture of the Thaw “learned” from Chekhov, as it transitioned to “small” genres and realistic siuzhet. In particular, as we will see, Thaw art-makers invoked Chekhov to assert the typicality of the ordinary. 


In 1957, in his notorious 
essay “What is Socialist Realism,” A. Siniavskii referred to Chekhov as a detrimental “influence” on Socialist Realism: “And then there was – what’s his name? Che-che-che-Chekhov. That killed us. We immediately decided to be famous and write like Chekhov. Of this unnatural cohabitation monsters were born.” The results were fairly disastrous: 

Instead of following the path of imaginary forms, pure fabrication, fantasy, which great religious cultures had always traveled, the Soviet writers seek a compromise, lie, twist and turn, trying to unite the incommensurable: a positive hero, logically gravitating toward scheme, allegory – and the psychological development of the character; high language, declamation – and the prosaics of everyday life; elevated ideal – and verisimilitude. This is the semi-classical semi-art of the not very Socialist not at all realism.

Siniavskii’s wrath was directed specifically at the cultural repercussions of the most recent political events: mainly, at Khrushchev’s expose of Stalin at the XX Party Congress (1956). Siniavskii ironically described Khrushchev’s de-mystification of Stalin’s death as “an irreparable blow to our religious-esthetic system.” The writer, of course, brought his own agenda to the discussion of contemporary culture – namely, his nostalgia for avant-garde, which he considered to be ultimately aborted in the 1950s when art-makers turned to pedestrian reality. His invocation of Chekhov echoed the nihilist attitudes of the Russian modernists, critical of the practice of “literary apprenticeship,” fostered by Gorky. The emphasis on Chekhov, who came into vogue in the 1950s, reflected Siniavskii’s skepticism of the contemporary cultural platform, which he considered as unpromising as the political one.  


By focusing on the notion of Chekhovian as a site of negotiation between the “elevated ideal” (the typical) and “verisimilitude” (the truth of detail) in films and film critical discourse of the 1950s, this chapter details the complex transition between the cultures of Stalinism and Thaw. Inspired by Siniavskii’s engaging defiance of Chekhov as utilized by post-Stalinist culture, I address a number of “monsters” – the films dealing with contemporary themes that relied on Chekhov intertextually. My sample draws on those films labeled Chekhovian in the film critical discourses and conceptualized as such by their makers. These films, as my analysis will show, prefigured important (Chekhovian) trends in film theory and practice of the mid-to-late 1960s, indicative of major conceptual shifts in cultural discourses after Khrushchev. Namely, by the beginning of the 1960s, the emphasis began to shift from verisimilitude to the essentially neo-formalist discourse on narrative, filtered through the concept of Chekhovian. But before we turn to cinema’s engagement with Chekhov during the Thaw, it will be useful to look at the underlying debates on Socialist Realism as it transitioned from Stalinism to Thaw. 

The Adventures of a Term in the Land of Soviet Discourse

K. Clark outlined a number of concurrent reactions against High Stalinist values (of hierarchy, privilege and the titanic hero), manifest in the early 1950s in the increased emphasis on the ordinary person, private life and, above all, “sincerity” of representation. As a turning point, Clark cited Grigorii Malenkov’s keynote address at the XIX Party Congress in 1952. She, however, mentioned only Malenkov’s directive regarding the material welfare of the workers, an impetus reflecting the interests of the emergent middle-class after the war.
 Yet part of the address, titled “On the Further Improvement of the Material Welfare, Healthcare, and the Cultural Level of the People,” also contained a specific agenda regarding artistic representation of contemporary life that resonated throughout cultural institutions. These remarks revolved around the notion of tipicheskoe, which may be translated as “the typical.” In the decade following Stalin’s death, tipicheskoe and its derived forms – tipizatsiia (typification), tip (type), tipichnost’ (typicalness) – formed a locus of change, where the official cultural discourse met, reluctantly, with the art-makers’ agenda. 


As noted in chapter one, the concept of the typical was a philosophical given of Socialist Realism that governed the choice of subject matter and postulated strict narrative causality and individuated but un-individualized representation of Soviet existence. Until the 1930s, the typical – a frequent discursive unit in Soviet culture – was not always tied into ideology but existed as a general descriptive term, signifying, as The Literary Encyclopedia put it in 1925, “an object or phenomenon, containing within itself the features that are repeated in a wide array of other, similar objects and phenomena.”
 As a doctrinal concept, the typical emerged in the 1930s, in a series of measures initiated by Stalin’s government to consolidate the nation by consolidating culture. The government’s myth was based on the typical hero who embodied complete harmony between the subjective ideal and the objectives of the regime. As exemplified in chapter two, the attainment of this harmony constituted both the Socialist Realist fabula and siuzhet. 


By the end of Stalin’s rule, “the beliefs of the ‘positive hero’ undergo less and less change in the course of the narrative.”

 The ideal future, or, as Andrei Zhdanov put it, “the glimpse of tomorrow…to help illuminate the road ahead,”
 was virtually superimposed on the present, resulting by the late 1940s in supremely conflictless narratives.
 Measures to improve the situation came from above. At first glance, Malenkov’s definition of the typical did not contradict Zhdanovist politics: 

In the Maxist-Leninist understanding of the word, the typical does not signify some statistical average. Typicality corresponds to the essence of a given socio-historical phenomenon, rather than denoting that which is simply widespread, repetitive, or commonplace. Conscious exaggeration does not exclude typicality but better reveals and underscores it. The typical is the main sphere where party-mindedness manifests itself in realist art. The problem of the typical is always a political problem.

By 1952, “conscious exaggeration” became the only method of artistic representation. 

A closer look at Malenkov’s address, however, reveals a number of subversive statements. Malenkov, who had replaced Zhdanov and saw himself as Stalin’s heir, sought to differentiate himself from the highly unpopular Zhdanov and win popular support.
 
Even though his speech paid considerable lip service to the greatness of the Soviet way of life, he unequivocally advanced the idea that the negative phenomena were not a-typical for contemporary life: “Our writers and artists must flog the vices, shortcomings, and unhealthy phenomena, widespread in society.” 
 Malenkov dismissed most of contemporary art, including cinema, as “boring” and “sluggish.” Moreover, he tied his discussion of the typical into a call for contemporary satire, a genre identified by M. Bakhtin in the 1920s as most conducive to typical representation
 and suppressed under Stalinism. In non-comedic genres, satire was reserved for the representation of the (non-Soviet/non-Russian) enemy, while “deep lyricism” and “monumental heroic style” expressed the Soviet ways.
 Malenkov proposed to turn the criticism inward to reflect internal societal tensions: “It would be incorrect to think that our Soviet reality does not provide material for satire. We need Soviet Gogols and Saltykov-Shchedrins.”


The importance of Malenkov’s address cannot be underestimated. Recent archival research
 
reveals that in preparation for the XIX Party Congress, Stalin personally edited Malenkov’s address excising a page and a half that contained the discussion of the typical. Against Stalin’s wishes, Malenkov proceeded to deliver the censored passages. In January of 1953, Stalin received a letter from one of the workers of the Gorky’s Literary Institute, exposing Malenkov as a plagiarist and pointing to his more than questionable source – “White émigré Mirsky.”

 Stalin did not take any action against the over-confident subordinate. There are essentially two ways of dealing with dissent: either to ignore it or to punish it. The former method sometimes proves more effective than punishment, which brings unwanted attention to the issue. I leave it up to historians to decide exactly why Stalin chose to ignore Malenkov’s indiscretion. What concerns me here is the fact that for the next two years, the typical, as defined by Malenkov, became diffused in the muddled Zhdanovist discourse. Instead of fostering, per Malenkov’s insistence, the Soviet Gogols and Saltykov-Shchedrins, cinema revamped the old Gogol and Shchedrin, exposing the vices of pre-revolutionary Russia. 


A representative example of Zhdanovist integration of Malenkov’s initiative is the work of V. Razumnyi, a doctor of philosophy who published prolifically in The Art of Film. In 1953, Razumnyi distinguished between two broad ways of typical representation: the positive and the negative. The universal models for the positive typical hero were Achylles, Prometheus, Othello, and Hamlet,
 while the negative models were purely satirical (and thereby diminished in scale), and found in the works of Gogol and Shchedrin. The ideal contemporary heroes, according to Razumnyi, were none other than Aleksei Mares’ev and Alexandr Matrosov, two fictionalized real-life WWII heroes: “In the films devoted to A. Matrosov and A. Mares’ev, the image of the Soviet people of exceptional bravery, will power and heroism emerge before the viewer. The typical features, characteristic of the Soviet people, are manifested precisely in their exceptional nature.”
 Needless to say, both life stories were highly exaggerated despite the claims that the historical-biographical film “typified” by way of selection among “relevant” and “irrelevant” truths.
 Among the classic domestic examples Razumnyi included N. Chernyshevsky’s
 “special man” Rakhmetov who suppressed his private life in the name of the “idea;” Gogol’s hyperbolic Taras Bul’ba who sacrificed his son for the good of the Cossack “collective;” and Gorky’s mythical Danko who ripped his heart out and used it as a torch to light the way for his people. Razumnyi’s denunciation of the conflictlessness theory reflected the circularity of Stalinist official discourse. Fighting off imaginary opponents Razumnyi, in fact, described his own theories: “The proponents of the conflictlessness theory in the arts urged the artists to create only the ideal types, which resulted in distorted, lopsided representation of life.”
  


The thematic plan for the film industry, unveiled by Stalin’s last minister of cinematography I. Bol’shakov (1946-1953) in the same issue of Iskusstvo Kino, supported Razumnyi’s rendition of Malenkov’s concept of the typical. The administration was going in circles: it planned a series of remakes of the recent films, commemorating the lives of great historic types: Peter I, Aleksander Nevsky, Ivan the Terrible, and Kutuzov. As for representation of contemporary life, Bol’shakov postulated: 

Art’s leading aim is to rise above reality, to look at contemporary cause from the height of those marvelous goals, which the working class had posed for itself. We are interested in precise representation of that which is only to the extent necessary to gain a clear and deep understanding of all that we must root out and all that we must create.

The mention of negative phenomena (“all that we must root out”) drowned in Bol’shakov’s abundantly assertive statement.  According to this logic, the perspective of representation was to remain unchanged: only exceptional characters and great events were asserted as worthy of screen presence as they alone provide the means to represent Soviet existence in its totality.


With the dissolution of the autocratic punitive system after Stalin’s death and the arrest and execution of his police chief Lavrentii Beria in 1953, retaining the status quo became virtually impossible. A number of negative phenomena made their way onto the page and the screen in the manner that greatly displeased officialdom. Plays like N. Virta’s The Death of Pompeev, L. Zorin’s Guests, and A. Mariengof’s Crown Prince were labeled pseudo-satirical, pessimistic, and irrelevant to Soviet reality because they did not clearly differentiate between the negative and the positive characters. Film critics posed the same objections to T. Lukashevich’s film The Diploma of Maturity (Attestat Zrelosti, 1954), featuring a charismatic imperfect hero and tedious perfect ones. In 1955, Khrushchev received an anonymous letter stating, “The obsequious sychophants present Malenkov’s formulas of the typical, borrowed from Mirsky, as party’s directives.”
 Alarmed, Khrushchev ordered an official redefinition of the term. The issue received due attention at the meeting of the presidium of the Central Committee on October 21, 1955. Symptomatically of the new regime, Malenkov was blamed only for his “uncritical attitude” toward the materials prepared for his speech by “unconscientious personnel.”
 In 1955, a Kommunist editorial, “Toward the Question of the Typical in Literature and Art,”
 focused on two distinct issues reflecting a tendency toward moderation, still combined, however, with the wish to preserve the monumental quality of representation. The editorial referred to the “mistaken views of the literary and art workers” without mentioning either Malenkov or Mirsky. Dismissed as erroneous were 1) a “popular” understanding of the typical as the essence of a given socio-historical phenomenon, and, thus, as an expression of party-mindedness, and 2) the principle of conscious exaggeration as central to typical representation. To solve the first problem, the editorial insisted on the constancy of the typical for all epochs, defining it as “the reproduction of the general in the individual” and radically de-emphasizing its socio-historical and political essence. The editorial took the emphasis off party-mindedness, postulating the broader principle of people-mindedness as a criterion:

The people-mindedness of the art of many great artists of the past, born into and bred by the ruling exploiting classes, is tied into their ability to rise above the narrow of their class and, by showing reality objectively and truthfully, aid the development of the liberation tendencies without openly taking the side of the masses… Or, consider, for example, the art of contemporary realist artists of the capitalist countries. At this point, not many of them have consciously and certainly have streamlined their art with the needs of the working class, with the politics of the Communist parties…However, these artists, aiming to reflect life truthfully and honestly, produce clear typical images thus serving the cause of progress.
 

In so many words, the party acknowledged contemporary art created without transparent political guidance and, more importantly, gave no explicit instructions on its role in contemporary Soviet art. Thus, the editorial reflected and affected the contemporary trend in the arts. Already in 1954, The Big Family, an enormously popular film by I. Kheifits featured protagonists solving their personal and professional problems independently. 


The editorial also displayed a sense of uneasiness with the technique of exaggeration, for after all, it could work in two directions – pro and contra. Since the idea that there are problems in Soviet life had been unleashed, things had to be toned down: “when one is driven by the need to consciously exaggerate the positive phenomena of reality, they 
ignore the real reality, they jump over the difficulties of our evolution and even over its stages.”
 Thus the editorial reversed Stalin’s History of the VKP(b), the Brief Course (1938) pivoted on jumping over evolutionary stages. This did not mean, the editorial warned, that detalization 
of life’s processes may 
include insignificant phenomena. At the same time, it concurred, it is best not to separate the typical hero from the masses. Still, an ordinary (riadovoi) hero need not be commonplace (zauriadnyi). Or, better yet, one should concentrate on the vanguard (peredovoi) hero who embodies “the best character and internal make-up of the millions of Soviet people.”
 


The Kommunist editorial demonstrates a fluctuating discourse, peculiar to Khrushchev’s politics. The re-activation of the problem of the typical in the 1950s was the last vigorous expression of what Katerina Clark described as the modal schizophrenia of Socialist Realism.
 The concern to assert the typical as denoting something highly exceptional and at the same time representative of something extremely widespread stemmed directly from the method’s leading dichotomy, its “fatal split” – the simultaneous representation of life as it is (realist mode) and as it ought to be (utopian, romantic, or epic mode, depending on the scholar).


Despite the fluctuations, the editorial clearly marked an official turn in the direction of a more recognizably realist mode of representation. Yet the power of Stalinist myths persisted. Perhaps the most complicating factor for everyone involved was the re-privatizing or re-materializing of the representation of everyday life – the natural alternative to exaggeration. The emphasis on private life resulted in the scaling down of the hero’s field of action, reducing, in the minds of many, cinema’s ability to generalize or typify, in the sense of imposing a specific ideological framework on existence. Even such liberal commentators as V. Nekrasov, who essentially introduced stream-of-consciousness narration into Soviet culture and elaborated for cinema the turn to “simplicity” away from Stalinist “greatness,” searched for ways to inject the de-centered post-Stalinist diegesis with the right kind of civic significance that, under post-Stalinist conditions, has to rely on self-censorship: 
At first glance, the writer has numerous options. He can sculpt a human life. If he wants to, he may pave the road with roses or cover it with potholes… He can do anything! Then, it turns out he cannot do anything. Something deprives him of this opportunity. There are Life and Truth – that, which gives the reader trust and does not let the writer lie, pulls the roses out of his hands and pushes him from the highway onto the byroad along with the hero. And if this hero is a real Soviet man, as we imagine him to be, he will get back on the highway without help from the commission
.
 

To return to the fabula/siuzhet dichotomy, the changing element in post-Stalinist cinema was the siuzhet, while the fabula remained essentially the same: the more or less complex simpler heroes continued to progress in the more or less complex circumstances toward greater consciousness. 


A number of scholars have considered Socialist Realist narrative as the narrative of social integration. E. Dobrenko defined totalitarian culture itself as “the culture of a person’s adjustment to the system by way of surrendering one’s individuality.”
 The Western genres of social integration, such as the screwball comedy, try to conceal the loss of individuality by redressing 
it in the emotional climax – the wedding at the end. To the contrary, in Socialist Realism, this loss constitutes the very subject matter of the new siuzhet. The ultimate goal of Stalinist narrative is the complete subordination of individual initiative to the determined judgment of the collective. The achievement of this subordination is usually emphasized rather than concealed in the ending. For the Western viewer, the “happy end” of S. Gerasimov’s film The Young Guard (1948), based on the eponymous novel by A. Fadeev would not make much sense. All the positive characters are rounded up and executed by the Germans – a scene followed by a common line-up of some anonymous crowds celebrating their memory. Not that the Soviet audiences were particularly thrilled with the ending,
 but they understood the point of the hero’s quest: self-realization on the supra-individual level, its highest expression being sacrificial death. 


In general, Socialist Realist narrative may be considered as a peculiar amalgam of what genre scholar T. Schatz dichotomized as the narratives of social order and of social integration.
 The difference between the common plot involving a task from the public sphere and the Soviet variant is that the latter does not pose the restoration of social order as its ultimate goal. Soviet social order cannot be threatened in the same way as its Western counterpart because it exists not so much in its civic institutions (especially not in the institution of marriage) but as an abstraction in the minds of the people. This idea is implicit in a number of analyses of Socialist Realist mimesis. We have already said that Clark identified as the one and only goal of Socialist Realist narrative the hero’s ritual progress toward consciousness. Her analysis of The Young Guard as an exemplary Socialist Realist novel shows how the public task (ousting the Germans from the homeland during World War II) serves to ground the plot in mimetic context, while “the actual motivating structure that enables the hero to attain consciousness is closely tied to the various myths of High Stalinist rhetoric.”
 Clark convincingly maintains that the Germans in The Young Guard may be thought of as stand-ins for the forces of nature – another adversary in Soviet texts.


To sum up, to secure the audiences’ sympathies in the post-XX Party Congress world, the heroics had to be toned down and brought closer to home. Yet, as the Russian film scholar E. Margolit warned, the “concretization of the social type” should not be confused with the departure from it that did not happen in the 1950s.
 This brings us to a methodological point, crucial to the forthcoming analysis of Thaw films. Based on their siuzhets, the 1950s films may be divided in two categories. One category of films displays a “qualitative” shift. The typical hero in these films would find himself in the increasingly atypical circumstances, reflecting the overall de-heroization of post-war existence. Such were the popular films of Iosif Kheifits featuring the biggest star of the 1950s and 60s: Aleksei Batalov. These were no longer “narratives of integration,” but narratives of disintegration, although not in the way Clark described it.
 To apply Schatz’ terminology, this type of film moved closer to the pole of social order because it built on the increasingly contested diegetic world.
 The typical hero was still largely intact, his inner and outer selves still in accord. The world around him, however, was no longer a projection of his inner life, but in fact, an increasingly hostile space populated by the meshchane who did not share the hero’s ideals.
 Despite a more realistic siuzhet, the protagonist continued to travel the path of the Stalinist hero, which, ultimately resulted in the emergence of narratives, conceptualized by V. Demin as “two-motor,” when the fabula says one thing while the siuzhet speaks of another. The central hero of these films, however, did not metamorphose into the opaque and subsequently “superfluous” hero of the late 1960s-1980, but rather devolved and became peripheral.  


Another category of films displays a “quantitative” modification of the typical code. In these films, the narrative became divided among a number of seemingly different personages, quantifying Stalinist fabula that focused primarily on one hero and one mentor. But while creating a nuanced interior of contemporary life and expanding suitable phenomena to conjugal beds, adultery, and pregnancy, these films streamlined “the truth of detail” to express the unified consciousness of the Soviet people. The most representative films of this trend were the films of L. Kulidzhanov and Ia. Segel’s, in particular The House I Live In (1957). Other films include I. Kheifits’ Spring on Zarechnaia Street (1956), A. Zarkhi’s Height (1957), and even G. Chukhrai’s Ballad of a Soldier (1959). Yet a closer look at these films, The House in particular, reveals an almost ungraspable complexity, hidden precisely within the borrowed (typical) signs and structures. While reproducing Stalinist codes in a more “humanist” manner, the films simultaneously rendered them ephemeral if not obsolete. 


A number of films cited above reflected concurrent critical discourses in that the filmmakers directly or indirectly incorporated key critical concepts, especially the concept of Chekhovian, into the siuzhets of their films. For instance, The House I Live In revolves to significant degree around the civic and professional maturation of a young woman who aspires to an acting career. The film’s meta-cultural discourse is pivoted on the dichotomy of great vs. simple embodied in the juxtaposition of V. Serov’s portrait of actress M. Ermolova (great) and the poster of the original Moscow Art Theater production of Chekhov’s The Seagull (simple). In I. Kheifits’ My Dear Man, the incorporation of Chekhov is much more subtle and individuated. Rather than relying on the encompassing and unspecific cliché of Chekhovian in contemporary culture, Kheifits drew on specific motifs of Chekhov’s work, arriving at infinitely more complex and perhaps even unintended results. 


As I have suggested above, in the 1950s Chekhov’s name became associated with the “toned down” typicality. In particular, the critics remarked on the economy of Chekhov’s ordinary detail that “immediately lights, as if a flash of lightning” the totality of life.
 Maya Turovskaya, in her apology of 
short film, remarked that Chekhov “spent his entire life to achieve the almost impossible laconism and simplicity to express gigantic phenomena in short story genre.” In her article on contemporary screenwriting, L. Pogozheva, the chief editor of Iskusstvo Kino, cited Chekhov as the master of concise individualized dialogue that reflected the characters’ entire worldview in a nutshell. Pogozheva insightfully explained that character speech need not be differentiated through lexical eccentricity, encompassing the entire dialogue: “The type-forming distinctiveness of speech (kharakternost’ rechi) [in Chekhov] may rely on peculiar intonation, predilection for specific turn of phrase, simile, epithet, quote etc.” Pogozheva cited both Tolstoy and Gorky’s admiration for specific images in Chekhov’s works, such as Dr. Astrov’s invocation of Africa in Uncle Vanya. In general, in the 1950s references to Gorky in relation to Chekhov ceased to perform only the apologetic function. In fact, Gorky himself was now increasingly analyzed as a Chekhovian author.
 


References to Chekhov ranged from general to specific. What separates the 1950s reception of Chekhov’s technique from the 1930s practice of literary apprenticeship is the increasing differentiation of Chekhov, treated no longer as part of homogeneous classical heritage. By the end of the decade, the critics began to stress not only the generalizing capacity of Chekhov’s work but the importance of subtext (internal siuzhet) – a quality historically attributed to Chekhov’s drama, particularly in its classical renditions at the Moscow Art Theater. In 1954, screenwriter E. Gabrilovich, in his influential article “On Elements of Prose in Screenwriting,” dwelled on Chekhov’s ability to express meaning without dialogue, through juxtaposition of detail and shifts in point of view, anticipating Chekhovian discourses of the 1960s. 


In the 1950s, the critics distinguished between “poetic” and “prosaic” films, attributing the epithet Chekhovian to the latter trend, revolving around daily concerns of ordinary people, such as problems of unrequited love that could still perfectly convey “the entire complex of moral qualities, characterizing the Soviet people.”
 In 1960, an editorial in Iskusstvo Kino reported that debates at the Third Plenary Meeting of the Cinematographers’ Union revolved around the concept of Chekhovian as applied to contemporary themes. The editorial insisted that although “Chekhov may aid cinema in seeing life concretely and laconically,” the filmmakers should not forget the traditions of Mayakovsky, Dovzhenko, or Eisenstein.
 As I illustrate below, filmmakers pursued a slightly different course, attempting to show not only that simplicity may be great but that greatness can be simple. To attain this goal, they sometimes harmonized Chekhov with the more heroic classical paradigms and superimposed a Chekhovian style (as elaborated in critical discourses and marked in the films’ reviews
) onto an essentially heroic fabula. 


Summarizing in 1960 the Chekhovian trend in domestic cinema, L. Pogozheva wrote: 

In the early works of Sergei Gerasimov, in the work of I. Kheifits and a number of young filmmakers – M. Khutsiev, L. Kulidzhanov, T. Abuladze, S. Rostotskii, M. Shveitser – we may find the ‘Chekhovian rudiments’ (chekhovskoe nachalo), albeit differently reflected and transformed. It is true that they do not always rise to Chekhov’s ability to suddenly light the represented life with some detail, to rise above life and look at it from the higher viewpoint. Chekhov always has an external siuzhet and an internal siuzhet. Through pedestrian conversations about rain and vodka, through all the lunches, tea parties and suppers that constitute the external action of his stories and plays, the deep, socially-significant conflicts are conveyed. Why, then, settle only for what can be seen and heard on the screen?

As most characteristic of the Chekhovian trend, I have decided to focus here on the work of the young filmmakers Lev Kulidzhanov and Iakov Segel and the veteran filmmaker Iosif Kheifits. The differences in the filmmakers’ approach to Chekhov and the cinematic siuzhet as well as their generational difference have motivated my choice. The following analysis of Chekhovian films aims to broach a more nuanced approach to the role of Stalinist legacy in post-Stalinist art. 

Between Chekhov and Ermolova: The House I Live In
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Poster for The House I Live In, featuring Galia and Serezha


In the mid-1950s L. Kulidzhanov and Ia. Segel graduated from S. Gerasimov’s “Chekhovian” workshop at the All-State Institute of Cinematography.
 Incidentally, both debuted with screen adaptations of Chekhov’s short stories as their diploma films. Their work has been characterized as “provocatively normal cinema, converging with the tradition to give the social order a human face.”
 Symptomatically, The House I Live In was received as “programmatically Chekhovian” only in the early 1960s, when the focus shifted from hero to narrative: “The film openly and consistently aligns itself with Chekhov’s poetics, which broke with dramaturgical convention and brought the artist as close to reality as can be.”
 The critics summarized the Chekhovian program of the film as follows: 

Is it possible for the refined Chekhovian form, which emerged on the grounds of protest against the dreary everydayness, to accommodate the heroic content of our daily life? The screenwriter and the directors answer this question with engaging conviction. They also answer it indirectly, through the entire composition of the film, and directly, inserting within it a protest against the false civic fervor in art.
 

In 1958, the reviews spoke of the truth of detail but also of a “diffused general concept,”
 and “the insufficiently dramatic siuzhet.”
 However, the filmmakers’ concept and its realization were very clear. The title of the film is, in fact, a quote from Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard.  In the play, Ania, the youngest member of an impoverished aristocratic family, is preparing to break with her past and leave her ancestral home. She says: “The house we live in has not been our house for quite some time.” The filmmakers set out to prove the words of another character, Chekhov’s eternal student Petia Trofimov who inspired Ania to make the move: “The entire Russia is our garden.” 


The film’s plot is structured around four households in a new apartment building in Moscow. Together the characters deliver a representative sample of Soviet urban life, stretched along the professional, generational, and moral axes. While the place of action is circumscribed, the time extends from the mid-1930s to the early 1950s. The pivotal event in the film is the Second World War – the most potent historical setting in which private desires could be advantageously displayed as part of the objective goal. A siuzhet based on the local viewpoint of a large-scale historical event had had a number of precedents in Soviet cinema of the 1930s and 1940s. Iu. Raizman’s Final Night (1936) delimited its take on the October revolution to one Petersburg district and the events of one night, capturing the maturation of proletarian consciousness. M. Donskoi’s Country Teacher (1947) encompassed the timeframe from WWI to the late 1940s, its plot metered by significant events from the 1905 revolution through collectivization to World War II as experienced by a teacher. What sets The House apart as the 1950s film is the much greater individuation (not to be confused with individualization) of the heroes, accomplished through the nuanced interiorizing of their private space. In the films of the 1930s, street settings prevailed. 


Despite the filmmakers’ claim to revisionist typicality manifest in multiple plotlines tied to multiple characters, the film’s character structure is far from democratic. The film’s visual style is particularly telling. Even though action now takes place in anti-monumental public spaces, such as the “sleeping district
” courtyards and in private spaces of the characters’ apartments, the camera continues to capture the heroes in low angle close-ups, a viewpoint characteristic of Stalinist cinema. More importantly, two characters stand out among others: the burgeoning actress Galia and geologist Dmitrii Kashirin. While every character in the film represents the totality that is the Soviet people in one way or another, these characters are more “equal among equals,” their typicalness evident in the ideological density of their subplots not necessarily dependent on the duration of their presence on the screen. 


 If Galia is a typical hero in training, who, in the course of the film, comes to resolve within herself a tension between spontaneity and consciousness, Kashirin, in his uncompromising loyalty to socially significant work, is a direct descendant of Stalinist mentor figures. The two, however, do not enter into the usual relationship of the mentor and the initiate. Instead, Kashirin mentors Galia’s boyfriend Sergei – a subsidiary character whose function is to counter the actions of Kashirin’s wife as an inappropriate life partner of the typical hero. The film establishes subtle parallels between the two couples as well as the two typical heroes. The stories of Galia and Kashirin contain a number of similarities. Both are people of vocation, their private identity inseparable from their professional one, while the professions of the other characters, with the exception of Galia’s tutor, are of no particular narrative importance. When the war comes, all who matter see it as their personal duty to aid the homeland in any way they can, yet it is plain to see that Galia and Kashirin have more to give up than the others do.  


In peacetime, their family life provides a source of conflict, setting them apart from the other characters who lead harmonious existences. Kashirin’s wife Lida, who wants to live a little for herself, does not support her husband’s quest for the appropriately named mineral – sunny pyrite. Tired of his prolonged absences, she has an affair. The beginning of the war provides the melodramatic twist to her storyline: she finally leaves Dmitrii only to run back to him when she reaches the train station and finds out that the country went to war that very morning. Although the filmmakers treat Lida tactfully and sympathetically, the unfolding of events make it clear that she is but a lost sheep to be returned into the stronghold of the collective – yet another narrative leftover of Stalinism. She does not regain peace of mind until she fully realizes and verbalizes the significance of her husband’s work and civic selflessness. 
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Lida and Kashirin


In a similar vein, Galia’s relationship with her petit-bourgeois parents brings out her professional integrity and selfless patriotism. At her birthday party, she defends the sanctity of her art against the distracted attitude of her parents and other petit-bourgeois guests. Kashirin, who is among the guests, gives an example of appropriate reception – he switches off the turntable and displays the most ardent intention to listen carefully and respectfully, unlike some of the younger guests who (jealously) dismiss Galia’s vocation as vanity and some of the older guests, who prefer to chew on their fish. Art is thus unambiguously established as the domain of the typical heroes. Galia’s selflessness – the most important typical trait in Stalinist narrative – is first made evident when she refuses to evacuate from Moscow with her parents during the war. If the film celebrates nuclear ties of secondary characters, the typical heroes’ unsettled private lives underscore their public identity and their civic/professional fervor – the usual semantic blocks of Stalinist narrative. Finally, both characters perish in the war, their deaths presented as more global in their impact than the death of their proletarian neighbor, mourned privately by his wife. 


As a dynamic character, progressing toward “consciousness,” Galia is ultimately more important than Kashirin: her buildungs-novella functions as the film’s moral center and an organizational force pulling all narrative threads together. In addition, her plotline carries the film’s meta-cultural weight. Galia’s artistic credo, inseparable from her maturation as a social person, develops at the crossing point of the emergent Thaw ideals and the persisting Stalinist discourse. On the one hand, Galia’s subplot relies on the most recognizable dichotomy of the post-Stalin 50s – “great” vs. “simple,” where greatness refers to the allegorical style of High Stalinism, manifest in titanic positive heroes and hierarchical narrative agency of the “fathers” and the “sons,” and simplicity defines to the burgeoning non-structured, “natural” narrative. The elaboration of simplicity in The House, however, is heavily mediated by inherited Stalinist discourse, embedded in numerous references to the heavily codified classical heritage.  

Galia’s subplot revolves around the relationship between Galia and her tutor actress Kseniia Nikolaevna. The latter introduces Galia to the concept of simple acting as opposed to pompous declamation, associated with Stalinist rhetoric. Yet the concept of simplicity relies on a series of Stalinist clichés. Most noteworthy is the ritual hanging of the portrait of Mariia Ermolova by V. Serov. This event, at Kseniia Nikolaevna’s apartment, inaugurates the theme of the artist and sets in motion Galia’s subplot. Mariia Ermolova (1853-1928), an actress of the pre-Stanislavsky generation and the primadonna of the Malyi Theater, was renowned for a series of heroic female leads. Stalinist culture consecrated Ermolova as a model actress. The portrait itself dates back to 1905 and belongs in the genre of “gala portraiture” (paradnyi portret) used as blueprint in Stalinist art. 
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In the late 1930s and 1940s in his unfinished manuscript on montage, published in parts for the first time in 1964, Sergei Eisenstein included a deconstructive piece on the Ermolova portrait, describing it as a supreme example of “simple monumentality” attained with minimum compositional means.
 The essay revolved around the issue of typical representation, which Eisenstein took to another level, conceptualizing all of its paradoxes in terms of form alone. He broke the portrait into three “shots,” based on the lines that break the figure up (from the floor-line up, from the waist up as framed by the mirror, and from the neck up as framed by the line between the wall and the ceiling as reflected in the mirror). Eisenstein showed how the entire composition encompassed three points of view, depending on the fragment – high (because we see so much of the floor and the lap of her dress), straight-on (because the figure is parallel to the wall), and low angles (because we see the ceiling in the mirror). 

Eisenstein also paid attention to the spatial dynamic of the portrait, guiding the viewer from the more constricted to boundless space. The overall composition of the portrait, according to Eisenstein, guides the spectator’s gaze from the face to a position “at the feet” of the great actress. The figure itself is not dynamic like figures in the paintings of Honore Daumier. Eisenstein’s analysis of the portrait presents a potent metaphor of the oxymoronic quality of typical representation – its impulse of at-once-ness assuming co-presence of unreal expressivity and verisimilitude. And, as Eisenstein shows, it works. While the critics objected to certain expressions of greatness in the film, berating the filmmakers for reverting in some scenes to the fervor of Stalinist cinematography, nobody objected to Ermolova’s portrait. 


In The House, the hanging of the portrait is placed within a highly programmatic sequence. The scene is inserted as a parallel action within the sequence introducing the Davydovs – the working class family of Galia’s boyfriend Sergei. Concurrently with the hanging of Ermolova’s portrait, Sergei’s father hangs two modest photographs of himself and his wife above the conjugal bed. The sound of the hammer at the Davydovs’ segues into the apartment of Kseniia Nikolaevna. The entire sequence builds on the idea of organic coexistence of the simple and the monumental. The posture of Kseniia Nikolaevna mimics that of Ermolova, while her communication with the maid is marked by utmost earthiness. 


Whether the filmmakers were aware of it or not, Ermolova herself promoted a view of the typical quite similar in essence to the Socialist Realist interpretation. When asked to compare great theater stars Eleanora Duse and Sarah Bernhardt, Ermolova replied: “Duse is all temperament and thus is not typical. Sarah Bernhardt is an actress of intelligence, finish, and appearance, and she creates more types.”
 When Kseniia Nikolaevna instructs Galia in the art of acting – a key meta-cultural moment in the film – she suggests the departure from the “finish” (artifice or consciousness in Clark’s sense of the word), proposing instead life-like behavior. But does this departure signify a turn to “temperament” or, to use another Clark’s term, “spontaneity”?
 As far as Galia’s plotline is concerned, her civic trajectory as a typical character is quite the opposite. A temperamental child and teenager, she becomes a resolute martyr. Her calm decisions to first abandon her art to work at the factory and then enlist in the army as a volunteer may be juxtaposed with the truly chaotic impulse guiding her boyfriend. If in the screenplay, her character yields some lifelike emotion, such as the fear of death, the film reduces it to the recognizably typical scheme, albeit redressed thanks to innovative casting and Bolotova’s delivery. In addition, Kseniia Nikolaevna’s response to war provides a subtle alternative to Galia’s plan of action. She travels to perform for the soldiers, showing that the muses do not have to be silent when the canons roar. 
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Kseniia Nikolaevna and Galia


The classical prop, prominent in the pivotal scene of Galia’s instruction – the poster of the first Moscow Art Theater production of Chekhov’s Seagull – further complicates the notion of simplicity. On the one hand, the Moscow Art Theater and the Stanislavsky system had become the official staples of Stalinist culture. On the other hand, Chekhov was arguably the most important classical paradigm for post-Stalinist culture that developed the term “Chekhovian,” used interchangeably with the key notions of the Thaw: “simplicity,” “prose,” and “realism.” In the film, the poster serves as a headline for the natural style of acting. 

INSERT STILL


Yet another classical intertext comes to bear on the meaning of simplicity. Kseniia Nikolaevna’s instruction seamlessly segues into the monologue of Katerina from N. Ostrovsky’s Thunderstorm to illustrate natural acting: “Why don’t people fly? I say, why don’t people fly as birds do? Sometimes I think I am a bird. When one stands on the hill, one is drawn to fly. It seems that if I just ran and raised my arms, I would fly.” Galia, not realizing the actress is reciting, suggests that Kseniia Nikolaevna takes a shot at flying. Thunderstorm had been a standard Stalinist classic. The choice of this play to illustrate Chekhovian acting is motivated, no doubt, by the film’s intent to wed civic fervor and simplicity. Katerina’s dream of flying like a bird conveys longing to escape her unhappy existence as a merchant wife, interpreted by radical critic Dobroliubov as a rebellion against the social order. In Soviet context, the monologue reads automatically as a “critical realist” prefiguration of the Soviet present, suggesting that now, in post-revolutionary paradise, people are indeed as free as the birds. 


Besides furnishing a rather ambiguous context for the new acting style, which we may now define as the “simple greatness,” the poster and the monologue perform another function in the narrative: from the start, these intertexts anticipate Galia’s fate, furnishing her character with a dimension of tragic certainty and other-worldliness. Actress Nina Zarechnaia – the protagonist of Chekhov’s Seagull who, over the course of the play, transitions from dreams of glory to humble endurance – is among several classical prototypes of Galia. Bird symbolism accompanies her throughout the film. The heroine recites Katerina’s monologue (the fateful)
 three times: at her birthday party, to Sergei, and, posthumously, in voice-over when Kseniia Nikolaevna recollects their lessons looking at the photograph of Galia in military uniform. The scene when Galia, interrupted by her petit-bourgeois father, leaves her birthday party and recites her monologue in the open air to her proletarian boyfriend is of particular importance. The two stand on the raised embankment by the river. The filmmakers shoot the scene in extreme long take at an extremely low angle, providing a visual equivalent to the monologue. Although we do not hear the monologue proper, Galia’s birdlike gestures make it apparent. The visual rendition of the scene is ambiguous. On the one hand, the low angle and the raised stone embankment bring to mind Stalinist visual expressions of “greatness.” On the other hand, the filmmakers subvert the trope by tracking in to make the angle so steep it causes a sense of vertigo in the viewer. In Ostrovsky’s play, Katerina does fly – she commits suicide by jumping off a cliff into the river. In Chekhov’s play another artist, writer Treplev, whose life also ends in suicide, pointlessly shoots the symbolic bird. In fact, Galia’s performance at her birthday party aligns her with Treplev as much as Nina. The scene at Galia’s parents’ echoes the opening scenes of Chekhov’s Seagull, when Nina performs Treplev’s play while his mother, an old-school actress, unable to comprehend new forms, interrupts the play with some platitudinous remarks to the utter despair of her son. The scene also brings to mind another Chekhovian encounter – Galia leaves her birthday party telling his father that he now may finish his fish – another explicit reference to Chekhov.



The film’s screenplay, which won the State Prize for Screenwriting, supports the tragic dimension, albeit in a different way. Instead of the quote from Ostrovsky, in the screenplay, Kseniia Nikolaevna recites a passage from Adrienne Lecouvreur (1849), a French melodrama by Eugene Scribe, little known in the United States, but tremendously popular in Russia. In the passage, the protagonist, an actress, having been poisoned by a competitor in love, implores the gods to let her live, but not for her art. Her drive to live rests solely on the love of a man: 

You tell me that you love me… Save me… I do not want to die… Not long ago I wanted to die because I was unhappy, but now… I want to live, he loves me, he has called me his wife! Hear me, God! Let me live a little longer… a few days… I am so young and life is so beautiful! Theater… My heart will no longer beat with the agitation of success! Oh, how I loved art…And nothing will remain of me, nothing, but a memory”
 


The play is the biographical account of the French actress’ life and death. Lecouvreur (1692-1730), whose acting marked a transition to a more natural acting style for the French stage, died young under mysterious circumstances. Besides Scribe’s play, her story inspired a poem by Voltaire, and an opera by F. Cilea. In the Soviet Union, the performance of Scribe’s play in 1949 marked the end of Alisa Koonen’s (1889-1974) career and of A. Tairov’s Kamernyi Theater, closed on the grounds of its departure from Socialist Realist conventions. In 1944, at forty five, Koonen also played the role of Nina Zarechnaia in Tairov’s most iconoclast rendition of Chekhov’s Seagull. Tairov cut all the day-to-day dialogue, reducing the play to “a Platonic dialogue on art,” framed by the discourses of three art-makers: actress Nina Zarechnaia, playwright Treplev and writer Trigorin. The actors performed without costumes, make-up, or sets. Ironically, Koonen’s acting was often compared to that of Duse’s, who, according to Ermolova, produced unique rather than typical characters. 


Lecouvreur, juxtaposed with The Seagull in the screenplay, furnishes a different – individualized – meaning of “simplicity.” If Nina’s art helps her endure her unhappy personal life (her lover’s rejection and the death of their child), Lecouvreur, moments before death, clings to the prospects of private happiness, dismissing theater altogether. The quote from Scribe in the screenplay serves to characterize Kseniia Nikolaevna as much as Galia. At the beginning of the screenplay, Galia’s mentor is a broken person living in the past – an aspect of her character, completely omitted in the film. In the screenplay Kseniia Nikolaevna enumerates her roles, including Ostrovsky’s Katerina and Chekhov’s Nina, as the long-forgotten shadows: “‘My first poster,’ said Kseniia Nikolaevna, “1901… There were many afterwords – Katerina, Phoedra, Laurentsiia, Seagull. And nothing has remained, except for these pieces of paper and emptiness in my heart.”
 The war transforms her, giving her a reason to live – a rather dangerous invocation of the “abstractly human” patriotism, of which Anna Akhmatova was accused, for example. 


The quote from Scribe’s play threatens the unity of Galia’s character, exposing two important individual losses precisely as losses, not gains (of “consciousness”). Galia dies before she is able to realize herself as an actress or a woman. The screenplay also emphasizes the tragedy of individual death. After introducing Galia to the monologue of Adrienne, Kseniia Nikolaevna says: “I have died so many times on the stage that I am really not afraid to die once more… in life” (ibid., 38). Galia confesses to Kseniia Nikolaevna and, later, to her boyfriend, that she, on the other hand, is afraid to die – a character trait absent in the film. After Galia is killed in action, Kseniia Nikolaevna remembers their conversation on death with remorse.   


Galia’s subplot as rendered in the film preserves the typical integrity of her character by way of interweaving of the great/simple symbols that fit in both Stalinist and post-Stalinist contexts. Yet some of these intertextual signs and symbols provide a dimension of premonition: the film seems to suggest that its most cherished subject can only exist as a sign, symbol or memory – an image Kseniia Nikolaevna will place among her cherished possessions, next to the poster of The Seagull perhaps. The same is true of another typical hero in the film – geologist Dmitrii Kashirin, although the effect is achieved via different means. In a recent essay, including a brief analysis of The House, P. Petrov made an interesting observation on the function of World War II – another Stalinist trope in the film – as regards Dmitrii:  

Dmitrii makes only episodic appearances on the screen, during which he either prepares for his next absence… He enters The House I Live In in order not to live in it.  His character—if it can be called that—is a most general contour: we know that he loves his profession and his wife, and enjoys the company of young people. The quality that truly defines him is his far-and-away-ness, his inability to inhabit the same world as the other characters in the film. In the early part of the narrative, however, only one, horizontal (geographical), space is open for him (although, his profession foreshadows the transition to the vertical). After Lida’s adultery, all conditions are in place for the distant “there” that is Dmitrii’s true home to take on a new significance. This is why the Second World War begins.

Petrov’s treatment of WWII as a ritual rather than mimetic function echoes Clark’s poignant observation on the use of social tasks as substitutes for the mythical forces of nature in Stalinist novels. In The House, however, the ritual and its agents – the typical heroes – are already seen as if through the haze of nostalgia, visually manifested in the iris focus on Galia’s photograph and the soft-focus on Kseniia Nikolaevna who is remembering her. The casting choice is also quite suggestive: Galia is played by the fifteen-year-old Zhanna Bolotova – an actress of fragile stature, a visual antithesis to the robust Stalinist heroines. Even the above-cited extreme shot of Galia reciting her monologue on the embankment of the Moscow river is somewhat neutralized and distanced by the concurrent soundtrack – a lyrical guitar song relating of the first dates and first loves in the past tense. The end of the sequence marks the beginning of the war, which ends Galia’s life. 


In view of the above considerations, the title of the film, which may be read as a paraphrase 
of Chekhov’s line from The Cherry Orchard, is ambiguous if the subject of the title sentence is indeed the typical hero. As the revolutionary-minded protagonist of Chekhov, eternal student Petia Trofimov put it, “the house we live in, has long ago ceased to be our house.”  


In terms of structure, when it comes to the juxtaposition of the typical heroes and their circumstances, the “qualitative” trend of “toned down” cinema – presents a de-centered world, where the typical characters are the last strongholds of (Stalinist) fabula, rather than recycled tropes, as some contemporary scholars suggest.
 The siuzhet of The House, although retaining the typical agents of action, lacks the teleological drive of Stalinist narrative. While the film does not display the private losses of its typical heroes as significant, its constant awareness of their impending deaths conveys the sense of loss, unprecedented in Stalinist culture. As we have seen, this awareness is contained within the film’s complex iconography and visual style. The reason why the typical hero persisted in Soviet cinema for nearly a decade after Stalin’s death may best be elaborated by another reference to A. Siniavskii, who proposed to distinguish between the “Soviet power” and the “Soviet State”: 

As soon as I utter “Soviet power,” I immediately imagine the revolution – the siege of the Winter palace, the chatter of the machine-gun carts, a thin slice of bread, the defense of the red Petersburg – and I cannot speak of it without respect. Logically, “soviet power” and “soviet state” are one and the same. But emotionally – these are two different things. If I have something against the socialist state (some trifles really!), I have absolutely nothing against the soviet power. Is it funny? Perhaps. But this is what romanticism is all about.

Galia and Dmitrii are precisely the icons of the “soviet power” as Siniavskii interprets it. As a prominent film historian and an eye witness of the period N. Zorkaya put it, “doubts in Socialism and concurrent party directives cannot be read into the films [of the 1950s]…the crux of the matter was the undefeated faith in socialist ideals.”
 Besides the remote revolution, the recent World War II provided an added contemporary dimension of romantic egalitarianism. In 1968, critic M. Kvasnetskaia conceptualized the validity of the myth of societal unity in The House in terms of the recent war. Her argument that the film truthfully conveys the essence of the Soviet people rests on the assertion that the filmmakers lived through the hardships of the war (Kulidzhanov being its veteran), “which supplied the measuring scale of honesty, conscience and courage.”
 Thus, most elements of “greatness” in the film are justified in the eyes of its contemporary audience. In many films of the Thaw made by the younger generation, most notably in M. Khutsiev’s I am Twenty (1962) and July Rain (1966), the image of the revolution is directly superimposed on the image of WWII. However, as we have seen, this faith is already tinted in The House with nostalgia and worry that it cannot be sustained much longer – the motif more pronounced in Khutsiev’s films. 


When the critics compared The House to its thematic and stylistic rival M. Kalatozov’s The Cranes are Flying, they noted the absence in The House of the “specially constructed siuzhet,” which now came to be understood negatively as “an illustration of whatever… thesis.”
 The screenplay, in fact, contained potential for some collisions. For instance, Sergei’s non-proletarian rival, a wooer of Galia. In the film, this love triangle, similar to the one at the heart in The Cranes, receives no development. More than any other film of the 1950s, The House, which embeds the typical heroes in the flow of the “typical circumstances of everyday life,” as opposed to the “logic of history,” illustrated precisely through these kinds of conflicts, became aligned with Chekhov’s poetics. Chekhov is, of course, known to have said that “siuzhet must be new and fabula can be absent.” Symptomatically, in the mid-1960s, which experienced the boom of the so-called “non-fabulaic” cinema, Stalinist siuzhet understood as a reduction of life’s experience was redefined as fabula understood as ideological reduction of siuzhet, while siuzhet was once more reconstituted as a free, albeit necessarily mimetic, construct.
 To sum up, the analysis above displays the complexity of cultural transition, impossible to conceptualize in terms of a clean break with the past that manifests itself in all the seemingly new elements of the present. 

Aleksei Batalov as Chekhovian Typical Hero
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In the 1950s the Soviet film community welcomed a new hero labeled, for the lack of a better term, “simple.” “Simplicity” referred to the external aspects of the hero that differentiated him from the post-war Stalinist hero, manifest mostly in modest physical appearance and modest lifestyle. Among the new actors who personified this hero, Aleksei Batalov was a stand out who, the critics concurred, was the first to find the means to express “the union of labor and reason,” the new quality of the “simple” hero (Katsev 1964, 12-13).  Unlike concurrent stars N. Rybnikov and L. Kharitonov, Batalov emanated a unique internal complexity that shined through his boy-next-door image. This image developed in a fruitful collaboration with veteran director Iosif Kheifits. Although the two roles that made Batalov an icon of the Thaw were Boris Borozdin in the prize-winning M. Kalatozov’s The Cranes are Flying (1957) and Dmitrii Gusev in M. Romm’s Nine Days of One Year (1961), both directors used Batalov as a “moral typage,” cultivated in the films of Kheifits. 
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shipbuilder Aleksei Zhurbin in The Big Family
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long-haul driver Sasha Rumiantsev
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                    factory worker/soldier Boris Borozdin in The Cranes
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surgeon Vladimir Ustimenko in My Dear Man 1958
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                       nuclear physicist Dmitrii Gusev in Nine Days 1961


Between 1954 and 1966, Batalov starred in six films by Khefits, four of them set in contemporary world, two – screen adaptations of Chekhov. The critics approached all of these films (with the exception of the second Chekhov adaptation) as a cycle, united by a focus on what they defined as “the contemporary search for happiness.”
 Kheifits’ 1960 adaptation of Chekhov’s Lady with the Dog, the first Chekhov screen adaptation tied by the critics to contemporary concerns, was received as part and parcel of this search: “Formally, for several years Kheifits and Batalov did not return to the collaborative work on the image of our contemporary. But one cannot miss in their next film, The Lady with the Dog, a new attempt to conceptualize the theme of human happiness. Without a doubt, the screen adaptation of Chekhov is tied directly into the actor’s and the director’s reflections on the second half of the XX century.”
 Retrospectively, the role of Gurov in The Lady with the Dog (1960) informed the Soviet reception of Batalov’s early proletarian characters ship-builder Alesha Zhurbin (1954) and long-haul driver Sasha Rumiantsev (1956). The role helped conceptualize the unfamiliar appeal of Batalov’s hero that set him apart from other “simple” heroes: “Batalov’s Aleksei is not one of those crude under-education youngsters…He is internally intelligent, refined…”


Batalov’s “Chekhovian aura” has also influenced recent scholarship, divided on the meaning of his hero. V. Troianovskii views the actor as direct predecessor of the 60s-80s reflexive heroes in line with the Brezhnev-era Soviet reception of Batalov: “Batalov’s early heroes were ascribed moral reflexivity; not the direct kind, as in his mature roles, but implied. [The role of] Aleksei Zhurbin already anticipated Chekhov’s Gurov.”
 This image is contested by another critic, Lev Anninskii, who considers Batalov an updated version of Stalinist hero: “The hero of the young Batalov (Aleksandr Rumiantsev, Boris Borozdin, and Vladimir Ustimenko) is a man of iron certainty; he is a consistent, wholesome and will-powered figure; he is the positive hero in the most precise sense of the word, but – he is warmed up by the extraordinary charisma, complicated by intelligence, colored by natural obertones.”
 Most Russian critics and scholars today have been writing since the 1960s and 70s. The cultures of their respective formative decades continue to infiltrate their perception. Troianovskii, who graduated The All State Institute of Cinematography in 1975, sees Batalov through the prism of the 1970s hero – his contemporary, personified among others, by Oleg Dal’ and Oleg Iankovskii. On the other hand, the 60s man Anninskii assesses Batalov rather harshly, echoing the disillusionment that set in the late 1960s. The few Western scholars to comment on Batalov seem to adhere to the opinions of the 1950s Soviet critics. Josephine Woll, for example, insists that Batalov, first among others, 
embodied unmediated “individual empowerment,” manifest in the absence of the Party “fathers” to guide him – a sign, for Woll, of a profound change.
 


My goal is not to refute the above opinions. However, if we place Batalov’s hero within the teleological context of the 1950s cinema, a few corrections invite themselves. First, agreeing with Anninskii, I see Batalov’s hero as an essentially retrospective figure, embodying the typical hero in the last stage. Secondly, I will attempt to show that the most complicating aspect of Batalov’s hero – the “Chekhovian” subtext read into his characters by contemporaries – did not transform him into the kind of character that was viable in the late 1960s-80s, but ultimately resulted in the alienation, narrative marginalization and bankruptcy of the typical hero, in that order. To sum up, the following analysis of the Batalov-Kheifits films is based on the assumption that the leading hero of the 50s may be read as a dead-end attempt at complexity, due precisely to his underlying typical essence, manifest primarily in the fabula, imposed on this character.  


Several methodological reminders are due at this point. My analysis of the Batalov films relies on the somewhat mechanical separation of the fabula and siuzhet, which may best describe the splitting of the typical paradigm in the films of the 1950s. As discussed above, since the First Congress of the Writer’s Union in 1934, typical representation relied on two constituents: typical hero and typical circumstances. From 1934 to the mid-1950s, great emphasis was placed on the typical circumstances. To substantiate the Marxist slogan that social being preceded social consciousness it was not enough to show a selfless hero and provide a local cause of his selflessness. It was mandatory to show that the entire Soviet society abided by this law. The classic examples may be found in the mass scenes crowning most Stalinist and early post-Stalinist films, in which quantity
 serves as social causality.
 In essence, typical circumstances constituted Stalinist siuzhet, defined at once as the “real, concretely historical, and active environment of action,” filling out the fabula, embodied in the typical hero. Post-Stalinist culture could not sustain the impulse of totality, despite the government’s desires. I view the 1950s-early 60s collaboration of Kheifits and Batalov as one narrative, unified by the objective to retain civic fervor among the rubble of Stalinist legacy. I argue that the 1950s cinema culture was able to hold on to the typical hero but had to let go of typical circumstances. As my analysis of The House showed, in post-Stalinist narrative the typical hero became the locus of ideology and, therefore, fabula. On the other hand, as my analyses of the Batalov-Kheifits films aim to show, with dissolution of typical circumstances the siuzhet grew ideologically vague, developing its own causality beyond the formulaic fabula, manifest in the central hero’s ascent to “consciousness.”


What makes Kheifits’ films poignant for the 1950s culture and for this dissertation is the fact that, in representing tension between the protagonist and his increasingly complex social habitat, Kheifits relied on a number of specific Chekhovian tropes and motifs, eschewing broad meta-cultural application of the notion of Chekhovian as did the makers of The House. Numerous references to Chekhov infiltrate Kheifits’ diaries, articles and production notes. 
Ironically, Kheifits produced his best Chekhovian filmmaking when he did not try to imitate Chekhov. The utter bankruptcy of the typical hero in his films became evident when the filmmaker attempted to harmonize the hero and the new set of circumstances by way of conscious superimposition of Chekhov’s motifs onto the typical hero in The Day of Happiness (1963), analyzed in chapter four
. The analysis of Chekhovian intertexts and quotes in Kheifits’ films follows the path of induction, yielding a closer look at these works, some of which have received reductive treatment in recent scholarship, while others have been undeservedly overlooked. I consider Kheifits as an auteur in view of the peculiarity of Soviet and post-Soviet reception, outlined above.

Batalov as the “Simple” Hero: The Big Family and The Rumiantsev File

Batalov’s major breakthrough in cinema came with the role of young shipbuilder Aleksei Zhurbin in The Big Family (1954), based on Vsevolod Kochetov’s novel The Zhurbins (1952). The film concentrates on a large nuclear family of shipbuilders, whose entire lives revolve around their work. At the time of its release, the film was received as the long-awaited practical realization of the official directives outlined in Malenkov’s speech at the XIX Party Congress. The review of The Big Family in Iskusstvo Kino enthusiastically announced this in the title: “The Zhurbins… who are the Ivanovs and not the Ivanovs,” which stressed the harmony of the typical and the individual. The review focused on the all-familiar industrial fabula. The old and the young family members face the technological perestroika at their plant. The choice to master new production methods and move on (toward the ideal future, present, as in all Stalinist films, in the film’s ending) or to retreat into the repair dock and stall, determines the degree of the characters’ “consciousness.” The beginning and the ending of the film align the life of the family with the life of the plant. The film opens with the birth of the first member of the family’s fourth generation, little Matvei, whose arrival is announced by his grandfather in shipbuilding terms: “One more Zhurbin has left the dock.” At the end of the film, a new ship sails off, carrying the name of the family’s patriarch Matvei and his great-grandson. The review enumerated the typical characteristics embodied by the family aligning the private and public aspects of its existence and emphasizing its dynamic, progressive nature аs well as its typical circumstances, such as the Communist Party and Soviet reality (emphases added): 

These are the people who think like statesmen. These are the masters of the highest qualification, whose physical labor is increasingly combined with mental work. They are outstanding workers. They are fighters. In what is often labeled as private life, these people keep to firm traditions and high morality. They judge themselves and others by the highest standards, at work and at home. They are the sons and daughters of the great nation, raised by the Communist party and Soviet reality.
 


The alignment of the people with their work corresponded to some objective reality outside the Stalinist myth of the Great Family. Among proletarian groups, the shipbuilders’ private life was perhaps most bound by traditions and rituals stretching far back to pre-revolutionary times. In production diaries, based on first-hand research, Kheifits reflected on their philosophy in universally Marxist rather than specifically Soviet terms. He made no mention of the role of the party or Soviet reality. Instead, Kheifits remembered the outskirts of St. Petersburg where the workers’ suburbs used to be.
 These images evoked the early 1930s films, like B. Barnet’s Outskirts or Raizman’s Last Night. Furthermore, for the filmmaker, who had done research among the shipbuilders, the inner pride and independence of these people and the significance of their rituals brought up associations with another family, close in spirit: “The work-loving close-knit Chekhov family in Taganrog comes to mind. They also liked to sing acathisti together. Only in The Zhurbins the religious base is supplanted by labor.”
 If we consider the Chekhov family among the prototypes of the Zhurbins in the film, certain changes made by Kheifits to Kochetov’s novel echo specific motifs of Chekhov’s biography. In particular, the strong and powerful figures of the father and the grandfather in the film are marked by the kind of vulnerability that brings Chekhov’s father Pavel to mind. In addition, as we will discover, the personal life of one of the sons, Viktor, is 
strongly evocative of the unhappy relationships in Chekhov’s stories. 


The most pertinent complication of the otherwise stellar representation of the family, underscored by Stalinist mise-en-scene, is the splitting of the narrative into several plotlines, one of them only loosely linked to the industrial fabula. Batalov’s hero Aleksei, the youngest of Matvei’s grandsons, is the focus of this subplot. Aleksei’s social identity fits the profile of the typical hero. Not only is he a hereditary proletarian, a member of the most prominent working family at the plant, but also a Stakhanovite – a worker whose production figures are double the norm. The hero himself announces his selflessness, insisting that he does not work for material rewards. The film places a noticeable emphasis on the circumstances of his prowess, albeit in a new, updated manner. Kheifits dwells on the collective not as a background of the hero’s advancement as was the case in Stalinist film despite all the collectivist rhetoric, but as an active formational force.
 


The hero’s relationship to his success is mixed. He does not simply “shrug off the public recognition that so gratifies his father,” as J. Woll suggests. To the contrary, his father Il’ia and his old colleague Aleksandr Basmanov expose the anti-collective essence of Stalinist hierarchization by mocking Aleksei’s official image, which he is ready to accept to impress the runaway girlfriend. Even the modest heroes of Stalinist epoch, such as teachers Varvara Stepanova and Stepan Lautin accepted awards with heart-felt gratitude. To the contrary, the older workers in Kheifits’ film are highly skeptical of administrative grace, reminding Aleksei that other people directly involved in his achievements are no less deserving. The critique of administration is indirect but noticeable. “The working man’s glory,” says Basmanov to Aleksei, “does not grow on an empty spot but is cultivated by many people. Nobody is going to tell you that besides us: not the Union, or the administration. We are old and we have seen all kinds of flights.” The old workers reinstate the forgotten old values. The film does not so much show Aleksei as a new individually empowered hero, marking a return to the egalitarian Bolshevik values extinguished by Stalin’s administration and absent from the screen since Kheifits’ own film The Baltic Deputy (co-directed with A. Zarkhi in1936).



The critically acclaimed private subplot involving Aleksei is somewhat less exciting than the industrial plot, outlined above. It constitutes the Socialist Realist rendition of a melodramatic triangle, involving Aleksei’s girlfriend Katia as an object of re-education, and Veniamin Semenovich – a middle-aged idle pseudo-intellectual, easily identifiable as the chief villain of late Stalinism – “the rootless cosmopolitan.” Katia, who dreams of an academic career, leaves Aleksei for Veniamin who lures her with lies about his connections in the art world. When she becomes pregnant, the scoundrel abandons her. In the end, Alesha marries Katia and adopts her child, opening up a series of celluloid adoptions – a prominent family trope of Thaw cinema. In 1955 (and today), the critics lauded Aleksei’s independence in matters of private life. The review in Iskusstvo Kino proclaimed: “There are conflicts where the help of the collective is limited and mediated. These are the dramas that arise in the family, in private life.”
 The approval was contingent on the clarity of Aleksei’s underlying motivation and the plausibility of Katia’s transformation:  “In matters of private life the collective gives a person the energy not to lose perspective on life, not to become detached. As for the conflict itself, a person himself solves it, his success dependent on the foundation of his character, nurtured by the collective.”
 In other words, in the 1950s the role of the mentor was relegated onto the collective. Official criticism interpreted Aleksei’s private decision as direct manifestation of his proletarian identity. Retrospectively, after seeing Batalov in other roles, the critics began to notice a vague separateness of this hero. The explanations given focused primarily on the mysterious inner intelligence of Batalov. However, even such an early film as The Big Family contains some specific if not transparent clues that render the harmony between the public and private spheres problematic. Two scenes, in particular, stand out. 


On the evening of Katia’s first infidelity Aleksei expects her to come see the new room, which he received in anticipation of their marriage. As evening draws to a close, Aleksei dozes off only to be startled by the sounds of the radio – a bit from the first act of Chekhov’s Three Sisters. The youngest sister Irina, overcome with anticipation of a brilliant future, invokes a fantastically elevated vision of boundless blue sky and big white birds. Aleksei, whose private dreams have just crashed, switches the radio off. In the film, the radio functions as a source of untrustworthy official information. I
n a later scene, when Il’ia and Basmanov come over to Aleksei’s to mock him for selling out to the administration, they turn the radio on so that Aleksei can hear himself speak to the journalists. It is obvious from Aleksei’s timid radio voice that he is reading something prepared for him in advance. In the same vein, the quote about the brilliant future is a Soviet cliché – a school program synthesis of Chekhov’s texts. In both Chekhov’s plays, the sisters’ dreams of the future in Moscow gradually fade, giving way to the mundane everyday until there is nothing left. 


The siuzhet contains another private subplot that addresses this possibility. Aleksei’s older brother Viktor and his wife Lida break up. The failure of their marriage is motivated by nothing more than the lack of common interests between the spouses. The lives of the Zhurbin women revolve around their husbands’ work, so Lida longs for a private life outside shipbuilding. Before she leaves the house and her husband, she looks at a photograph of Viktor in military uniform. The image brings to mind the recent war, projecting her loneliness onto an extended historical plane. The traumas of World War II were a major figure of silence in the films of the late Stalinist period. What makes the Zhurbin family supremely atypical in terms of objective reality is the fact that it is intact. Kheifits’ next film, released less than two years later, featured a society of orphans. 


The subplots introduce certain elements extraneous to the fabula, which drives the characters toward the brilliant future. The Zhurbins cannot agree whether to condemn or defend either Lida or Viktor. Lida leaves town and joins a geological party, a motif signifying displacement in Kheifits’ films. Some months later, she drops in on Viktor en route to the train station. Their conversation brings to mind Chekhovian encounters: the two speak only of the weather and that Lida started smoking and Viktor quit. The conversation muffles their real feelings – although each misses the other, neither considers the possibility of reunion. The deviation from Kochetov’s novel is significant. In the novel, Viktor falls in love with a young engineer who helps him build a universal tool to mechanize carpenter tasks, while Lida fulfills herself in her new career. Finally, like many Chekhov couples, Viktor and Lida are childless, a fact brought up in family discussion. The Soviet critics dismissed their relationship as ambiguous: “If the relationship of Katia and Aleksei is based on a well-defined conflict, the story of Viktor and Lida’s separation is unintelligible.”
  The failure of Viktor’s marriage casts a shadow on Aleksei’s relationship with Katia, who had left him for Veniamin because he could not satisfy her hunger for learning. Aleksei, despite his good intentions and “inner intelligence,” had not even gone to high school. At the end of the film, Katia is only a mother and a shipbuilder’s wife, the roles she performs with the fervor she once had for the study of history. Her aspiring intellectual self is gone. 


Besides Chekhov on the radio, another encounter with high culture punctuates the fabula. The State National Symphony arrives at the plant to perform for the workers under open skies. A grand piano descends on a crane and the workers succumb to the magic of S. Rachmaninoff’s Serenade. According to Kheifits, the classical music was intended to bring out the greatness of the shipbuilding plant and those who truly belong there, while exposing the negative characters as fakes. Partially, the film achieved this effect. The workers listen attentively, while Veniamin (ab)uses culture to seduce Katia. Yet the “exposure” of the negative characters backfires in others scenes. Both Veniamin and his friend engineer Skobelev cannot be easily dismissed as purely satirical. The critics already blamed Kochetov for deviating from the Socialist Realist logic of negative characterization. In the novel as in the film, no clear motivation is provided for Skobelev’s return to work after prolonged loitering in the bureau of technical information. Skobelev, enacted by Kadochnikov,
 swims in high culture like a fish, particularly when he masterfully plays the piano in Veniamin’s office, drowning out some tedious Soviet music coming from outside. To his piano’s accompaniment, Veniamin stealthily seduces Katia with the most delightful piece of dialogue in the film: “Why don’t you stop by my house? Of course, friendship between people usually develops gradually, but evolution is not the only way of development. Dialectics acknowledge the type of development where certain steps are bypassed.” Not only does Veniamin display considerable wit, but the entire seduction scene conspicuously satirizes the government’s method of seducing its populace.


The harmonious juxtaposition of music and heavy industry in the concert scene serves as backdrop to Aleksei’s inner turmoil. Wandering on the margins Aleksei is dwarfed by an empty industrial site having just encountered Katia and Veniamin together. The concert scene may categorized among similar scenes in Kheifits’ films of the 1950s and 60s, when ritualized public delight serves as background to individual turmoil.
 Ideologized music, in particular, functions to blend the background but individuate the hero.


In the next film, the separateness of Batalov’s hero became the driving force of the narrative. In 1955, Kheifits tried Batalov in a detective drama, or, as Elena Prokhorova specified the genre – a police procedural.
 At first glance, The Rumiantsev File, among other films, aimed to restore the lost order, to suture the wounds inflicted by the recent war and a series of political exposures. The basic outline of the plot, or rather, the film’s fabula, conforms to the general formula of the 1950s crime film outlined by Prokhorova: “Thaw crime films often feature a ‘false’ father, typically an older criminal, who lures or tricks an orphaned young man onto the path of crime. The apprehension of the ‘false father’ is contingent on an older policeman (the ‘true father’) winning the young man’s trust.”
 When, however, we begin to dwell on the details of style and narrative, the film’s goal becomes opaque. 


The entire film unfolds as a flashback. The film begins with a close-up of the reminiscing narrator – the long-haul driver Sasha Rumiantsev played by Batalov – at the wheel of his truck. His voice-over punctuates the film, providing an illusion of a subjective narrative. Rumiantsev was framed by his boss (the “false father”) who used him to transport stolen cargo. The co-workers refuse to believe in Rumiantsev’s guilt. A prominent subplot reveals their efforts to defend him. A good detective (the “true father”) takes them seriously. Yet the hero’s release from jail inconveniently takes place late in the evening, so that no one is waiting for him outside. A series of delays follows: outside Rumiantsev runs into all the wrong people, even though he has many friends. By the time Rumiantsev arrives at his communal apartment, he feels completely alienated and hostile. His girlfriend who had been waiting there meets him with the best of intentions but has only a vague idea of what really happened. 
She believes if he were detained he must be guilty, but offers him emotional support anyway. The hero rejects her pity and rushes off to catch the criminals himself. 


The unfolding of the siuzhet resists the typical causality. The hero acts alone. While he is in trouble, his circumstances are not the great Soviet life, but the building blocks of detective genre. Even though Rumiantsev is the narrator, the viewer is the omniscient party. Within the framed story, the protagonist is completely oblivious to collective support. Only at the end does Lieutenant Afanasiev come to Rumiantsev’s rescue as the hero is nearly beaten to death by the thugs. In the final scene of the framed story, the wounded hero is nestled on the broad shoulder of Afanasiev who welcomes Rumiantsev back into society by addressing him as “son” and “tovarishch,” the titles of which the protagonist was bereft by the evil detective who refused to believe in his innocence. The mutual faith is restored. The final shot abstracts Rumiantsev’s blissful teary-eyed face bathed in a soft glow, inconsistent with the scene’s overall noir lighting.  


Rumiantsev’s separation from his friends is, of course, the main source of suspense. E. Prokhorova described the predicament of the domestic crime film, which emerged in the 1950s as “the need to separate itself from Western tradition while at the same time using its models as the only ones available.”
 To compensate, the friends’ subplots function to characterize Rumiantsev as a typical hero: an excellent employee who is not afraid of difficult assignments and is always ready to help others. The older drivers supply important background information: they knew his father, also a long-haul truck driver, who had died heroically in the war. Rumiantsev’s story as an outstanding hereditary truck driver is virtually identical to that of Aleksei Zhurbin, albeit somewhat toned down. The film systematically conveys the idea that a typical hero can be met in any walk of life, including the somewhat marginalized profession of the truck-driver. To further support this claim, the film introduces Rumiantsev’s best friend Evdokimov, uninvolved in the detective intrigue, as his double. An individuated member of the collective, Evdokimov is another simple man who achieves ordinary greatness – himself an orphan he adopts an orphaned child – an action validated by Lieutenant Afanasiev who displays an almost magical awareness of the good, the bad, and the ugly in the district he oversees. 


Subtly, Kheifits sets up a dichotomy between two plotlines, or two sets of circumstances: the hero’s immediate situation is juxtaposed with the (typical) circumstances of the Soviet existence at large, manifest in the prominent subplots inhabited by his friends. However, the two do not meet. Hence, the film’s double ending. From an overhead close-up of Batalov’s face on the shoulder of Afanasiev, Kheifits cuts to the reminiscing hero. The style and the mood are quite sobering. It is a rainy autumn day and the hero is thinking about returning home from his shift and saying “Hello, wife.” The film reverses the main trope of the Thaw – climate, an important detail missed by E. Margolit who includes The Rumiantsev File among other optimistic films in which seasons change from fall to spring (1996, 105). The progression from spring to late fall indicates the hero’s movement from naivety to sobriety rather than “consciousness,” usually manifest in sunny landscapes. 

The End of the “Simple” Hero: My Dear Man
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My Dear Man (Original Poster)


In their third collaboration, My Dear Man (1958), Batalov and Kheifits brought the typical hero to the pinnacle of his post-Stalinist evolution, a point from where the only path led downward. What gave the role particular poignancy was the fact that Iurii German wrote it specifically for Batalov. The film encompasses some twenty years in the life of surgeon Vladimir Ustimenko, following the hero from age eighteen to his early forties. Historically, the time-span coincides with the chronology of The House I Live In taking us from the mid-1930s to the early 1950s. However, as to be expected after The Rumiantsev File, the typical hero acts within an entirely new set of circumstances. 


The traditional fabula leads the hero through a series of obstacles. As a teenager in the mid-1930s Vladimir reads Marx and watches the newsreels from Spain documenting fascist atrocities. He declares his ideals clearly and laconically. Excitedly he reiterates the words of Blok and Marx that life and happiness mean struggle, an idea officially enforced since the 1930s. Soon he learns about struggle first hand. His father, a military pilot, the main hero of Stalinist epoch, dies in Spain. As a good Thaw character, Vladimir chooses a more modest career of a country doctor, a heroic endeavor in itself as the film lets us know that conditions in the country did not improve much thirty years since the revolution. His girlfriend Varia, who aspires to become an actress, does not follow him when he is assigned to a remote village. The ensuing war inflicts physical injuries as well as emotional wounds. Vladimir loses two war friends and mentors, old revolutionaries Ashkhen and Zinaida Bakunina. He meets Varia again only to lose her to someone else. After the war, Vladimir survives an unhappy marriage and struggle with the bureaucrats. In the end, however, he is reunited with Varia and his war friends invite him to work in the newly developing lands in Siberia. 


Although Ustimenko belongs in a different social milieu from Batalov’s previous heroes, this role continues to develop the same down-to-earth image. A talented surgeon, Ustimenko refuses to advance his career or better his living conditions. He goes where he believes he is needed – the remote places where most doctors refuse to go. There is always someone, in his opinion, more deserving of an apartment his family had been waiting for. One significant character feature differentiates Ustimenko from Batalov’s previous roles: in both words and action, the character becomes the locus of ideology in the film, its direct and active carrier rather than a means of its expression. In Clark’s terms, the hero embodies the characteristics of the “son” and of the “father.” As further analysis aims to show, the reason for the excessive ideologizing of the hero is precisely the ideological dispersion of the world around him, manifest in the complexity of the film’s siuzhet. 


From the very start, Vladimir is firmly grounded in his convictions, which remain unchanged. In the course of action, he encounters a number of potential mentors. The sequencing of these encounters and other life-defining events works in such a way as to validate rather than instigate his independent choices. Vladimir does not learn of his father’s heroic death until he voices his life’s credo in conversations with Varia, who, along with the viewer, is aware of the tragedy. The retardation of the news adds tragic weight to his youthful explications and, more importantly, provides an opportunity to test the hero’s beliefs. 


The function of a prominent negative personage – Varia’s brother Evgenii – is also to test Vladimir. The series of their encounters displays the two as diametrically opposed. Much of the time, Evgenii is there to tempt his opponent. After graduation, he tries to convince Vladimir, his future brother-in-law, to remain in the city. He even secures him a position in the city clinic, using his own connections and the name of Vladimir’s father. Vladimir refuses to stay. His determination brings to mind the 1930s heroes of S. Gerasimov’s Five-Year-Plan films Komsomolsk and The Brave Seven. He goes because it is his duty, because nobody had forced his father to go to Spain and die, and because he is convinced that country life will become better if people go there. Evgenii calls him an idealist, a claim not easily dismissed considering the enfranchised siuzhet, whether the filmmakers intended it to work against their protagonist or not. The film provides plenty of evidence that in the span of twenty years the life of country doctors does not improve. Varia’s involvement also adds complexity to the argument between Vladimir and Evgenii. In no way her brother’s equal, Varia occupies a “normal” position between the positive and the negative heroes. Reluctant to let go of her dreams to become an actress, she also wants to follow Vladimir, but perhaps not immediately. With the resolution of the typical hero, Vladimir interprets her reluctance as betrayal.


  Among other problematizing motifs, Varia is the most complicating presence in the film. Masterfully played by Irina Makarova, a disciple of Gerasimov’s “Chekhovian” workshop, she is a truly transitional character. For the contemporary viewer Varia’s function as Vladimir’s intellectual opponent was easy to overlook, due to her somewhat subordinate status as his love interest. Pieced together, their conversations reveal Vladimir’s monologic worldview: initially, he cannot even fathom that someone who disagrees with him may also be right. From the start, Vladimir’s typical stance on the meaning of life is juxtaposed with Varia’s visceral response to life. “What does a man live for?” asks Vladimir, “what does he die for?” Varia, preoccupied with her immediate reality, replies that a man lives for art and specifies, “In my opinion, I as an individual.” Vladimir dismisses her career choice as pursuit of personal goals: “An individual, ha! Your running to rehearsals and making faces in front of the mirror – is that what a man lives for?” Varia’s spontaneous responses contrast with Vladimir’s, who relies heavily on political and politicized literature – a distinct feature of typical protagonists. His life’s credo is a set of quotations. But if his precursors drew on Stalin’s speeches and newspaper editorials, Vladimir’s sources are а line from Aleksandr Blok’s poem (“eternal struggle, we only dream of peace”) and three postulates from Marx’s Confessions by which he swears: the uniformity of the goal, the hatred of fawning, and the understanding of happiness as struggle. If Vladimir’s life is predefined and predetermined, Varia is a leaf in the wind. While she is not an opaque character, we do not have the unrestricted access to her story that we have to Vladimir’s. We do not know why she ended her acting career. Visually, Kheifits underscores her break-up with Vladimir as a pivotal event that sets her life in motion. The break-up scene ends with a shot of Varia riding the tram alone after Vladimir jumped off. The camera zooms in on the scenery outside the tram window, which almost seamlessly dissolves to another view moving in the opposite direction – from the train that is carrying Varia to the frontlines. 
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After the war, Varia becomes a geologist, continuing the motif of female displacement begun in The Big Family.
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In terms of the fabula, Varia may be classified among the Soviet heroines whose plotlines were streamlined to the sole purpose of becoming worthy of the man and his quest. In terms of the siuzhet, Varia becomes worthy of Vladimir without embracing his ideals, as evidenced in their last conversation, which jeopardizes his struggles. At the end of the film, their roles reverse. Varia takes an upper hand in conversation, while Vladimir sits quietly, having finally succumbed to his love for her: 

I am a geologist, Vladimir. True, I have not discovered anything, but, you know where I work, I think nobody will discover anything. But I am conscientious, and, you know, conscientiousness can bring happiness, too. And I, too, have a cause I serve…

The difference between Varia and geologist Kashirin from The House is striking. Varia redefines the meaning of happiness, work, and ultimately – the typical hero’s quest for purposeful existence. Although there is no verbal indication that her and Vladimir’s views now coincide, his silence, their reunion, the mise-en-scene, and the entire course of action leading up to this scene indicate a change in the hero. 


The immediate critical reaction to the hero was mixed. On one hand, the reviewers praised Vladimir’s idea-mindedness, sense of purpose, and the ability to sustain the fire in his soul. On the other hand, they noted the hero’s separateness, his insufficient love for the people in whose name he toils.
 While in the late 1950s and early 60s, the critics insisted that Ustimenko is satisfied with his life and likes to begin anew. In the late 1960s, Armen Medvedev described the film’s fabula as an unnecessary race over hurdles: 

The dramaturgical spiral presumes Ustimenko’s ascent from one moral peak to another. This causes monotony. If not for the methodical unfolding of the siuzhet [read fabula], we could find out a lot about the hero of our times. Instead, Ustimenko is regularly rewarded for his services. Varia is back with him. The bad guy that poisons his life is punished.
  

The critic insisted that Ustimenko is not individual enough precisely because he possesses some latent features of the hero-icon of the late Stalinist epoch, detached from the here and now. At the same time, he conceded that the hero invites identification and incites curiosity. Others explained the detachment of the hero as pessimism. 


Film critic Irina Shilova retrospectively identified the film as, arguably, the earliest example of disillusionment with Thaw ideals: 

It was not easy to let go of the newly formed clichés. I’d be lost, and then I would rebel against the pessimism of Vladimir Ustimenko, having missed the significant evolution of Batalov’s hero. The new illusion – that with the exposure of Stalin’s cult everything will automatically take its right place – resulted in some far from elementary questions. The hopes did not realize, and Ustimenko tiredly and with a sense of doom will tell a worker, who with tears of joy thanked the doctor for the apartment, “you’ll forget, and more – you’ll go and complain.” It is not about pessimism, but about the gradually emerging sobriety, about the overcoming of naïve romanticism and the amateurish readiness to believe in any new slogan. The faith in the simple man turned out as doubtful as the faith in the leader.

Shilova’s statement supports the claim of another prominent critic of the Thaw, Neya Zorkaya who insists in her new history of Soviet cinema that such disillusionment “could not yet be read off the screen” in the 1950s.
 In the late 1950s, pessimism was not yet as prevalent a social malaise as it would be in the 1960s, and certainly not on the screen. At the time in Soviet cinema and culture, there were practically no contemporary paradigms for alienated heroes. Ernest Hemingway and Erich Maria Remarque would not become integral parts of the elite culture until 1959 and of mass culture until the second half of the 1960s. The films of Fellini and Antonioni would also not arrive until the early 1960s. 


A clue to Ustimenko may be found in Kheifits’ own apology for his hero. In 1958, the filmmaker named “among the first literary prototypes [of Ustimenko] that come to mind” two doctors – personages of Chekhov: Astrov and Dymov. The film displays indebtedness to Chekhov in a number of subtle ways. The main characters are an actress and a doctor – the most common Chekhovian tropes. Their life stories contain familiar Chekhovian motifs. The meaning of work, as articulated by Varia, echoes the semantic of work in Chekhov’s works, Three Sisters in particular, as a good way to pass time rather than do any objective social good. The heroine herself is a contemporary Nina Zarechnaia, hardly a Soviet inversion of Chekhov’s character like Galia in The House. Varia’s dreams of glory yield to a sobering worldview: in the end all that matters is the ability to endure. Varia’s words about conscientiousness and her rejection of product-oriented work bear a striking resemblance to Nina’s revelation in the last act of The Seagull:  “I now understand that in our line of work – whether on stage or writing – the main thing is not glory, or luster, of which I had dreamt, but the ability to endure. One has to carry one’s cross and believe.” 


Vladimir’s “transformation” also points to Chekhov as a source. Although the hero continues to behave in accordance with the credo of the typical hero (albeit established for himself by himself as a youth), as he ages he grows quieter, visibly detached, and weary. Such character development has no paradigms in Soviet film: the heroes’ ideological stamina always paid off in one way or another. A lively youth, eager to help others at the beginning of the film, by the end Vladimir has no delusions about the people in whose name he labors. One episode, in particular, stands out. A husband of his patient, welder Rybin, faces a housing crisis when his wife bears twins. The man is visibly distraught and unenthusiastic about fatherhood. His ill-fitting clothes, the bags under his eyes, the eagerness with which he empties a shot, offered by a nurse, make Rybin the first realistic “simple” person on the screen. Vladimir uses his influence to get the man a separate apartment, something he would never do for himself. When Rybin thanks him promising never to forget his kindness (“I will never forget what you’ve done for me”), the hero tiredly replies to the utter embarrassment of his interlocutor: “You’ll forget and more: you’ll go and complain.”  


Ustimenko’s behavior in this scene, again, echoes “the weary Chekhovian doctor.” His words are imbued with a certain experiential restraint, although the film provides evidence that patients remember and love him. Batalov’s delivery of the line evinces no emotion, judgment, or cynicism, even though during the conversation Batalov signs and reads the director’s order about his dismissal from the clinic. The mise-en-scene underscores the hero’s detachment: Ustimenko stands with his back to the camera,
 looking at his pink slip, while Rybin faces the camera, his facial expression and posture indicative of an entire range of emotions: from gratitude to confusion. Syntactically and semantically, the entire scene echoes certain character encounters in Chekhov’s stories. One typical example, in particular, comes to mind from Chekhov’s The Runaway (emphasis added): 

The doctor looked at his elbow, pressed on it, sighed, smacked his lips, then pressed on it again. 

“You deserve a beating, woman,” he said. “Look, you fool, his joint is hurting…If you get a pimple on your nose, you probably immediately run to the clinic, but you let your son rot for half a year. All of you are like this.” 
The doctor lit a cigarette. While the cigarette gave off smoke, he scolded the woman and nodded his head in time to the song he was singing in his head, all the while thinking of something.

The scene with the patient evokes this passage not only with the doctor’s sardonic attitude, but also through doctor’s “multitasking” or acting with a subtext. The ironic Chekhov doctors are usually above other characters, marked with a heroic streak, albeit de-emphasized by a (charismatic) human weakness. Astrov drinks because, as another character explains, he cannot stand the idiocy of Russian provincial life. At the same time, he expresses the deep-seated pain over the death of a patient. As we will see later, Kheifits’ next three films featuring Batalov, two of them – screen adaptations of Chekhov, continue to develop and intensify these character motifs of detachment, irony and restrained heroism. In terms of the hero’s development, it may be said that in contrast to the films of the 1930s and early 40s, he begins to react to the (atypical) circumstances of his existence, rather than jumping over hurdles, unscathed. 


The film’s world is populated by a wide range of characters, many not particularly positive or negative. Hardly any of them belong in Vladimir’s “support team,” as was the case with the siuzhet characters in The House I Live in, The Big Family, and The Rumiantsev Case. Against their motley background, Vladimir stands out as an internal exile.
 Few characters, including Varia, find Vladimir’s life program of never-ceasing struggle livable. As in The Big Family, the strongest and pithy objections are placed in the mouths of the negative characters. One of them, Liuba, the sister of his wife, leaves her patients in a remote village to seek a better position in the city clinic where Vladimir works after the war. When, over a cup of tea, Vladimir asks her what happiness is, she, foreseeing his answer, replies: “Happiness is when nobody teaches me what happiness is.” As Vladimir’s wife, she lacks the usual satirical ov
ertones of the negative character, manifest in the short and stocky Evgenii and his tall, large-nosed, long-faced wife. Unlike satirical villains, the sisters are ordinary recognizable people with ordinary, recognizable problems inviting viewer identification. 


The characters closest to Vladimir in spirit are mostly members of the older generation, whose ideological obstinacy resulted in unsettled existence. Three of them – Vladimir’s father and his war mentors Ashkhen and Zinaida Bakunina – die. If Vladimir’s father is but an idea, his best friend admiral Rodion Stepanov, Varia’s father, is an embodied ideal. Yet he leads a lonely life after his retirement. He bitterly admits his failure as a biological father. In the end, the man is virtually homeless, as is his daughter, both driven away by Evgenii and his wife. It is unlikely that an admiral in the Soviet Union would occupy a corner in his friend’s room in a communal apartment. All the more poignant is the film’s bitter statement about the consequences of true Party consciousness. Likewise, the biographies of Ashken and Zinaida are marked by a series of losses. In 1958, these characters unequivocally referred to the extra-textual reality, revealed at the XX Party Congress. The old revolutionaries, members of the Communist Party since 1919, people like them were the “last of the Mohicans,” representing the last remaining members of a generation that was eradicated by Stalin in the 1930s and 40s. In the novel, based on his screenplay of My Dear Man, Iurii German indicated that Ashkhen was a survivor of Stalinist purges. Sadly, when the two women perish in the bomb attack in the last days of the war, nothing is left of them but their Party cards.  


Among the heroes of the 1950s, the personages most akin to Ustimenko are the protagonists of the historical-revolutionary film. In a recent article, Petre Petrov read the latter as the loci of the Revolution itself. But it is no longer the Revolution, he suggested, that determined the historical-revolutionary narrative in the 50s. As Petrov sees it, “during the Thaw, historicity ceases to be a viable category for understanding individual and social being. The dynamics of existence, and, consequently, the dynamics of narrative are made sense of not in terms of successive stages, but in terms of co-present states” (2005, 8). Petrov’s analysis of the retrospective heroes and their narratives in terms of arrested historicity echoes my idea of the separateness of the contemporary typical hero, as embodied by Batalov in Kheifits’ films. 

SOKOL’SKAIA HERE. 

The Hero in Flux: The Lady with the Dog
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Kheifits left the protagonist of My Dear Man on the verge of serious internal unrest. Under new circumstances, the last typical hero could move in no other direction than toward a conflict with his ideology. At the time, Soviet cinema could not contain this kind of contemporary hero. Screen adaptation of Chekhov provided Kheifits with the most convenient context to embed his alienated hero. Kheifits’ Lady with the Dog (1960) was not only the first of his three adaptations of Chekhov made between 1960 and 1973, but also his first period film. Since the 1930s, the filmmaker focused exclusively on post-revolutionary topics. 


The choice of the story itself marked a significant shift in demand. If Anne around the Neck (1954) and The Grasshopper (1955) yielded readily to Socialist Realist interpretation, The Lady with the Dog was a love story, its protagonists ordinary and elusive, the narrative fragmented and filtered through the split subjectivity of the main hero. Despite its enthusiastic reception abroad and at home, as a screen adaptation of Chekhov’s story, The Lady with the Dog failed the test. As Viktor Shklovsky wrote in his unpopular negative review, “We think that Chekhov wrote something entirely different from what Kheifits filmed.”
 All the criticism and praise of the film accumulated over the years is well founded if we are to consider the film outside Kheifits’ oeuvre. When placed within the context of Kheifits’ contemporary narrative, The Lady with the Dog appears in a new light, hardly an illustration of the Soviet textbook mentality of which Shklovsky indirectly accused it.  


Let us now recapitulate the plot of Chekhov’s story in some relevant detail. Vacationing alone in Yalta, unhappily married Gurov – a habitual and slightly misogynist adulterer – makes acquaintance of the newly arrived Anna, a brief look at whom leads him to conclude that she also travels alone and is married. A week into the rather carefree and happy walks and talks on the beach, the two consummate their affair. Unlike his other mistresses, also habitual adulterers, Anna is innocent. Going to bed with Gurov affects her dramatically. She confesses that she is unhappy in her marriage, and frankly admits to curiosity and search for diversion, as well as the feeling of disillusionment and contempt for herself. Gurov’s initial feelings fluctuate from surprise through annoyance to boredom. He manages to calm Anna down and the two carry on: he – as before, she – with a noticeable touch of sadness and anxiety. 


Chekhov takes care to point out that the Crimean landscape and idleness transform Gurov. A phlegmatic cold-blooded muscovite, he yields to passion and sophistry. Sitting with Anna by the sea, Gurov ponders the eternal landscape, so indifferent to human deeds and thoughts, devoid of grandeur and dignity. But the thought is only fleeting. When Anna finally leaves, Gurov experiences a slight pang of guilt over not being able to make her happy. In Moscow, Gurov quickly shakes off the spell of the Crimean landscape by diving with pleasure into the winter and hustle of big city life. He reads three newspapers a day, eats heavy foods, goes to the gentlemen’s club and proudly receives celebrated guests at home. 


As time passes, however, Anna’s image begins to re-visit his memory with aggravating persistence. Unable to find an outlet for his feelings, Gurov cannot but talk of love and women in general terms. The suppression of true emotions leads to restlessness and irritation with his wife and children (including his daughter whom he dearly loves), work and social life. One night, when leaving the club, Gurov attempts to reveal himself to a colleague who is about to board his carriage – a rather inopportune moment for confession. The partner replies completely off the subject saying something about the smelly sturgeon at dinner. The reply triggers in Gurov an extreme outburst against his surroundings and lifestyle. 


He travels to Anna’s provincial town and resumes the affair. The description of her habitat is equally dependent on his mental state – a large gray fence by her house becomes a symbol of their status. Anna begins to visit him in Moscow. One day, Gurov walks his daughter to school en route to meet Anna. Their conversation revolves around the laws of physics. As Gurov explains the disparity between high temperature and snowfall, inwardly he ponders the inexplicable duality of his existence. Gurov thinks of the unavoidability of a double life as a general human law. The juxtaposition of the conversation and the inner monologue establishes simultaneous opposition and fusion of the hero’s physical and mental states as determinate/indeterminate and as general laws. I suggest that this moment in the tale is meta-semantic for this story in particular and Chekhovian narrative in general. This is the moment when Chekhov’s narrative breaks out of socio-historical constraints into eternity. The ending leaves the male lead in a typical Chekhovian limbo: vague and uncertain anticipation of a better future and submission to the present.  


Kheifits’ major alteration had to do with the social background, extremely sparse in Chekhov’s story. To fill in the gaps, Kheifits turned to Chekhov’s correspondence, biography, other stories
 and the drafts of The Lady with the Dog.
 As a result, the short story with only two prominent characters turned into a densely populated feature film. Numerous characters from Chekhov’s early stories flood the streets of Moscow and Yalta, reconstructed from the bits and pieces of Chekhov’s letters, notebooks, and archival data. While some of the added characters act out fragments of Chekhov’s texts, others are silent quotes. The personages that do belong in the story proper are “fleshed out” typologically. For instance, Gurov’s wife has a number of prototypes from other Chekhov stories – n. from The Moscow Hamlet, Vera Iosifovna from Ionych, Ol’ga Ivanovna from The Grasshopper. The scenes at Gurov’s house in Moscow refer to another intertext:  the opening scenes of S. Samsonov’s adaptation of Chekhov’s Grasshopper (1955). The social background is extremely active. In the film, Gurov’s discrete, if not secret, affair becomes public knowledge. Several of Gurov’s Moscow acquaintances witness it while also vacationing in Yalta at the same time. As such, the film begins to resemble the fabula of the story’s prototype – L. Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina – in which high society is shown as extremely tolerant of affairs but intolerant of true love. 


The function of the background is to bring out the goodness of Anna and Gurov and provide a stronger social motivation for their love affair. In Chekhov’s story both Gurov and Anna Sergeevna are transformed by love, a feeling neither had experienced before. In the film, however, love serves to intensify the internal protest of two good people against their environment. If Chekhov’s story contains only one trigger of Gurov’s outburst against his life – the comment on the smelly sturgeon – the film builds up his protest by including a number of scenes taken from other stories. In the film, at the club over a game of cards a professor responds to Gurov’s question about real love in the most vulgar manner: “For the purposes of real love, one needs to rent a separate apartment.” At the restaurant, Gurov is confronted by another character who offers him money in return for entertainment. From the very start, Gurov is set apart from his friends and colleagues. In Yalta, he always sits separately. It is obvious from Batalov’s acting that he does not buy into the others’ ways.


The film also “dramatizes” Anna. In Chekhov’s story, the physical consummation of the affair is presented as inevitable yet sudden. Anna does not try to run away from it, she anticipates it, yet at the same time, fails realize that she is quite unprepared. As Shklovsky insightfully remarked, “one shouldn’t hurry to justify Anna. She is a good and a bad woman;
 she is bored with her husband and lives in anticipation of an adventure; but then love catches up with her, the love that woul demand great sacrifices of her.”
 In the story, Chekhov sets up an appropriately charged atmosphere – the hot and windy day, the walk on the pier where Anna refuses to make eye contact with Gurov, talks non-stop, and then falls silent. In the film, Anna is much more resistant to nature and Gurov. She tries to run away, leaving Gurov in the middle of their walk under the pretext of her husband’s probable arrival. At the pier, she stands alone among the markedly philistine crowd. Cinematography and mise-en-scene underscore her loneliness: while everyone moves about, she stands still, the camera tracks-in on her face, and deep and follow focus alternate to show her as separate from everyone else.  Meanwhile, Gurov stands on the side, on guard, ready to make his move, while in Chekhov’s story the characters walk to the pier together. Kheifits wanted to make sure that no one interpreted Anna’s “fall” as “easy.”
 Again, Shklovsky was the only one to remark, sarcastically, “Anna and Gurov initially wanted the same thing until love caught up with them.”
 


Kheifits’ rendition of the story fit well with its standard Soviet interpretation. 

Well into the 1970s, The Lady with the Dog was placed among the classics united by the theme of awakening from the dream of bourgeois existence. Appropriately, the majority of film critics reiterated schoolbook axioms. “The Lady with the Dog is a story of a pure feeling that emerged in the midst of abomination and philistinism of the times’ petit-bourgeois life,” wrote Literature and Life. The Soviet Screen concurred: “An authentic drama is born on the screen, where a person’s thirst for beauty comes into conflict with the philistinism of the Russian life of that time.”    


Some reviews, however, evinced uneasiness with the ending: “At the end of the film Batalov-Gurov is a man who had fallen off the wagon and who is hoping that for the next ten-fifteen years a small light in the window will suffice.” The reviewers opposed the last sequence of the film, in which Gurov walks away from the hotel, into the night and down a narrow path, lit by the sole window of Anna’s hotel room. To the reviewer, Chekhov’s ending sounded more optimistic, and the hero, as written by Chekhov, seemed more reliable and resolute to change his and Anna’s life: “Chekhov’s story leads us to believe that Gurov will help her, that they both will find a way…At the end of the film the hero must become a different man who views life in a new way, reflects about it and does not accept it.” To the contrary, Viktor Shklovskii appreciated the ending of the film, recapping the scene in a manner, suggestive of an alternative interpretation: “It is evening, the window is lit, a lonely woman stands behind it; and the man, who had parted with her, walks down the dirty path surrounded by clean snow. Chekhov does not have it this way, but it is supremely correct.”
 The final sequence owes much to the film’s cinematography, which works against its rigid fabula. The incongruence is particularly obvious in the final sequence when the protagonists are alone and there is no dialogue. 


The film’s Western reception best illustrates its duality. A simple juxtaposition between the Soviet and the French posters reflects the gap between Soviet intention and Western horizon of comprehension. Although Soviet publicity concentrated on the male protagonist, both posters featured the lady and the dog. But while the Western poster focused on Anna’s abandon, the Soviet presented the woman as a victim of bourgeois mores – modestly dressed she clutches a handkerchief, standing quite stiff against a dreary background; her little dog is but short of howling.                                                               
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The film itself supports the split in reception, characteristic of a number of the late 1950s Soviet films and their East-West compatibility.
 Predictably the Soviet side concentrated on the film’s fabula – love affair as a form of rebellion against the “philistinism” of the tsarist Russia – conveyed primarily through the added fabulaic scenes, their casting, mise-en-scene and dialogue quite distinct from the scenes where Anna and Gurov are alone. To the contrary, the Western viewers, unable to decipher these purely referential cultural signs, focused on the magnificent cinematography that neutralized the inserted fabulaic motifs. Symptomatically, Ingmar Bergman, who considered The Lady with the Dog a masterpiece, described this rather heterogeneous film as goal-oriented. When Bergman spoke of the slowing down of the action almost to stillness, he could refer to nothing else but the film’s cinematography that eschews camera movement and high-contrast lighting. 


The film was the last creation of Andrei Moskvin, the cinematographer known in the West primarily for his work on Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible. Moskvin’s cinematography in this film is impressively constant, without a hint of grotesque customary in representations of pre-revolutionary life. He opted for the rich palette of half-tones in black and white. Moreover, Moskvin did not strive for physical authenticity, going against the somewhat naturalistic illustrational props, cluttering interiors in particular. Many “exterior” scenes where Moskvin likely had most control impress with their sparseness, executed in a studio against a painted background. Moskvin’s “Chekhovian lighting”
 aimed inward, at the authenticity of the inner life. As Ia. Butovskii insightfully noted in his biographical study of Moskvin’s work, the cinematographer visually reproduced Chekhov’s idea of “constancy as nature’s given,”
 which I discussed above in my summary of Chekhov’s story. To this end, Moskvin deployed a constant background attained through the combination of the constant diaphragm set at 1:3.5 and gray filters to even out excessive light (Butovskii 270). He then used color filters in this black-and-white film to light the heroine’s eyes and achieve dimension. These are, of course, only a few of Moskvin’s cinematographic secrets. 


Butovskii also remarked that Moskvin’s cinematography conveyed Chekhov’s siuzhet, expressing the “drama of the soul,” while Kheifits was mostly responsible for the social fabula and the weak moments in the film’s cinematography, such as some melodramatic illustratory scenes, the scene of Anna’s “fall” in particular. Chekhov describes Anna as “a sinner on an old painting.” In the film, this is one of the very few expressive shots in soft focus, evoking paintings of Mary Magdalene. 


While the cinematography in The Lady with the Dog is by far superior to Kheifits’ 1950s films, it would be simplistic to approach the film’s duality as merely conflict between the director and the cinematographer. Butovskii himself noted that Kheifits invited Moskvin knowing in advance what to expect. Perhaps the best indicator of the filmmaker’s agency is the ending. Even though Kheifits delimited Chekhov’s love story to the social conflict between the protagonists and their environment, he refused to provide the required resolution to the characters’ predicament. The entire last third of the film, devoted to Anna and Gurov’s meetings at the hotel is filled with negative premonitions: in particular, the striking of the clock and the canted mirror in which Gurov sees his graying hair and Anna’s fearful eyes. In his pre-production diaries, Kheifits already conceived this scene among other, more acceptable versions of the finale. Moreover, his concept of optimism to be conveyed in the film was limited to nothing more than “mutual consolation:” “Over the course of the entire scene Gurov and Anna console one other and thus console themselves. Not complaints, but mutual consolation. This is the source of hope” (1966, 188). 


If we approach the film as part of Kheifits’ contemporary project, the alterations made to Chekhov’s story begin to make sense, as does the film’s “neutral” cinematography. The filmmaker could not follow the pull of his narrative in the direction of an internally conflicted protagonist intensifying from The Big Family to My Dear Man. Already in 1956, in his influential article, “On the Expressive Potential of Screenwriting,” Kheifits emphasized the passage on the duality of Gurov’s existence in Chekhov’s story as key to its meaning and cinematic realization of this work: “To express in visual images, in scenes full of internal movement, in details of lifelike behavior these ten lines of prose is to translate The Lady with the Dog into the language of cinema.”
 I argue that Kheifits used Chekhov’s story to relieve his hero from the constraints of typical representation. At the end of The Lady with the Dog Kheifits could get away with leaving Gurov in a limbo, stuck between his conscience and the want of a comfortable lifestyle, attainable only through conformity. The conflict itself, emphasized through insertion of scenes and characters from Chekhov’s early satirical stories, resembles the opposition of Batalov’s heroes and their petit-bourgeois circumstances in films dealing with contemporary themes. As a contemporary critic noted “The Lady with the Dog appeared to be a poem in prose, the last attempt of a timid creature to resist a subtle yet inevitable intrusion in the inner life of a person of that which after Chekhov entered the dictionaries of the world under the untranslatable title ‘poshlost’”


Film critic E. Margolit noted insightfully that in Soviet cinema siuzhet is synonymous with history. It is easy to see that the critic has in mind fabula, in the sense I have been applying it in this study. Margolit insists, “The main siuzhet of Soviet cinema is given to the positive hero as a reward: having overcome the resistance of class enemies and natural disasters, the hero reaches unthinkable heights and is graced with all the appropriate honors. The tragedy consists in the fact that a truly live man is squeezed within this ultimatum-like siuzhet.” For Margolit, Kheifits was arguably the only Soviet filmmaker who was able to harness this siuzhet at certain points in time, the 1950s being his most successful decade. The secret of his success is the ability to convey, concurrently with the state-imposed (gosudarstvennaia) fabula, the internal siuzhet of the hero. Margolit stipulates that this ability is intuitive rather than conscious and is based on the love of the hero. Hence, the title of Kheifits’ most interesting film – My Dear Man – in which the term of endearment refers as much to Varia’s love for Ustimenko as to Kheifits and German’s attitude toward their hero. We may say then that the encompassing meta-semantic of Kheifits’ cinema is the trauma inflicted on the hero by the official siuzhet, an idea I have attempted to convey in my analysis of the Chekhovian subtext of Batalov’s roles and on which I will expand in the following chapter.  
CHAPTER V
NARRITIVE, CHEKHOV, FOREIGN CINEMA: THE 1960S

 
In the late 1950s, the focus in Soviet cinema began to shift from hero to narrative. The shift reflected the growing discrepancy between the increasingly complex heroes and the circumscribed chain of actions (or events) imposed on them. As former member of the Central Committee Igor’ Chernoutsan noted, “Stalinist ideology continued to survive, feeding on practically anything, including the best films of those years.” 
 Chernoutsan saw the survivals of Stalinism precisely in the “twists of the siuzhet intrigue,” plaguing the very films dealing with the casualties of Stalinism, such as G. Chukhrai’s Clear Sky (1961). In this film, upon his return from the German concentration camp, military pilot Astakhov shares the fate of many PoWs, fired from his job and stripped of all honors, including his Party membership. At the lowest point of his life, Astakhov continues to believe that what has happened to him was a necessary side effect of Stalinist war politics. His wife who does not believe in his guilt thinks, however, that innocence has to be proven and thus also buys into the practices of the regime. Although the film features a skeptical brother-in-law, a positive character with an alternative point of view who tells Astakhov that a great injustice had been done to him, the ending proves Astakhov right. Upon Stalin’s death, Astakhov is immediately re-instituted in the Party. Like many other films of the Thaw, Clear Sky reflected the naïve belief that Stalin was the sole cause of all the problems that befell the Soviet Union.  


As we have seen, Kheifits’ films, including his adaptation of Chekhov, also followed the basic fabulas. The love of Anna and Gurov interested Kheifits primarily as a gauge of their social potential. Yet his films contained a great deal of “excess,” manifest in the ambiguity of the ending in The Lady with the Dog and the increasing complexity of the contemporary hero. In My Dear Man, the civic ascent of Vladimir Ustimenko took its toll on the hero because, unlike in Stalinist narratives, the hero remained emotionally scarred by the obstacles rather than stepped over them, unscathed. If the hero regained the freedom of emotion, including pessimism, there was still no choice of action. Yet, as we have also seen, even though the hero continued to climb from one peak of the fabula to another, the siuzhet was already displacing the fabula. When at the end of the film the high party functionary resolves Ustimenko’s problems, the scene looks like an unnecessary addendum. To some reviewers, Vladimir’s departure to the new lands of Siberia came across as an escape from the suffocating world of his hometown, hardly a sign of victory but an implausible side effect of the liberated siuzhet.  


In the early 1960s, the critics conceptualized the split between the complex hero and his actions by openly re-introducing the division between fabula and siuzhet, negated in Stalinist art. The “siuzhet intrigue” that, as Chernoutsan put it, covered up the lack of historical resolution in Clear Sky as well as in political speeches, was most often referred to as fabula in the 1960s. In the early 60s, fabula came to define the false mimesis – the Stalinist Master Plot, imposed on art and life. The critics used the term primarily to indicate the ideological reduction of siuzhet.
 Siuzhet, on the other hand, referred to life-likeness. If in the 1950s and early 60s, mimetic detail was good enough, by the 1960s “life-likeness” defined not so much the mimesis of the image as the implications on narrative causality of those aspects of human identity, excluded from the regime’s grand narrative about its populace. These included the realm of the irrational, most notably love as an irrational force, but also the more general socio-private inclinations of an individual beyond or, rather, below the prescribed norm.
 In the aftermath of Stalinism the “human” aspects of life more and more accessible as raw material for art, provided the means of ostranenie of the ruling ideology. In the 1950s and early 60s, the critics loved the cat, squeezing between Gurov’s legs in The Lady with the Dog and gasped at the sight of the baby bottle in the hands of Alesha Zhurbin in The Big Family. Yet, as we will see, it took time for the “humanist” touches to drive the narrative itself, supplanting the old causality. In the mid-1960s, the critics began to speak of transitional narratives, referring to the films of the early 1960s. 


Politically, the revival of Formalism, integral to the verbalization of narrative theory, proceeded at the most inopportune time. On December 1, 1962, Khrushchev personally disbanded the “Manezh” exhibit of Moscow abstractionist painters, causing another wave of repressions against formalism in art. Fortunately, in a letter to his brother, Chekhov happened to suggest that “siuzhet must be new, while fabula can be absent.” By the mid-1960s, hardly any article or book on film narrative went without mentioning Chekhov. Film critics and scholars did not limit themselves to name-dropping but in fact provided astute observations on Chekhov and his poetics as part of their argument. It may be said with assurance that the breakthroughs in the study of Chekhov in the 1970s were preceded and conditioned by the 1950s and 60s Chekhovian discourses on contemporary culture, cinema in particular. In this chapter, before I address the boom of what the critics defined as non-fabulaic (Chekhovian) cinema in the mid-1960s, I first examine transitional narrative, using as example I. Kheifits’ film The Day of Happiness. 

Transitional Narrative: The End of the Typical Hero


In 1965, film scholar M. Shaternikova described Kheifits’ Day of Happiness (1964) as a transitional narrative, combining elements of the “firm” and the “free” dramaturgy. As Shaternikova and a number of other critics saw it, the combination did not produce an organic work of art: the formulaic fabula, a familiar merger of the Socialist Realist love triangle with the re-education of the bad party, was only partially substantiated in the siuzhet, preoccupied in its best moments with “life-like” complexity rather than “schematic” determinism.
 In The Day of Happiness Kheifits set out to explore the realm of the irrational love in private setting as a litmus test of the individual’s civic worth, inseparable for both Kheifits and screenwriter Iurii German from any private manifestation of one’s identity.
 For Kheifits and German, an authentically or inherently good person, i. e. the typical hero, had to be able to channel irrational feelings toward clearly determined socially beneficial ends. At the same time, Kheifits’ interviews and production diaries reveal a conflict of interest, reflected in the schism between the film’s fabula, indicative of the filmmaker’s forthright intention to insert a whimsical adulterous affair within a determined chain of social cause and effect, and the siuzhet, betraying Kheifits’ suppressed intuition of love as an autonomous and even anti-social sphere.


The easily discernible fabula provides for the recognizable juxtaposition between a selfless (socially and privately) hero, a selfish (socially and privately) antihero and a woman who must in the end choose the hero. The fabula unfolds as a series of causally strung events, mirrored in a number of satellite subplots. At first sight, emergency physician Berezkin, played by Batalov, falls in love with Shura, a teacher turned housewife. Vaguely dissatisfied with her marriage, she responds to Berezkin while still passionately loving her husband, geophysicist Fedor Orlov, whom she sees rarely, in-between his trips to the field. Shura idealizes Fedor, and, while missing her job, she sees her mission in life as being a supportive and attentive wife, until she suddenly discovers that her husband is not the hero she had imagined. Coincidentally, the unraveling of Fedor begins on the day Shura meets Berezkin. After she casually mentions the meeting to Fedor, he decides to stay home with her, reporting to his job a day later. He names his day with Shura “the day of private happiness” (den’ lichnogo schast’ia). Further development is almost parodically fateful. 


During Fedor’s brief absence, his two assistants manage to drown in a mountain creek. As the leader of the party, Fedor is relieved of his duties and put on trial. He then flees the challenges of his highly responsible job for the lucrative but socially marginal position of home appliance repairman. To maintain his lifestyle, Fedor accepts bribes and uses illegal connections to fix foreign equipment after work-hours. When Shura finds out, the choice between the two men is easy to make. Berzkin is a man of firm moral principles living primarily for the good of others. While Fedor selfishly convinces Shura to quit her job to spend more time together, Berezkin encourages her to re-claim her social identity. Until she does, she feels unworthy of him. Many critics saw the film’s open ending as nothing more than a fashionable façade: it is clear that the heroes will soon unite and live happily ever after. Toward the end of the film, Fedor also comes through. Not only does he stand up for Berezkin as the latter faces his enemy, but he also returns to his profession.


The fabula agrees with Kheifits’ intentions, as voiced in the interview to Sovetskii Ekran: “The love of our heroes is a creative force, bringing to light the best sides of human nature. If, on the other hand, this feeling is egoistic, based on a possessive attitude toward a woman, it does not only bring unhappiness, but can also turn a person into a victim of an incurable passion and distract him from his service to the cause.”
 Indicative is the production title of the film – Eternal Fire. In the interview Kheifits explained that the phrase refers at once to love as a universal and eternal emotion and to the ultimate symbol of civic loyalty – the fire lit at the graves of the Unknown Soldier. In fact, Kheifits planned to open the film with a metaphor – a young couple, the protagonists of a prominent subplot, contemplates such a fire by the grave of the Unknown Soldier at the Mars Field. Symptomatically, this is the scene of their break-up – a private matter serving as indicator of the lovers’ civic potential. While the young man, a naval cadet, sees the fire and the relationship as synonymous and supremely meaningful, the flighty girl tells him that the sacred fire is nothing more than a diffusion gas burner. The scene did not make it into the film, because Kheifits consciously tried to tone things down and because the censors would not let through such profanities as “diffusion gas burner.” The release title, however, opened the film to objections, shifting the emphasis from the relationship of Berezkin and Shura to Fedor’s transgression, which many viewers refused to see as such. 


In the same interview, however, Kheifits defined love as “an elevated feeling, inherent in human nature, [which] can arrive at authentic harmony, so rare and enviable, only when [it is] infiltrated with the civic motifs of duty, work, and the meaning of life.”
 On one hand, Kheifits acknowledged love as a natural or spontaneous force and therefore not harmonious or conscious. On the other hand, he asserts love as “an elevated feeling” even before he stipulates that it can only reach perfection when injected with a healthy doze of civic consciousness. A similar inconsistency underscored Khefits’ adaptation of The Lady with the Dog, also based on the premise that “authentic” love turned people with dormant social potential into better social beings, more honest with themselves and more sensitive to the world outside them.
  In the film, this idea gained a recognizable Socialist Realist edge, as Kheifits emphasized the lovers’ conflict with their environment. In the end, however, Kheifits failed to convey confidence in their future and future in general, compensating for the status quo by purely aesthetic means. 


All the more interesting are the similarities between directorial concepts of the two films, as recorded in production diaries. Kheifits drew a rather bleak portrait of contemporary Leningrad, strongly evocative of Yalta and Moscow as described in his diaries for The Lady with the Dog. For the filmmaker, Leningrad “is not a city for love:” 

Love in a cage… this feeling is so vulnerable, light, and helpless and that is why is bleeds when it clashes against rods, bumps into sharp edges, desks and bureaucratic cabinets (kazennye shkafy). These two people, who are meant to be happy, are terribly lonely in the boring world... They realize that they live in a world of straight, austere lines, as if in a diagram. Cold and emptiness, the radio transmits numbers for the [state] plan… the dead symmetry of the Mars Field.”

This striking entry, made public only in late 1990s, explains the rarefied atmosphere of the film and the separateness of the protagonists, pointing to the real enemy – the repressive Soviet reality itself, scattered around the distracting fabula. Relevantly, as I will show, the “life-like” siuzhet in The Day of Happiness relies on a number of self-quotations from The Lady with the Dog. 


For contemporaries, the most confusing factor in the unfolding of the film’s fabula was the unusually lengthy exposition, introducing the male leads in their private milieus. With their professional lives remaining behind the scenes, the apartments define their masters. Berezkin lives with his older mother, younger brother and two children of his late sister, abandoned by their career-climbing father Masliukov. Even though short of money, Berezkin refuses to negotiate with his brother-in-law over child support. Instead, he tells the children that their father died heroically in the line of duty – a sign of concern, above all, for their ideals. Despite his intense dislike of Masliukov, who did not only abandon his children but also denounced his colleagues in the infamous Stalinist campaign against doctors, Berezkin does not expose him to the children. 



Although Berezkin’s private life is obviously meant to arouse admiration, through mise-en-scene and everyday dialogue Kheifits also presents his crowded home, selflessness and idealism as obstacles to a normal life. Masliukov’s portrait – the fake idol – occupies a prominent spot in the living room. To his mother’s pleas to start his own family, Berezkin objects: “Where? On the heads of the children?” A retired theater seamstress, his mother remembers the old days when her son wore fancy ties and liked a glass of good wine – the small luxuries he can no longer afford. A number of props provide subtle cues to Berezkin’s utter lack of privacy. The living/dining room is cluttered with children’s beds, the door to Berezkin’s room does not close, its tiny space constantly invaded by the children. To top it off, his mother patronizes neighborhood kids and distant relations: the former are constantly buzzing about the apartment, the latter use it as storage for bulky personal items. The film presents the 60s ethos of communal generosity not only as a sign of selflessness but also as a hindrance to privacy. 


The Orlovs, on the other hand, occupy a relatively spacious apartment and have no children. In production diaries for the film, Kheifits wrote: “The goal of Fedor’s life is to create a ‘nest.’ This ‘nest’ is not only an abode of an egotistical meshchanin, but a materialized moral ideal, a cozy den of a decent Soviet family.” Although at a later point in the film, when we already know that Fedor is the “bad guy,” Berezkin calls his home a “castle” as opposed to his own “shack,” no such division can be made during the first half of the film. The idyllic scene of a spontaneous feast introduces Fedor as a generous host and his house as wide-open to colleagues-friends who display that special 60s familiarity with the location of small household items. Although it is made clear that Fedor occupies a high professional post, at dinner his friends talk of his other exploits, such as his single-handed killing of a bear on one of their expeditions. The mise-en-scene subtly reinforces the macho core of this character. The conjugal bed features prominently as an important motif and the focal point of the apartment. 


If Berezkin’s image is set once and for all in the opening scenes, Fedor’s identity is revealed gradually through his active relationship with his private realm that includes, among other things, his wife whom he keeps at home and constantly pampers with expensive gifts. The less time he spends doing socially relevant work, the more time he devotes to home improvement: from building a fireplace to equipping every door with a remote sensor. All of these suspicious details would have exposed Fedor to the audience as the anti-hero, had the siuzhet not lagged far behind the fabula.  


Kheifits departed from the usual objectivity of Soviet narration. Our knowledge of Fedor is restricted to Shura’s, who loves her husband passionately. Even though, trying to present Fedor as inherently incapable of the right kind of love, Kheifits scatters some warning signs early in the film, the contemporary audience read them quite differently. Not only did Fedor’s occupation render him axiomatically positive at the time when the country obsessed with geologists, but his behavior and appearance also referred to another cult figure of the time – the recently imported Hemingway: the turtleneck sweater, the beard, the dark glasses, the killing of the bear, and even the open and unrestrained passion for his wife. The discussion of the film reflected significant shifts in public opinion. One reader wrote to Sovetskaia Kultura, expressing a widespread sentiment: “I really like Fedor Orlov. And I hate Berezkin and Shura. Why is Berezkin so cocky?”
 Sovetskii Ekran cited more angry letters in which the viewers described Berezkin’s love for Shura as “destructive in that it does not only break the peace and happiness in the house of the Orlovs, but causes, to some degree, Fedor’s downfall.”
 Critics provided more informed opinions, explaining audience’s affection for Fedor as a reaction to the structural flaw in the narrative: “Each of the two people, existing within one personage, is presented colorfully and convincingly by V. Zubkov. Insufficiently convincing is Fedor’s metamorphosis, because Kheifits does not show his “downfall” as a process.”
 


To sum up the discrepancy between the fabula and the siuzhet, we can say that in the first part of the film, the heroine is happily married to the enemy and the hero is the seducer, while neither the audience nor the heroine suspect that her husband is, in fact, the enemy. It is not surprising then that some members of the audience hated Berezkin and called him “cocky”? On one hand, Berezkin is definitely a direct descendant of “my dear man.” A journalist who observed Batalov during the filming characterized him as follows: 

What kind of a man is Berezkin? He is ordinary, devoid of any exceptional talent. He has no special material possessions. He hadn’t been particularly lucky in love… And he is extraordinary. He is raising two children of his late sister. He is writing a dissertation and he will finish it, because he wants to. He will accomplish anything he wants. He fell in love with a married woman. Openly, honestly, freely, selflessly – forever. On the other hand, what is so extraordinary about that? There are many like him – people of pure heart.”
 

On the other hand, Berezkin is self-aware and responsive to his surroundings in ways Ustimenko could never be. In the opening sequence, getting off the night duty, Berezkin’s driver habitually offers his boss the key to his apartment, to bring a woman. Later we find out that it is not any one woman in particular. At the time, only Batalov, considering his pre-history as the leading typical hero, could carry off such frank display of “natural” needs without any moral weight attached. Here the film definitely broke new ground when it came to representation of contemporary mores. With few exceptions, most of them comedies or historical-revolutionary dramas filtered through classical fabulas,
 the sexual revolution brewing in the country did not find its way onto the screens. Even in the most controversial film of the early 60s, Khutsiev’s I am Twenty, taken out of circulation after a brief release in 1962, the protagonist feels dirty after spending the night with a chance girl, for whom he harbors no deep feelings. It takes him a walk through the first snow to feel pure again. Symptomatically, save for several innocent kisses, we never see him engage in any sexual behavior with the woman he does love. If one does not count some peasant characters, whose lowly upbringing yielded irrational sexual behavior,
 Berezkin is the first “serious” openly womanizing contemporary positive hero.  

Berezkin meets Shura on a bus. After conspicuously sizing her up, her follows her into a city park where he makes her acquaintance. Circumstantially and visually, their first encounter is strongly evocative of Khutsiev’s I am Twenty, in which the hero also meets his woman on the bus. The encounter in the latter film, however, serves less tangible purposes: the hero does not speak to the girl, leaving their next meeting up to chance. In its directness, the entire scene of meeting and seduction in Khefits’ film is an obvious paraphrase of Kheifits’ adaptation of The Lady with the Dog. Batalov’s body language and his womanizing past as presented in the film refer to the previous film. The dialogue is equivalent as well. Much like Gurov, Batalov helps the bored Shura out of her melancholy, enticing her with some witticisms, drawn from a more contemporary source – the notebooks of Il’ya Il’f, which he carries with him at all times. 


A number of critics objected to “Chekhovian slips” in characterization of Berezkin. A. Mikhalevich, for example, noted as sacrilegious the following Chekhovian “superimposition.” Torn between two men whom she loves and deprived of her job as a teacher, Shura tells Berezkin how senseless, stupid and painful her life is. Although Berezkin shows himself a man of clear principles, when confronted he falls short of an answer, replying instead with a joke: “The aria of Jose, from the opera by Bize.” As one of many equivalent Chekhov conversations, Mikhalevich cited a dialogue from the story titled “Big Volodia and Little Volodia,” in which the protagonist answers a life- and soul-searching question with an absurd “tararabumbia.”
 For Mikhalevich, while such an answer was acceptable in Chekhov’s times for the lack of anything better in pre-revolutionary life, it was simply inadequate in contemporary context. 


Besides dialogue and themes, there are a number of meaningful visual parallels between the encounters of the contemporary couple and Chekhov’s lovers in Kheifits’ adaptation. For example, in The Day of Happiness Kheifits virtually reproduces the meeting of Anna and Gurov on the boat, where the two find themselves short of privacy, crammed in the corner and filmed from high-angle. Shura and Berezkin find themselves in the same situation. One critic noted insightfully that this very scene refers also to Chekhov’s story The Evil Boy, in which a little boy terrorizes his sister and her fiancée. The only passenger on the boat with Shura and Berezkin is a little hooligan chewing on ice cream and making piercing meowing sounds every time they try to kiss. But if such interventions are funny in Chekhov’s story, this scene is rather terrifying, because Shura is visibly on edge. 

INSERT STILLS

More significantly, the last scene between the lovers visually replicates the scene between Anna and Gurov in the hotel. When Shura finally admits her love for Berezkin in his room, the mise-en-scene and the camera angles create a sense of ambiguity and uncertainty about the lovers’ future. Like Anna and Gurov, the two are reflected in the mirror, including the moment of a passionate embrace. If in The Lady with the Dog the mirror was canted, in The Day of Happiness it is cracked. The lovers are reflected on either side of the crack – an even more ominous sign for the Russians who believe that a cracked mirror is an omen of death. The Leningrad cityscape behind the windows resembles the courtyard at the end of The Lady with the Dog, which, as we have seen, was strongly evocative of Petersburg iconography in avant-garde (FEKS) films, shot by Moskvin. 

To sum up, while the protagonist in My Dear Man did not fit within the fabula, he was, fundamentally, a coherent personage. In comparison to Ustimenko, Berezkin is a true “monster,” to apply Siniavskii’s terminology. For many critics, Berezkin was essentially an oxymoronic composite of Gurov and Ustimenko. Regarding the narrative itself, as M. Bleiman noted, “The siuzhet of the film becomes trivial only when it equals itself, when it exhausts the relationships between the personages, instead of becoming a means of their analysis.”
 The majority of the film’s critics pointed precisely to those scenes and moments that had little to do with the main intrigue. Bleiman noted the fashion plates in the background of the scene at the shopping center, where Berezkin first loses Shura. He also praised another episodic moment, involving some tourists and their guide that pass the couple during their second meeting. When Berezkin first meets Shura, he pretends to be a tourist, asking Shura to show him around Leningrad. At one point, the two begin to speak about A. Pushkin, Russia’s greatest poet. The image of Pushkin, as invoked by Shura, is anti-monumental: “He was an open and merry man. Later all this other nonsense was made up about him.” In the later scene, the official guide, obviously behind the schedule, skips through the city, muttering platitudes about Pushkin. These moments that subtly set the characters off from the background and that came together associationally rather than causally, constituted for some critics the real siuzhet of the film. 
The National International Discourse

In 1962, prominent screenwriter Anatolii Grebnev made a long entry in his diary about “dedramatization,” a new term in Soviet film critical discourses, borrowed from French criticism to describe an emergent narrative trend, threatening to subsume the entire cinematic output. In France and Europe at large, the term referred to modernist trends in cinema, from Italian Neorealism to nouvelle vague, underscored by episodic and elliptical narrative, open-endedness, focus on mise-en-scene, location shooting, freedom of camera movement, improvisation, and, of course, the auteur theory. The post-war European filmmakers and critics were reacting to the indigenous totalitarian pasts as well as classical Hollywood narrative, favored, as we have seen, by totalitarian regimes. In Soviet discourse, the term referred specifically to the gradual departure from the causality of typical representation. The deeper underlying causes feeding narrative theory and practice were essentially the same in Russia and the West. In 1960, in Positif B. Pingaud concluded his review of A. Resnais’ Hiroshima, Mon Amour (1959) with a summary of contemporary situation: 


Hiroshima is a reasonably accurate reflection of the crisis of the idea of history in 
a world that has experienced a cataclysm. Previously, the historical dialectic was 
seen as a progressive development, often difficult but fundamentally happy, 
because it had meaning, and this meaning made the bleaker periods something 
that could be lived with. The thesis and antithesis were always transcended and 
preserved in a later synthesis. Here there is no longer a synthesis. No doubt, the 
present moment rejects and transcends the past moment, but it does not preserve it 
in any true or even ambiguous way. It preserves it loosely by neglecting it. Thus 
we can never be sure that the present has drawn a lesson from the past, or that 
mistakes will not repeat themselves. History has no meaning other than what can 
be assigned to it by an obstinate will, always defeated in the breach by 
forgetfulness. And yet a degree of hope remains. It is of course to be expected that 
certain of these basic, collective, or individual events will be forgotten, even 
though they engage one’s whole being and seem to destroy it irremediably. But 
this mutilation, this evasion, this sacrifice, the conditions of our survival, are the 
price we must pay for freedom. 

The fundamental difference between Soviet and European filmmakers was that the former, while realizing all of the above, continued to exist under the regime, whose undefeated “obstinate will” continued to enforce the unity of history, preventing its subjects from remembering. As Resnais showed in his film, remembering is the means of exorcising the present of the past, the practice that sets the history in its place and allows one to forget so that one can move on. The partial de-stalinization, implemented by Khrushchev, opened up the wounds by admitting that millions of people had been wronged, while utterly denying its populace to dwell on its past. In other words, Khrushchev’s government forced the country to move on without remembering. In Soviet culture, this politics resulted, as we have seen, in the increasingly fractured rather than episodic narrative, manifest in the traumatic tension between the live personages and the imposed fabula. In Europe, “dedramatized” narration was a matter of choice, while in Russia it was the only means to say anything. In 1962, Grebnev described “dedramatization” Russian style as follows: 


We have turned siuzhet-less
 (bessiuzhetnost) not out of good life. Fashion has 
nothing to do with it. Siuzhet-lessness or the flow of life are the means to get rid 
of “typical” plots. If they let us construct “a-typical” plots, we would have 
thought a bit 
whether the “flow of life” is worth it. “The typical circumstances,” 
this grandest delusion, has cost us dearly. No great work of art ever conformed to 
the norms of typical siuzhet. Siuzhet-lessness is really a matter of resourcefulness. 
The “flow of life” means a little bit of this and a little bit of that – all together will 
pass [through censorship]. The “flow of life” happens because of fear of a 
comprehensible, naked siuzhet, which must be either banal or “a-typical,” 
meaning “life-distorting.” So we take that very siuzhet, water it down, then add 
some other watered-down stories – and that’s how we express anything. 

Later in this chapter, we will sift through the clearly discernible debris of typical siuzhets in the most siuzhet-less films of the mid-1960s, including M. Khutsiev’s July Rain, scripted by Grebnev. We will also see that these films were situated by contemporary criticism at the crossroads of two paradigms of the 1960s cinema and criticism: Chekhov and foreign film. 

Before we turn to the films, it will be useful to outline the development of what I call the “national international discourse” in Soviet film culture. I have chosen to name this discourse so because, as I will show, the process of assimilation of foreign cinema was heavily mediated by references to Anton Chekhov, the closest in time available modernist and the paradigmatic carrier of a specific ethos. The discourse under question revolved around dedramatized narrative and for Thaw art-makers served to compensate, by virtue of referring to the safely distant past and to the West, for the inability to remember their own history. 


I would like to open the discussion with two quotes that, for me, express the very essence of this particular discourse. At one of the first screenings of July Rain in 1967 young liberal journalist Aleksandr Aronov said, “I cannot read Chekhov – he seems to be an epigone of Antonioni. This entire siuzhet-less anemia is epigonism.”
 Another quote comes from P. Vail and A. Genis’ recent study of Thaw culture. Speaking of Hemingway’s popularity in the Soviet Union in the 1960s, the authors observed that “not without the lessons from Hemingway did we learn to value Chekhov anew.”
 I am going to dwell on Aronov’s negativity when I speak about July Rain. What interests me now is the reflection in these quotes of the cultural phenomenon of the Soviet 1960s, characterized by the peculiar assimilation of foreign culture intimately connected to the recovery of national heritage. As Aleksandr Prokhorov wittily remarked, “Ironically, what the West named the Cold War, Russians titled the Thaw.”
 


The primary goal of Thaw art criticism was “to drag everyone onto our side.”
 The most symbolic and paradigmatic text of the decade was the lengthy memoir by prominent journalist and author Ilya Erenburg “People, Years, Lives,” in which he drew a unified picture of European culture, suturing Russia within it. Symptomatically, Erenburg begins the count with Chekhov. He reports that in January 1891, the month he was born, Chekhov began writing The Duel, a programmatic work in which the “superfluous man” Laevskii meets the “action hero” zoologist von Koren.
 In his little book Rereading Chekhov, published in 1960 – the year of Chekhov’s 100th anniversary – Erenburg remarked that von Koren’s propositions to “exterminate useless and feeble people like Laevskii,” resemble fascist theses, “even though when Chekhov wrote this, Hitler was still walking under the table.”
 At the end of the story, when Laevskii finally comes through and begins to take responsibility for his actions, von Koren says confusedly “Nobody knows the real truth.” Of course, at the end of Chekhov’s story, Laevskii, as a useful member of society, is infinitely more pitiful than he was in his “superfluous” days. By invoking Chekhov’s story and mentioning fascist ideology, Erenburg indirectly rejects the teleology of contemporary existence, anticipating the emergence of the new hero and the new narrative. One of the leading liberal critics of the Thaw, Maya Turovskaya, has recently outlined as the foremost Aesopian tactic of Thaw criticism “the writing about ‘us’ by writing about ‘them’.” “Them” referred specifically to foreign cinema but we can say the same about Chekhov, whose content as evidenced by Erenburg, was as contemporary as his form. 


Andrei Shemiakin aptly called foreign cinema the “strange kin,” subdividing the timeline of its assimilation in two periods. The first stage is “the breakthrough” from 1954 to 1961, when foreign films, Italian Neorealism in particular, began to infiltrate post-Stalinist Soviet market. The second stage takes place between 1960 and the end of the Thaw, which Shemiakin does not specify chronologically. This period is characterized as “the stage of getting into the habit, canonization, and, most importantly, involving the foreign artists in a dialogue where on ‘their’ side was the refined cinematic language and on ‘our’ side was the trust in a human being, charged by a newly discovered [post-Stalinist] world, already much altered since the [October] revolution.” Shemiakin insists that at the second stage there occurred a certain unwillingness even among the most liberal critics to accept the existential abysses glaring in the films of Fellini, Antonioni, Resnais and others. 


It is true that at the international film festivals the Soviet films, such as Grigorii Chukhrai’s Ballad of a Soldier, took prizes for the virtually extinct vision of human connectedness they created, seen by the international film community as the antithesis to the alienated worlds of Godard or Antonioni. At home, even the less official Soviet critics wrote that “Chukhrai and Fellini presented two different worlds: the world of capitalism at its decline and the world of socialism at the beginning of a new era.” As we have seen, this attitude, part and parcel of the partial de-stalinization implemented by Khrushchev, rested on the idea that now that Stalin was dead everything was going to be ok. Yet this point of view does not define the entire published culture of the Thaw. I would like to disagree with Shemiakin and complicate the matter by tackling the problem of this very trust in a human being, which, as I will show begins to peter out as early as 1957. This problem was intimately connected to the ethic and aesthetic revision of Chekhov’s legacy, promoted as the starting point of contemporary narrative. From the late 50s on, Thaw criticism was consciously constructing a national “Chekhovian” paradigm as a response to the influx of Western ideas. At this time, Chekhov was also becoming a hot item of international cultural currency. Arthur Miller quoted Chekhov, Neorealists talked about Chekhov, Antonioni mentioned him. In 1960, the UN announced Chekhov the most popular playwright in the world. In this context, Soviet intelligentsia, which began to actively cultivate and promote its image from the mid-1950s, Chekhov and not Tolstoy or Pushkin becomes the ultimate model. Chekhov’s words that all his life, drop by drop, he squeezed a slave out of himself became intelligentsia’s slogan.  


Until the late 1950s, Chekhov scholarship continued to be heavily dominated by the so-called Ermilov School that promoted Chekhov as a herald of the long and happy Soviet life. Some literary critics (also connected to cinema) began to challenge Ermilov directly or indirectly in 1960. But the first essential breakthrough in Chekhov reception and the use of his legacy occurred not in literary criticism or Chekhov studies, but in film and theater criticism dealing with foreign culture. One proof that the subject matter of many articles on foreign cinema was, in fact, Soviet film, is the constant presence of Chekhov’s name, undoubtedly less relevant to Neorealism or Antonioni than to Soviet cinema, which itself consciously referred to Chekhov. Of course, the alternative understanding of Chekhov was there all along, while the means of its public expression were limited if not non-existent.
 


The introduction of Italian cinema in the mid-to-late 1950s proved particularly conducive to the gradual complication of the dichotomy between “us” and “them,” a division that formed the backbone of Soviet culture since the 1930s and continued to be enforced under Khrushchev. Neorealism arrived in the Soviet Union at the time of its decline in Italy, or, rather, its metamorphoses into the so-called “internal realism,” that peaked in the films of Fellini and Antonioni. The Bicycle Thief got in shortly before La Strada. Of course I am not speaking here of statewide distribution, lagging far behind the closed screenings available to Moscow cultural elite that produced the discourse under question. Such timing allowed for a peculiar assimilation of the Italian and other foreign cinematic experience. 


In 1957, the critics analyzed Fellini’s La Strada as a story of re-education, in which the little mentally-challenged Gelsomina does not leave her owner and tyrant Zampano because she has “somehow… almost instinctively… developed a sense of duty… and became convinced that no matter how pitiful she is, this cruel vagabond needs her” to develop “the barely extant traces of humanity” in his soul. In other words, Gelsomina was a typical hero, progressing from spontaneity to consciousness. However abusrd, this and similar Socialist-Neorealist readings of La Strada fostered the film’s acceptance, even though some observers warned that the film focusing on marginal circus freaks had nothing to do with Neorealism or realism. While many Soviet critics continued to applaud the wholesome make-up of the simple Italian people, already in 1958, Boris Zingerman, who would become the most prominent Chekhov scholar in the 1970s, described Fellini’s characters not as circus freaks but as simple people seen without pink glasses. Zingerman characterized Zampano as a “cruel and dumb animal,” quite elementary and incapable of sustaining deep internal collisions. The scholar insisted that in La Strada Fellini overcame Neorealism. Stating that the Neorealists inherited from Chekhov the intense dislike of exceptional heroes, the scholar remarked that in their films they distorted the simple hero by romanticizing him in tradition of Rousseau. The development of this argument in Zingerman’s article rests precisely on those elements in Neorealism that are not like Chekhov. Although Zingerman’s negation of the neorealist “noble savage” is valid in and of itself as a statement about Italian cinema, we can clearly detect the “underwater movement,” to use Stanislavsky’s term, which is the negation of the leading “simple hero” in Soviet cinema of the 1950s.  

In the 1960s, film critics began to inscribe Chekhov in their analyses of European cinema, most notably the work of Fellini and Antonioni. While the discussion continued within the “us” vs. “them” framework, in the work of the leading liberal critics, these parallels crossed for the “initiated” reader. References to Chekhov served as a semantic bridge between “us” and “them.” Moreover, foreign films began to inform the reception of Chekhov’s works. For instance, as part of their programmatic interest in dedramatized narrative, the critics began to focus on the resolutions of foreign films, or, rather, the lack thereof. In 1962, Maya Turovskaya aligned the ending of Fellini’s The Nights of Cabiria with that of Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya: 


The only miracle that Fellini offers us is the farewell smile of Cabiria, which 
emerges like the last rhyme in a poem with that unavoidable and necessary non-
necessity. Many are prone to view this scene as an easy way out. But perhaps this 
very final smile of Cabiria, like the final monologue of Chekhov’s Sonya – the 
illusory, aesthetic resolution of the non-illusory life dramas – testify of 
hopelessness more than anything else. In reality, the smile of Giulietta Masina is 
only a miracle of art, a bitter and un-consoling miracle, created by a big artist. 

In 1965, another critic Viktor Demin put forth a similar thought speaking about the endings of Fellini’s films as Chekhovian. Negotiating between the social and the existential readings, Demin insisted that the essence of Chekhovian conflict consists in the absence of any concrete cause of the conflict, because the cause is the entire course of life. He found the same in the endings of Fellini’s films, citing as examples I Vittelloni, The Nights of Cabiria, La Dolce Vita, and 8 and1/2. He noted that at the end of Fellini’s films on one hand, there are tears, signifying the protagonist’s capitulation before life and on the other hand, a child or a childish character, impersonating hope. For Demin, in Fellini’s fictional world, marked by Fellini’s own brand of Catholicism, the outcome of the film is optimistic or pessimistic, depending on whether the protagonist is able to establish a connection with the child. It is difficult not to recognize in Demin’s reflections the realia of contemporaneous Soviet cinema and culture: its multiple children heroes and the dying out of Thaw illusions. Demin’s reflections echo V. Shklovskii’s anniversary article on Chekhov’s prose, in which the scholar speak of “the duality and fluidity” of Chekhov’s personages and siuzhets.
 

As evidenced by the above examples, Soviet liberal art-makers were developing rhetoric of relativity in opposition to political-ideological criticism, grounded in forged social causality. In this respect, particularly noteworthy is Demin’s Film without Intrigue (1966), “the big work in the guise of a small book,” that resonated, according to eyewitnesses,
 across media. Centered on Chekhov’s poetics, as the watershed paradigm between the “canonical” and the “non-canonical” cinematic dramaturgy, the book is an apology and a theory of non-fabulaic narrative. While Demin began with praising Chekhov’s work as “lifelike,” it is clear that he was not interested in realism as verisimilitude, or truth of detail – the meaning so dear to Soviet critics in the 1950s. His interest was elsewhere entirely: “Nonsense! Who is interested in everyday life in the real sense of the word?” As for the Russian Formalists, real life for Demin equaled commonsensical causality. Postulating the non-correlation between the what and the how as the principle of true art, Demin insists: “If you do not notice the how, then The Cherry Orchard will turn out to be only a handful of arguments, proving the commonsense truth, that in the late XIX century Russian aristocracy was going broke and that their estates were being bought out by the merchants.”
 


Demin spoke of three narrative strategies that “brake through the order of the everyday:” “…by imposing [on raw material] a special dramatic event – this is the way of the intrigue…by having a special dramatic effect function contiguously [to the real interest of the siuzhet]
…and through point of view.”
 The point of view, understood broadly as artistic-auteuristic transformation of the object in the work of art, constituted for Demin the how of the narrative. The goal of the how was to show that “the object [or the what] does not equal itself.”
 This, Demin insisted, was Chekhov’s essential legacy.
 We can clearly discern in Demin’s argument about Chekhov and contemporary narrative the Formalist idea of ostranenie of “life” (understood as commonsense causality) by art: 

Chekhov does not have any special dramatic events. His conflict is not driven by events but arises out of collision of differently charged details. These details are no longer equal to themselves. They now contain conflict. They acquire a second meaning, unfathomable before.

This statement is incredibly dense and classically Formalist. The notion of “collision” refers to Eisenstein, invoked throughout the book. Demin referred to Chekhov’s work as “obertonal.” For Eisenstein, obertonal montage defined narrative progression through audio-visual correlations/collisions between shots. Demin applied the term broader, to encompass “narrative” elements proper, including dialogue and character structure. 


Demin’s analysis of Chapaev (1934), misunderstood and misinterpreted as the quintessential Socialist Realist film, is a particularly striking example of the non-correlation between the what and the how. The film’s fabula is pivoted on the relationship between the spontaneous peasant turned army commander Chapayev as the symbolic “son” and commissar Furmanov as the symbolic “father.” Demin insisted that, among all the characters, Chapaev stood out not as the smartest, wittiest or even the bravest, but as most alive, “concretely inimitable, multi-faceted, multi-colored, and impossible to fix.”
 Conventional interpretations of Chapaev stated that the hero was moving toward consciousness and died heroically en route. Demin contested this view emphasizing the obertonal how of the hero. The critic interpreted the film precisely the way Margolit interpreted Kheifits’ films
 in the 1990s, focusing on the traumatic tension between the live hero and the schematic fabula: 


The action fabula is what the epoch imposes on the hero. Embodied in the enemy 
– the white officer Borozdin – the epoch demands that Chapaev overcomes in 
himself those qualities of his character that prevent the fabula from progressing. 
But the epoch demands precisely the same of the hero in the face of Furmanov, 
who is Chapaev’s friend, comrade and in some ways teacher. 


These two people – Furmanov and Borozdin – oppose one another politically, but 
both of them are allies from the standpoint of the narrative, because both are the 
messengers of the what. Chapaev – the object of their actions, the object of the 
epoch’s dictatorship opposes them precisely because he is larger than his actions. 
Even his death, accidental from the point of view of the fabula, is strictly logical: 
the epoch caught up with Chapaev and punished him for those features of his 
character that he was unable to overcome. The dramatic guilt of Chapae is his 
humanity in the cruel times that he refuses to notice. Borozdin [and Furmanov] 
understood the epoch precisely. Behind the veneer of intelligence, there is 
complete surrender of oneself to the laws of cruel age. Chapaev on the other hand 
dared to be an individual. And died.
 

Although the passage is extremely audacious for its time, it is essentially characteristic of liberal Thaw criticism in that it displays to the fullest the ideological possibilities of narrative analysis, which formed the locus of critical ethos for decades to come. 

By way of inserting Chekhov in their reflections on contemporary Western cinema, of which the critics could say infinitely more than of Soviet film, they were eventually able to say more about Chekhov and domestic cinema, purifying both of Socialist Realist interpretations. In this context, it is not surprising that Demin was able to place Chekhov on par with Eisenstein, Fellini and Antonioni. I continue to pursue this thought in the analyses of the films below by further incorporating the film critical discourse of the 1960s into my discussion. 

Chekhov and Antonioni: July Rain


This, roughly, was the discourse that seized on Khutsiev’s films I am Twenty and July Rain, when they came out, respectively, in 1965 and 1967. If I am Twenty, written and produced in 1961-1962, anticipated the discourse in question, July Rain reflected and contested it. In production stage, Khutsiev inserted in July Rain a lengthy quotation from Chekhov’s Three Sisters, absent in all versions of the screenplay. The quotation fit organically within the overall structure of the siuzhet, informing a number of its motifs and overall semantic. In terms of its narrative structure, the film is the ultimate realization of de-dramatized or non-fabulaic narration, associated in Soviet criticism with the cinema of Michelangelo Antonioni. The cinematography, montage and love plot of July Rain evoke Antonioni’s Eclipse. The film’s production coincided with the heated critical debate around I am Twenty, released under Brezhnev as a political action against demoted Khrushchev, who had personally banned the film. In interviews, Khutsiev spoke of July Rain as a sequel to I am Twenty. The latter film was also a collaboration between Khutsiev and Gennadii Shpalikov, a screenwriter who directed A Long Happy Life – another 1966 film, drawing extensively on Chekhov. Even though both Khutsiev films may be described as non-fabulaic, there is a considerable stylistic difference between them, owing, in my opinion, to collaboration with two prominent screenwriters. It is therefore useful to consider I am Twenty in some detail. 

 
Already in 1961 when the screenplay of I am Twenty, originally titled Lenin’s Guard, came out, the critics hailed it as “our” answer to Fellini’s La Dolce Vita. I am Twenty tells a story of Sergei, a 23 year old of middle-tier background who, having returned from the army, found his native city of Moscow little changed, suspended in fact. The underlying theme of the film appears to be the search for meaningful existence in the absence of cataclysmic events, such as the revolution or the war. The hero navigates various social and metaphysical circles and options, resisting the teleological drive of existence: “I feel that only the roads change. At first a person walks to school, then to college, then to work, then…” As eyewitness of the period film critic Irina Shilova remarked, “dissatisfaction vaguely creeps in, the sense that some rather unclear hopes have been compromised.”
 


In the process of his search for meaning, Sergei finds and loses love, but more importantly, loses and regains trust in male friendship, strongly tinted with military ethos. For the first time, Khutsiev put into practice his dream of the co-presence of various historical epochs. I am Twenty opens at dawn, with three soldiers of the revolution walking through the streets of Moscow. As they recede into the horizon, a cheat cut brings out three contemporary young people moving in the opposite direction, toward the camera. Another epochal superimposition occurs when at a low moment Sergei dreams of his father who had died in World War II. First, the father materializes in Sergei’s apartment, which then turns into a bunker full of the father’s sleeping buddies, all of whom will be killed in battle at dawn. When 23-year-old Sergei asks his 21-year-old father how he should live, the latter gives him no answer. Instead, he offers him a drink and walks off to be with his friends. The film ends with the hero clinging to his friendship and his city. The last shot follows the changing of the guard by the Lenin Mausoleum on the Red Square. The mise-en-scene is relaxed and devoid of monumentality. The snow is falling and as the three soldiers march toward the Mausoleum in the middle plane of the shot, in the foreground and the background numerous passers-by, including the protagonists, pass them, going about their daily business. 


However brief, the summary of the plot shows that the film contains noticeable traces of the familiar fabula, focused on hero’s progression toward a more conscious state within a recognizable ideologized context. Yet already at the stage of the screenplay, officials in the Ministry of Culture expressed concern with the “contemplative” rather than “active” civic position of the protagonist.
 More importantly, Khrushchev became incensed with the film’s representation of fathers and sons: “If we take a pup away from the dog and throw it in the water, she will immediately jump after him, risking her life. Can we even fathom that a father would not answer his son’s question and not advise him on how to find the right path in life... The filmmakers want to convince the children that their fathers cannot teach them anything.”
 When Lenin’s Guard, re-titled I am Twenty and severely abridged, was finally granted release in 1965, many were disappointed, expecting something significantly more explosive. The film became incorporated into the canon as a proper Soviet example of “dedramatization,” “our” response to Antonioni, whose films were coming into vogue. A. Macheret insisted that Antonioni’s creative method warranted attention, because the filmmaker selected material in such a way as to downplay the fabula and free the images. On the other hand, Macheret noted, “In Antonioni’s films, the commitment to unhurried exploration is inseparable from pessimist evaluation of existence,” which need not be necessary in such narrative constructions, as proved by Khutsiev in I am Twenty: “Here again we see the same unhurried manner of creative exploration. Now the object of study is not socially insignificant as it was in Antonioni’s Eclipse. In the field of the film’s vision is the life of young Soviet people, seen working, rejoicing and reflecting as part of the collective, in the atmosphere of joyous uplift, unifying enormous masses of people with common thoughts and civic passions.”
 The “socially insignificant” object of exploration in Antonioni’s film was personal life of the heroine, an upper middle class intellectual, unable to maintain romantic relationships. 


 Partially in response to such reception, Viktor Demin rejected precisely the Soviet symbolism and motifs of I am Twenty. Although the critic insisted he did not doubt the ideals of the revolution, he doubted they could sustain one in the modern world. For Demin, the most frightening consequence of Stalinism was “the inflation of the social person” – the problem evident in the hero’s hamletian vacillations, but overshadowed for the critic by the symbols of the revolution, which he read as remnants of traditional resolutions. Demin also implicated Khutsiev in making concessions to character-driven conflict. The film featured anthropomorphized evil, including a character by the name of Chernousov (literally the “black-mustached guy” – an all too apparent allusion to Stalin). The critic remarked that these characters were not the cause of the hero’s dissatisfaction, but only symptoms of a larger condition.  

In the overall framework of Demin’s book, pivoted on Chekhov’s poetics, Khutsiev’s I am Twenty does not quite reach the level of Fellini or Antonioni, whose work is more Chekhovian. At the time when other critics dismissed the pessimism of Western films focused on the problem of incommunicability, Demin was dismissing the ethos of the collective if it had to be supported with revolutionary ideals, which he saw as cover up for the inflation of the social. For Demin, Antonioni was more honest than Khutsiev precisely because he left private predicaments unresolved.  


It is not surprising that Antonioni’s name featured as a “negative” example in analyses of I am Twenty. If Fellini’s grotesque style could be interpreted as social satire, it was more complicated to reconcile the watchdogs in censorship with Antonioni. Once again, the critics turned to Chekhov. In 1965, Turovskaya anticipated each of the five parts of her essay on Antonioni with an epigraph from Chekhov.  For example, she forestalled the discussion of Antonioni’s choice of incidental occurrences and details over “proper” events with the following epigraph from Chekhov: “Prudence and justice tell me that there is more love of man in electricity and steam than in chastity and abstinence from meat.” Significantly, the leitmotif of the article was that Antonioni’s characters should not be classified socially not because they cannot find a job like the protagonist of Il Grido but because they cannot find a place in life. Turovskaya here made a pun – a “place” (mesto) in Russian can mean both a “job” and a more abstract existential spot in life. In her analysis, Turovskaya de-emphasized social circumstances as the determining factor of human identity in favor of a person’s individual development. In the end, it all boiled down to reversing the essential Marxist dictum: “social being determines consciousness.” 


This was precisely the matter brought up by another critic, Neya Zorkaya, in her analysis of I am Twenty. Bypassing Soviet symbolism in the film, Zorkaya focused on the broader kind of iconicity, informing the use of these symbols. At his girlfriend’s birthday party, Sergei finds himself surrounded by the so-called “golden youth” – a mix of young creative intelligentsia, fashion models, translators, and children of party functionaries. A conflict arises when the protagonist offers to toast the simple Russian potato as a sacred symbol of World War II when potatoes saved those who remained in besieged Moscow from hungry death. One of the guests, played by filmmaker Andrei Tarkovsky, accuses Sergei of the “kvas patriotism” (kvasnoi patriotism) and asks why Sergei wouldn’t also include turnips (repa) in his toast along with potatoes. At that point, Sergei leaves the party and his girlfriend. Upon his departure, the golden youths feel rather distraught. One of the guests slaps Tarkovsky’s character across the face; another asks him why he would say such a platitude. Tarkovsky replies that he said it automatically. Everyone feels uncomfortable. 


While the majority of the critics read this scene as the confrontation between the simple working hero and the decadent intelligentsia, Zorkaya’s analysis indicates a departure from the common critical framework, determined by the doctrine of typical representation. Well familiar with the golden youth, the critic focused on the characters’ extra-textual identity. Behind the veneer of their boredom and snobbish adoption of the “simple life,” their style “russe,” imported from Paris, she found hope in the very iconicity of their faces underscored by Pilikhina’s cinematography. “Notwithstanding all the mistakes and delusions,” these people are Russia’s hope, because “of the lucidity and clarity of the shot, their beautiful faces, and the lovely, slanting, asymmetrical, odd physiognomy of the film’s heroine Ania, played by Marianna Vertinskaya.” The scene is often shown on Russian television as a documentary, because it features Tarkovsky, Konchalovsky, Mitta, Smirnov, Vertinskaya and others – the real golden youth of Soviet cinema, many of whom were, significantly, the children and grandchildren of the old pre-revolutionary Russian creative elite, conceptualized during the Thaw as Chekhovian. In the 1960s and 70s, we may find plenty of examples of direct self-identification with Chekhovian intelligentsia in the films of Tarkovsky, Konchalovsky, and Mikhalkov. In particular, the motif of the country house as a private microcosm comes to the forefront, strongly evocative of the nests of the gentry in the works of Chekhov and Turgenev. Of course, in 1969 and 1970, Konchalovsky would direct two fantastic screen adaptations Turgenev’s Nest of the Gentry and Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya. In 1977, Mikhalkov would make one of the most significant films of the decade, The Unfinished Piece for the Player Piano, based on Chekhov’s Platonov. 


Even though Soviet critics worked hard to move away from Stalinist paradigms, they could not fully escape from the system they were attacking. The main problem is that, for the most part, Soviet critics remained indifferent to style. When Demin criticized I am Twenty, he bypassed the siuzhet of the style focusing on the siuzhet of the narrative that may be viewed as refurbishment of the old fabula – a more detailed set of circumstances (indirectly) motivating the hero.
 Zorkaya, by virtue of addressing the style, came to different conclusions. 


For 1962, when Khutsiev made I am Twenty and when the majority of the critics actually saw it in closed screenings, the film’s editing and sound broke new ground, too prematurely to be fully grasped. The co-presence of epochs is reflected in the complexity of the film’s overall chronotope, not restricted to the scenes containing the past. Like in European cinema of the time, there are no discrete breaks, such as fade-outs, to signify temporal intervals. The seasons change in the film within one day and sometimes within one take. Khutsiev is equally unconcerned with spatial coherence, linking shots and sequences with direct cuts. The filmmaker creates a visual equivalent for the stream-of-consciousness narration. Symptomatically, much of the film’s speech consists of internal monologues of Sergei and his two friends. As do images, these also flow together, forging a metaphysical, rather than physical connection between the heroes. Furthermore, in a number of scenes, the heroes’ voices precede them and it is not immediately apparent whose voice we hear. Throughout, sound does not so much accompany image as organize it in a peculiar manner. 


Ultimately, the social identity of the three friends is of little importance within the framework of the film’s siuzhet as is the political identity of the “visitors” from other epochs. The protagonists’ consciousness and their subconscious, eloquently brought to the surface as a shared interior monologue, have little to do with their proletarian origins and are in a sense extra-diegetic. Their interior monologue, almost exclusively constructed of lyrical poetry, from Pushkin to Mayakovsky, functions as the (lyrical) voice of an omnipresent non-diegetic narrator, encompassing all people and phenomena in the film. Historian A. Levandovsky noted in retrospect that the Soviet symbols in the film are humanized and de-sovietized. Another critic Lev Anninskii wrote in 1977 of the peculiar quality of Khutsiev’s character structure as “de-typologized.” Anninskii’s thoughts are worth quoting at length because they complete and place in perspective the shift in critical paradigm regarding typical representation: 

Try to remember what kind of characters these three guys are. Or, to put it another way, try to grasp anything fresh in their characteristics, given to them [in interviews] by Khutsiev himself, and you will be confronted with the traditional ‘reflective youth,’ who makes the right choice, the no-less traditional ‘jolly fellow,’ who finally grows up, and then the embodiment of family conscientiousness. But here is the trick: the first thing that evaporates from memory is what is least important to Khutsiev – namely, the individual physiognomies of the heroes. Who is Sergei among them? Who is  Kol’ka? Who is Slavka? What you remember is something entirely different, like one of them, no matter who, walks through the long, seductive streets of Moscow, hurrying and unable to hurry because after the army every corner of the native city draws your attention. You remember how that first morning this guy sees a friend across the courtyard, and they scream and wave their arms, and they don’t hear the words but they continue to scream because words do not mater; what matters is the recognition and the friendship. In essence, Khutsiev always relied on the actor only partially: he needed a human being symbolizing some internal action but not embodying it to the end. No typology. Lyricism, poetry…

Anninskii concluded that Khutsiev’s hero was not typical or individual, but unfinished, living at once in the here and now and “somewhere else.” The critic explained that both typicality and individuality require representation in the perfect tense – the distinctive feature not only of epic Stalinist narratives, ending with the vision of (realized) future, but also of any “functional siuzhet-ism,” or fabula-centered siuzhet. Anninskii also credited Khutsiev with the unfinished image of Moscow, in which symbols and everyday detail merge because “symbolism grows out of the everydayness and empirical reality is infiltrated with the spiritual.” Here Anninskii refers to the film’s style, affording the “naturalness” of the revolutionary patrol on the streets of modern Moscow. 


Contrary to Demin, Anninskii insisted that the film could not be taken apart in the same sense the films of Iu. Raizman or M. Romm that were based on clearly delineated social types could be. Outside the stream of its style, the dialogues in and of themselves ceased to signify and the emblems of the Soviet state re-materialized, yielding functional interpretations of the film as banal in its reliance on the revolutionary ideals. Of course, one should not dismiss the topical criticism of Demin, regarding Khutsiev’s inability to carry out what the critic saw as the film’s unrealized thematic potential: namely, the inflation of the social man. This theme will be all too transparent in Khutsiev’s next film July Rain. But while this danger is definitely contained within I am Twenty, Anninskii coined the peculiarity of the film’s intent most precisely when he insisted that instead of collectivism or incommunicability, the film offered the unfinished, carefully weighed and inclusive spirituality, fully realized in the synthesis of theme (the co-presence of epochs) and style (the audio-visually unified complex chronotope). 


Because July Rain, co-scripted with Anatolii Grebnev, is such a different film in its sensibility, it is important to consider the influence on Khutsiev of Gennadii Shpalikov who wrote most of the script of I am Twenty. Shpalikov also directed The Long and Happy Life (1966), featured in this chapter as another film of the 1960s that drew on Chekhov, albeit in a very distinct manner. Recognized during his lifetime as one of the brightest talents, Shpalikov (1937-1974) remains one of the most understudied and misunderstood artists of the Thaw. Shpalikov’s unique biography is of direct relevance to his work. Born into the family of a military engineer, Shpalikov came of age at the Kiev Suvorov Military School, where he lived and studied from age ten to eighteen. The military upbringing put a unique edge on Shpalikov’s worldview and art. The military ethos, infiltrated with timeless rather than Soviet military codes of valor, honor and patriotism, cultivated at the Suvorov schools, informed the use of Soviet symbolism in his work.  


Shpalikov’s friends and colleagues always mused at the peculiar amalgam in his outlook of a sober nonconformist view of Soviet reality and a certain naivety. Shpalikov’s open confrontation with the officialdom at the bashing of I am Twenty co-existed with what some of his friends regarded as idiosyncratic acts of conformism. Shpalikov’s first wife screenwriter Natalia Riazantseva remembered as characteristic an episode at the house of Shpalikov’s stepfather. Watching young poets on television, the stepfather, a high-ranking military officer, responded negatively to the personal appearance of Bella Akhmadulina – one of the most talented liberal poets that emerged in the 1960s. Although Shpalikov admired Akhmadulina’s work, he accepted the remark calmly, “because his stepfather was a military man and should have spoken that way.” Riazantseva confessed that if such an incident occurred in her family, she would have started a scandal, while Shpalikov only smiled. Former film editor, now a journalist of Radio Free Europe Elena Ol’shanskaia described the heroes of I am Twenty as ideal, noting that only Shpalikov, by virtue of his unique personality, could breathe life into them at the time when ideals began to recede along with the intellectuals’ expectations of the regime. At the time he wrote the hopeful I am Twenty and another screenplay for film I Walk Around Moscow (1963), permeated with unstoppable energy and joy of living, Shpalikov composed a rather ominous stanza, circulating among friends and colleagues: “do not walk under the cornices during the thaw,//it can be very dangerous.//many wonderful people//are killed during this thaw.”


Anninskii associated the imprint of I am Twenty on the viewer as well as Khutsiev’s sensibility in his early films with the work of Aleksandr Pushkin, perceived in Russia as a light poet and a Renaissance soul. Ironically, Khutsiev who always dreamt of making a film about Pushkin, ended up making one about Chekhov in the year 2004 – a subject for further inquiry into the evolution of the Chekhovian in post-Soviet cinema. According to Anninskii and a number of critics and viewers, July Rain, was a Chekhovian film, the concept of Chekhovian referring no longer to the empirical detail or narrative alone but to the underscoring ethos of the film, bordering on clearly perceptible pessimism. 


In the 1960s, Zorkaya, who spoke of the iconicity of the golden youth, also saw hope in Khutsiev’s representation of Moscow in I am Twenty. In her nationalist analysis (despite being Jewish), Moscow in the film was not a Soviet but an old Russian city that housed Pushkin and Mayakovsky: “Touching is the filial assuredness of the heroes and Khutsiev himself in Moscow. Moscow in the film does not disguise itself as anything else. Not as Chicago, not as St-Petersburg, not in modern glass and concrete, not the empire marble or granite. Of course, it would be possible to make our old beauty more impressive, dress it up in European way… But that would no longer be Moscow.” Yet already in Zorkaya’s review, one may sense an anxiety that Moscow’s cityscape and sensibility are rapidly changing. 


Less than two years since the release of I am Twenty, Khutsiev presented a very different Moscow of embassies, shopping centers, restaurants, rented apartments, and traffic. This was at once a more crowded and emptier city than that in the previous film. Empty, because the people on the street were alienated passers-by with impenetrable faces, wearily aware of the camera. In peak or empty hours, the cityscape evoked European capitals as featured in French or Italian films of the late 1950s and 60s. Instead of the sleeping districts of I am Twenty, resembling Neorealist courtyards, action unfolded in impersonal if sometimes lyrical spaces of the privileged downtown. The famous opening sequence consisted of long tracking takes of crowded streets, punctured with close-ups on the faces of renaissance frescoes. Yet the juxtaposition of the undifferentiated passersby and unique renaissance faces did not hold for long. Shortly, we see these faces multiplied on the conveyor of the printing press at the heroine’s workplace – a striking visual realization of Walter Benjamin’s essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” The fishbowl effect of wide-angle lens in the opening scenes added to the sense of circularity and serialization. 

INSERT STILLS

The lives of the personages in I am Twenty revolved around the old and new social rituals as personalized events, involving nearly the entire city: a May Day demonstration, a poetry reading at the Polytechnic Institute and the prom night. To the contrary, in July Rain action unfolds in the privacy of esoteric intellectual world. Yet the downtown apartments do not appear to be the unifying spaces similar to the middle-class and working-class homes of I am Twenty. 

[image: image23.jpg]



Example of character blocking in July Rain
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Example of character blocking in July Rain. Separateness here is underscored not only by frames within frames, but also by the varying directions of the characters’ gazes. No one is making eye-contact or looking directly at another. 
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Example of character blocking in I am Twenty. Note the sunlight in people’s hair. 
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Street scenes in I am Twenty (the Red Square): Wide-angle lens and the softened look of the monumental buildings. 

I am Twenty unfolded mostly in the intimacy of Moscow’s courtyards serving as extensions of people’s apartments, presented as extroverted spaces, infiltrated with sunlight and street-noise. The people inside constantly conversed with the people outside. When the camera was outside focusing on a window, sound close-ups let us in on the action inside. If the protagonists of I am Twenty were constantly drawn outside, the protagonist of July Rain prefers to stay at home. When the camera follows her down the streets of Moscow, she often turns, returning its gaze, visibly annoyed. The same interaction with the camera occurs at work, but never at home. In contrast, as some critics noted, the protagonists of I am Twenty were too consumed with living to be this neurotic. 


The film traces the relationship between two professionals Lena and Volodia, she in her late twenties, he in his early thirties. The two gradually drift apart, although their final separation is not directly motivated by Vladimir’s moral concessions to his career. Parallel to seeing Volodia, Lena conducts another relationship over the phone with Zhenia, a stranger who had once loaned her a jacket in the rain – an important and rare sign of human connectedness in the film. As her relationship with Volodia disintegrates, Lena and Zhenia’s mutual understanding grows. Unlike Volodia and his friends, Zhenia says all the right things. His voice is sincere, without a touch of irony, widespread among Volodia’s friends. Zhenia verbalizes all the problems Lena has with Volodia’s circle, pointless smart-talk and moral compromise in particular. Yet the two make no effort to meet in person. Zhenia is a disembodied telephone voice, endangered by the precariousness of Moscow’s telephone connection. At one points Lena even questions Zhenia’s very existence. 


Khutsiev purposefully cast a generically attractive actor for the role of Zhenia. By the end of the film, we do not even remember his face. In the screenplay that ends hopefully on New Year’s night, we feel his presence in the same way Pasternak’s heroes in Doctor Zhivago anticipate one another and cross one another’s path by virtue of serendipity. In the film, this subtext and hope are absent, even though Zhenia does quote some lines from a Pasternak poem when he calls Lena in the middle of the night on his birthday: “To easily wake up and regain sight//to take the rubbish of words out of the heart.” Lena, however, wants to go back to sleep and threatens to hang up. It is clear that even at a better time, she would not succumb to such heartfelt revelations. In 1966, Zhenia seems hopelessly outdated when he says, “I want everything to be real, so that one could die [for something], or do something big.”  In 1965, speaking of another film, M. Romm’s Nine Days of One Year (1961), revolving around the lives of Moscow’s intellectual elite, A. Macheret provided an apt characteristic of their sensibility: 

Strong emotions have to be expressed with restraint. Direct and exalted expression in particular is received with irony. Here it is preferred to cover up with humor the elevated frame of mind and heart. Out of fear to seem immodest, too excited or naïve, the people of this circle are prone to humorous self-ridicule. The vividness of wit is valued especially high, while clichés, truisms, officialese or pretentious spruceness of expression are despised.
 

In Nine Days of One Year, a film about nuclear physicists, the “elevated frame of mind and heart” was evident behind the slight veneer of irony. “Communism must be built by kind people,” insisted I. Kulikov, a charismatically ironic antagonist to Batalov’s hero, played by I. Smoktunovskii. As we already saw, this veneer was much thicker in I am Twenty, made a year after Nine Days. In July Rain, it is so thick, many began to doubt whether it supplanted the ideals altogether. 


Lena is the last most up-to-date stronghold of ideals, but she is fundamentally incapable of action or big words. Her role is that of an observer, the carrier of the de-familiarizing gaze. In the early scenes, Lena tries to fit in the circle of Volodia’s friends, who are likely not so different from hers, even though we do not see them. Significantly, at the first party, she finds a guitar for Alik – the soul of Volodia’s circle, played Iurii Vizbor – a cultural icon of the decade. The poet with the guitar was at the center of the unofficial culture until Perestroika. Metaphorically speaking, Lena gives the bard his voice. In the film, Alik is the hippest character. In addition to being a bard, he is also a war veteran. His demeanor is fashionably Hemingway-esque – masculine, reserved, and ironic. Over the course of numerous parties, Lena begins to sense emptiness behind all the irony and the restraint. One night, she asks Volodia why he never cries or gets sick. Her relationship with Alik is particularly indicative because she often takes her frustration out on him, rather than her boyfriend. If Volodia introduces the motif of modern impenetrability and invulnerability, Alik, an older man, reveals a different kind of emptiness with his subdued restlessness and unsettledness, manifest in the rapid changing of girlfriends, among other things. The dialogues in the film are extremely pithy and laden with subtexts. At the picnic – the last gathering of Volodia’s circle – Lena asks Alik where he put his guitar. He replies that it is in the car and says that neither the guitar nor the car are actually his. Lena asks, “What then is yours, Alik?” a question aiming at the heart of the problem. At the end of the conversation she asks Alik not to sing.  


Asking Alik not to sing and refusing to marry Volodia are Lena’s most noticeable acts of protest. As Miron Chernenko noted arguing with Lev Anninskii, there was not a trace of the “weighed spirituality” in the film. “If the heroes do search for anything,” insists Chernenko, “it is for the social niche, where they can wait out the epoch and where they can preserve some elementary integrity.” Visually, Lena’s growing separation is conveyed through distantiation, particularly noticeable during the picnic scene. At one point, the people by the fire are shot from the point of view of the car, through the open door. The strangeness of the composition with the car at the lower left of the frame and the people crowded in the upper right, underscores the unnaturalness of the encounter. Normally, a picnic is supposed to be a spontaneous authentic event, bringing friends together. Here it is calculated: Volodia and his friends are entertaining their boss. Later, Lena would disappear and everyone would be looking for her only to find out that she was sitting in the car all along. After she let everyone worry and run around screaming, Lena shines the headlights at them, saying quietly, “Why are you screaming? I am here.”

INSERT STILL


To contemporaries, the film was unsettlingly Antonioniesque and Chekhovian. In 1967, at a screening of July Rain, young critic A. Aronov told everyone he was bored with Khutsiev’s film: “July Rain consists of many current truths. That is pleasant but boring. I cannot read Chekhov – he appears to be an epigone of Antonioni. (Noise in the audience.) This entire plotless (bessiuzhetnaia) anemia is epigonism. Think of Kurosawa’s energy! No up-to-date information will replace for contemporary viewer a good fight, tense siuzhet and shooting. (Noise in the audience).”
  Even though the majority agreed that in July Rain Khutsiev broke new ground, having introduced an essentially unheroic hero and the ultimate non-fabulaic siuzhet, Aronov’s comments indicate the rapid inflation of this discourse. The critic heralded a new action trend in Brezhnev cinema of the 1970s that affected even the screen adaptations of Chekhov and had infinitely less to do with Socialist Realist ethos than dedramatized narrative.  


Overall, the reception of July Rain marks a departure from the framework of typical representation, pivoted on ideals of great Soviet life (typical circumstances) and great Soviet people (typical heroes). Virtually all critics found the heroine’s restraint dissatisfying, yet abstained from condemning her as atypical – a label thrown at the contemplative heroes of I am Twenty in 1962. In response to Aronov, Anninskii insisted that people like Aronov – the new generation that can be bored with this film – were precisely the object of Khutsiev’s anxious exploration: “The energy of this new person and his spiritless identity are the theme of this film, the precondition of its action.” Symptomatically, Anninskii weaved into his review reflections about James Bond – “the hero of the unheroic epoch,” as M. Turovskaya defined agent 007 in her eponymous book, written in the 1960s but published only in 1971. Bond embodied to the fullest the new serialized superman, faceless enough to be played by a series of actors, and in whose image Khutsiev created his male lead Volodia in July Rain. In the film, Volodia’s acquaintance aptly characterizes him as “anti-magnetic, frost-resistant, waterproof, anti-corrosive, and refractory.” To the contrary, a member of the older generation, who refuses to compromise his professional identity, having already done so in Stalinist times, is “covered with hay.” Volodia simply does not know the pangs of consciousness and therefore cannot be weighed on the old scales. What the older hero sees as a moral compromise, namely adding their boss’ name to their scholarly work, is a matter-of-fact formality for the new one.


With few exceptions, the responses to the film drew on global and existential problematic. In this respect, particularly interesting are the opinions of non-professional critics, members of cinema clubs that sprung up across the country. Some insisted: “It would have been better if July Rain were based on a more solid idea – a hopeful leitmotif that would determine the future of its heroes.” Others argued the contrary: “The filmmakers clearly tell us to search for an ideal in life. The search has to be individual for every person. Khutsiev’s film ends with an open question affording one freedom in this search.” Several professional and non-professional critics took a more global stance, insisting that the film was not so much about the culture of the man as about the civilization and the man, noting that the film purposefully emphasized the “external signs of modern civilization” and the lack of human presence. This discourse pivoted on the absence of the common idea and the ecology of the soul sounds familiar. As we have seen, the last similar national discourse before Stalinism revolved around Chekhov. As one professor of cytology and a member of cinema club from Leningrad wrote, “This film shows how people cannot live without a ‘blue bird,’ without a dream. This is a Chekhovian theme and it is no wonder that this theme develops in Chekhovian manner in the film.” 


As a rule, negative reviews or negative remarks in positive reviews drew on general thematic rather than stylistic comparisons with Antonioni. In a retrograde open letter to Khutsiev R. Iurenev wrote: “The incommunicability of bourgeois intellectuals in Bergman and Antonioni is underscored by deep social motivation. I am sure that you do not consider people to be immanently locked within themselves, unknowable and incapable of contact, and you surely do not believe that our society paralyzes individuals’ attempts at communication. As a result, your anguish lacks the sincere bitterness of Antonioni, the religious pathos of Bergman, and the social sharpness of Fellini.” The positive reviews invoked Chekhov, with exception of Aronov who cleverly and bravely aligned the Russian classical author with the Italian filmmaker when discussing a domestic film, while other critics did the same carefully restricting themselves to analyses of foreign cinema. In this context, it is important to consider the film’s stylistic affinities with Antonioni and thematic affinities with Chekhov – precisely what makes July Rain a unique and most astute response to concurrent critical discourses. 


In July Rain, Khutsiev adopted a deliberately disorienting editing style within and between sequences that the critics associated with Antonioni. In I am Twenty temporal and spatial discontinuity was not marked as such: space and time were unified through sound and graphic obertones
 of human connectedness, manifest above all in continuous movement. 

INSERT STILLS

Khutsiev’s two-shot close-ups of the protagonists, breaking through the space of the frame, also refer to Antonioni, as does the separated character blocking in frames within frames. 

INSERT STILLS

Perhaps the most obvious homage and response to the Italian filmmaker is the final sequence. Like in Antonioni’s Eclipse, at the end Khutsiev disengages from his protagonist to contemplate society at large. At the end of Eclipse, Antonioni revisits the film’s locales without the heroes. Close-ups of textures, standing water and insects intensify the silence and the feeling of emptiness. A number of accidental passersby catch the camera’s attention. Antonioni applies the same technique to people as he did to insects, going from extreme close-ups on the faces to longer shots of random people, who appear to be lost. Khutsiev’s finale is more humanistic in that it focuses exclusively on people rather than ants or architecture. At the end of July Rain, having broken up with Volodia, Lena walks out of her delimited world “into the big history” to dissolve in the crowds of WWII veterans gathered near the Red Square. Overall, the veterans are happy, united by the shared experience of the cataclysmic event. Not all of them, however, were able to find their comrades in the crowd. Khutsiev dwells on a decorated woman veteran sitting alone, dwarfed by a monumental column – an unsettling image breaking through the complacency of the reunion. 

INSERT STILL 
The sequence is followed by a series of close shots of the younger generations, reacting to the reunion of the veterans. The two sequences are separated by a pan across a piece of architecture – a monumental building with columns shot from a lower angle – another reference to Antonioni. As the camera pans, the music changes from the cheerful victory song to a pensive folk melody, evocative of M. Donskoi’s 1930s adaptation of Gorky’s coming of age trilogy, focused on the plight of the poor folk.
 Two chords – an audio-quote from Antonioni’s Eclipse
 – fill the interval between the two melodies. While the veterans are engrossed in one another, the younger people gaze straight at the camera, posing rather than acting. At times, they come out of what looks like stupor or contemplation to respond to their environment. The juxtaposition of posing and acting is unsettling for the viewer. The final freeze-frame of a child’s face, Khutsiev’s own son, poking through black coats of the adults evokes the ending of Truffaut’s 400 Blows. Yet the image appears after the end of the film as a sign of hope, perhaps. The semantic of the final sequence, fluctuating between anxiety and hope, depends on the juxtaposition of paradigms – Antonioni and Chekhov – in the film as a whole. 


Besides the obvious stylistic references, a number of subtler signs point to Antonioni (and other foreign paradigms) as an important source of Khutsiev’s film. Though not explicitly, the point of view in July Rain belongs to Lena in the same sense Fellini’s La Dolce Vita is shot not from the viewpoint of Marcello Rubini, but as if through the prism of provincial sensibility that the protagonist is unable to shake off. In multiple scenes focused on Volodia’s circle, Lena, a newcomer, holds the gaze much like the personages played by Monica Vitti in Antonioni’s films. But while Antonioni sets his heroine apart visually, Khutsiev endows his protagonist with a profound literary base. Furthermore, Vitti is a lone ranger, as much an outsider in her family as she is in the various social circles she navigates. Lena, on the other hand, definitely belongs in a certain group, defined not by age but by a specific ethos or rather a specific literary tradition. 

INSERT STILLS

Toward the end of the film, Khutsiev included a lengthy quotation from Chekhov’s Three Sisters, lasting nearly ten minutes. Chekhov plays on the radio, setting the ambiance and the subtext for an important sequence focused on Lena and her mother. This is the last episode involving Lena’s mother, at the end of which Lena, an extremely opaque and restrained character, tells her mother she loves her. The heroines listen to the radio distractedly. Lena is working on a free-lance translation from English,
 while her mother is trying to start up a conversation with her. Although it is obvious that the two love one another, their relationship had been strained due to Lena’s repeated refusal to discuss her personal life. As in most scenes, the characters are graphically separated. Khutsiev alternates between Lena and her mother, not showing the two in the same shot. When he does briefly show them within one shot at the end of the scene, wide-angle lens magnifies the space between them. Lena’s mother occupies the larger part of the room, crowded with bookcases and antique-looking desk and chairs. Lena occupies a smaller space, sitting on a modern sofa with a modern lamp balancing the shot on the left side of the frame. At this point in the film, Lena’s father had died and she is having serious misgivings about her future with Volodia. 


The choice of the Chekhov fragment is significant in that it comments on the scene itself and on the prior events in Lena’s life. The fragment spans the end of the last act of the play, from the part where Natasha, the sisters’ petit-bourgeois sister-in-law, openly asserts her rights over their house. The sisters are preparing to leave their house and face a rather uncertain future separately – an action not directly motivated by Natasha’s take-over. The last act revolves around the departure of the military detachment from the provincial town. As daughters of the late general and Moscovites, the sisters, no longer directly associated with the military, are unable to adapt to their provincial existence clinging to the military for companionship. As all familial break-ups at the end of Chekhov’s plays, the departure of the military that served as the sisters’ surrogate family, signals the beginning of the rest of their lives to be spent enduring rather than living. “They are leaving us,” says Masha, “we will remain alone to begin our life over. One needs to live. One needs to live.” It is obvious that the sisters have no idea how they will live. The only hope is in the distant future that they will not see: “Time will pass and we will leave forever, we will be forgotten, our faces, voices and how many we were will be forgotten, but our suffering will transpose into joy for those who will live after us.” 


The fragment encapsulates and brings into focus major thematic motifs of the film, the main ones being the sense of loss, separation, exclusion and narrowing horizons, as experienced by the heroine and her mother. With the play in the background, Lena’s mother ponders the recent discussion in the press regarding intelligentsia in a manner evoking the discourse in Chekhov’s play (the indirect conflict between the sisters and the encroaching world of the “townies”) as well as the contemporary discourse on Chekhovian intelligentsia. Lena’s mother very much doubts that a poll of public opinion can determine the true meaning of the word. Before her mind wonders somewhere else, she begins to quote from magazine that “docent of technical sciences Baranov said…” The last name of the docent expounding on the meaning of intelligentsia in a central periodical may be translated as ram, also signifying moron in Russian. Eschewing character conflict as did Chekhov, Khutsiev presents a fine gradation of contemporary intelligentsia with Lena and her family, aligned clearly with the Prozorov family from the Chekhov play, as most sympathetic and on the verge of extinction. It is significant that much like the Prozorov sisters at the ripe age of twenty-seven Lena is still not married and has no children. Albeit tactfully, her mother is very concerned. The death of Lena’s father, in particular, echoes the death of the general in Chekhov’s play, structurally and semantically. Both deaths are recounted events, neither man features in the stories directly. Yet both are clearly the pillars of stability for their families and communities. It is also clear that both were men of strong principles and integrity, the qualities they passed on to their (female) children who have to live in a more complex world.
 


The choice of Three Sisters among other Chekhov plays is significant in this film. For Lena’s mother (and presumably for her father also), the play is a deeply internalized experience. 

Hearing the play on the radio, Lena’s mother reminisces about the pre-war performance of the play at the Moscow Art Theater – the last production staged in 1940 by Nemirovich-Danchenko, one of the theater’s founders and original directors. For the people of Lena’s parents’ generation, including critics Maya Turovskaya and Neya Zorkaya who also wrote about this production, it was one of the few breaths of fresh air in their youth that coincided with the darkest years of Stalinism. Symptomatically, Turovskaya begins her 1977 article, “Cinema-Chekhov-77-Theater,” with an account of the ending of Chekhov’s play, quoting one of the sisters: “Our people are leaving (ukhodiat nashi).” The critic describes not so much the performance itself as the emotion, temperature, color and texture of its atmosphere, inseparable from the theater itself: 

The bitter and sweet tears about something unrealizable; the warm brown tree; the modest matte-ness of the lamps under the ceiling; the tactful lilac, sand, and gray tones of the slightly shabby shekhtel
 auditorium with the graceful arch of the portal and the restrained style modern of the ceiling – the [Moscow] Art Theater. Three Sisters. Chekhov.

Significantly, the epithets are precisely the ones with which the Chekhovian intelligentsia and 

Chekhov himself were endowed in the discourses of the 1950s and 60s. 


To sum up, unlike Antonioni’s protagonist, Lena is part of a group. The visual separateness between her and her mother is different than that between her and Volodia’s circle. As one critic noted, the separateness of Lena and her mother has little to do with the incommunicability, underscoring all relationships in Antonioni’s films (FIND QUOTE!). As she should be, Lena is more withdrawn and less outspoken than her mother – a sign of her generation. In relationship with her mother, she asserts her individuality as her right to privacy – something taken for granted in European cinema and society. By including the Chekhov quote, Khutsiev subtly continued his lifelong theme, first manifest in I am Twenty – the superimposition of times. More topically, this may be interpreted as the suturing of the gaps in history and between generations – a project integral to post-Stalinist culture.
 Only in this film, the precarious harmony does not stretch onto entire society, but is reserved for the chosen few. 


Finally yet importantly, recently Khutsiev’s cinema, virtually unknown in the West because it had been suppressed under Khrushchev and Brezhnev, has come to attention of international film community as part of several retrospectives of Soviet film. In North America in particular, mainstream critics confess that the films are “mind-altering,” introduce them as exotic in their headlines, and proceed to analyze them as by-products of European paradigms. For example, Village Voice introduced July Rain as “a Cassavetes/Truffaut-esque cha-cha saturating Moscow café life with post-Dylan folk songs and singers.” All Movie Guide and Variety announced July Rain as a film displaying “a strong stylistic debt to Michelangelo Antonioni,” recapping the plot on Antonioniesque terms: “a woman is forced to examine the emptiness of her life.” The list may go on. A counter point of view is put forth by East-Coast academic, active in the East Coast movie scene. American scholars see Khutsiev and other Soviet films of the 1960s entirely as a reaction to indigenous Socialist Realism, bypassing the influx and impact of foreign cinema as well as the recovery of national heritage intimately connected to the assimilation of foreign culture. Contemporary Russian scholars and critics echo Western mainstream, insisting that the film “does not only watch like an impassively-antonioniesque film, but happens in fact to be one.” 


Contemporary reception of Khutsiev underestimates both his stylistic and ideological independence and, above all, his polemicist spirit in relations to the film critical and cinematic context of his films. Of course in both I am Twenty and July Rain Kutsiev responds to the socio-political situation, but by the time of July Rain, it is obvious that he is as much preoccupied with the more immediate culturally hybrid discourses in circulation about film. The above analysis of the films in their film-cultural context shows that Khutsiev’s cinema is not an imitation of “them,” nor is it an expression of “naïve Thaw Europeanism” as A. Shemiakin put it. It is an inseparable part of the “national international” discourse of the Thaw, a contemplation of “us” through “them.
Between Chekhov and Vigo: A Long and Happy Life

In 1966, the year when Khutsiev made July Rain, Chekhov’s drama supplied another pivotal centerpiece for the directorial debut of Gennadii Shpalikov – A Long Happy Life. Much of the film unfolds in the theater at a performance of The Cherry Orchard. The film is set somewhere in the developing lands of Siberia. A group of young people, presumably construction workers, travels to a central town to see the play, performed by the touring Moscow Art Theater. En route, they pick up a hitchhiker, geologist Viktor, who strikes a quick friendship with one of the girls. Intrigued, Viktor comes to the theater and finds her during the intermission. Their attraction intensifies. Viktor sincerely feels that meeting Lena has changed something in his life. Seeing her home, he asks her to quit everything and come live with him in Kuibyshev. He essentially promises her the long and happy life. Overnight, Viktor experiences a change of heart. At breakfast, he tells Lena he has to make a phone call and leaves for good. The relationship ends before it can begin.


Today Russian scholars consider Shpalikov’s “love story that did not happen” a direct metaphor of the Thaw as “history that did not happen.” E. Margolit insists that the unrealized affair reflected reality, lacking the dramaturgical pivot that had sustained it before – namely, the common faith in the great future. I. Izvolova points out that Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard – the play within the film – also builds subtly on the tension between great expectations and their non-realization. Shpalikov’s selection of scenes from Chekhov’s play results in a mise-en-abyme structure. He chooses to show us those optimistically colored segments anticipating the future and one scene full of negative premonitions that casts a shadow on the characters’ hopes. At the end of the second act, Chekhov’s characters hear the notorious sound of a broken string. The former serf of the family Firs remembers hearing the same noise just before the “misfortune,” referring to the abolishment of serfdom under Alexander II. The reform was essentially a half-measure that did not amount to any substantial change, much like Khrushchev’s Thaw.  


In 1967, the reviewers did not miss analogies drawn in the film between Chekhov’s play and contemporary reality. Predictably, they objected to the image of contemporary life. It needs to be clarified, however, that the critics were no longer concerned with the absence of optimism or any other fake attribute of the non-existent great Soviet life. We have seen that with few exceptions, the not so cheerful July Rain was met with positive response from the public and the critics. In Khutsiev’s film, the characters existed in the here and now. Based on their ethos, they could be easily classified as members of specific social groups. Their motivations were clear. As a Chekhovian intelligentka, a daughter of her parents, Lena refuses to marry Volodia, a representative of the new “practical” intelligentsia. The critics no longer negated any bonus existentialism as long as the social picture was clear. The problem for contemporaries with A Long Happy Life was that it lacked a recognizable social base. Surely, the film contained all the signs and symbols of the epoch, such as the romantic setting in Siberia, the hero geologist, the working-class heroine, the popular soundtrack, and even the performance of Chekhov. Yet the siuzhet bypassed all motivation that would ordinarily furnish these mimetic myths. Most notably, the personages existed and acted not in “the here and now and somewhere else” as did, according to Anninskii, the characters of I am Twenty, but “somewhere else” entirely. 


Shpalikov provides no coherent clues to the personages’ background. Their relationship to the signs of Soviet reality, including their professional identities, is tentative. When the characters meet on the bus, each tells another a childhood story. Instead of proper flashbacks, Shpalikov illustrates these memories. The style of the “flashbacks” is distinctly generic as are the stories. Viktor tells how he skied down a difficult mountain slope; a typical youthful exploit rendered in fast motion – the style, strongly evocative of the latest L. Gaidai comedies featuring Shurik, a klutzy personage resembling Woody Allen. Lena tells a story of first love, illustrated in melodramatic style, reminiscent of silent cinema. As a teenager, she fell in love with a heroic firefighter. When the man got married, she tried to drown herself in the river “like the poor Liza,” the heroine of eponymous story by M. Karamzin – a little masterpiece of Russian Sentimentalism, an XVIII century literary movement. The reminiscence is rather telling in the context of the film considering that Sentimentalist heroes were conditional literary types. Liza is a psychologically undeveloped pastoral peasant. 


Neither childhood memory provides a significant psychological insight that could bear on the ensuing events. In 1967, critics I. Levshina and Ia. Varshavskii referred to the characters as a He and a She, a Man and a Woman, having in mind, undoubtedly, the recently released film by Claude Lelouch A Man and a Woman (1966).
  Another critic A. Vartanov tried to typecast Viktor as a provincial Don Juan, an eternal groom, a confirmed bachelor, or a wholesome but restless type. The hero did not fit any of these amplua. “One gets the impression,” concluded Vartanov, “that the author is mostly concerned with the possibility to fix on film the various moods, emotional states, and internal motions of the protagonists without showing where they came from.” 


Recent overviews of Thaw cinema classify Shpalikov’s film among other concurrent films, such as July Rain, Three Days of Viktor Chernyshev, Wings, and Long Farewells.

Thaw critics, more responsive to Shpalikov’s work, placed the film within Shpalikov’s own oeuvre. Even though he directed only one film, Shpalikov’s style was so distinct that the critics regarded the films based on his screenplays as “made in the manner of Shpalikov,” notwithstanding the prominence of filmmakers M. Khutsiev, L. Shepit’ko, or G. Daneliia. Levshina provided a good summary of Shpalikov’s manner: “the intrigue is banal; the goal is drowned; [social] concreteness is dissolved to such a degree that one begins to doubt whether it was even there, but is it really the crux of the matter?” To arrive at the crux of the matter, it is necessary to consider the correlation in the film of two major paradigms: Chekhov and Jean Vigo. 


In a white poem/open letter to Vigo, Shpalikov wrote that he shot the last sequence of A Long Happy Life in memory of the French filmmaker – “my teacher in cinema and in life.” The influence of Vigo’s L’Atalante may be traced in a number of Shpalikov’s screenplays and poems. The last sequence of A Long Happy Life draws on the central image of Vigo’s masterpiece – the barge, gliding quietly on the water. As he leaves town, Viktor sees the barge out the bus window. For the last six minutes of the film, Shpalikov focuses on the barge and its inhabitant – a girl playing an accordion – a slightly surrealist resolution to the love intrigue. The girl is one among many “non-acting” characters-signs in the film. As. N. Adamenko noted in her recent analysis of the film, 

These personages are not perceived as episodic or secondary. Owing to their unusually memorable, expressive portraits, we begin to see more than we are shown, and somehow guess the meaning of these characters in the context of what is happening. The film is structured like Shpalikov’s poetry, where he inserts with one or two words very important personages, inimitable in their visual-poetic incompleteness and integral to the entire piece.

These personages often appear at the beginning of a scene and at the end, providing a compositional frame to the episode. At the end of the film, one of these characters, the girl on the barge, takes over completely. Already in the screenplay, Shpalikov outlined the desired image – a barge swimming through the meadows of flowers. As the camera follows the barge from shot to shot, the seasons change, seamlessly, from late fall to summer back to late fall. In the summer scene, the camera is level and the barge appears to swim through the grass. Overall, the film’s style is clearly influenced by the look of L’Atalante, fluctuating between poetic (metaphoric, symbolic) and realistic image, often within one shot. Shpalikov’s invocation of Vigo – a poetic realist – is clearly programmatic. Much like Vigo and Rene Clair, Shpalikov reconsiders life’s prose, trivial personages, objects and situations. In A Long Happy Life, there are a number of stylistic borrowings from and visual equivalents to L’Atalante, integral to the film’s meaning. Adamenko, who analyzed the film’ style most thoroughly, noted in particular the manner in which Lena enters the theater: two of her friends lift her in the air and carry her in, an image reminiscent of the bride crossing onto the barge in Vigo’s film to begin a new life: 

The main events of the film unfold in the non-everyday (nebytovoi), ‘forged’ and ‘imaginary’ space of the theater – a peculiar analogue of the barge in L’Atalante, where people are detached from the outside world. But in Shpalikov’s film, the personages also transfer to another time. In a complex and not immediately apparent manner, they become connected with the time of Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard. The life on the stage magically intertwines with the lives of the heroes.
 

It is also important to note that Shpalikov’s cinematographer, Dmitrii Meskhiev, assisted Moskvin in the shooting of Kheifits’ Lady with the Dog. The scenes inside the theater when Lena and Viktor leave the performance and seek seclusion are visually and thematically reminiscent of Kheifits’ film. 


 What is most interesting about the critical reception of the film is that the critics, both contemporary and recent, tended to gravitate toward Chekhov or Vigo as a more significant intertext, depending on their focus: the socio-ideological interpretations and/or negative criticism highlighted Chekhov, while style-centered and/or positive criticism emphasized Vigo. Particularly indicative in this respect is the critical debate in 1967 between I. Levshina and Ia. Varshavskii published side by side on the pages of Ekran, an important annual collection of film criticism. Levshina does not even mention Chekhov, situating the film within a specific auteur tradition of “thinking in the sensual-emotional images-episodes that follow not according to fabula’s logic but according to the logic of the author.” Besides Vigo’s L’Atalante, Levshina mentions Fellini’s La Strada, evoked in the breakfast scene, set in an outdoor café under a canvas roof, and the paintings of the Russian post-Impressionist artist K. Petrov-Vodkin (1877-1939), replicated in the final sequence in the images of young boys on horseback. 

[image: image27.jpg]



K. Petrov-Vodkin, The Bathing of the Red Horse, 1912

N. Adamenko in her 2003 article also refers to Vodkin, when discussing the film’s “spheric” cinematography as reminiscent of Vodkin’s principle of “spheric perspective,” manifest in high and side angles, or the prominent circular background as in the painting above, intended to accentuate the panoramic or “cosmic” effect. Meskhiev often uses panoramic camera movement at a curve, so that the object would gradually increase in size, pivot, and then smoothly diminish in the frame. Levshina’s analysis of the characters displays the same cosmic or universalist preoccupation. She insists that the heroes banality and replaceability are intentional and constitute the beauty of the film: “He is an embodiment of male determination and practicality… She is an embodiment of femininity, openness, and vulnerability.” At the time, these were not sexist clichés but an enormous victory for the Soviet screen that became unaccustomed to gender for its own sake and to love, motivated by nothing else but mutual attraction. The heroes’ amorphousness, their lack of individuality, resounded for Levshina and Adamenko as a universal kind of typicality, completely unrelated to the socio-historical here and now. 


Ia. Varshavskii, on the other hand, foregrounded Chekhov in his analysis of Shpalikov’s film. Unlike Vartanov, who found the film’s analogies with Chekhov unconvincing because the critic could not place the characters socially, Varshavskii focused on the problem of genre. The critic interpreted A Long Happy Life as an intelligent comedy of errors, insisting that Shpalikov did not understand what he himself had written and so included in his film too many pauses and sad implications. The critic aligned the characters with the “exalted” Petia Trofimov – the herald of happiness in The Cherry Orchard. His description of Lena and Viktor is appropriately optimistic: 

Both are brave, direct, and unburdened by reflections on the meaning of their lives. They are charismatic – he and she. They live as they want, not bound by prejudice, not afraid of work – like good contemporary young people. They display such physical and emotional health, and feel entitled, as they should, to happiness!
 

Varshavskii insists that the healthy protagonists simply succumbed to the beauty of nature and the magic of the dance during the intermission – an astute observation, if Varshavskii did not insist so much on the wholesomeness of the personages. He explains the sadness in the film as Shpalikov’s mild warning against unaccountable joyfulness and concludes that, after all, the film is entitled A Long Happy Life, which means that “everything is still ahead: the real happiness and the real suffering, if one, of course, grows up and grows smarter.” This interpretation may be juxtaposed with the Soviet analyses of The Cherry Orchard, describing Ania and Trofimov as historically immature. Vartanov wrote in his review of the film, “Chekhov’s characters understand that one needs to live and feel in a new way, but are incapable of it,” because the social life as they knew it no longer exists. Izvolova in her recent analysis of the film also compared the protagonists to the heroes of The Cherry Orchard, contending that the film speaks not about love but about the characters’ preparedness for love and life. 


The above evaluations bring to mind Shpalikov’s screenplay I Walk Around Moscow, filmed by G. Daneliia in 1963 – a cloudless lyrical comedy, filled, as one critic put it, with the feeling of “imperial lightness” as well as unstoppable and unrestrained giddiness about life. Screenwriter A. Grebnev, who co-wrote July Rain with Khutsiev, remarked indignantly about the film in his diaries: 

I am Walking Around Moscow. We spit on everything. We are in a good mood as a matter of principle. Why? ‘Simply because a warm rain has passed.’
 We are marching, we are walking, not wandering (as in I am Twenty) but marching around Moscow – merrily and insolently. And the young Mikhalkov
 is insolent. We spit on everything, on all your problems, difficulties, reflections, on war and peace, on everything…

‘Thank you very much for that!’ says Romanov.
 ‘At least you are not thinking, not thinking out of principle, and that is better than if you were thinking.’

It is true that the protagonists of A Long Happy Life are not reflexive in the same sense the protagonists of July Rain are. Viktor and Lena appear to behave intuitively rather than contemplatively. Yet they are of the same age as the heroes of July Rain. Regarding the latter, the critics concurred they were of age when one has to make some preliminary conclusions about one’s life. Strangely, as evidenced above, a number of critics, underestimated the age of Shpalikov’s characters, perhaps due to the spell of I Walk Around Moscow. Unlike the eighteen-year-old protagonists of Moscow, Viktor is thirty-four and Lena has already been married and has a five-year-old daughter. Shpalikov’s screenplay provides an interesting age clue, informing the correlation of the Chekhov couple and the contemporary couple in his film. 



Chekhov’s Ania is seventeen and Trofimov informs us that he is “not yet thirty.” Arriving in the middle of the performance, Viktor enters the theater through the back window, which brings him back stage. He watches the joyful scene between Ania and Petia from the wings. Petia tells Ania that happiness is so close, he can hear its steps. Viktor is taken with the scene. In the screenplay Shpalikov describes the ensuing episode as follows: 

A small door opened, letting into the darkness of the corridor a bright ray of light, and, toward Viktor came the not-so-young Ania and Trofimov. Their faces still carried the impression of what they have just said on the stage, but this impression was already leaving them, having lingered for a moment while they were walking, but definitely disappearing.

It is rather unclear whether Viktor is registering all of this. However, the tension between reality and fiction is consistent throughout the film, extending far beyond theatrical performance. 


Even at the most infatuated moments, Lena and Viktor’s conversations are punctured with sober notes and even negative premonitions, working against the image of gullibility, abandon and wholesomeness, drawn by some critics. Viktor admits to Lena that he feels happy and scared. When she admits that she likes him, he replies somewhat fatefully, “It’s only at the beginning. Later everything will change.” When Lena brings up fate telling Viktor she knew she was going to meet him, Viktor speaks about the randomness of life. In the screenplay, Shpalikov reinforces the sense of randomness by making us privy to the hero’s thoughts: “He did not expect anything from this encounter, but he was curious how things would unfold. He was also interested because the girl was beautiful. Thinking thus, he looked at the girl. Then he noticed another girl sitting two rows below, also beautiful, and he looked at that girl for a while, not comparing, aimlessly.” 


In general, the screenplay is much darker than the film, a result, perhaps, of administrative alterations during the production. However, what Shpalikov was unable to put into dialogue, is compensated by the cinematography. On way to see Lena home, after she has agreed to leave with him, Viktor tells her that their life together will be wonderful. Lena replies “You know, I believe you.” While the filmmakers were shooting the entire conversation with a tracking camera from the side, at this moment, they cut to a straight-on close-up of Lena’s face, framed by a black shawl that completely dissolves in the dark, making the entire shot a cameo. Appropriately, Lena’s voice and expression are somber. She repeats, “I believe you very much,” as if it were an incantation, as if she were trying to convince herself. Of course, the entire Karamzinian subtext attached to Lena adds to the potent elegiac undercurrent of the relationship, reinforced by scattered references to death – an obsessive motif in Shpalikov’s oeuvre and biography.
 


All critics noticed that Shpalikov aligned his protagonists with Chekhov’s personages. Viktor virtually quotes Petia when he draws for Lena the vision of a brilliant future together. Yet nobody seems to have noticed another interesting and unexpected character analogy – between Viktor and the impoverished landowner Pishchikov – a secondary character in The Cherry Orchard, who is constantly preoccupied with inventing schemes to make money. At one moment in the play, Pishchikov thinks he lost some money and makes a fuss about it – the scene that made it into Shpalikov’s film. In the buffet, Viktor has a surreal encounter with a lovesick man waiting for the woman who does not love him:

“You look like you are down in the dumps,” said the guy simply and sympathetically. “Maybe you need some help? You look like you lost some money.”

“Does it really show?”

“It’s written all over your face. You want some beer?”

“I’ll get my own.”

“Drink up, before they bring yours,” the guy poured some beer in a clean glass, “Tell me, how much money was it?”

“No, what money? I met a girl. Everything went pretty well and then she disappeared.”

Among other moments, this peculiar exchange with the sympathetic stranger played by Pavel Luspekaev
 prevents viewer identification with Viktor. In the screenplay, the conversation occurs after the appropriate episode in the performance of Chekhov’s play. In the film, the order is reversed, which forces us to draw analogies with Chekhov’s text retroactively. This could have been another concession to censorship. Still, the money talk – a thorny subject in any country and Russia in particular – works quite well in combination with the acting style. If the stranger is truly simple and down to earth, Viktor is reserved and cold. When he calls the man a fool for sticking with the woman who does not love him, our sympathies are not with him, even though he is supposed to be the embodiment of masculinity. Viktor also tells his interlocutor that his intentions are always simple and direct. The guy replies, “You are a happy man.” By obviously sympathizing with the stranger, Shpalikov suggests that perhaps simplicity and directness are not the way to go. This scene in the middle of the film breaks through our identification with the protagonist, already preparing us for the final scene when Viktor decides to leave alone. By virtue of coming later in the film, the Chekhov money scene reminds us of this awkward moment. 


Chekhov’s text within the film generates other interesting meanings. If in July Rain, Chekhov’s legacy was an integral part of the characters’ cultural field, in Shpalikov’s film, the characters are rather unfamiliar with his work. After all, Lena is a working-class girl, who had not been to high school. Viktor tells Lena he had seen the play before, yet he does not appear to remember it, relying on his guide – a teenage boy – to penetrate the theater and get his bearings in the plot. Viktor frankly does not recognize his double Petia Trofimov, the most ideologically charged character in Soviet interpretations of the play. Viktor’s reaction to Petia is an act of sudden identification, all the more powerful because he does not remember the play.


 “I am not yet thirty years of age,” says Petia, “I am young, I am still a student, yet I have already endured so much!.. Nonetheless, my soul has at all times…been full of inexplicable presentiments. I sense happiness… I already see it…” Soviet scholarship seized on these and other words of Petia to substantiate their idea of Chekhov as a herald of the revolution. Viktor responds to Petia’s words viscerally, with laughter, a rather sacrilegious reaction in the Soviet context. The more literate (or indoctrinated) teenager silences him. But laughter is also a profound motif in Chekhov’s literary biography. Reflecting on the peculiarity of Chekhovian dramatic genres, Demin cited the well-known account of Chekhov’s behavior in the theater, as related by Stanislavsky. The latter remembered that Chekhov would laugh at the most inappropriate moments, not because something was funny, but because something was done particularly well. Stanislavsky compared this reaction to “naïve perception” of uneducated viewers, peasants in particular, who laughed because “it was like life” (ottogo, chto pokhozhe).
 Demin insisted that when Chekhov classified The Cherry Orchard as a comedy, he expected the kind of production that would incite in the audience the laughter of recognition and affirmation, because the subject, or the what, of the play, would not equal the execution, or the how. To the contrary, Stanislavsky’s productions provoked tearful empathy – not the kind of identification Demin was after. 


In the screenplay, Shpalikov underscored precisely such a visceral or “naïve” reaction to The Cherry Orchard of the audience: 

Perhaps the sufferings of the personages did not touch the audience as much as they did in 1904 but the actors acted well and seriously; and all the circumstances of unsettled existence and chaos, and that the orchard was being sold to a shrewd man, and that nobody had any money, and that the student was pure, and everybody was sitting on suitcases and talked – all of this was met with understanding and sympathy.

Besides selective identification, underscoring the peculiar separation of his personages from the play, Shpalikov introduces a motif of distracted perception, which further de-sacralizes Chekhov’s text, presented, by the way, in its most Sovietized form, as performed by the Moscow (Academic) Art Theater. In the mid-1960s, the theater had not renewed its Chekhov repertoire since Stalinist times. During the performance, a number of characters loiter around the theater and, during the intermission, everyone runs eagerly to the buffet and to the foyer for a quick dance. In the screenplay, Shpalikov writes: 

Strange was the transition from contemplating the life of the late XIX century, to which even the young viewers responded in some ways, to these very different concerns and interests, which appeared to have become the main purpose of the evening: to dance, talk, meet people, look for someone in the crowd, and rejoice at everything that is going on.

Lena and Viktor also have their main encounter during the second act, when Lena can no longer follow the play and the two leave to wander about the theater. I have already mentioned that Viktor arrived in the theater in mid-performance through the back window. 


Shpalikov’s film constantly vacillates between Chekhov and Vigo as between the poles of mimesis and amorphousness, the social and the poetic. The film’s critics were not so wrong when they tied Chekhov into socio-ideological interpretations of this film, while referring to Vigo when speaking about style. The performance within the film grounds it within Socialist Realist discourse, providing a semblance of a fabula, while style carries it away. Of course, as we have seen, this duality is more encompassing and may be drawn on every level of the film. When juxtaposed with A Long Happy Life, Khutsiev’s July Rain appears to be a much more traditional narrative, more dependent on concurrent discourses. Shpalikov’s film, on the other hand, is “in the here and now and somewhere else.”

CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION
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� Of course as ever one has to be careful … The clash between the sisters and their philistine sister-in-law constitutes a false fabula as the drama takes on existential rather than social dimensions. 
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� 2000, 45-46


� Moeller-Sally 2000, 510. 


� Lenin, 119.


� Ibid.: 120-121.


� In “Blizkii razgon Dumy i voprosy taktiki” (1907).


� In Chekhov’s story, dushechka is rather pitiful, while for Tolstoy she represented the ideal woman. 


�  The decree was drawn up in council with the members of the old liberal intelligentsia, employed by the new government in the absence of its own cadres. Most of them objected to the state’s monopolization of the classical works, fearing justly that such control would be detrimental to the progress of literary scholarship. After five years, in 1923, the problem of classical heritage was to be re-examined and, of course, it never was. 


� ?


� The Society of Friends of the Chekhov Museum was officially registered in 1922. Most of its members could be identified as the “fellow travelers,” including V. Nemirovich-Danchenko, N. Gudzii, A. Efros, F. Shekhtel’, T. Shchepkina-Kupernik, A. Vinogradov and others. The goal of the society was to “study the work and works of Chekhov, the promotion of his works and aid to the Chekhov museum”
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� Other organizations that sought vindication against the bourgeois experts were the Komsomol, the Communist Academy, and the Institute of Red Professors.


� The shift from the “transitional” culture of the 1920s toward the “new” culture of Socialist Realism was part of the gradual policy shift from class to nation. A similar, more global, transition was part of the Bolsheviks’ initial plan. In 1924, still thinking in terms of the “world revolution,” Trotsky optimistically predicted that the formation of the new socialist culture would take several decades: 


As the new regime will be more and more protected from political and military surprises and as the conditions for cultural creation will become more favorable, the proletariat will be more and more dissolved into a socialist community and will free itself from its class characteristics and thus cease to be a proletariat. In other words, there can be no question of the creation of a new culture, that is, of construction on a large historical scale during the period of dictatorship. The cultural reconstruction that will begin when the need of the iron clutch of a dictatorship unparalleled in history will have disappeared, will not have a class character. The proletariat acquires power for the purpose of doing away forever with class culture and to make way for human culture. We frequently seem to forget this.


In 1924, after attempts at proletarian revolutions failed in Hungary and Germany, it became clear that Europe would not be switching to Socialism any time soon. Stalin seized the moment, putting forth the slogan of “socialism in one country,” predicated on the politics of isolationism and economic tradeoffs with capitalist states. The concept did not find support at the top. Lenin’s death in the same year resulted in increased instability within the party. The war scare of 1927 exposed the country’s utter unpreparedness for any kind of social mobilization and, more importantly, the party’s unpopularity among peasantry as well as proletariat. In the context of great instability, Stalin’s ascent to power may be traced through a series of measures to foster a sense of national unity.  
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� Dobrenko 1997 135


� The creation of the unions of the other arts was not accomplished for decades. The Cinematographer’s Union would be formed only during the Thaw. This is not to say that cinema was less important than literature in Stalinist culture. A number of screenwriters became members of the SSP, which is all that was required at the time when screenplays were considered the most important production component. 
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� In fact, in the 1930s academician G. Pospelov, in attempts to retain the Formalist distinction between fabula and siuzhet, tried to switch their meanings. He reminded that, etymologically, siuzhet (in Latin sub-jectum) brings to mind something preceding a text, while fabula, deriving from the Latin fabulare implies the narrative agency of the storyteller. 


� Pervyi Vsesoiuznyi S’ezd Sovetskikh Pisatelei 1934: Stenograficheskii otchet (Moskva: Khudozhestvennaia Literatura, 1934), 389.  


� Ibid., 373. 


� I am using “motif” in the Russian Formalist sense of the word. The use of “motif” is similar to R. Barthes’ narrative functions. 


� See Pogodin’s speech in Pervyi Vsesoiuznyi S’ezd, 388. 


� There were, in fact, exceptions to the rule. In cinema, some pre-war films like S. Gerasimov’s Teacher (1939) or war films like Iu. Raizman’s Mashen’ka (1942) featured self-reliant protagonists, driven by inner strength and more abstractly delineated circumstances. Clark’s “father-son” formula is, however, supremely true of post-war Stalinist decade, usually thought of as high Stalinist or late Stalinist culture. 
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� Already before the revolution, Gorky (1868-1936) was a major political figure, a member of the Bolshevik Party since 1905, and, unequivocally, a spokesman for the political left wing. This brought him into close contact with the future political leaders Lenin, Zinoviev and Kamenev. Gorky’s reaction to the revolution, however, was rather ambivalent. In a series of articles entitled “Untimely Thoughts” (1917-1918), he criticized Lenin’s politics of violence. Gorky used his political connections to save the lives of many writers, artists and scholars. From 1921 until 1931, Gorky lived in Europe, visiting Russia briefly in 1928 and 1929. While abroad, he collaborated with the Bolshevik regime, participating in its several international cultural venues. The fact that Stalin summoned him to return to Russia testifies once more to the importance of classical heritage. Gorky was the last living classic who openly sympathized with the regime. Other classical authors of similar magnitude like Ivan Bunin or Aleksandr Kuprin were much more problematic. Bunin, who emigrated to France and received the Nobel Prize in 193?, was openly hostile to the regime. 
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� “A weak woman, [Vera] found herself under the influence… of this demonic man and could not resist him. Where nature and character are concerned, Tat’iana is bigger than Vera. Tat’iana is a life-size portrait, Vera – no more than a silhouette. Nevertheless, Vera is more woman but also more of an exception, while Tat’iana is a type of the Russian woman.” See V. Belinskii “Proizvedeniia A. Pushkina: Stat’ia deviataia” in O Russkikh Klassikakh (Minsk: Nauka i Tekhnika, 1976), 166.   
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� Val’be had in mind the two “eternal students” Sasha and Petia Trofimov from, respectively, The Bride and The Cherry Orchard. One can hardly call these sickly worn-out characters “celebrated bourgeois intelligentsia.” Too chaste or ill to seduce the objects of their desire, the two men inspire two aristocratic maidens to leave their estates, which also hardly makes them “culture bearers” in the proper sense of the word. In The Bride the seriousness of the heroine’s intentions is jeopardized as Chekhov restricts narration to the heroine: “And on the next morning… lively and merry, she left town forever, she thought.” See � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Val&apos;be</Author><Year>1934</Year><RecNum>46</RecNum><Pages>49</Pages><record><rec-number>46</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Val&apos;be, B</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Etapy Pisatel&apos;skoi Raboty A. P. Chekhova</title></titles><pages>27-49</pages><number>2</number><dates><year>1934</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�B Val'be, "Etapy Pisatel'skoi Raboty A. P. Chekhova," no. 2 (1934): 49.�
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� Ibid., 37


� In his book Closer to the Masses: Stalinist Culture, Social Revolution, and Soviet Newspaper (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004), Matthew Lenoe puts forth a concept of “impersonal charisma” to describe the party’s self-legitimation. The party cultivated its image as an impersonal organizational hero, endowed with special, almost supernatural connections with history and the future (249)
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� Clark, 


� O. Savich “Ob izuchenii opyta klassikov” 68


� A number of left Marxist intellectuals grouped around journal  Literary Critic presented a very different concept of heritage, precluding the blurring of the boundaries between pre-revolutionary and post-revolutionary cultures and thus diverging from the objectives of Stalin’s cultural policy. As late as 1935, Prince S. Mirsky, writing for the multi-volume Literary Encyclopedia offered a much more differentiated vision of history of realism than Soviet culture, which distinguished only between “critical” and “socialist” realisms, could handle. Mirsky described “critical realism” itself as “criticism of bourgeois reality delimited by bourgeois worldview” (1935, 565). Particularly iconoclastic was Mirsky’s evaluation of the 1860s “revolutionary-democratic” criticism and literature. If Socialist Realist literary scholarship worked hard to establish N. Chernyshevskii’s “special people” as organic prototypes of Soviet heroes, Mirsky described them and Chernyshevskii’s quest as utopian. From the viewpoint of Marxist aesthetics, Mirsky presented the history of realism dialectically as a series of trials and errors. Dialectics was precisely what was lacking in Stalinist view of literary history and history in general. It may be deduced from Mirsky’s argument that before the penultimate stage of realism, which he labeled “proletarian,” instances of typical representation were rare. An exception was M. Saltykov-Shchedrin who wrote in the genre of satire. As Mirsky had it, in comparison to its Western counterpart, Russian “bourgeois-aristocratic realism” lacked in objectivity and in the ability to synthesize societal processes in their totality. Mirsky insisted that the favorite device of aristocratic writers, from Pushkin to Tolstoy, was “to reduce the socio-historical problems to the problem of individual behavior” (1935, 567). This ethic and aesthetic, for Mirsky, was conditioned by the tardy development of capitalism in Russia. And so in his view, the typical was a distinct feature of later realism, which begins with Gorky’s Mother – the prototype of Stalinist novels that left “no opportunity for the emblematic good man to move in the area between good and evil” (Mathewson 1975, 168). In other respects, however, including his stance on romantic exaggeration, Mirsky’s views conformed to the clichés of Socialist Realism. For Mirsky as for Stalinist policy-makers, the typical hero embodied complete harmony between the subjective ideal and the objective historical goal, a condition, he insisted, impossible under capitalism. 
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� Despite the regime’s insistence on continuity of its literary and historical traditions, the idea that Gorky’s writing (and Socialist Realism in general) broke with the XIX century tradition of realism was common among the 1930s Soviet left Marxist scholars, most of whom were persecuted in the mid and late 30s. Prince Mirsky, for instance, labeled Gorky’s work “proletarian realism” characterized by much greater degree of tendentious generalization or typicality. INCLUDE LUKASC HERE!!!  See Mirsky’s article on Realism in Literaturnaia Entsiklopediia, ed. P. Lebedev-Polianskii vol. 9 (Moskva: Sovetskaia Entsiklopediia, 1935), 548-576
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� INSERT A LONG FOOTNOTE that explains the difference between the “Americanization” of Soviet cinema in the 1920s (FEKS studio) and the Stalinist Hollywoodization. Perhaps explain how two differentiate in reception of Chaplin. Americanization – cinema as pure formal dynamic, breaking up of the fabula (rupturing causality), attractions, eccentric gesture, etc., 


� We saw very similar developments in literature. See chapter I, page PAGE!!!
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� In some shots Lenin’s portrait is in soft-focus, which makes not so much less pronounced but more intimate as an integral part of the overall ambiance of the living/dining room.  


� Even the dancing and the singing are not quite customary in this film. In production stage, Gerasimov was reprimanded for an unusually ethnographic approach to country festivities, particularly for the regional accents and the choice of songs. Gerasimov was interested in reproducing the folklore of his native Ural village, rather than applying a generic scheme, characteristic of Ivan Pyr’ev’s films. 


� The poem’s  symbols are humorously evocative of an episode from Chekhov’s play The Seagull, in which modernist playwright Treplev envies his realist colleague, Trigorin, who likes to fish and who had developed great realistic techniques, such as the invocation of the moonlit night via singular detail – “a glimmering shard if glass on the mill-dam (plotina in Russian). Stepan’s father is particularly impressed with Petia’s ability to evoke a mood and a landscape in equally concise manner: the boy sitting on the raft (plot in Russian), watching fish. “Gliadia na rybeshku na plotu” – Stepan’s father repeats this line several times. 


� The representation of country education is supremely false and serves as cover-up for the less rosy representation of the country itself. Realistic representation of country teachers and their lot remained behind in such films as Alone (dir. G. Kozintsev and L. Trauberg, 1931). In Gerasimov’s film, Stepan does not only succeed in establishing a ten-year school in the village, but also in luring a number of highly trained educators to work for him. The final examination displays the level of education, highly uncharacteristic of the government’s objectives for the country. Moreover, at end of the film a number of students prepare to leave for Moscow to continue their education at the best universities. In reality, “the system of labor reserves awaited peasant and proletarian children – vocational schools that were essentially dead-end learning facilities not affording opportunities for continuing education. (детей рабочих и крестьян ждала система трудовых резервов – ремесленные училища, по сути тупиковые учебные заведения, не дававшие права дальнейшео продолжения образования.” See “XX vek rossiiskogo obrazovaniia” in (have to look up source).


� These were either comedies or dramas. In both, the usual pattern was to show peasants embracing new collective values, leaving “the survivals of the past” behind. In film after film, peasant characters rose from rags to riches. Dramas, such as A. Zarkhi and I. Kheifits’ The Member of the Government (1936), reproduced the ascent to “consciousness,” outdoing Gorky’s Mother. The heroine, played by L. Orlova, ascended from a lowly peasant woman, beaten by her husband, to the highest heroic position imaginable – a Deputy of the Supreme Soviet. G. Alexandrov and I. Pyr’ev comedies presented the village as a stylized paradise – the result of collectivization – with no problems in sight. If in the 1950s, the film community would turn away from these films as adornments of reality, in the 1970s they will be reconsidered as cinematic operetta. Иван Пырьев. 6-7. Советский фильм, 9, 1970. Critic Iurii Khaniutin wrote about Pyr’ev’s kolkhoz comedies in 1970: “И только по законам этого жанра эти фильмы и следует судить.Поэтому наивными выглядят обвинения, скажем, Кубанских Казаков в лакировке жизни. Требовать от этого фильма изображения проблем и противоречий деревни – все равно, что требовать от Сильвы изображения противоречий австро-венгерской монархии. Особый мир. Но не отделенный глухой перегородкой от реальности. Примсатриваясь к комедиям Пырьева, мы видим, что в них выразился и энтузиазм первых пятилеток, и предчувствие скорой войны, и послевоенные поиски своего места в жизни бывшими фронтовиками, и вечные мотивы человеческой жизни – хмельная радость первой любви и элегическая грусть увядания. Только все эти социальные и психологические мотивы увидены сквозь радужный кристалл жанра.”


� Symptomatically, the eponymous protagonist of Chapaev, the ultimately “spontaneous” man, dies before he is able to progress to “consciousness.” In the 1960s, the film will be viewed as a tragedy of a man who was too human to survive in the epoch that required automaton kind of behavior. 


� Human father-mentor figures begin to feature the 1950s films, most notably in I. Kheifits’ The Rumanitsev File (1956) and My Dear Man (1958). 


� Insert a comment on eroticism in Gerasimov’s film? The almost naked Makarova in Komsomol’sk in wet clinging shorts and sleeveless top, evoking representation of (athletic) body in Dziga Vertov’s Man with the Movie Camera, for instance. Later Stalinist films, even Circus, presented a much more covered body. 
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� Bortelboem, 269.


� The Agitprop report to Zhdanov on Zvezda and Leningrad, dated August 7, 1946, provided the most painstaking list of the inappropriate themes in contemporary literature still riding on the wave of the war’s attempt at a Thaw. Any sign of ideologically unfiltered subjectivity or objectivity was to be purged. 


The government revealed particular sensitivity to the theme of WWII. The longest passages in the report were devoted to its “false representation.” Particularly objectionable was M. Zoshchenko’s story Adventures of a Monkey, a look at the home front through the eyes of an animal, escaped from the zoo: “The author described the wonderings of the monkey with one purpose only – to mockingly emphasize the hardships experienced by our people in the days of the war (the lack of provisions, food lines, etc.)” (Artizov and Naumov 562-563). M. Slonimsky was ostracized for representing a Soviet officer in “the most pedestrian manner”: “When leaving in 1941 a border out-post with the advancing troops, the officer hid in the basement of a building a bottle of wine, hoping to crack it upon returning. As the author informs us, these hopes did not realize – the officer came back to the out-post after the war to find the bottle broken. Why tell about this all is unclear” (Artizov and Naumov, 563).  
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� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Shaternikova</Author><Year>1965</Year><RecNum>8</RecNum><record><rec-number>8</rec-number><ref-type name="Book Section">5</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Shaternikova, Marianna</author></authors><secondary-authors><author>Vaisfel&apos;d, Il&apos;ia</author></secondary-authors></contributors><titles><title>&apos;Krepkii&apos; i &apos;oslablennyi&apos; siuzhet</title><secondary-title>Siuzhet v Kino</secondary-title><tertiary-title>Voprosy kinodramaturgii</tertiary-title></titles><volume>5</volume><dates><year>1965</year></dates><pub-location>Moskva</pub-location><publisher>Iskusstvo</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Marianna Shaternikova, "'Krepkii' I 'Oslablennyi' Siuzhet," in Siuzhet V Kino, ed. Il'ia Vaisfel'd, Voprosy Kinodramaturgii (Moskva: Iskusstvo, 1965).�


� SAVE THIS FOR THE ENDING!!! The earliest verbalizations of a clear separation between the private and the public sides of human identity in print may be found only in the early 1970s. As we will see, not coincidentally, this division was made by film and theater scholar Maya Turovskaya, based on 


This is not to say that the idea was not in the air, but considering the production history of the film, the biographies and the oeuvres of both the filmmaker and the screenwriter


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Kheifits</Author><Year>1963</Year><RecNum>12</RecNum><record><rec-number>12</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Kheifits, Iosif</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Spor o vechnom ogne</title><secondary-title>Sovetskii Ekran</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Sovetskii Ekran</full-title></periodical><pages>2-3</pages><number>14</number><dates><year>1963</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Iosif Kheifits, "Spor O Vechnom Ogne," Sovetskii Ekran, no. 14 (1963).� 2


� 


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Kheifits</Author><Year>1966</Year><RecNum>9</RecNum><record><rec-number>9</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Kheifits, Iosif</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>O Kino</title></titles><dates><year>1966</year></dates><pub-location>Leningrad</pub-location><publisher>Iskusstvo </publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Iosif Kheifits, O Kino (Leningrad: Iskusstvo 1966).� 145.


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Kheifits</Author><RecNum>18</RecNum><record><rec-number>18</rec-number><ref-type name="Magazine Article">19</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Kheifits, Iosif</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Iosif Kheifits: stranitsy iz kinotetradei (1957-1972)</title><secondary-title>Seans</secondary-title></titles><pages>92-93</pages><number>10</number><dates></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Iosif Kheifits, "Iosif Kheifits: Stranitsy Iz Kinotetradei (1957-1972)," Seans.� 93.


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>&quot;Zhurnalist&quot;</Author><Year>1964</Year><RecNum>15</RecNum><record><rec-number>15</rec-number><ref-type name="Newspaper Article">23</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>&quot;Zhurnalist&quot;</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>200 mnenii ob odnom fil&apos;me</title><secondary-title>Sovetskaia kul&apos;tura</secondary-title></titles><pages>3</pages><dates><year>1964</year><pub-dates><date>September 17</date></pub-dates></dates><work-type>film review</work-type><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�"Zhurnalist", "200 Mnenii Ob Odnom Fil'me," Sovetskaia kul'tura, September 17 1964.�


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Year>1964</Year><RecNum>14</RecNum><record><rec-number>14</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors></contributors><titles><secondary-title>Sovetskii Ekran</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Sovetskii Ekran</full-title></periodical><dates><year>1964</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Sovetskii Ekran  (1964).�


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>&quot;Zhurnalist&quot;</Author><Year>1964</Year><RecNum>15</RecNum><record><rec-number>15</rec-number><ref-type name="Newspaper Article">23</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>&quot;Zhurnalist&quot;</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>200 mnenii ob odnom fil&apos;me</title><secondary-title>Sovetskaia kul&apos;tura</secondary-title></titles><pages>3</pages><dates><year>1964</year><pub-dates><date>September 17</date></pub-dates></dates><work-type>film review</work-type><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�"Zhurnalist", "200 Mnenii Ob Odnom Fil'me."�


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Batalov</Author><Year>1963</Year><RecNum>13</RecNum><record><rec-number>13</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Batalov, Aleksei</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Vechnyi ogon&apos; sedtsa</title><secondary-title>Sovetskii Ekran</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Sovetskii Ekran</full-title></periodical><pages>3</pages><number>20</number><dates><year>1963</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Aleksei Batalov, "Vechnyi Ogon' Sedtsa," Sovetskii Ekran, no. 20 (1963).�


� Consider, for example, the adulterous affair in Raizman’s Communist, strongly evocative of Ostrovsky’s Thunderstorm.


� Delo bylo v pen’kove, Vysota… 


Here there is no social comment whatsoever. Rybnikov. 


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Mikhalevich</Author><Year>1964</Year><RecNum>10</RecNum><record><rec-number>10</rec-number><ref-type name="Magazine Article">19</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Mikhalevich, Aleksandr</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Mnogo li cheloveku schast&apos;ia nado? </title><secondary-title>Sovetskii Ekran</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Sovetskii Ekran</full-title></periodical><pages>6-7</pages><number>16</number><dates><year>1964</year><pub-dates><date>August </date></pub-dates></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Aleksandr Mikhalevich, "Mnogo Li Cheloveku Schast'ia Nado? ," Sovetskii Ekran, August 1964.�


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Bleiman</Author><Year>1964</Year><RecNum>94</RecNum><Pages>30</Pages><record><rec-number>94</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Bleiman, Mikhail</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Pismo tovarishcham</title><secondary-title>Iskusstvo Kino</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Iskusstvo Kino</full-title></periodical><pages>29-34</pages><number>7</number><dates><year>1964</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Mikhail Bleiman, "Pismo Tovarishcham," Iskusstvo Kino, no. 7 (1964): 30.�


� As I have already noted, in widespread use, siuzhet most often referred to fabula, defining first and foremost narrative causality. “Plotless” or “siuzhet-less” referred to the lack of causality. 


� Quoted in � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Anninskii</Author><Year>1991</Year><RecNum>95</RecNum><Pages>142</Pages><record><rec-number>95</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Anninskii, Lev</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Shestidesiatniki i my : kinematograf, stavshii i ne stavshii istoriei</title></titles><pages>238 p.</pages><keywords><keyword>Motion pictures Soviet Union History.</keyword></keywords><dates><year>1991</year></dates><pub-location>Moskva</pub-location><publisher>Soiuz kinematografistov SSSR </publisher><call-num>Jefferson or Adams Bldg General or Area Studies Reading Rms PN1993.5.R9 A617 1991</call-num><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Lev Anninskii, Shestidesiatniki I My : Kinematograf, Stavshii I Ne Stavshii Istoriei (Moskva: Soiuz kinematografistov SSSR 1991), 142.�


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Vail</Author><Year>1988</Year><RecNum>96</RecNum><Pages>66</Pages><record><rec-number>96</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Vail, Petr</author><author>Genis, Aleksandr</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>60-e -- mir sovetskogo cheloveka</title></titles><pages>339</pages><keywords><keyword>Communism and culture Soviet Union History 20th century.</keyword><keyword>Soviet Union Social conditions 1945-1991.</keyword></keywords><dates><year>1988</year></dates><pub-location>Ann Arbor</pub-location><publisher>Ardis</publisher><isbn>0875010474 (alk. paper)</isbn><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Petr Vail and Aleksandr Genis, 60-E -- Mir Sovetskogo Cheloveka (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1988), 66.�


� Prokhorov, 14.


� Shemiakin, 239


� See discussion of Trubetskoi’s reception of Chekhov in chapter one, page 


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Erenburg</Author><Year>1960</Year><RecNum>97</RecNum><Pages>67</Pages><record><rec-number>97</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Erenburg, Ilia</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Perechityvaia chekhova</title></titles><dates><year>1960</year></dates><pub-location>Moskva</pub-location><publisher>Gos. Izd. Khudozhestvennoi Literatury</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Ilia Erenburg, Perechityvaia Chekhova (Moskva: Gos. Izd. Khudozhestvennoi Literatury, 1960), 67.�


� List a few “alternative” works on Chekhov in the 40s-50s. Mention Roskin, Lakshin…


� 


� LIST references: A. Madorskii, N. Kleiman and others. 


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Demin</Author><Year>1966</Year><RecNum>98</RecNum><Pages>166</Pages><record><rec-number>98</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Demin, Viktor Petrovich</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Film bez intrigi</title></titles><dates><year>1966</year></dates><pub-location>Moskva</pub-location><publisher>Iskusstvo</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Viktor Petrovich Demin, Film Bez Intrigi (Moskva: Iskusstvo, 1966), 166.�


� This is the way of The Day of Happiness and other films analyzed in chapter three. 


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Demin</Author><Year>1966</Year><RecNum>98</RecNum><Pages>173</Pages><record><rec-number>98</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Demin, Viktor Petrovich</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Film bez intrigi</title></titles><dates><year>1966</year></dates><pub-location>Moskva</pub-location><publisher>Iskusstvo</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Demin, Film Bez Intrigi, 173.� 


� Ibid., 165.


� These very ideas have underscored Chekhov scholarship from the 1970s until the present in Russia and the West. A case in point is the insightful study of K. Popkin, in which she outlines Chekhov’s narrative strategies as Chekhov’s assault on the categories of significance and insignificance. Analysis of point of view is integral to her argument. 


She particularly focuses on the role of point of view in Chekhov’s stories. 


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Demin</Author><Year>1966</Year><RecNum>98</RecNum><Pages>166</Pages><record><rec-number>98</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Demin, Viktor Petrovich</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Film bez intrigi</title></titles><dates><year>1966</year></dates><pub-location>Moskva</pub-location><publisher>Iskusstvo</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Demin, Film Bez Intrigi, 166.�


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Demin</Author><Year>1966</Year><RecNum>98</RecNum><Pages>107</Pages><record><rec-number>98</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Demin, Viktor Petrovich</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Film bez intrigi</title></titles><dates><year>1966</year></dates><pub-location>Moskva</pub-location><publisher>Iskusstvo</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Ibid., 107.�


� Cross-reference!!!


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Demin</Author><Year>1966</Year><RecNum>98</RecNum><Pages>109</Pages><record><rec-number>98</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Demin, Viktor Petrovich</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Film bez intrigi</title></titles><dates><year>1966</year></dates><pub-location>Moskva</pub-location><publisher>Iskusstvo</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Demin, Film Bez Intrigi, 109.�


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Shilova</Author><Year>1993</Year><RecNum>20</RecNum><record><rec-number>20</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Shilova, I.</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>--I moe kino : piatidesiatye, shestidesiatye, semidesiatye</title></titles><pages>176 p.</pages><keywords><keyword>Motion pictures Soviet Union History.</keyword></keywords><dates><year>1993</year></dates><pub-location>Moskva</pub-location><publisher>NIIK : &quot;Kinovedcheskie zapiski&quot;</publisher><call-num>Jefferson or Adams Bldg General or Area Studies Reading Rms PN1993.5.R9 S426 1993</call-num><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�I. Shilova, --I Moe Kino : Piatidesiatye, Shestidesiatye, Semidesiatye (Moskva: NIIK : "Kinovedcheskie zapiski", 1993).� 80


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Demenok</Author><Year>1988</Year><RecNum>19</RecNum><record><rec-number>19</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Demenok, A</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>&quot;Zastava Il&apos;icha&quot; -- urok istorii</title><secondary-title>Iskusstvo Kino</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Iskusstvo Kino</full-title></periodical><pages>95-117</pages><volume>6</volume><dates><year>1988</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�A Demenok, ""Zastava Il'icha" -- Urok Istorii," Iskusstvo Kino 6 (1988).� 97


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Demenok</Author><Year>1988</Year><RecNum>19</RecNum><record><rec-number>19</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Demenok, A</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>&quot;Zastava Il&apos;icha&quot; -- urok istorii</title><secondary-title>Iskusstvo Kino</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Iskusstvo Kino</full-title></periodical><pages>95-117</pages><volume>6</volume><dates><year>1988</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Ibid.�, 101


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Macheret</Author><Year>1968</Year><RecNum>89</RecNum><Pages>136</Pages><record><rec-number>89</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Macheret, Aleksandr</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Real&apos;nost mira na ekrane</title></titles><dates><year>1968</year></dates><pub-location>Moskva</pub-location><publisher>Iskusstvo</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Aleksandr Macheret, Real'nost Mira Na Ekrane (Moskva: Iskusstvo, 1968), 136.�


� This is particularly evident in his analysis of L.Vischonti’s Rocco and His Brothers (1960). Demin is essentially interested in the uneven eventfulness of the film, its narrative ellipsis. What is important to him is how 


� 


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Macheret</Author><Year>1965</Year><RecNum>5</RecNum><record><rec-number>5</rec-number><ref-type name="Book Section">5</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Aleksandr Macheret</author></authors><secondary-authors><author>Il&apos;ia Vajsfel&apos;d</author></secondary-authors></contributors><titles><title>Mysl&apos; na ekrane</title><secondary-title>Siuzhet v kino</secondary-title><tertiary-title>voprosy kinoiskusstva</tertiary-title></titles><pages>112-152</pages><volume>5</volume><dates><year>1965</year></dates><pub-location>Moskva</pub-location><publisher>Iskusstvo</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Aleksandr Macheret, "Mysl' Na Ekrane," in Siuzhet V Kino, ed. Il'ia Vajsfel'd, Voprosy Kinoiskusstva (Moskva: Iskusstvo, 1965).�


� Quoted in � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Anninskii</Author><Year>1977</Year><RecNum>88</RecNum><Pages>100</Pages><record><rec-number>88</rec-number><ref-type name="Book Section">5</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Anninskii, Lev</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Razmyshleniia na staruiu temu</title><secondary-title>Kinopanorama</secondary-title></titles><pages>93-121</pages><volume>2</volume><dates><year>1977</year></dates><pub-location>Moskva</pub-location><publisher>Iskusstvo</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Lev Anninskii, "Razmyshleniia Na Staruiu Temu," in Kinopanorama (Moskva: Iskusstvo, 1977), 100.�


� As in Eisenstein’s obertonal montage. 


� An observation made by Professor Herbert Eagle. 


� As observed by my peer Brad Damare. 


� Incidentally, the heroine of Antonioni’s Eclipse is a professional translator. 


� In this respect, Chekhov’s function in this film resembles the Chekhovian subtext in M. Bulgakov’s novel and drama The White Guard also known as The Days of the Turbins. EXPAND? 


� The architect


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Turovkaya</Author><Year>1978</Year><RecNum>92</RecNum><Pages>87</Pages><record><rec-number>92</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Turovkaya, Maya</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Kino--Chekhov-77--Teatr</title><secondary-title>Iskusstvo Kino</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Iskusstvo Kino</full-title></periodical><pages>87-105</pages><number>1</number><dates><year>1978</year></dates><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Maya Turovkaya, "Kino--Chekhov-77--Teatr," Iskusstvo Kino, no. 1 (1978): 87.�


� Similar ideas were brewing in all cultural circles. In 1963, young literary scholars Marietta and Aleksandr Chudakov in their lengthy critique in Novyi Mir of contemporary short prose wrote: “In literature the connection of times is not interrupted, must not be interrupted. Can we approach contemporary short story as something new and praise with sincere joy the ‘deep penetration into the subject’ or the ‘seriousness of the chosen theme’? As if we did not have in our literature Bunin, Kuprin, Vs. Ivanov, Lavrenev, Platonov, Olesha, and, finally, as if we did not have Chekhov.” The authors pivoted their entire analysis of contemporary prose on Chekhov’s poetics, providing ample data of borrowings from Chekhov and distinguishing between “literary apprenticeship” and real learning. It is significant that Chekhov’s name stands apart among the names of the virtually silenced modernists, Platonov and Ivanov in particular. While these authors were making the slow comeback, the “safe” Chekhov performed the function of glue filling the gaps. But, as we have seen, it is also obvious that Chekhov was perceived as acutely contemporary. 


�By the mid-1960s, Western films quickly made it into closed illegal distribution in the Soviet Union. Foreign distributors, interested in tapping into the enormous Russian market, delivered the films to Moscow where a special committee constituted of film scholars/critics, filmmakers, and party administrators was to watch it and determine whether it was ideologically appropriate for Soviet audiences. Even if the film was rejected, which often was the case, at night it was driven to the State Film Archive (Gosfilmofond) just outside Moscow where illegal copies were made. Gosfilmofond holds one of the richest collections of foreign cinema, obtained illegally for the most part. Lelouch’s film was talked about as early as 1966. In Khutsiev’s July Rain (1966) one of the characters at a party is leafing through a Polish film journal with images from this film. (M. Shaternikova, phone interview, January 2006).


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Adamenko</Author><Year>2003</Year><RecNum>90</RecNum><record><rec-number>90</rec-number><ref-type name="Electronic Source">12</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Adamenko, Natal&apos;ia</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Dmitrii Meskhiev i poeticheskii realizm fil&apos;ma &apos;Dolgaia Schastlivaia Zhizn&apos;</title><secondary-title>Kinovedcheskie Zapiski</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>Kinovedcheskie Zapiski</full-title></periodical><volume>2006</volume><number>March 20</number><dates><year>2003</year></dates><urls><related-urls><url>http://www.kinozapiski.ru/no/64/</url></related-urls></urls><electronic-resource-num>http://www.kinozapiski.ru/no/64/</electronic-resource-num></record></Cite></EndNote>�Natal'ia Adamenko, Dmitrii Meskhiev I Poeticheskii Realizm Fil'ma 'Dolgaia Schastlivaia Zhizn' (2003 [cited March 20 2006]); available from http://www.kinozapiski.ru/no/64/.� 


� Ibid.


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Varshavskii</Author><Year>1967</Year><RecNum>91</RecNum><Pages>107</Pages><record><rec-number>91</rec-number><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Varshavskii, Iakov</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Komediia oshibki</title><secondary-title>Ekran</secondary-title></titles><pages>105-111</pages><dates><year>1967</year><pub-dates><date>1966-1967</date></pub-dates></dates><pub-location>Moskva</pub-location><publisher>Iksusstvo</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Iakov Varshavskii, "Komediia Oshibki," Ekran  (1967): 107.�


� A line from the film’s song, written by Shpalikov. 


� Filmmaker and actor N. Mikhalkov made his acting debut in this film. 


� A. Romanov, the Minister of the State Committee of Cinematography (Goskino).


� � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Grebnev</Author><Year>2006</Year><RecNum>93</RecNum><Pages>49</Pages><record><rec-number>93</rec-number><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Grebnev, Anatolii</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Dnevnik poslednego stsenarista</title></titles><dates><year>2006</year></dates><pub-location>Moskva</pub-location><publisher>Russkii Impuls</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�Anatolii Grebnev, Dnevnik Poslednego Stsenarista (Moskva: Russkii Impuls, 2006), 49.�


� 


� Shpalikov committed suicide at age 37. 


� 


� BRIEFLY CHARACTERIZE – important actor


� Demin, 114. 


� 


� 





�Does this statement really reflect accurately the nature of Rsusian Modernism in this period?


�Grammar, meaning?


�??


�??


�???


�Blimey!


�Rep.


�Why is the Russian quoted here, but not in other footnotes?


�Just a reminder: everywhere, Russian references are incorrectly capitatlized, and the Russian conjunction i appears capitalized (fix this by changing auto-edit settings, or  “undo”  by hand each time).


�Clumsy, unclear.


�Very true, and potentially damaging to the argument you make at times in the thesis (on the instrumentality, the active functioning of Chekhov and his texts).


�This seems to indicate a change of reference system, mid-stream.


�???


�Buried here an important point?


�Tense


�??


�This intro. of the main theme needs to be expanded.


�Tense?


�???


�Another change in reference system?


�This is a major feature of Soviet art, and surely needs some expanded discussion here.


�Rep.


�??


�Your stills don’t seem to bear that out.


�While these observations are true in themselves, they surely overlook the enormous achieivements of the Soviet education system among the peasantry.  I think that a more sympathetic account of village schools could also be given.


�I’m a bit puzzled to end up here – what is the main point about Chekhov that you’d like to make?


�That seems a pretty important point, and a problem that should be addressed carefully…


�I’ve never seen it that way (even if others have) – how is Anna her husband’s creation?


�This is Chapter Three!


�!!!!


�Why  “notorious”?


�Very odd construction – chronological markers don’t fit with tense.


�Relevance?


�One of very many odd references.  I think that you mean Russki zhurnal, not The Russian Journal.  And isn’t it customary to indicate date of access with URLs?


�I find this reference very odd, since you’ve referred to him repeatedly in earlier chapters.  Btw, why not give him his first name (in other places, you seem to call him “S. Mirsky”)?


�Who?


�?


�Sequence of tenses?


�??


�Why  “redressing”?


�For?


�Do you mean “dormitory”?


�From?  I couldn’t find it.


�???


�Hmm…


�Earlier you described it, inaccurately imho, as a “quote”.


�???


�Maybe some figures, even examples?  Certainly a reference is needed here.


�This is Chapter Four.


�This seems a bit thin.  And what of the fact that Chekhov seemed to look rather negatively on the enforced religious practices of his family?


�Not a sentence.


�But here it provides an obvious, ironic parallel.


�Not a sentence.


�I don’t follow the who’s who here.
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