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Hanna Paulouskaya

TURNING TO MYTH: THE SOVIET SCHOOL FILM
GROWING UP

Soviet cinema for children was dominated by films set in schools.? The school
as a model of society provided an opportunity to portray challenging issues and
relationships in the world at large. A new wave of school cinema in the USSR
came in the 1980s with controversial films that presented a terrifying image
of childhood, full of cruelty and danger. Some of these productions draw upon
classical mythology. I shall analyse here two very important films of this genre
that have classical underpinnings. They are Yyueso [Chuchelo;? Scarecrow] di-
rected by Rolan Bykov (in two parts, 1983, screenplay by Vladimir Zheleznikov)
and [oporas EneHa CepreesHa [Dorogaia Elena Sergeevna; Dear Miss Elena]
by Eldar Riazanov (1988, screenplay by Liudmila Razumovskaia). It seems that
in the late Soviet period these film-makers turned to Classical Antiquity con-
sciously, hoping to find there ideas which would help them discuss complex
issues related to growing up.

The works of Bykov and Riazanov are far from being typical “mythological”
productions, especially in comparison with peplum films or Hollywood and Eu-
ropean adaptations of classical texts, since the tradition of peplum films did not
take root in Soviet cinema.® The influence of the great Hollywood productions

11 would like to express special gratitude for help during my work on this article to Elizabeth
Hale and to the Semiotic Lab at the Faculty of “Artes Liberales”, University of Warsaw, led by Prof.
Zbigniew Kloch.

2 Transliteration of Russian names is given according to the system of the American Library
Association and the Library of Congress, with minor modifications: I omit diacritic signs and use
“-sky” instead of “-skii” endings. Well-known Russian names that have their traditional spelling
are written according to it. English titles of the discussed movies correspond to their titles in world
distribution, if applicable.

3 Exceptions include Crnaptak [Spartak; Spartacus], dir. Ertugrul Muhsin, Odessa: VUFKU,
1926; Becenas xpoHuka onacHoro nytewecrsus [Vesélaia khronika opasnogo puteshestviia; Merry
Chronicle of a Dangerous Voyage], dir. Evgenii Ginzburg, Moskva: Ekran, 1986; Cokpart [Sokrat;
Socrates], dir. Viktor Sokolov, Moskva and Leningrad: Soyuztelefilm, Lenfilm, and Petropol, 1991.
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Hanna Paulouskaya

of the 1960s may be seen rather in Soviet animations on ancient mythology.* Of
course, some foreign films were distributed in the USSR and were very popular.®
However, as a rule, searching for mythological or ancient connotations was alien
to Soviet film criticism. At the same time, cinematography for children and youth
was very robust, and it created a special genre of school cinema where classical
references or allusions can be traced.

I have chosen films that were, in my opinion, the most influential children’s
and youth productions of the late USSR in terms of the aim of resolving the
problems of being young and living among youth. As most Soviet school films
were didactic and/or tended to present an ideal image of the Soviet school,
these cinematic works were the most striking exceptions to the rule, as they
showed the ambiguities of personality, groups, and life itself. The feature of am-
biguity is all the more relevant to Greek and Roman mythology, where the fates
of mythical heroes were preserved in stories that allowed various narrations and
interpretations. These myths often contained elements not ad usum Delphini,
which were to be eliminated in retellings aimed at children. Both Scarecrow and
Dear Miss Elena verge on being improper for a Soviet film and a children’s film,
if only because they do not present an ideal image of socialist reality.

School Cinema in the USSR

To put the films in context I wish to begin with a short introduction to Soviet
cinema for children. Issues regarding children viewers and films appropriate for
them were under discussion already in the late 1920s. In 1929, a survey of more
than 3,000 pupils eight to nineteen years old from central and suburban Moscow

4 Cf. Hanna Paulouskaya, “Steht Herakles fur den Westen? Oder: die griechisch-romische
Antike im sowjetischen Animationsfilm”, in Markus Janka and Michael Stierstorfer, eds., Verjlingte
Antike. Griechisch-rémischer Mythologie und Historie in zeitgendssischen Kinder- und Jugendme-
dien, “Studien zur europaischen Kinder- und Jugendliteratur / Studies in European Children’s and
Young Adult Literature” 5, Heidelberg: Universitatsverlag Winter, 2017, 287-312.

5 E.g., Stanley Kubrick’s Spartacus (1960) had its Soviet premiere in 1967 and was widely
distributed, ultimately being viewed by 63 million people; see “Crnaptak (1960)” [Spartak (1960);
Spartacus (1960)], Kino-Teatr.ru, http://kino-teatr.ru/kino/movie/hollywood/28477/annot/ (ac-
cessed 17 April 2020). Another example is Le fatiche di Ercole by Pietro Francisci (1958) with Steve
Reeves as Hercules; it was premiered in the USSR in 1966 and attracted 31.5 million viewers; see
“Mpembepebl. Moasurn Mepakna. Le fatiche di Ercole, 1957 [Prem’ery. Podvigi Gerakla. Le fatiche
di Ercole, 1957; Premieres: Feats of Heracles. Le fatiche di Ercole, 1957], KnHolMownck [KinoPoisk],
https://www.kinopoisk.ru/film/92386/dates/ (accessed 17 April 2020). For the idea to look at the
distribution of Hollywood productions in the USSR, I would like to thank Sebastian Rdzycki.
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TURNING TO MYTH: THE SOVIET SCHOOL FILM GROWING UP

schools and from smaller towns was carried out by psychologists, pedagogues,
and film-makers. According to the obtained data, an ordinary Moscow pupil
at that time went to the cinema up to four times per month, with 13% of re-
spondents stating they visited the cinema more than eight (and up to twenty-
four!) times per month.6 Many of these avid filmgoers were children nine and
ten years old.” The young audience expressed preference for adventurous and
fast-action films first and foremost.

In 1928, the CoBkuHo (Sovkino; Soviet Cinema), the main organization
dealing with film production in the USSR in the years 1924-1930, singled out
films suitable for children, thereby creating a children’s film collection.® Be-
cause there was a scarcity of cinematic works addressed specially to children
during that period, the Sovkino proposed showing them productions made for
adults, choosing ones that were “ideologically right” and served didactic pur-
poses. A brochure published in 1929 contains a list of sixty such films,® usually
ideologically correct, often depicting revolutions, as in the case of Sergei Eisen-
stein’s bpoHeHocey [loTemMknH [Bronenosets Potémkin; Battleship Potiomkin,
1925], although comedies and animations are also included. Apart from Soviet
films, there were European and American productions on the list (for example,
Der letzte Mann by FW. Murnau, 1924; Die Nibelungen by Fritz Lang, 1924;
Berlin. Die Sinfonie der GroRstadt by Walter Ruttmann, 1927). Eventually films
were made in the USSR for kids with children actors, and, as part of that, some
were set in schools. The first school-based films were produced in the 1930s
(MyTteBka B xu3Hb [Putévka v zhizn’; Road to Life], dir. Nikolai Ekk, 1931; and

6 See V. A. Pravdoliubov, KnHo n Hawwa Monogexns. Ha ocHoBe AaHHbIX NeA0A0rMn: A1 LWKOJI,
poauTenes, Bocnutarenei n knHo-pabotHmkos [Kino i nasha molodézh. Na osnove dannykh pe-
dologii: dla shkol, roditelei, vospitatelei i kino-rabotnikov; The Cinema and Our Youth: Based on
Paedology Data. For Schools, Parents, Educators, and Film Workers], Moskva and Leningrad: Go-
sudarstvennoe Izdatelstvo, 1929, 7.

7 Ibidem. The situation was quite similar in the late 1970s. As Bykov notes: “According to film
distribution data, children and young people constitute 70 percent of the auditorium” (7 February
1979; Mo aaHHbIM NpokaTa, AeTH M toHowK cocTaBnstoT 70% 3putenbHoro 3ana), in Rolan Bykov,
S nobut - HayHy cHavana! [JHesHuku [la pobit — nachnu snachala! Dnevniki; I'm Defeated — I'll
Start Over! Diaries], comment. Elena Sanaeva, Moskva: Astrel, 2010, 70. The online version of the
diary is available at the website of the project Prozhito [Lived] containing digital versions of ego-doc-
uments written, first of all, in Russia and the USSR from the nineteenth century on; see https://
prozhito.org/person/249 (accessed 18 April 2020). Translations of all the Russian quotations are
mine (H.P.), if not stated otherwise.

8 Anna Latsis, L. Keilina, and A. Shirvindt, Yka3atesnb kuHo-penepTyapa AETCKUX CEaHCOB
[Ukazatel kino-repertuara detskikh seansov; Childrens’ Film Repertoire Index], vol. 1, Moskva:
Tea-Kino-Pechat’, 1929, 3.

9 Latsis, Keilina, and Shirvindt, Ukazatel kino-repertuara.
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OgHa [Odna; Alone], dirs. Grigory Kozintsev and Leonid Trauberg, 1931), and
by the 1960s they developed into a full-fledged genre.10

School offers an ideal scenery as it represents a model of society with
various types of interconnections: in addition to the teachers—pupils relations,
there are different groups based on friendship, rivalry, love and hate, etc.?
School as a group of people has an additional significance in the Soviet case
as the collective was one of the main values of Soviet society. It is interesting
that the genre of school film had hardly been developed in Stalinist cinema. Ac-
cording to Liubov Arkus, this was due to the fact that “school as a territory was
too dangerous for cinema, as it always looks like a model of the state” (wkona
Kak Tepputopust 6bina hakTypor CAMWKOM OMacHOW ANs KMHO, T. K. OHa Bceraa
BbIFAAUT KaK MOAENb rocyapcTBa).l2

In general, Soviet school cinema aimed at “fostering officially recognized
values” (yTBepxaeHune odbumumanbHo ogobpeHHbIX ueHHocTen).2 The films pro-
duced after the Thaw (that is, after Stalin’s death) are fairly complicated and
differentiated. They are often emotional and aspire to evoke sympathy in the
viewer.1* Some present difficult relationships and misunderstandings between
children and adults (A ecin 370 060862 [A esli eto liubov?; What If It Be
Love?], dir. Yuly Raizman, 1961). But, contrary to American (Blackboard Jun-
gle, dir. Richard Brooks, 1955) or European films (if..., dir. Lindsay Anderson,
1968), there is no revolt of youth against the school in Soviet films. Usually both

10 Galina Belyaeva and Vadim Mikhailin, “CoBeTckoe LKONbHOE KMHO: POXAEeHMe XaHpa”
[Sovetskoe shkolnoe kino: rozhdenie zhanra; The Soviet School Film: Birth of a Genre], in Ilya
Kukulin, Maria Mayofis, and Piotr Safronov, eds., OcTpoBa yTonuu. legarorn4yeckoe u coynasabHoe
MPOEKTUPOBaHNE NocieBoeHHOM Lwkosbl (1940-1980-e) [Ostrova utopii. Pedagogicheskoe i sotsial-
noe proektirovanie poslevoennoi shkoly (1940-1980-¢); Islands of Utopia: Pedagogical and Social
Planning in the Postwar Soviet School, 1940s-1980s], Moskva: Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie,
2015, 553-557.

11 Vadim Mikhailin and Galina Belyaeva, “Y MCTOKOB aHpa: O Mpeanocblikax MnosiBAeHUs
COBETCKOr0 ‘LWKOJIbHOr0 KMHO' B no3aHectanuHckyto anoxy” [U istokov zhanra: o predposylkakh
poiavleniia sovetskogo “shkolhogo kino” v pozdnestalinskuiu epokhu; At the Source of a Genre: On
the Prerequisites for the Soviet “School Film” in Late Stalin Times], in J6rg Baberowski et al., eds.,
CoBeTcKoe rocyAapcTso v 06LeCTBO B 1€PUOA MO3AHEro craimHmiaMa. 1945-1953 rr. [Sovetskoe
gosudarstvo i obshchestvo v period pozdnego stalinizma. 1945-1953 gg.; The Soviet State and
Society during the Late Stalinist Period, 1945-1953], Moskva: ROSSPEN, 2015, 352.

12 Liubov Arkus, “MpukntoyeHns 6enoi BOPOHbI. IBOMOLMS 'LIKONBHOTO GunbMa’ B COBETCKOM
kuHo” [Prikliucheniia beloi vorony. Evolutsiia “shkolnogo filma” v sovetskom kino; The Adventures
of a White Crow: The Evolution of the “School Film” in Soviet Cinema], CeaHc [Seans; Showing]
41-42 (2010), https://seance.ru/articles/whitecrow/ (accessed 18 April 2020).

13 Belyaeva and Mikhailin, “Sovetskoe shkolnoe kino”, 574.

14 Ibidem.
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TURNING TO MYTH: THE SOVIET SCHOOL FILM GROWING UP

teachers and pupils form a unified body helping the main protagonist to become
better (Pecny6nnka LUK/ [Respublika ShKID; The Republic of ShKID], dir.
Gennady Poloka, 1966).

In a similar way to the English school story, a teacher is often in the centre
of the Soviet movies. However, in the latter case you would not see a teach-
er of Latin as the main character, a figure ever so popular in the classical
school films (Goodbye, Mr. Chips, dir. Sam Wood, 1939; Hets [Torment], dir. Alf
Sjoberg, 1944; Child’s Play, dir. Sidney Lumet, 1972). The reason obviously re-
lates to the abolition of classical languages teaching in secondary schools in the
USSR just after the revolution of 1917.15 Although Latin was partially reinstitut-
ed during and after World War Two,¢ it was peripheral and did not find a place
in novels or films. Indeed, even one of the most famous teachers of Greek
in Russian literature — “the man in the case” — of Anton Chekhov is remembered
usually just as a “severe teacher” without emphasizing his discipline (compare
Posbirpeilw [Rozygrysh; Practical Joke], dir. Vladimir Menshov, 1977). Teachers
in Soviet school films usually specialize in languages, mostly Russian (Ypok
antepatypsl [Urok literatury; Literature Lesson], dir. Aleksei Korenev, 1968;
Knwou 6e3 npaBa nepegaym [Kliuch bez prava peredachi; The Key That Should
Not Be Handed On], dir. Dinara Asanova, 1976), rarely English (JoxusemM g0
noHegenbHuka [Dozhivém do ponedelnika; We'll Live till Monday], dir. Stanislav
Rostotsky, 1968), also in mathematics (Practical Joke; Dear Miss Elena), and
from the late 1960s in history (We'll Live till Monday).1” It goes without saying

15 On the problem of Latin teaching in European schools, see Francoise Waquet, Latin, or, The
Empire of a Sign, trans. John Howe, London: Verso, 2002 (ed. pr. in French 1998).

16 Aleksandr Gavrilov, “Jakov M. Borovskij: Poet of Latin in the Soviet Union”, in Gyérgy
Karsai, Gabor Klaniczay, David Movrin, and Elzbieta Olechowska, eds., Classics and Communism:
Greek and Latin behind the Iron Curtain, Ljubljana, Budapest, and Warsaw: Ljubljana University
Press, Faculty of Arts; Collegium Budapest Institute for Advanced Study; and Faculty of “Ar-
tes Liberales”, University of Warsaw, 2013, 28; Solomon Lurie, "3 BocnoMuHaHuin o Mapke
HaymoBunye botBuHHMKe" [Iz vospominanii o Marke Naumoviche Botvinnike; Reminiscing about
Mark Naumovich Botvinnik], JpeBHusii mup n mbl [Drevnii mir i my; The Ancient World and We] 1
(1997), 187; Pamela Davidson, Cultural Memory and Survival: The Russian Renaissance of Classi-
cal Antiquity in the Twentieth Century, “Studies in Russia and Eastern Europe” 6, London: School
of Slavonic and East European Studies, 17-18, available online at the University College Lon-
don open access library: UCL Discovery, https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/69111/ (accessed
6 January 2021).

17 Vadim Mikhailin and Galina Belyaeva, “UcTopuk B nctepuke, nam O BHE3aMHOM MOSBIEHUN
YUYMTENS UCTOPUMN B COBETCKOM KMHO py6exa 1960-1970x rr.” [Istorik v isterike, ili O vnezapnom po-
iavlenii uchitelia istorii v sovetskom kino rubezha 1960-1970kh gg.; A Historian in Hysterics: History
Teachers in the Soviet Cinema of the Late 1960s and Early 1970s], in Vadim Mikhailin and Galina
Belyaeva, Mexay no3uuymeit 1 no3oi. Yuntenb nctopum B COBETCKOM “LWKOAbHOM” KnHO [Mezhdu
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that the teacher-protagonist is usually an ideal character. However, in the 1960s
we see good as well as bad schoolmasters portrayed in films (What If It Be
Love?; Apyr moii, Konbka! [Drug moi, Kolka!; My Friend, Kolka!], dirs. Aleksei
Saltykov and Aleksandr Mitta, 1961). Nevertheless, the ideal teacher usually
was present and (s)he was the one who would resolve the given problems
merely by her or his appearance. Initially the depicted pedagogues were both
female and male; however, this changed in favour of the typical female teach-
er-protagonist at the end of the 1960s. “From now on, the teacher is usually
a single woman, for whom the school replaces all other aspects of normal human
life” (OTHbIHE yuMTenb — 3TO, KaK MpaBW/I0, OAMHOKAS XEHLMHA, AN KOTOPOM
LUKOJIa 3aMEHSET BCE MPOYME aCMeKTbl HOPMAIbHOW YEI0BEYECKOM XMU3HM)1E —
something that closely reflected social reality.

Scarecrow and Dear Miss Elena

The school film was reborn with new power in the late 1980s.%° The two films
I wish to discuss are examples of this genre. Both have their origins in literary
texts known to the public from 1981: the novel for children and youth Yyueso
[Chuchelo; Scarecrow, 1981] by Vladimir Zheleznikov2® and the drama Joporas
Enena CepreesHa [Dorogaia Elena Sergeevna; Dear Miss Elena, written in 1980,
published in 1989] by Liudmila Razumovskaia.?? Even though Rolan Bykov di-
rected Scarecrow in 1983, while Eldar Riazanov made Dear Miss Elena in 1988,
the difference in time is not so great, as the latter had been staged in theatres
since 1981 (it was banned in 1983 by Mikhail Gorbachev), and Riazanov wanted

pozitsiei i pozoi. Uchitel istorii v sovetskom “shkolhom” kino; In-Between Position and Pose: Teacher
of History in the Soviet “"School” Film], “Tpyabl IMCKA” [Trudy LISKA; Works of LISKA - Laboratory
of Historical, Social and Cultural Anthropology] 21, Saratov and Sankt-Peterburg: LISKA, 2013, 6.

18 |bidem, 7.

19 Vadim Mikhailin and Galina Belyaeva, “okoneHne nHONNaHEeTSH: 0 'HOBOW BOJIHE' B LUKOIbHOM
knHo 1980-x rogos” [Pokolenie inoplanetian: o “novoi volne” v shkolnom kino 1980-kh godov; Gen-
eration of Aliens: A “New Wave” in the Soviet Late 1980s School Film], HerpukocHoBeHHbI# 3anac
[Neprikosnovennyi zapas; Emergency Supply] 3.119 (2018), 101.

20 Vladimir Zheleznikov, Yy4esno [Chuchelo; Scarecrow], Moskva: Sovremennik, 1988 (ed. pr.
1981).

21 | judmila Razumovskaia, “oporas EneHa CepreeBHa” [Dorogaia Elena Sergeevna; Dear
Miss Elena], in Liudmila Razumovskaia, Cag 6e3 3eman. lMbecki [Sad bez zemli. P’esy; The Earthless
Garden: Plays], Leningrad: Iskusstvo, 1989, 53—-94.
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to produce it from November 1982.22 We can therefore consider the films to be
products of the same time.

Scarecrow also had a long way to the screen. Zheleznikov wrote a film script
in 1973, but l'ockuHo (Goskino; State Cinema), the main censoring body in the
USSR for film production, did not accept it and announced that “such children
and such a school will never appear on Soviet screens” (Takvue getn 1 Takas
LUKOSIa HMKOrAa He MosiBATCS Ha COBETCKOM 3KpaHe).23 Due to this, the author
rewrote the script as a novel and published it in 1981.24 The novel was a suc-
cess and was reissued in “millions of copies”, as the author states.?5 As a result,
Goskino itself asked for a film adaptation. However, after the film was made,
it was to be banned again. The director says it was only his personal contact with
Yuri Andropov, then the leader of the USSR, that enabled the film’'s release.26
Distribution began in the autumn of 1984.27

Both films were exceptional and generated a huge resonance among young
and adult viewers. The problem was that the usual pattern of good and bad
characters was disturbed. It seems that in these films the entire society is sick,
and at best one or more characters are good. Scarecrow presents the problem
of bullying in the school community, while Dear Miss Elena discusses an incident
of the terrorization of a teacher by several pupils in her own apartment. There
was considerable dispute about the films, and over the years the authors re-
ceived letters from their audiences.?® Discussions were held in many newspapers

22 David MacFadyen, “ldeology Faces the Horrors of Its Opposite”, in David MacFadyen, The
Sad Comedy of Eldar Riazanov: An Introduction to Russia’s Most Popular Filmmaker, Montreal:
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2014 (ed. pr. 2003), 79.

23 Vladimir Zheleznikov, “'Yyueno’ npogomxaerca” [“"Chuchelo” prodolzhaetsia; “Scarecrow”
Goes On], interview with Zheleznikov by T. Korotkova, /3BecTus [Izvestiia; The News], 26 October
2010, https://chapaev.media/articles/2582 (accessed 17 April 2020).

24 Tt was first published in an abbreviated version in the children’s and youth magazine Mvo+Hep
[Pioner; Pioneer] 3-7 (1981) under the title “Bcero-to Heckonbko aHen” [Vsego-to neskolko dnei;
Just a Few Days], then in its entirety in the author’s collections of short stories published in 1981,
1982, 1986, 1988, 1989, etc.

25 Zheleznikov, ““Chuchelo’ prodolzhaetsia™.

26 Thidem; Viktor Matizen, “PonaH BbIKOB: ‘BennMKuin 1 yXacHbIA' Ha YncTbix npyaax. MHTepBbo”
[Rolan Bykov: “Velikii i uzhasnyi” na Chistykh prudakh. Interv’iu; Rolan Bykov: “The Great and the
Terrible” at Chistye Prudy. Interview], /ckycctBo knHo [Iskusstvo kino; The Art of Cinema] 5 (May
1998), 79-88, available online at the journal archive, http://old.kinoart.ru/archive/1998/05/n5-ar-
ticlel7 (accessed 17 April 2020).

27 See the diaries of Bykov from the years 1983-1984: la pobit, 293-371.

28 Bykov used these letters to write a discussion with viewers published as “[o u nocne
Yyuena™ [Do i posle Chuchela; Before and After Scarecrow] in the popular magazine FOHOCTb
[lunost’; Youth] 9 (1985), 84-105.

393



Hanna Paulouskaya

and magazines, both large and small, central and local. Many letters contained
objections. There were also personal confessions, however, about similar experi-
ences, with viewers speaking for both the victims and the bullies.

Scarecrow as the first movie of this kind opened the way for other, similar
cinematic works depicting social cruelty among children and youth in the USSR.
Among them were [Mawombym unam OnacHas mrpa [Plumbum ili Opasnaia igra;
Plumbum, or, The Dangerous Game], dir. Vadim Abdrashitov, 1986; Cob6s1a3+H
[Soblazn; Temptation], dir. Viacheslav Sorokin, 1987; and MeHs 30ByT Ap/IEKMHO
[Menia zovut Arlekino; My Name Is Harlequin], dir. Valery Rybarev, 1988. Dear
Miss Elena was one of the movies in this group.2®

The Hydra of the Collective

Both of the works analysed have been made in the school film genre. There
is a class at the centre of Scarecrow, and five pupils and their teacher are the
main characters of Dear Miss Elena. In both films, children show their worst qual-
ities and the teachers are unable to influence them. In both cases, it is a group
of people, the collective, that is the evil allowing the characters to reveal their
wicked sides. This approach was uncommon in Soviet cinema, as the collective
was one of the main values of the ruling ideology. Bykov, the director of Scare-
crow, calls the school class the “hydra of the collective” from the beginning of his
work on the production. The following is a fragment from his diary, from when
he first decided to make the film:

X04y CTABUTb “YYYENO” XENE3HMKOBA. [..] B AyXOBHOM nnaHe
pa3rosop B “Yyyene” o “ruape konnektnsa”, npasaa KOTOPOro Yalle BCEro
6e3HpaBcTBEHHA. B caMoM 3apojbille, B CaMOi uUrpe BO BCeBfacTue, B
CaMOM Mnocblne — “MHTepechl KONNeKTMBa npesblwe Bcero”.30

I WANT TO SHOOT “SCARECROW” BY ZHELEZNIKOV. [..] Spiritual-
ly, the discussion in “Scarecrow” is about the “hydra of the collective”,
the truth of which is often immoral. In the very origin, in the very game

29 On social cruelty in Soviet films about children, see Olga Romanova, “CounanbHoe Hacunve B
‘HepeTckux dunbmax o getax’” [Sotsialnoe nasilie v “nedetskikh filmakh o detiakh”; Social Violence
in “Non-Children’s Films about Children”], a public lecture at the Belarusian State University, No-
vember 2013, available online at the website of the European College of Liberal Arts, Minsk, https://
eclab.by/texts/lection/socialnoe-nasilie-v-nedetskih-filmah-o-detyah (accessed 18 April 2020).

30 Bykov, la pobit, 191-192 (1 December 1981).
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of omnipotence, in the very message — “the interests of the collective are
above all else™.

Referring to a principle of the Pioneer organization,3! to subordinate per-
sonal interests to those of society,32 Bykov undermines the very ideology of so-
cialist society. However, his deeds cannot be interpreted as anti-Soviet. Rather,
he was acting in the spirit of the upcoming perestroika, and aiming to improve
the morals of the society. Bykov returned to the idea of the hydra after a few
months, emphasizing that he was fighting with the vulgarity32 of the group and
mass culture as its result:

Bce, uTo 4 genatw, v BCe Te, KTO MO 3Ty CTOPOHY, — 3T0 6opbba co
BCEMIEHCKOWM NoLWAoCTbio. MaccoBast KynbTypa — caMblili 06K U caMblin
rnobanbHbIN Wwar nowaoro. Mel JOKHbI MOHMMAaTb, YTO CEFOAHS MOLLIOCTM
He NPOTUBOMOCTaBIEHO 06LWECTBEHHOE CO3HaHKe, 6o camo 0bLLecTBeHHOE
CO3HaHMe MOXeT 6bITb MoLWIbIM. [OWAOCTb YenoBeKa He Tak CTpaLlHa, Kak
MOLIOCTb KOMSIEKTMBA. [OWI0CTb KOMIEKTMBA — SIBIEHME TUMA rMapbl C
[IBEeHaALaTblo rofoBamMu: rae oTpybuiib Tpu, BolpacTaeT YeTbipe.

Everything I do, and all those on this side are doing, is a fight against
universal vulgarity. Mass culture is the most common and global move
of vulgarity. We must understand that today vulgarity is not opposed to the
public consciousness, because the public consciousness itself can be vul-
gar. Human vulgarity is not as terrible as the vulgarity of a collective. The
vulgarity of a collective is a phenomenon like a hydra with twelve heads:
where you cut off three, four start growing.3*

Thus the author states that it is the bad collective that is evil. And that evil
may rise when it is supported by a group. On the one hand, Bykov reflects on the
developing phenomenon of mass culture. On the other, he removes the positive
aspect from the idea of the collective. Mass culture from the Soviet perspective

31 The Vladimir Lenin All-Union Pioneer Organization (Bcecoto3Has nnoHepckas opraHusaums
umeHn B. W. NleHnHa; Vsesoiuznaia pionerskaia organizatsiia imeni V. I. Lenina) was a mass or-
ganization for children and youth of the USSR (from nine to fifteen years old), rooted in the Scout
movement and aimed at the ideological education of Soviet youth.

32 This principle was symbolized by the Young Pioneer salute — a hand raised above the head.

33 The following quotation is based on an untranslatable Russian term — rowsiocts; poshlost’ —
which contains the meanings “banality”, “obscenity”, and “bad taste”, and is usually translated
as “vulgarity”. Cf. Svetlana Boym, Common Places: Mythologies of Everyday Life in Russia, Cam-
bridge, MA, and London: Harvard University Press, 1994, 41-66.

34 Bykov, la pobit, 201 (16 February 1982).
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was understood as “low’, commercial, [...] too vulgar”3® in opposition to Soviet
culture. Although socialist realism’s works of art were produced in extensive
amounts, reached people all over the country, and very often were of altogether
low artistic quality (functioning as another case of “mass kitsch”), they had
different functions and aimed at educating the masses and bringing socialism
to life — these artworks were considered “good” a priori. During late socialism,
products of Western mass culture, music, and cinema became more accessible,
even fashionable, to Soviet people, especially among youth.3¢ This influenced
not only aesthetics, but values as well, thereby debasing spirituality in favour
of material goods and wealth — creating poshlost’, in Russian terminology. This
combination of vulgarity and collective power created the hydra that Bykov was
depicting.3”

Before working on Scarecrow, for five years (1975-1980) Bykov was the
host of the Criop-Kny6 [Spor-Klub; Dispute-Club], a television show for teenag-
ers. The problems of childhood and of the possibility of sincere conversation with
children about difficult things became a concern for him, one he pondered for
many years.38 He was planning to write a book on childhood and was promoting
cinema for children at meetings with the Soviet authorities, dreaming about
a special television programme for young viewers: “[...] an international one.
The programme of masterpieces, the world exchange” ([...] MmexayHapoaHoi.
O nporpaMme wweneBpoB, 0 MMPOBOM 0bMeHe).3° Thus, it seems natural that the
director chose children and their society as the subject of his movie.

At the same time, Bykov was also very interested in folklore and fairy
tales. In 1980 he was writing a screenplay for the fairy tale AHgpes - Bcex
Ao6peii [Andrei — vsekh dobrei; Andrei, the Kindest] for Gennady Kharlan and

35 Boris Groys, “A Style and a Half”, in Thomas Lahusen and Evgeny Dobrenko, eds., Social
Realism without Shores, Durham, NC: Duke University Press Books, 1997, 79. Compare Viacheslav
Glazychev’s description of mass culture in bosnbLas CoBerckas SHumknoneans [Bolshaia Sovetskaia
Entsiklopediia; Great Soviet Encyclopaedia], vol. 15, 3rd ed., Moskva: Izdatelstvo Sovetskaia En-
tsiklopediia, 1974, coll. 1346—-1349.

36 Cf. Sergei |. Zhuk, Rock and Roll in the Rocket City: The West, Identity and Ideology in So-
viet Dnepropetrovsk, 1960-1985, Washington, DC, and Baltimore, MD: Woodrow Wilson Center
Press and Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010; Anna Ivanova, Mara3suHel “bepeska”. [lapasokcsi
notpebnenus B nosgHem CCCP [Magaziny “Berézka”. Paradoksy potrebleniia v pozdnem SSSR;
“Beriozka” Stores: Paradoxes of Consumption in the Late USSR], Moskva: Novoe Literaturnoe Obo-
zrenie, 2018.

37 See Bykov, la pobit, 270 (1 April 1983); Bykov, “Do i posle Chuchela”, 97.

38 See his diaries, especially the years 1979-1986.

39 Bykov, la pobit, 84 (5 July 1979).
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Belarusfilm studio.*® He was fascinated with fairy tales and wanted to shoot
his own wonder-tale film. In his diaries, Bykov quotes many academic books,
documentaries, and lectures on the theory of folk tales (for example, by Alexei
Galakhov, Yuri Barabash, Mikhail Bakhtin, James George Frazer), calling struc-
turalism and folklore studies “his topics”.4!

Bykov’s Scarecrow is obviously not a wonder tale, but the director uses
much of this genre to build the narrative and characters. The action takes place
over a year. It starts in autumn and finishes in autumn, referring to the cycle
of nature and the school year. The protagonist is Lena Bessoltseva*? — a girl who
moves from Moscow to a small Russian town (unnamed in the movie) to live
with her grandfather, Nikolai Nikolaevich. The pair of child and grandfather (or
old father) is a common motif of fairy tales. It recalls Tom Thumb’s or Tom-
melise’s families, or Russian [ea Mopo3 (Ded Moroz; Grandfather Frost, the
equivalent of Santa Claus; Ded Moroz has a granddaughter named CHerypouka
[Snegurochka; Snow Maiden] in Russian folklore). Similarly to the “old father”
of fairy tales, the grandfather is present and absent in the narrative; he does
not participate or help Lena until the final events of the story start to unfold.*3

Lena is a typical hero of fairy tales — kind, simple, over-trusting, brave,
and sincere.** In a way, she is similar to lvan the Fool or the Idiot of Fyodor
Dostoyevsky, as Bykov himself states:

Yyyeno - “Manot” B MacwwTabe 3Toi noBectn (KCTaTh, 3TO ELLE HE CAENAHO),
OHa — [loHbs KnxoT, HO 1 He To. Beab 310 0 JTlo6BU. OHa He ULET MeNbHUL,
N HE XWBET palu BbICOKOrO MOMbICNA, OHa He “pagmn”, oHa eCTeCTBEHHO
TaKoBa, OHa [laXe He BeAaeT, KTO OHa BHYTPEHHE M KTO OHa BHELUHE, OHa
cama aBnsieT coboin LEeHHOCTb, PeAKOCTb, MCKPEHHOCTb. 45

Scarecrow is an “ldiot” on the scale of the story (by the way, it hasn’t been
done yet), she is Dofla Quixote, but not really. It is all about Love. She
is not looking for windmills and does not live for the sake of high thought,
she is not “for the sake of”, she is naturally so, she does not even know who
she is inside and what she looks like; she is herself a value, rarity, sincerity.

40 The movie was eventually based on another screenplay and was released as AHapesi u 3104
uapogesi [Andrei i zloi charodei; Andrei and the Evil Wizard] in 1981.

41 Bykov, la pobit, 142 (9 October 1980).

42 The family name is a charactonym meaning “without salt”.

43 The final role of the grandfather, when he finds the bullies and calls them by name, is quoted
by Bykov as typical of fairy tales; see Bykov, “Do i posle Chuchela”, 102.

44 See Maria Tatar, The Hard Facts of the Grimms’ Fairy Tales, Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1987, 86-88.

45 Bykov, la pobit, 192 (1 December 1981).
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In his study of folklore, Bykov was going to make “a comparison of he-
roes: Heracles — David of Sassoun*® — llya Muromets”4’ (cpaBHeHue boratbipei:
lepakna - dasuaa CacyHckoro — Unbu Mypomua). Ivan the Fool and his path
of becoming Ivan the Tsarevich (the prince).*® In my opinion, while developing
the character of Lena Bessoltseva in the movie, the director uses features of the
following folk and classical characters: Heracles fighting with the Hydra;*° Ivan
the Fool, Don Quixote, and the Idiot believing until the end in honour and the
good intentions of other people; Joan of Arc and Christ ready to die for their
ideals;° young David fighting against a giant.

When Lena appears for the first time in the film (see Fig. 1) we hear the
song “Venus” by Shocking Blue, which was extremely popular in the Soviet Un-
ion of that time and even came to have a “Russian” name — “Shisgara”:

A goddess on a mountain top
Was burning like a silver flame
The summit of beauty and love
And Venus was her name.
She’s got it

Yeah, baby, she’s got it

Well, I'm your Venus

I'm your fire

At your desire [...].

Her weapons were her crystal eyes
Making every man mad

Black as the dark night she was
Got what no one else had [...].

This refers to the interpretation of the conflict by Bykov: “It is all about
Love”. Lena does everything in the name of her love for Dima, her classmate,
and does not see his flaws as long as she can. The whole conflict is based on
this love: wanting to protect Dima, Lena takes his fault upon herself, claiming

46 An Armenian epic character.

47 A Russian and East-Slavic epic character.

48 Bykov, la pobit, 111 (23 May 1980).

49| use two variants of spelling the word “Hydra” — with capital “H” to mean the mythical
creature, and lowercased when used in a metaphorical sense.

50 For the messianic figure in youth culture, see also Michael Stierstorfer’s chapter, “From
an Adolescent Freak to a Hope-Spreading Messianic Demigod: The Curious Transformations of Mod-
ern Teenagers in Contemporary Mythopoetic Fantasy Literature”, 219-229, in the present volume.
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that she was the one who betrayed their class.5! The class starts to persecute,
boycott, and bully her in a cruel way. As a culmination, the children make
a scarecrow using Lena’s dress and set it on fire in the ruins of an old church.
Afterwards Lena shaves her head, puts the burnt dress on, and comes to Dima’s
birthday uninvited. Changing the music, she dances to the song “Good Good
Lovin™ by Chubby Checker, which refers to the topic of love again.

Figure I: Kristina Orbakaité as Lena Bessoltseva first appearing in the film Yyuenno [Chuchelo; Scarecrow],
1983, dir. Rolan Bykov. Courtesy of the Mosfilm studio.

This love of Lena is evidently a Christ-like love — forgiving, turning its cheek,
bearing the cross. On the other hand, she is just a girl who is in love with a boy.
And it is an ordinary human love. She idealizes Dima, does stupid things for
him - and acts under the influence of a Venus type of love. Although she is sup-
posed to be clumsy and not pretty according to Zheleznikov’s novel,52 Kristina
Orbakaité, the actress, is a beautiful girl, maybe a little bit funny. When she
first appears in the movie, we first hear her name - Bessoltseva - and then see
a crowd of children running towards a river. Then we see a girl walking behind
the columns of an arcade. We see her face with long, fair, braided hair as she
approaches, moving among the columns. Her figure and face are shot from

51 For a more detailed description of the movie, see the Our Mythical Childhood Survey data-
base: Hanna Paulouskaya, “Entry on Scarecrow [Yyy4esi0] by Rolan Bykov and Vladimir Zheleznikov”,
peer-reviewed by Elzbieta Olechowska and Susan Deacy, Our Mythical Childhood Survey, Warsaw:
University of Warsaw, 2019, http://www.omc.obta.al.uw.edu.pl/myth-survey/item/853 (accessed
17 April 2020). See also an interesting contemporary analysis of the film made by Nancy P. Condee,
holding a fellowship at the Institute of Current World Affairs in 1984-1986, available online at http://
www.icwa.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/NPC-6.pdf (accessed 19 April 2020).

52 Zheleznikov, Chuchelo, 7.
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a similar perspective as the famous depiction of Venus of Botticelli. The song
about the goddess in the background enhances this allusion.

In her mistakes and simplicity Lena acts as lvan the Fool, the Idiot, or
as the impulsive Heracles. However, her similarity to the latter is the slightest.
She is neither strong nor performs great deeds. On the other hand, she fights
a monster and stands by her truth until the end. It is the director’s evocation
of Hydra that hints at Heracles.

Are there allusions to the mythological Hydra in the movie? In my opinion,
the director made at least a few attempts to shoot a crowd of kids as a multi-
headed creature. At the very beginning of the film we have a pedestrian street
view formed by a building in the background, the pavement in front of it, and
a street for strolling with trees and benches, fenced with iron barriers. We hear
sounds of vehicles and the indistinct chatter of the persons portrayed in the
scene. The building is huge, and we only see a fragment of it. It is painted
cream and white. Grey windows and doors are distinctive. There are three big
doors in the centre of the building, ones which resemble a typical Greek theatre
stage. The steps leading to the building are similar to the crepidoma of Ancient
Greek temples. In the shot, there are a few groups of people: two men chatting
in the left front corner, two women with a baby in the right back corner, one
man standing in the rear centre. Some people are moving through the shot,
also through the doors. In the very centre of the frame, there is a group of ten
children sitting in a row on a bench. Most of them are dressed in grey, green,
and dark-blue clothes. There is a girl in white and red clothes in the centre
of the group, which focuses the scene visually. The camera zooms in and we
see that most of the children are boys. One of them has a tape recorder, and
we can hear music. The children are listening to it and moving. Some of them
are fighting in a friendly way. Then the middle girl stands up, takes another girl
with her, and they step out of the frame. At this moment the boys on the right go
after them, and then all the boys follow the girls. The group sitting in a row and
slightly moving resembles a living creature, a kind of a caterpillar or a snake. It
is set in motion by its colourful centre, and then gathers all of its parts together.

Another scene | wish to describe is the moment when the class is standing
on a street with suitcases, as the children were not taken on a trip to Moscow
for their misconduct (Part 1, 00:47:02).5% The children had conspired to skip
a lesson and Dima confessed it to the teacher, which is why they have been

53 For the reader’s convenience, I specify the start time of episodes in the film in the format
“Part (1 or 2), Hour:Minutes:Seconds”.
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punished. After the bus to Moscow has departed, the children form a tight group
behind Lena’s back, and start to move in her direction. At first, they whisper
resentfully, sounding like a snake’s hissing. Then they call her names and the
crowd surrounds her, moving towards her. The class has a leader, Mironova,
usually referred to as XenesHas kHonka (Zheleznaia knopka; Iron Pin), as she
is a small girl with an iron character. Mironova is depicted as the main head
of this hydra. After the camera zooms in on her face, filling the whole screen,
and only fragments of the other children’s figures are visible (Part 1, 00:47:37),
the operator makes shots of the full faces only of speaking persons (Mironova
and Valka; see Fig. 2). Due to this, the faces of the children are similar to the
heads of a single creature. The effect continues as the scene is shot from a more
distant position, when the person speaking changes (Marina), and the crowd
is now following the new leader, repeating words of boycott in a hissing way.
Lena and Dima run away from the class, and it follows them. Children run with
different speed and the group ceases to resemble a unified creature. In the city
square they see an ice-cream seller, and at this point some of them behave like
normal children again, abandoning the chase in order to buy an ice cream.

Figure 2: Mironova and Valka as hydra's heads, still from the film Yyueno [Chuchelo; Scarecrow], 1983, dir.
Rolan Bykov. Courtesy of the Mosfilm studio.

Each child from the group is different. We know their stories. Some of them
are idealists, believing in communist values. Mironova is such a person. She
is firmly committed to her principles and often speaks in slogans. Shmakova, the
girl wearing the red jacket in the first scene, is beautiful, has the best clothes,
and pays attention to her appearance. She behaves in a sneaky way. Marina
Martanova wants to go to Moscow to find her father who had left her family,
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and that is why she is very upset and angry. Valka, a tall, naughty boy, is cruel
to dogs. Vasilev wants to help Lena, but is not strong and influential enough.
Dima has the best marks in the class and is loved by everybody, but he has no
courage to tell the truth. This mixture of principles and of their absence, the
vulgarity seasoned with communist slogans makes the hydra-monster. The class
has skipped a lesson, but it is not a problem for them, and they do not think
that they have done anything wrong. They are convinced that they should stay
together to the end and regard anyone who has a different opinion as a traitor.
Their ideal behaviour is based on war principles, which command them to pro-
tect comrades to the end and to destroy their enemies. In persecuting Lena,
they do not see her as a person and feel no empathy for her.

The role of the teacher in this situation is minimal. Margarita lvanovna
is preparing to get married and does not see a problem in the class until the
end. There is also the figure of the school principal, who stands at the school
entrance every year on 1 September - the first day of school - and greets the
pupils (Part 1, 00:15:45; Part 2, 00:44:51). She resembles a pre-revolutionary
school lady or a communist authority, but her role is only representative. The
problem of the class is not resolved by the school, and the children are left alone
with their understanding of life’s principles.

It seems that the world of the adults is separated from the world of the
children and has no influence on it. However, the adults, normal dwellers of the
town, behave in a similar way. They do not like Lena’s grandfather, because
he, being a war veteran, a major, spends all his money on pictures painted by
his own grandfather, a serf artist,>* and on restoring the old family house. His
concern for family history and tradition, together with his disregard for clothing
or appearance, is not accepted by the other city dwellers. The kids call him
“a patch-maker” and tease him.

There is another person in the movie who deserves attention, connected
with a cadet school’s brass band playing classical music from time to time on the
town’s streets or on the riverside. The conductor of the orchestra is Rolan Bykov,
the director of the movie.> He resembles the figure of the coryphée of Greek
tragedy, who is a witness to the events and is present during the performance.
At the close of the movie, we see Bykov, who takes off his peaked cap and sends

54 In this way Zheleznikov gives the Bessoltsevs a peasant or servile origin, which was im-
portant for the Soviet system, combining it with a more civilized and modern — artistic — character
(serfdom was abolished in Russia only in 1861, and dependent people had various functions).

55 It is interesting that his wife, Elena Sanaeva, and her son, Pavel Sanaev, also acted in the
movie (the teacher Margarita Ivanovna and Vasilev).
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his respects to Lena and her grandfather (see Fig. 3). In a close-up shot, his face
expresses pain and compassion for the girl. Bykov emphasizes that he chose
a cadet orchestra “to render military honours” (oTaaTb [...] BOMHCKME NoyecTn)
to the heroes of the film.5"

Figure 3: Rolan Bykov as the conductor of the orchestra sending respects to Lena and Nikolai Bessoltsev,
still from the film Yyyeno [Chuchelo; Scarecrow], 1983, dir. Rolan Bykov. Courtesy of the Mosfilm studio.

The classical music played by the orchestra refers to eternal human values.
It differs from contemporary, mostly Western rock-and-roll music, which is used
as themes for Lena and the class. Such a choice may stress the bad influence
of Western mass culture or just depict differences between the generations and
represent the contemporary world as a mixture of classical, serious values and
pressure-free modern influences.

A Soviet Antigone

The character of Mironova, Iron Pin, refers also to the model of Antigone, who
stands by her ideals to the end. The girl acts as a class consciousness and does
not say anything vicious or unprincipled. However, her values are too “iron”
to produce a happy ending. During the finale, when the class finds out the truth
about the real “traitor”, the girl proposes to make a new boycott, this time
of Dima, as well as of Shmakova and Popov, who knew the truth and yet said

56 See Bykov, “Do i posle Chuchela”, 105; Mikhailin and Belyaeva, “Pokolenie inoplanetian”, 104.
57 See Bykov, “Do i posle Chuchela”, 105.
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nothing. But at this point the class does not follow Mironova, and the pupils
make the decision to stop boycotting altogether.

An image of another Antigone is presented in the film Dear Miss Elena by
Riazanov (see Fig. 4), or even in greater measure in the text of the play by Ra-
zumovskaia®® and its theatre stagings. The difference between the generations,
with youth portrayed as cruel and horrifying, is presented also in this cinematic
production. This time the action is set in the flat of the teacher, Miss Elena, and
she is most involved in the incident, as she is the object of the violence.

During the final school examinations four pupils from the last grade (Volo-
dia, Vitia, Pasha, and Lialia) come to the flat of their teacher Elena with birth-
day wishes, flowers, and a present. The real reason of their visit is their wish
to get the key to the safe where their tests in mathematics are kept. They want
to correct their answers in order to get good or excellent marks. Elena does not
want to give them the key, and they stay at her place all night, trying to per-
suade her and acting ever more cruelly. The movie ends with an attempted
rape of Lialia, the resignation of three of the four persecutors, and the implied
suicide of Elena.

Most of the night the pupils and their teacher are talking, which reveals the
differences between their values. This is especially noticeable in the text of the
play, which has more intertextual references and resembles a philosophical dia-
logue.>® The most striking in this conversation is the impossibility of listening
to each other. At some point in the play, the teacher even covers her ears and
starts to recite Romantic poems by Alexander Pushkin not to hear the children.°
It seems that the teenagers and their teacher speak different languages. Elena
often uses clichés that reveal her idealistic nature. The pupils speak youth slang
and have to explain some words to their teacher (npukug [prikid; outfit], ¢pupma

58 An analysis of the play is presented in the Our Mythical Childhood Survey database: Hanna
Paulouskaya, “Entry on Dear Miss Elena [[Joporas EneHa CepreesHa] by Liudmila Razumovskaia”,
peer-reviewed by Elzbieta Olechowska and Susan Deacy, Our Mythical Childhood Survey, Warsaw:
University of Warsaw, 2019, http://www.omc.obta.al.uw.edu.pl/myth-survey/item/854 (accessed
17 April 2020). See also Jeffrey Pace Stephens, Dramatic and Theatrical Manifestations of Glas-
nost in Soviet Russia during the First Half of the Gorbachev Epoch, 1985-1988, PhD disserta-
tion, The Ohio State University, 1995, 156-165, http://rave.ohiolink.edu/etdc/view?acc_num=o-
su1487862399452104 (accessed 3 August 2021).

59 Razumovskaia did not appreciate the interpretation of Riazanov, calling it “a conventional,
contemporary realistic work”; see an interview with the author conducted in the spring of 1990
by John Freedman and archived on his blog as “Lyudmila Razumovskaya, Chicago, 1990, Blogs
and Stray Articles, 13 November 2018, https://johnfreedmanarchive.wordpress.com/2018/11/13/
lyudmila-razumovskaya-chicago-1990 (accessed 8 April 2020).

60 Razumovskaia, “Dorogaia Elena Sergeevna”, 83.

404



TURNING TO MYTH: THE SOVIET SCHOOL FILM GROWING UP

DOUNEM 3NbOAPA P

s OrAﬁw:
EJJEHA CEPTEEBHA

B ORRAX: . Lre1io HEEADBA, YK HHA
AYHREBCHNR MAPLAMOS,
THXOMHPOR

Figure 4: Cover of the DVD edition of the film [Jopozasi EneHa CepeeesHa [Dorogaia Elena Sergeevna; Dear
Miss Elena], 1988, dir. Eldar Riazanov. Courtesy of the Film Video Association Close-Up.
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[firma; fashionable Western clothes]), but it is their vision of life she most
fails to understand. Sometimes the children mouth slogans and phrases in the
style of Elena, mocking her and undermining the meaning of her words. David
MacFadyen interprets the conflict in the film as struggle for a new language
in a period of crisis in society:

The pupils, as young people, are negotiating their selfhood within Elena
Sergeevna’s language, and they do so by using it: “The law is the law” now
becomes “The language is the language.” They steal her ability to give the
world meaning. Once robbed of the power to affect anything, Elena Ser-
geevna finds herself in exactly the same situation as the students. They all
need to form a smaller minimally social self.%?

Elena presents herself as belonging to the generation of the 1960s and
heartily believes in communist and human ideals. Riazanov calls her “a pure
[uncras; chistaia] teacher”.62 She is very emotional and cries upon receiving the
flowers and birthday wishes. As a “proper” teacher, she has pictures of her for-
mer graduates on the walls. Living with her mother, a war veteran, she also has
a portrait of the communist leader Viacheslav Molotov, some children’s drawings,
photos of her young self. There are plenty of books (we see titles of volumes by
Vladimir Vysotsky and Yevgeny Yevtushenko, a book on Marc Chagall), a bust
of Vladimir Mayakovsky, a decorative sculpture of a child, and a nostalgic teddy
bear from the old times on the shelves. In contrast to this world of ideals Elena
lives in, the camera often shows a television screen presenting music clips and
news - about hurricanes, floods, the arrests of drug dealers, etc. Such inter-
ruptions warn of an upcoming conflict and refer to the world the children are
speaking about.

The teenagers do not believe in the high language of Elena or other author-
ities. They see the hypocrisy of their society, and that their parents live accord-
ing to different principles. They think in a materialistic way and have “earthly
longings” — to have money and position in society, to live a good life (00:47:26;
01:05:36). This is the “vulgarity” and influence of fashion and mass culture
that Bykov was afraid of. Elena accuses them of nogsocts (podlost’; 00:44:32),
which in Russian means villainy, deception, and betrayal. The teenagers answer

61 MacFadyen, “ldeology Faces the Horrors of Its Opposite”, 80, 84.

62 Eldar Riazanov, "B roctsix y mactepa” [V gostiakh u mastera; At the Master’s House], Pano-
rama TV 29.365 (24-30 July 2000), 7, quoted after MacFadyen, “ldeology Faces the Horrors of Its
Opposite”, 79.
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that it is the school that teaches them to lie and be sneaky, as it promotes ide-
als not corresponding to reality (01:10:34). “*We're your children” (Mbl - Bawuu
netn), they say to Elena. The conflicting ideologies reveal generational differ-
ences, as well as the complicated situation in a society under transformation,
when many “truths” coexist and struggle with each other.

The pupils want Elena to commit a crime that is unthinkable from her point
of view. From the moral perspective, Elena is totally right, and the pupils are
simply young villains. However, at the same time they see some things Elena
is missing. Without getting a good mark, at least one of the pupils, Vitia, will
have to do military service, which at that time meant being sent to fight in Af-
ghanistan (00:23:54; 01:17:50). This is not said openly, but the context was
widely understood. Thus, sticking to high moral principles contradicts other
values — of peace and the worth of human life — and ceases to be so unquestion-
ably positive. This ambiguity of morals and ideals refers to Antigone of Sopho-
cles, which also goes beyond a simple interpretation.®3

In the text of Razumovskaia’s drama, Volodia at one point calls Elena
a Greek heroine, “diagnosing” her with the “Antigone complex”.6* When asked
by Vitia what that means, he answers:

3T0 KOrAa MAeannCTMYecKoe BOCMPUSTVE AENCTBUTENbHOCTM BO3BEAEHO
B MpuHUMN. Korda BCAKOE HacuaWe HaA MX JIMYHOCTBIO WKW Hag WX
MaeanaMu Bbi3bIBAET repoMyeckoe COnpoTvBeHne. W 34ech CyliecTByeT
MpsiIMO MpPOTMopLMOHabHasi 3aBUCUMOCTb: YEM CU/IbHEE Ha HWX AABAT, TEM
aKTWBHEE W SIPOCTHEE OHW COMPOTMBASIOTCS. M3 TakMx HaTyp BbipacTatoT
Xese3Hble repou v BOXAM PEBOMIOLMIA U BOWH. HO B 06bIYHOW XMU3HU 3TO
yaule BCEro 4yyaaku, He OT MUpa Cero, lpoAuBble, Haj KOTOPbIMK BCe
CMEIOTCS 1 KOTOPbIX HUKTO HE BOCTIPUHMMAET BCepbes.os

It's when an idealistic perception of reality gets elevated to a principle.
When any force against your personality or your ideals provokes heroic
resistance. There’s a really remarkable phenomenon called proportional
dependence: the more pressure you apply, the more active and intense
the resistance gets. This is the kind of character that produces iron heroes

63 Cf. S.E. Wilmer and Audroné Zukauskaité, eds., Interrogating Antigone in Postmodern Phi-
losophy and Criticism, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010.

64 Y Hawei poporoi EneHbl CepreeBHbl koMnnekc AHTUrOHbI” (Our dear Miss Elena has the
Antigone complex) — Razumovskaia, “Dorogaia Elena Sergeevna”, 69. It is interesting that in this
moment the author explicitly refers to the title of the play, thus emphasizing the importance of the
fragment and the idea.

65 Razumovskaia, “Dorogaia Elena Sergeevna”, 70.
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in wartime and leaders of revolutions. But in everyday life they mostly end
up simple-minded moralising freaks, heads in the clouds, holy fools, whom
nobody takes seriously and only raise a laugh.5®

Thus, from the pupil’s perspective Antigone is an anti-hero, a person that
looks like a hero and behaves accordingly but is unsuitable for peaceful life. This
diagnosis reveals a crisis of confidence in ideals during the late Soviet period. In
the film, this explicit reference to Antigone is absent, and Elena is called Joan
of Arc and a “full-blown idealist” (00:40:30; MaxpoBo/ ngeaancTkoi); however,
resemblance to the Greek character remains. Similar to Sophocles’ Antigone,
Elena has no power to influence the situation and cannot change the moods
of the pupils or their behaviour. She is not the teacher from the Soviet school
film, but just a victim. Elena is much older than the pupils, but she still lives with
her mother and is unmarried, being similar to Antigone again. The pupils under-
mine her social position and comment on her clothes and appearance, advising
her to be more fashionable (00:46:23). Thus, they put themselves higher than
their teacher and change the roles.

As there is an attempted rape in the movie, the problem of gender and
cruelty against women is emphasized, resembling the problem of Sophocles’
tragedy again. The female topic is important for Razumovskaia and appears
in most of her dramas (for example, Meges [Medea], 1980; 104 04HO# KpbiLLe
[Pod odnoi kryshei; Under the Same Roof], 1978). In this case, the students
comment on the unmarried status of Elena and her looks, revealing the negative
attitude to single women in Soviet society. According to the drama, when Volodia
starts the rape attempt, he says to Lialia: “Sit quietly and stay seated. The men
will decide. Understood? We have a patriarchate now” (Caab CnokoinHoO 1 cuau.
Pewatb 6yayT MyXumnHbl. ICHO? Y Hac HOHYe naTpuapxar),®” which emphasizes
the negation of women’s rights by the group of men. Actually, it is first of all
a group of men that came to Elena’s house, as Lialia is only a companion and
has the usual “female” roles — to speak with Elena as a woman and to calm her.
Starting as a companion, she transforms into another victim, and her boyfriend,
Pasha, who has been locked up in the attic,58 cannot stop it.

66 Trans. after Ludmilla Razumovskaya, Dear Miss Elena, trans. Zoltan Schmidt and Roger
Downey, Seattle, WA: Rain City Projects, 1992, 17.

67 Razumovskaia, “Dorogaia Elena Sergeevna”, 89.

68 pasha has given his permission for a mock rape according to the drama. Razumovskaia,
“Dorogaia Elena Sergeevna”, 88.
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Let us take a closer look at the group. The children represent different
backgrounds and social positions. Pasha is from a normal, ordinary family.®® He
is fond of philology and has won an award for an essay on Dostoyevsky. He has
made a few mistakes on the test, but needs an excellent mark to enrol at the
philology department. Volodia is from a well-established Soviet family. He does
not need to correct the test — in fact, he does not need help at all because he has
more power and connections than the school teacher. He is well educated, gal-
lant, and can waltz. He is the leader of the group and is enrolling at the MGIMO
(MockoBckui FocyfapCTBeHHbIN MHCTUTYT MexayHapoaHbix OTHOwWeHu; Mos-
cow State Institute of International Relations), one of the most prestigious col-
leges in the USSR. Vitia is the son of a civil servant who has quite a high position,
but has obtained it through corrupt means. His father likes to draw, and he
philosophizes when he drinks. Vitia also behaves like a young alcoholic. He has
the worst marks in the school and wrote nothing during the test. He wants to get
into a forestry academy, as there is a need of students there. He is also the one
under the threat of being called up to the Afghan war. Lialia is Pasha’s girlfriend
and had no problems with the test. She is the daughter of a librarian and lives
with her mother in a room in a communal flat. She reads Vladimir Nabokov's
Lolita in English and dreams about la dolce vita. Thus, all the teenagers seem
to be “normal” children and represent different strata of Soviet society.

The leader of the group is Volodia. He is a trickster, the driving spirit of the
incident. In the drama he calls himself a Shakespearean lago, expressing his
pleasure in the usage of power™ by referring to the character who caused the
death of Desdemona.” It is Volodia’s idea to attempt to rape Lialia in order
to reveal “the real face of life” (peanbHoe nuuo xu3Hu) to the idealistic Elena,
to open her eyes to reality, and to break her (00:41:40). Volodia is the person
who insists the students go through with things, and he does not allow his com-
panions to stop and leave the flat.

As the film is full of rock music, dance, wine, and sexuality, the group
resembles Bacchus and his company. This is especially noticeable in the mo-
ment Elena’s apartment is searched, when the teenagers have a breakdance
disco party (see Fig. 5) and we hear the songs “Topepo” [Torero] by Aria and
“Cuyactnusbii geHb” [Schastlivyi den’; A Happy Day] by Rodnik (00:57:12).
From the beginning of the movie, the students behave in a weird way — they

69 He is the son of an academician in the drama. Cf. Razumovskaia, “Dorogaia Elena Ser-
geevna”, 76.

70 Razumovskaia, “Dorogaia Elena Sergeevna”, 80, 81.

711 would like to thank Katarzyna Marciniak for this observation.
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speak mockingly to bystanders, pretend to practise aerobics with a group on
a street, undress and swim in the river. The young men wear rock clothes, sun-
glasses, and hairdos in the style of the 1980s. They have a tape recorder and
dance a lot.

Figure 5: Vitia dancing before the search, still from the film [Jopozas EneHa CepeeegHa [Dorogaia Elena
Sergeevna; Dear Miss Elena], 1988, dir. Eldar Riazanov. Courtesy of the Mosfilm studio.

The film starts with a loud, energetic rock theme heard from the record-
er - “Tonbko Tl 1 9” [Tolko ty i ia; Only You and Me] by Vladimir Kuzmin with
the refrain “Kto 661 Mor nogymats?” (Who would have thought?). In this film,
the authors do not use Western music, but Russian rock with songs of such
bands as Avia ("5 He ntobnto Tebs” [la ne liubliu tebia; | Don’t Love You]), Aria
(“Torero”), and Rodnik (“A Happy Day”). The lyrics are about love or its ab-
sence, happiness, fighting, and struggle. The music is much more energetic and
often aggressive than in the previous movie. Similarly to Scarecrow, rock music
is juxtaposed with older, calmer music. Elena listens to waltzes and poetic bards
(singer-songwriters). They dance a waltz to a ballad about a hussar (00:16:33).
Among the vinyl records in the flat, we see a disc of Bulat Okudzhava, popular
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in the culture of the Thaw. In this film again, rock music symbolizes unrestrained
forces that are evil by definition, and older music refers to high human values.
Yet, it should be observed that Elena listens with pleasure to the contemporary
music played by the teenagers.

As in Scarecrow, the director is present in the movie. Riazanov plays
a neighbour and the only witness, someone who is disturbed by noise and de-
mands silence. He knocks at the door of Elena at night and is the only possible
contact with the outside world. But he does not help Elena, nor does he grasp
what is going on — and thus he leaves the scene. He does not act as a coryphée
or even a proper witness to the tragedy.

However horrible it may look, the teenagers also have their ideals and
a code of honour. They perceive themselves as the future generation and think
about Russia, the fate of the intelligentsia, and differing value systems. The
film and the play show the problems of Soviet society during the perestroika
period, when it faced a plurality of views, and contradicting ideologies coexisted
in society. As Riazanov shows, it is the youth who were in the most difficult pos-
ition in this situation. Always rebellious and full of dreams, ideas, and energy,
young people could not agree to live the old way and to turn a blind eye to the
hypocrisy of the world. At the same time, they were often too audacious and
reckless, and crossed too many boundaries, thereby hurting their closest. In
this play, the teenagers represent Creon, who brings new laws, and Antigone
is the older generation.

Conclusions

Both films are defined as dramas, but refer exceedingly to tragedy. Scarecrow
refers to the scenography and chorus of Greek tragedy. Dear Miss Elena invokes
Bacchus and his company. Riazanov, similarly to Razumovskaia, leaves his view-
ers with an open ending. Elena closes herself in the bathroom and does not react
to the words of Lialia or Vitia. Her suicide is implied. Bykov also wanted to end
the film with a dark finale in the form of Lena’s death, but it was not possible
in a children’s production. However, even in this version the directors define their
works as tragedies leading to a catharsis.”?

72 These words were spoken by Zheleznikov at a screening of the film on 10 October 1983,
at the Mosfilm studio; see Bykov, la pobit, 296 (10 October 1983).
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Both films refer to Antigone, though they interpret the character in different
ways. The irresolvable conflict of the Greek tragedy is constituted here by the
new time and the new generation that bring an incomprehensible reality. The
children are “aliens” in the words of their teacher (Dear Miss Elena, 00:17:40).
Indeed, Vadim Mikhailin and Galina Belyaeva emphasize the typical representa-
tion of the young generation as “aliens” in the school cinema of the 1980s —
by means of their appearance, language, behaviour, and music.”® References
to classical mythology and classical culture may give more tools for understand-
ing and presenting the new reality, especially in the world of children and youth.

In my opinion, both films are crafted as mythical stories on their own terms.
The heroes have their own names, but these are common names. They have
their stories, but they are also quite typical. The things they are doing and the
decisions they are making are cruel and unbelievable, which helps us to main-
tain distance while watching them. They evoke emotions and require a personal
response, revising viewers’ own values and behaviour. They aim to achieve
catharsis or its likeliness. Perhaps, in order to pose such serious questions and
to hold a sincere conversation with children, it was necessary to make the stories
folkloric and mythical. Classical Antiquity became a filter distant enough to give
hope to adults that they can understand their children.

73 Mikhailin and Belyaeva, “Pokolenie inoplanetian”.
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The book is to be recommended for academics as well as graduate and post-
graduate students working on the reception of Classical Antiquity and its trans-
formations around the world.

Our Mythical Hope is the latest collection of articles by scholars participating in
an ongoing collaboration to ensure that the beauty and profundity of Classical
myth remain known, and (hopefully) remain part of our modern culture.
The size of this compendium, the sweep of subjects considered, the involve-
ment of leading experts from around the world, all testify to how important
and extensive this initiative has become over the last decade. The project’s con-
tinued commitment to engage all ages, especially the young, and to extend
its outreach beyond the Academy merely, makes it a leading model for how
research retains its relevance.

Classical Antiquity is a particularly important field in terms of “Hope studies” [...].
For centuries, the ancient tradition, and classical mythology in particular, has been
a common reference point for whole hosts of creators of culture, across many parts
of the world, and with the new media and globalization only increasing its impact.
Thus, in our research at this stage, we have decided to study how the authors
of literary and audiovisual texts for youth make use of the ancient myths to sup-
port their young protagonists (and readers or viewers) in crucial moments of their
existence, on their road into adulthood, and in those dark hours when it seems
that life is about to shatter and fade away. However, if Hope is summoned in time,
the crisis can be overcome and the protagonist grows stronger, with a powerful
uplifting message for the public. [...] Owing to this, we get a chance to remain true
to our ideas, to keep faith in our dreams, and, when the decisive moment comes,
to choose not hatred but love, not darkness but light.
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