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Film 160 / Film Genres 

Breaking Down  
Film Comedy 

Spring Quarter, 2008, U. C. Santa Cruz 
T /  TH, 1:30 Ð 3:30 p.m., Studio ÔCÕ 

 
Instructor: Drew Todd, Ph.D. 
Office and ph: Communications 107, 459-1354 
Office hours: T /  TH, 12:15 Ð 1:15 p.m. 
Email: dtoddles@gmail.com 
T.A.: Mike Holohan (mholohan@ucsc.edu) 

REQUIRED TEXTS 

1. Hollywood Comedians: The Film Reader. Ed. Frank Krutnik. London and 
NewYork: Routledge, 2003. (HC) 

2. Course reader (CR) 
3. All class screenings 

RECOMMENDED READING: 1. Sigmund Freud, The Joke and its Relation to the 
Unconscious; and 2. Comedy/ Cinema/ Theory, ed. Andrew Horton. (Both are on reserve 
for this class at McHenry Library.) 

COURSE OVERVIEW 

As the course title and topic suggest, the focus of this class is film comedy in a generic 
sense. For instance, we will look at classic comedy genres such as screwball, commedia 
all’italiana, and stand-up. Yet, as important, we will examine multiple modes of comedy, 
including satire, parody, burlesque, farce, and physical comedy. Each informs us about 
the history of comedy, as well as its structure and use value in the contexts of 
entertainment/art and society/nation. 

Along the way, we will consider comedy in relation to cinematic technique and theory. 
How is comedy achieved cinematically (and in ways that may or may not transfer to 
other mediums)? What makes us laugh and why and how? What roles do culture and 
history (not to mention individual personality) play in determining whether a cinematic 
text is funny and for whom?  

Ideally we will laugh a lot during this quarter, but our ultimate goal is to interrogate the 
structures, techniques, and functions of comedy, generically (and thus in a structuralist 
sense), cinematically, and culturally. Indeed the movies we will screen were chosen 
with this in mind, rather than to provide a survey of the “best comedies ever made.” 
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Note on personal technology: Before enter ing the classroom, please turn off all cell 
phones, pagers, iPods, video games, and any other  noise- and light-emitting devices Ñ  
with the exception of personal computers. I f you are using a computer  in class, 
however , you may only use it for  note-taking and you must turn it off dur ing the 
screenings. 

ATTENDANCE / PARTICIPATION 

Because this course relies heavily on in-class discussions, lectures, and, equally important, 
screenings, it is critical that you make a commitment to attending regularly. Excessive 
absences will adversely affect the attendance/participation portion of your overall grade.  

Participation is nearly as important as attendance. I expect everyone to speak in class 
throughout the quarter. Taking part in class discussions will not only raise your grade but 
also stimulate dialogues and discoveries for the class to share. There are few “right” or 
“wrong” answers to most of the questions we will tackle throughout the course, so please 
do not be embarrassed to share your opinions and/or to ask for clarification in response to 
discussions, screenings, and/or readings. 

ASSIGNMENTS and RESOURCES 

There are a total of four graded assignments in this course: two writing assignments (one 
short essay and one term paper) and two exams (midterm and final exam). Prompts and 
guideline sheets will detail each writing assignment in advance. 
 
Grading Breakdown: 

 Papers                                 45% 
          Short essay (2-3 pp.) 10% 
  Term paper (7-9 pp.) 35% 

 Exams 45% 
  Midterm 20% 
  Final 25% 

 Attendance/Participation         10% 
 
 

•*•*•*•*•*•*•*•*•*•*• 

 

COURSE SCHEDULE 
 
week one 

 

T APR 01 Course introduction 
 

Introduction to the Subject of Comedy / “Silent” Comedy 
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TH APR 03 Buster Keaton 
Reading: HC: 1-20 / /  CR: Knox 
Screening: 1) THE BLACKSMITH (Buster Keaton, 1922, U.S., 21 min.) 

2) THE GENERAL (Keaton, 1927, U.S., 75 min.) 
 
week two 

 

T APR 08 Discussion and analysis 
Reading: HC: 43-53 / /  CR: Trahair; Carroll 
 
TH APR 10 ChaplinÕs homage to the silent era 
Reading: HC: 56-71 / /  CR: Agee 
Screening: 1) THE PAWNSHOP (Chaplin, 1917, U.S., 20 min.) 

2) MODERN TIMES (Charles Chaplin, 1936, U.S., 87 min.) 
 
week three 

 

T APR 15 Discussion and analysis 
Reading: HC: 79-86 / /  CR: Stott 
  
TH APR 17 Jacques Tati, or the French Chaplin-Keaton 
Reading: CR: Simon 
Screening: LES VACANCES DE MONSIEUR HULOT ¥ MR. HULOTÕS HOLIDAY 

(Jacques Tati, 1953, France, 114 min.) 
 
week four 

 

T APR 22 Discussion and analysis 
Reading: CR: Kirihara; Schein 
 

“Talkie” Comedy 

TH APR 24 The ÔLubitsch Touch,Õ (Oscar) Wildean humor, farce, and the roots of 
screwball comedy 

Reading: CR: Beach (17-23); Gehring 
Screening: TROUBLE IN PARADISE (Ernst Lubitsch, 1932, U.S., 82 min.) 
 
week five 

 

T APR 30 Discussion and analysis  
Reading: CR: Todd 
 
TH MAY 01 The Marx Brothers: Vaudeville, political and musical parody, and 

anarchical comedy 
Reading: HC: 21-41, 91-121 / /  CR: Beach (23-46) 
Screening: DUCK SOUP (Leo McCarey, 1933, U.S., 68 min.) 
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week six 
 

T MAY 06 TV comedy, part I : I  Love Lucy, situation comedy, and perfecting the TV 
show shoot 

Reading: CR: Groch / /  HC: 123-143 
Screening: I  LOVE LUCY: ÒThe DietÓ (Lucille Ball/ Desi Arnaz, 1951, season 1, episode 

3, U.S., 20+ min.) 
Exam: MIDTERM (last hour of class) 
 

‘Black’ Comedy 

TH MAY 08 Post-I talian Neorealism comedy (at last): social satire, the grotesque 
comedy, commedia allÕitaliana, and traces of commedia dellÕar te 

Reading: CR: King / /  www: http:/ / www.criterion.com/ asp/ release.asp?id= 
350&eid=493&section=essay (read only the first page) 

Screening: SEDOTTA E ABBANDONATA (Pietro Germi, 1964, I taly, 115 min.) 
 
week seven 

 

T MAY 13 Discussion and analysis /  TV comedy, part I I : Alfred Hitchcock Presents 
Reading: www: 1. http:/ / www.criterion.com/ asp/ release.asp?id=350&eid=493 

&section=essay (read the last two pages); 2. http:/ / davidlavery. 
net/ Grotesque/ Major_Artists_Theorists/ theorists/ thomson/ thomson3.
html // CR: Phillips 

Screening: ALFRED HITCHCOCK PRESENTS: ÒLamb to the SlaughterÓ (Alfred 
Hitchcock, 1958, season 3, episode 28, U.S., 20+ min.) 

 
 
TH MAY 15 Richard Pryor and stand-up comedy 
Reading: HC: 167-186 / /  CR: Mintz 
Screening: RICHARD PRYOR LIVE IN CONCERT (Jeff Margolis, 1979, U.S., 78 

min.) 
 
week eight 

 

Recent Developments in Movie Comedy 

T MAY 20 Absurdism, spoof, and parody 
Reading: CR: Harries (22-39) 
Screening: AIRPLANE! (Jim Abrahams /  David Zucker, 1980, U.S., 88 min.) 
 
TH MAY 22  Discussion and analysis /  Documentary as comedy 
Reading: CR: Harries (43-54); Middleton (55-60) 
Screening: Begin: AMERICAN MOVIE (Chris Smith, 1999, U.S., 104 min.) 
 
week nine 

 

T MAY 27 Discussion and analysis 
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Reading: CR: Middleton (61-66) 
Screening: Finish: AMERICAN MOVIE 
 
TH MAY 29 Post-9/ 11 political satire: terrorism, marionettes, and hot sex 
Screening: TEAM AMERICA: WORLD POLICE (Trey Parker, 2004, U.S., 98 min.) 
 
week ten 

 

T JUN 03 Discussion and analysis /  Final screening, to be chosen by class 
Screening: Begin:        
 
TH JUN 05 Discussion and analysis /  Wrap up 
Screening: Finish:        
 

FINAL PAPER DUE:  Friday, June 06, 4 p.m. (FDM department office) 

FINAL EXAM:  Thursday, June 12, 7:30-10:30 p.m. (our room) 

FINAL EXAM NOTE:  By enrolling in this class, you are responsible for being  
     present at this final exam; make-ups will not be offered. 


