FINAL EXAM: MEDST 342: (GENRE: Holocaust Film(     FALL 2007                 

                                 Prof. Stuart Liebman
Essay Question--  Take Home (Counts 30% of your final exam grade.)

Few films about the Holocaust have been as warmly received as the Oscar-winner from Italy, Life Is Beautiful (1997) by Roberto Benigni (who also won the award for ABest Actor@). It tells the story of a very assimilated Jewish man and his efforts to protect his son after they are sent to a concentration camp. One hallmark of the film is its humor: comic elements abound, not only during the first half of the film, but also during the second part set in the camp. Some have found this inappropriate. Critics of the film have also noted that the story is impossible--children were killed upon entry into a camp and could not be hidden; those who were kept were subjected to medical experiments, etc. And these are only a few of its alleged historical inaccuracies. 

Benigni has responded by saying that his critics are looking at his film incorrectly, that he was only creating a "fable" of a father's love and sacrifices for his son in extreme circumstances. Other critics, moreover, believe that the humor is not at all inappropriate for a variety of reasons.

This controversy surrounding the film has raised all sorts of general questions: Is the Holocaust appropriately treated with comic forms? Do historical inaccuracies necessarily lead to trivialization of arguably the most horrible event of the twentieth century? Is Benigni being naive or--more troublingly--opportunistic by setting his "fable" in the most extreme circumstances human beings have ever encountered?

Please write an essay of approximately 7-10 pages responding to these questions. You should try to make any and all relevant comparisons derived from your readings and screenings this semester. You are to range through the materials as freely as you wish. There are lots of "angles" here: the theme of childhood in the work of Elie Wiesel as well as representations of children in several movies; the grim mood of most works of Holocaust cinema, etc. (One obvious hint: which author(s), including one of Benigni's countrymen, did you read this term who have illuminated what the experience of the camps was like?) I am very interested in your opinions about the quality and value of Life Is Beautiful. If you believe it represents an inappropriate response, please speculate on why it nevertheless has proved to be so popular.

REMEMBER: YOU DO NOT HAVE AN OPPORTUNITY TO REWRITE THIS EXAM.

THEREFORE: 

1) OUTLINE CAREFULLY; 2) AVOID ALL OBVIOUS WRITING ERRORS(AVOID SENTENCE FRAGMENTS, JARGON, ETC.; 3) READ YOUR TEXT SLOWLY, OUT LOUD; 4) PROOFREAD FOR FORMATTING, SMALL ERRORS, ETC. AND SPELL-CHECK YOUR TEXT BEFORE HANDING IT IN. Good Luck!
ALL EXAMS ARE DUE ON THURSDAY, DECEMBER 20, 

BY NOON, IN G-100 OR MY OFFICE.

