
longed for but feared might not exist, I wanted to ma.tter--and 

I was afraid I did not matter. And that my family did not 

matter, nor my town, nor my sex, nor anything I had ever 

experienced, Memory provid'ed what neither good intentions nor 

ambition could, The divinity of my details, anyway, has to do 

with humility, as I suppose all details do - the humility that 

is strangely fearless and celebratory, the humility that delights 

in dancing around the small occasions, the minor feasts of its 

life--that sings about a nun with a vegetable name, that crows 

that its father played the violin, that it has been alive and 

kicking from the start. 
The poet Louise Bogan says of the strange, disjointed 

memories we each have that "such memories, compounded of be

wilderment and ignorance and fear" are ones "we must always keep 

in our hearts, We can never forget them because we cannot 

understand them, and because they are of no use," But this is 

where she and I part company--for they are of use, They provide 

us with our first--for some of us our only--opportunity to .place 

the self in the worJ.d, To acknowledge memory, the scruffy, 

disorderly details, the disjointed moments of a life, is to 

acknowledge both the private self and the huge world, It is 

also, as every liar and memorlst knows, to feel the exhilarating 

delight of an imagination doing what it was intended to do: 

filling in all the blank places, 

This material may not be duplicated or reprinted on any form 

except with the permission of the writer, 

USING FILM COMEDY IN TJ-Ui: CLASSROOM 

by David Robinson 

Most English teachers, at both secondary and college level, 

have used film in their classrooms. Generally, however, they 

employ it as "background" material to a perlod or piece (e.g., 

the .B:ncyclopedia Brittanica series) or present their students 

the "film version" of the novel/short story/play under examina

tion. In either case, they are not viewing the film as a 

piece of literature in itself. I have no quarrel with either 
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of these two standard approaches, particularly when it incor

porates material of the calibre of the BBC's Shakespeare Plays 

series; in such cases, the tape is clearly invaluable in estab
lishing the dramatic and physical environment which the student 

may not have envisioned from the text alone. Too often, how

ever, films simply afford the instructor a breathing space, and 

the students correctly anticipate these sessions as mental 

vacations, The problem intensifies if the film is comic, for 

the students' resistance to "taking comedy seriously" is deep

seated and constantly reinforced by what passes for comedy in 

the TV sitcoms. 

Having recognized these initial difficulties, an instructor 

should also realize that they constitute the flip side of film 

comedy's strength as a teaching device: it has an immediate 

appeal to its audience, many of whom absorb gigantic (if not 

healthful) doses of the genre every night and twice on weekends 

when they hit the local matinee. Working with film comedy in an 

environment where laughter is hardly the norm (except perhaps 

in the halls outside the classroom), one may be reminded of 

Freud's thesis about jokes, as here paraphrased by Martin 

Grotjahn in Beyond Laughter: "Laughter occurs when repressing 

energy is freed from its static function of keeping something 

forbidden under repression and away from consciousness,"1 

Obviously, students often view the classroom as repressive; on 

the other hand, teachers who appeal frequently to the sense of 

humor in an effort to get behind the blazed-eyed boredom con

fronting them may, in fact, have difficulty focusing the 

energy thus released. A little humor goes a long way, but a 

little more than a little can be much too much, The challenge 

of controlling and focusing energy and attention is especially 

persistent in teaching film comedy, but the teacher at least 

has the aid of the material, not its hindrance, in releasing 

that energy, 

This first pedagogical problem is closely related to a 

second one, already mentioned: getting the class to take the 

Notes 

1New York: McGraw-Hill, 1957, p, 255, 
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subject serlously, to view it as an art form worthy of lengthy 

consideration, (Indeed, many teachers have some cU,fficulty 

accepting film in general and comic films in particular as other 

than entertainment.) Initially, a film comedy may strike a 

student as beyond criticism, other than "I liked the film be

cause it was funny" or the equally deadly obverse, Yet many 

of the techniques used by writers of comedy are clearly visible 

in film and equally discussable, perhaps more so given the 

students' backgrounds, which are not usually rich in literary 

acquaintance but probably chock full of movie experience. 

Though I will here explore the subject in the context of a full

term college course exclusively devoted to film comedy, I have 

found the identical problems and advantages of the genre in 

working with a single comic film in a literature course. When 

I claim, therefore, that such films may be invaluable teaching 

devices, I'm confident that claim is in large part applicable 

to the course which uses only a few or even one film comedy in 

a term. Further, as my film comedy students are almost entirely 

non-English major~, I know that the use of such films is a way 

to r each those souls in the back of the English classroom whose 

literary background, critical acumen, and attitude toward 

textual analysis may be less than optimal--the ones who are 

often "at the movies" mentally already. 

It is helpful, at -the outset·of such a course or by way of 

introducing a single comic film, to define the genre, though 

doing so is somewhat like trying to define "snowflake" by a 

perfect example of the species. There are just too many vari

ations to establish with .certainty a norm, in the way that one 

can with "tragedy" or "epic," even allowing for the significant 

differences among various examples of those types. 

Stuart Kaminsky makes a praiseworthy attempt in American 

Film Genres. when he identifies two "dominant modes in addition 

to situation comedy", 

1) the mode of the individual or man-out-of-keeping with his 

culture, and 

2) the man.!§, woman mode, an "absurd depiction of the 
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confrontation between a man and a woman. "2 Gerald Mast, in his 

excellent work The Comig Mind, finds there are eight comic film 

plots, only one of which seems completely indigenous to the 

film.3 Mast also notes that most of these plot forms are shared 

by non-comic film or drama and concludes that what may be more 

useful is determining the "signs by which we recognize that we 

are in the presence of a comic work."4 Basing his discussion on 

Elder Olson's notion of comedy as imitating a "worthless" action, 

one that we do not take seriously, Mast goes on to establish six 

ways of discovering "comic climate": the film's begimiing, 

characters, subject matter, dialogue, self-consciousness, and 

use of various cinematic tools, such as sound, lighting, and 

editing.5 

Both Mast and Kaminsky are helpful, then, in broadly de

fining the subject matter of a course in film comedy or a single 

example of the type. But it lies outside the scope of their 

works to deal with how to teach that subject matter, the slip

pery problem facing the t eacher who must wrestle with this 

protean substance. Kaminsky points toward another problem when 

he notes the potential seriousness of the comic plot, finding 

it "ironic that a partial explanation for the laughter in the 

films may be that the only way many of us can deal with the 

subject is to remove ourselves from it by laughter."6 Anyone 

who has ever trled to teach comedy--in fiction, drama, or 

film--knows the corollary to Kaminsky's statement: it is 

difficult to treat comedy seriously, for it is a fragile crea

ture, which we may quite easily DD1rder when we dissect, 

Further, we have all had occasion to witness the unpredicta

bility of the comic presentation, what is hilarious to the 

Notes 

2New York: Dell Publishing Co,, 1977, p, 180 
3New York: Bobbs-Merrill, Inc., 1973, pp. 4-9, The only 

indigenous film comedy plot form, in Mast's opinion, is Mack 
Sennet's "rlffing," a simple stringing together of gags. 

'l-rbid., p, 9, Mast's book, now available in a second 
edition and in paperback, is extremely useful for background 
material, both historical and critical, for teachers at all 
levels. 

~bid,, pp. 9-12, 
v11.aminsky, p. 182. 
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sevsn o'clock audience ma.y be deadly by nine. (Some recent 

studies using recordings of Bill Cosby and Don Rickles even indi

cate that whether one is among friends or strangers may make a 

crucial difference in whether one laughts at comic material 

identical in both situations.?) 

Having discovered the evanescence of comedy in an earlier 

course on contemporary humorous fiction (a bomb), I was perhaps 

exceedingly wary when I first undertook to teach a relatively 

low-budget, nearly open-enrollment course in film comedy some 

years ago. My wariness increased when the course enrolled over 

one hundred students, many of whom, I properly assumed, would 

be there strictly for laughs. Even among the serious students 

there was some evidence of a feeling Maurice Charney mentions 

in his Comedy High and Low. Bemoaning the general lack of 

critical tools useful for discussing comedy, Charney concludes1 

"In fact, among our humanistic values comedy has a very low 

status indeed, and students feel a certain guilt about taking a 

course that isn't 'serious. •11 8 

Further, although the teacher can obviously presuppose a 

voluminous acquaintance with film and other mass media (I won't 

recite the usual disheartening statical comparisons of class

room time and TV time), he or she may be surprised to discover 

a general lack of sophistication about these media. There is 

some familiarity with basic film terms (shot, cut, camera 

angle), but the assumption that massive exposure to a subject 

leads to understanding is particularly shaky when the subject is 

film. Moreover, their more frequent and apparently parallel 

experience with TV may also be misleading, since it induces a 

passivity which, I believe, further reduces the student's 

readiness and ability to analyze films as well as written texts. 

Notes 
'7:Bayard Webster, "Why Some Audiences Guffaw, Others Don't, 

At Same Joke," Minneapolis Tribune, 8 October, 1978, p. 1E. 
Bcomety fil.gb ~ Low: An Introduction to ~ Experience 

of Comedy New York: Oxford University Press, 1978) , P• viii. 
The same attitude often characterizes the film community, as 
Woody Allen's producer pointed out when he accepted the Academy 
Award for Best Picture, one of the relatively few such awards 
to go to a comedy. 
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Television is useful as a source of familiar comedic example 

(particularly of situation comedy), and, to a lesser degree, of 

comic plot structure, especially of the comic misunderstanding 

or "comedy of errors" type. But the more solitary, discontin

uous, and distracted experience of TV viewing, the often-con

fusing editing of films not originally made for TV, and the more 

subtle tendency to discourage comic invention and originality in 

favor of predictability and safety--all make television viewing 

a faulty preparation for film study. 

Another assumption which may be made, in part because of 

the pervasiveness of television in the students' previous ex

perience, is that they are generally deficient in analytical 

ability. Every teacher of literature or composition has surely 

been frustrated over the students' initial inability to dis

cover the most fundamental poetic, dramatic, or rhetorical 

structures, Their lacking this basic critical approach is 

probably attributable to a number of all-too-familiar causes, 

among which, no doubt, is the failure of English teachers to 

instruct and train them in such analysis. This want, however, 

can be fulfilled, and they are remarkably good at discovering 

structural patterns (especially boy meets girl, boy loses girl, 

boy wins girl) in the film when they are obliged to look for 

such patterns. The carryover to other forms of literature is 

often evident, as well. 

A more complicated problem arises in the analysis of comic 

technique or, in Mast's terms, "climate," which involves 

greater attentiveness and discrimination. The first definition 

of comedy students usually supply is "whatever makes you laugh" 

or "what is funny;" The unfortunate corollary to this is often, 

"what I don't take seriously," an attitude which somewhat con

fuses tone and response with artistic aim and accomplishment 

and which prevents the attention demanded for critical percep

tion and analysis. Further, the extreme relativity of "what is 

funny" causes some dispute over what moments to analyze and 

even which films are worthy of analysis. In my own class, for 

instance, I spent an introductory lecture talking about the 

critical acceptance and praise of Jerry Lewis' films abroad and 
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the sharply contrasting attitudes of most domestic film 

crltics--and my own. Needless to say, Jerry Lewis' was one of 

the best received films in the syllabus; one of my own fa

vorites, which I saved as a treat for the final exam, was 

greeted with continual and dismaying silence, punctuated by my 

own embarrassed laughter. Charney insists that irony is at the 

very foundation of comedy9: perhaps this indicates why the 

teacher more attuned to Andrew Marvell and Ingmar Bergman may 
/ 

find Woody Allen's repartee more humorous than his chase scenes, 

while the students may well have absolutely opposite reactions. 

This lengthy recital of assumed difficulties may make the 

subject of film comedy appear unteachable; obviously, I have to 

consider that idea anathema. In fact, the close consideration 

of these assumptions leads directly to the structuring of the 

course, The most obvious pedagogical response is to begin by 

fulfilling the want of a basic film vocabulary, As terms are 

introduced, however, examples from familiar comic films can 

begin to establish the details of comic climatQ the students 

will be asked to look for later. Generalizing about lighting, 

for instance, one can indYate that comedy is generally brightly 

lit and ask the students to look for significant variations in 

their own viewing experiences, The father-son talk in Breaking 

Away o~ another scene in which the hero's pal is beaten up con

trasts neatly with the generally sunny mood of that popular 

comedy, The aim in laying this groundwork is to begin estab

lishing how film generates comedy in ways that only film can, 

while simultaneously discovering how comic effects are achieved 

in any narrative or dramatic form. In the Breaking Away ex--'. 

amples, the serious moments are in part a form of "relief" 

which sets off the brighter, humorous parts of the film. 

Coordinating the introduction of terminology with a 

loosely-historical approach also helps to isolate these funda

mental matters. Sennet's cross-cutting for the Keystone Kops 

chase scenes supplies an obvious example of tension and humor 

achieved by editing and a historical example of what will later 

become a more fully orchestrated comic clicht. (A brief 

Notes 
---V-Ibid., p. 10, '.34 

introduction to the more complicated montage theory might also 

be made here, but in general the course avoids theory for its 

own sake,) Consecutive screenings of Chaplin's The Gold Rush 

and Keaton's !he General, along with short films by both direc

tors, provide a neat comparison of comic technique and film 

style.to Both these classics also provide studies in the 

symmetry of film structure and in the most simple plot (boy 

meets-loses-gets girl) as it is influenced .by the outsider who 

overcomes and is eventually reconciled with his society type of 
plot. 

The semi-historical approach for the first part of the 

course delays consideration of verbal humor, but the delay helps 

to focus the students' attention first on the visual and 

structural elements of film. Verbal wit often diverts the 

neophyte film students' attention from analysis: in the first 

few weeks give them the opportunity to consider the "moving 

picture" by itself, They should find it easier to be aware of 

the complex mix of sound and visuals in the later films. A 

good transition is a Marx Brothers' film: Duck Soup, for 

instance, has humor broad enough to render sophisticated 

analysis unnecessary, yet it provides an excellent mix in 

Harpo' s pantomime , C hi,co' s verbal due ls with Groucho, and 

Groucho's wonderful physical and verbal dexterity, Duck Soup 

also, incidentally, provides an opening for extended discussion 
of parody, with which the film is rife, 

Following the Marx Brothers with a more verbally sophis

ticated film helps to assure that the students have an 

opportunity to understand the number of elements that go into 

producing a film comedy and to appreciate the seriousness and 

complexity of that apparently effortless creation, A number of 
Notes 

10For those on a small or non-existent film budget, the 
public library may have copies of these comic shorts, A help
ful guide to those looking for ways to fund films for the class
room . is Richard A. Maynard, The Celluloid Curriculum, fuur to 
~ ~in~ Classroom °[R;)chelle Park, N.J .1 Hayden Book 
Co., 1971), especially a section entitled "How to Fund a 
Celluloid Curriculum," pp. 210-213, 
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the film makers of the late 'Thirties and early 'Forties suggest 

themselves here: Frank Capra, Howard Hawks, Preston Sturges. 

A film by a director in what Mast calls "the dialogue tradition" 

(as distinct from "the clown tradition") alerts the students to 

a variety of verbal modes comedy uses. It may allow them to 

broaden their definitions of "what is funny" from the one-liners 

and rapid banter of the Marx Bro~hers to include the complicated 

set of ironies, tensions, and implications that generate the 

comedy in, say, a Hepburn-Tracy film, It also completes the 

base upon which the latter section of the course asks them to 

build as they establish and refine their own sets of critical 

approaches and biases. 

Following an exam designed to test their knowledge of 

basic film terminology, narrative structure, and the techniques 

by which film makers realize "comic climate," the course may 

touch upon a number of different types of film comedy, 

Naturally, this latter section will vary greatly from one of

fering and one instructor to the next, though I believe it 

should include some examples of films which are markedly flawed 

as comedies, for the same reason that some examples of: "bad" 

fiction or poetry are useful in literature courses. The attempt 

is to provide obvious occasions for the students to exercise 

critical judgment, which in part involves discovering where and 

why a film doesn't "work" and articulating why it fails. 

Viewing Woody Allen's Take the Money and fum, for instance, 

the class discovered where the neophyte director/author milked 

an initially effective comic idea too long, where the pacing 

and editing detracted from the comic atmosphere, and where 

Allen's penchant for parody unnecessarily obsecured his own 

comic originality. (By happy coincidence, this film was shown 

not long after Annie Hall won-its Oscars, giving the class a 

chance to reflect on how Allen had improved as a comic 

director.) Screenings of films by Jerry Lewis and Mel Brooks 

also offer numerous occasions for criticism, particularly in 

Lewis' awkward attempts to insert pathos and Brooks' tendency 

to beat a joke to death by attacking it with increasingly vi

olent energy. 
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One other type of contemporary film which is useful is the 

"black" comedy, a film which consciously darkens the comic 

lightness. Again, there are quite a number of possibilities 

here. I initially chose Sam Peckinpah's Ballad of Cable Hogue 

because it r epresents the somewhat-clumsy attempt of a dis

tinctly non-comic director to do comedy and because the inser

tion of sombre or violent sequences (e.g., two murders trapped 

in a snak9-pit) are unmistakable and reinforce the film's 

generally gloomy view of life, Ending with the hero's appar

ently accidental death, this film negates the typical comic 

structure Northrop Frye outlines; 11 instead of a new society 

crystallizing around the hero and being signalled by a festive 

ritual such as marriage, the hero is killed by the emblem of 

the "new" society (an automobile) and dies in what should have 

been his marriage bed. A much better-made and more unsettling 

example of the black comedy, Stanley Kubrick's Dr. Strangelove, 

has replaced Cable Hogue in my film course and proved suc-

cessful in other, nonfilm courses dealing with contemporary 

literature. As it does in literature, study of cinematic black 

humor helps to define the traditional comic structures more 

clearly by its departures from them. 

On the other hand, films such as these demand considerable 

sophistication on the part of the viewer, in terms of both 

film experience and general maturity. Individual instructors 

will have to consider carefully whether such films can be used 

outside of the film course context or with students who may not 

be intellectually or emotionally ready for them. The final 

shots in Dr. Strangelove, for instance, depict a nuclear 

holocaust, while the soundtrack has a woman sweetly singing 

"We'll Meet Again": a student unprepared for such irony may be 

confused, at best. The matter of judging and gradually 

increasing sophistication and critical awareness ;md, 

ultimately, evaluating that growth raises the same difficulties 

for the teacher of film comedy as for the teacher of written 

literature. Whether the instructor is teaching only one film 
Note 

11Anato111Y of Criticism: 
1969), P• 163. 

Four l!tssays (New York: Atheneum, 

3? 



or a full course, several instruments can help in that effort. 

At each screening session, a set of discussion questions 

can help-focus students' attention on specific matters of 

technique, structure, and theme, The attempt here is to begin 

getting them to "sit back," to detach themselves from the film 

and judge it more objectively. As the course progresses, some 

basic questions (e.g., on lighting, use of the body as object, 

satiric or parodic intent) are repeated, while others seek to 

have the students incorporate new material or concepts (such as 

the shift into dialogue comedy) and draw comparisons with the 

directors and comedians viewed earlier. (It is always pleasantly 

surprising how many of them express preference for the "classics," 

like the Chaplin and Keaton films,) These question sheets form 

the basis for a post-viewing discussion which should spend a 

fair amount of time siinply determining "what was funny" but then 

getting the class to analyze why it was. Where possible, the 

class may go back through a single sequence to see how its 

humor is generated, sustained, and concluded, The wonderful 

sequence in Keaton's The General where Buster wrestles with an 

intractable, seemingly malevolent cannon, finally firing it with 

unexpected success, is a fine example of both comic tension and 

expert use of the medium, particularly the long shot. The 

student can see quickly how the properties and possibilities of 

film can be combined to create a unique form of comedy. 

Finally, the discussion sheets form a "text" for the final 

examination, which tests them on specific films viewed earlier 

~ asks them to apply their critical skills to a film viewed 

on the night of the final. Again, the teacher using only one 

film or several will need to devise discussion sheets which 

clearly link the films to the specific literary texts or the 

general subject under discussion. Questions involving plot, 

character, and theme probably will be easier for the student to 

cope with successfully, those involving literary and filmic 

technique somewhat less so. 

Another evaluating instrument, one which involves more 

original analysis and compositional skill, is the film review, 

preferably of a comedy seen outside of class and optimally in a 
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theater rather than on TV. (Students who raise objections about 

time, money, or taste should be encouraged at least to watch a 

film not originally made for TV.) In the film comedy course, 

the students are not given the assignment until after the midterm, 

so they should have some acquaintance with basic terminology and 

concepts before individual viewing. Examples of short reviews 

by professional , reviewers, the teacher, or, best, other students 

should also be analyzed in class through use of handouts or the 

overhead projector, and if possible a set of guidelines laid 

out for the review beforehand. These should stress the need for 

them not to become immersed in the film and should state 

explicitly the desirability of their seeing the film more than 

once before beginning to write , At its best, the rBview assign

ment is enjoyable and instructive about a mode of writing with 

which they nay well be familiar but whose peculiar dr3 mands are 

probably foreign to them. Again, the easy assumption of knowl

edge by dint of exposure is dangerous: it may w~ll make the 

assignment a disaster for writer and reader alike , both 

becoming sadly aware of the distanc.~ between expectation and 

achievement, 

That teaching film comedy inside the English curriculum-

as oppos:~d to a film studies program--presents certain challenges 

is patent. The instructor with little or no formal training in 

or experience of teaching film or one with doubts about the 

applicability of comic films may have substantial initial mis

givings, and the students' expectations abrut and preparation 

for analysis of such films may be poor, Yet, in my own 

experience (which has included all of these problems and 'more), 

the work in this medium has been enjoyable, stimulating, and 

helpful to my teaching in other, more traditional forms. The 

course has also proved attractive to students of a wide variety 

of interests and age , even after they discover that it entails 

considerably more reading, writing, and critical thinking than 

they had expected, Teachers of required English courses may 

well discover that film comedy awakens interest among students 

for whom the standard syllabus bears little attraction. 

Film comedy has a long and complex history, beginning 
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almost with the inception of the movies as commercial ventures 
near the beginning of this century. In its course, that 
history reflects the shifting social attitudes and mores of 

modern life, as well as illustrating the development of film's 
techniques and possibilities as an art form. Film, for better 
or worse, has become perhaps the dominant narrative genre, the 

literature with which our students are increasingly filling 

their leisure time.12 Teachers of literature have always made 
use of the material at hand to sh.'!Xpen and enlarge their stu
dents' imaginative and critical powers. That film comedy 

represents a departure from the traditional material of English 

courses should not deter teachers from according it the same 

respect and pedagogical care they have given to, for instance , 
the novel, itself a relative newcomer to literary curricula. 

Those students and teachers who take their film and their 

comedy so.riously will discover the study of film comedy pays the 

same rewards as appreciative analysis of any literature. 

!i_otP-
12Charney, p. 175, suggests that "comedy has always been 

the dominant dramatic form." 
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variety of pedagogical uses for classification exercises. 
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