Burnt by the Sun

Russia and France, 1994

Directed by Nikita Mikhalkov

Questions for class discussion, week of January 19. 

Keep these questions in mind as you watch the film; feel free to jot down notes as it goes along. Our discussions in class next Wednesday and Friday will use these questions as a springboard.

1. What do we learn about Mitya’s character from the film’s opening scene in Moscow?

2. The director carefully manipulates what the viewer knows and when. How is this done?

3. Why is Nadia important to this story?

4. Decode the film’s imagery and symbolism (e.g., fireballs, dirigibles/blimps/balloons, gas masks, black Marias s, distant thunder). Can you think of any other important imagery?

5. What is the meaning/function of the film’s subplot, involving the furniture delivery man who has lost his way?

6. Pay attention to the contrast between the film’s dominant bourgeois idyll, which is reminiscent of the nineteenth century, and the interludes/interjections of Communist culture. Why do you think the film is structured this way?

7. Pay attention to the intersection of the personal and the political in this film. How are motifs of betrayal, loyalty, and opportunism intertwined in the plot?

8. Consider Kotov as a hero. Do you think he is heroic? What makes him heroic, and what detracts from his heroism? Is it surprising that a Communist so close to Stalin would be presented so positively in a contemporary Russian film?

9. At what moment does Kotov realize the truth of what’s in store for him?

10. When all is said and done, do you think Kotov or Mitya bears more blame, is more morally culpable for what happens at the end of the film?

