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Sergei Parajanov (1924–90) flouted the rules of both filmmaking and society in the Soviet Union
and paid a heavy personal price. An ethnic Armenian in the multicultural atmosphere of Tbilisi,
Georgia, he was one of the most innovative directors of postwar Soviet cinema. Parajanov
succeeded in creating a small but marvelous body of work whose style embraces such diverse
influences as folk art, medieval miniature painting, early cinema, Russian and European art
films, surrealism, and Armenian, Georgian, and Ukrainian cultural motifs.The Cinema of Sergei
Parajanov is the first English-language book on the director's films and the most comprehensive
study of his work. James Steffen provides a detailed overview of Parajanov's artistic career: his
identity as an Armenian in Georgia and its impact on his aesthetics; his early films in Ukraine; his
international breakthrough in 1964 with Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors; his challenging 1969
masterpiece, The Color of Pomegranates, which was reedited against his wishes; his unrealized
projects in the 1970s; and his eventual return to international prominence in the mid-to-late
1980s with The Legend of the Surami Fortress and Ashik-Kerib. Steffen also provides a rare,
behind-the-scenes view of the Soviet film censorship process and tells the dramatic story of
Parajanov's conflicts with the authorities, culminating in his 1973–77 arrest and imprisonment on
charges related to homosexuality.Ultimately, the figure of Parajanov offers a fascinating case
study in the complicated dynamics of power, nationality, politics, ethnicity, sexuality, and culture
in the republics of the former Soviet Union.

"In the temple of cinema, there are images, light, and reality. Sergei Parajanov was the master of
that temple."―Jean-Luc Godard"Steffen has managed to capture Parajanov's unique style in a
language that is simple and elucidating, making you want to watch his films again and
again."―Birgit Beumers, editor of Studies in Russian and Soviet Cinema"A sweeping survey of
the entire oeuvre of a great film auteur and a tour de force of scholarly research."―Elizabeth
Papazian, University of Maryland"An . . . enthralling and desperately overdue book." ―Sight &
Sound Magazine“A masterful new study. . . . A godsend for people teaching or studying film, as
well as those who have come away from watching Parajanov inspired and intrigued, but also
overwhelmed by the wealth of elements in his films seemingly never to be fully understood or
contextualised. As a result of this meticulous study, his films can now be discussed with
sufficient contextual knowledge.”—Senses of Cinema“The Cinema of Sergei Parajanov not only
includes a biographical account of the famous filmmaker and a narrative and stylistic analysis of
his films, but also offers a well-researched, multilayered study of the social, cultural, and
ideological context in which Parajanov was making his films and the factors that shaped the
director’s style and identity as a filmmaker. . . . Culture and film historians and scholars in the
field of Russian, East European, and Central Asian Studies will find Steffen’s book especially



useful in their own teaching and research on auteur cinema, the relationships between the state
and cultural producers (especially in totalitarian societies), and the role of the national aspect in
culture.”—Slavic and East European Journal“No Soviet-era film career presents greater
intellectual challenges to western film scholars and cinephiles. . . . Steffen admirably succeeds in
guiding the reader a long way down the road [in this] well-researched chronological account of
Paradianov’s life and career.”—Slavic Review --This text refers to the paperback edition.From the
PublisherWisconsin Film StudiesPatrick McGilligan, Series EditorA Mellon Slavic Studies
Initiative BookThis book is part of an initiative for publishing first books by scholars in the fields
of Russian, East European, and Central Asian Studies, supported by the Andrew W. Mellon
Foundation.--This text refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorJames Steffen is film and
media studies librarian at Emory University in Atlanta and a historian of Soviet and post-Soviet
cinema. For more information, visit www.jamesmsteffen.net. --This text refers to the paperback
edition.Read more
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Parajanov performs his own imprisonment for the camera. Tbilisi, October 15, 1984. Courtesy of
Yuri Mechitov.
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Note on TransliterationThe subject of this book poses special challenges for transliteration
because it encompasses multiple languages and alphabets—primarily Russian, Ukrainian,
Georgian, and Armenian. There is no easy solution to the problems that result, nor is it even
feasible to achieve complete internal consistency. With this caveat in mind, the primary goal is to
make the main body of the text accessible to a general readership.In most cases, film titles are
given in Russian and the names of film industry figures are transliterated according to Russian-
based spellings. This is because the book looks at Sergei Parajanov’s life and filmmaking
primarily within a Soviet context and was conceived as a contribution to scholarship on Soviet
cinema. It acknowledges the practical reality that Russian was the lingua franca of the former
Soviet Union as a whole, and that much of the existing literature about Soviet cinema is in the
Russian language. Thus, for example, I generally use the Russian-based “Nikolai” instead of the
Ukrainian-based “Mykola” and likewise “Alexander” instead of “Oleksandr” when referring to
individuals from Ukraine.Parajanov’s given name could be rendered variously as “Sergei,”
“Serhii,” or “Sergo” depending on whether one is working with Russian-, Ukrainian-, or Georgian-
language sources. I have opted for the Russian-based Sergei, because that was his official
name within the Soviet state. For his surname I have chosen “Parajanov” rather than the older,
French-based “Paradjanov” or the Russian-based “Paradzhanov.” The single “j” represents the
emerging standard spelling in English, is the preferred spelling of the Sergei Parajanov Museum
in Yerevan, and corresponds to the hard “j” consonant used with his name in both Armenian and
Georgian.Exceptions inevitably remain. I have spelled some Russian names to match their
English counterparts (e.g., Alexander instead of Aleksandr and Maria instead of Mariia). For
readability, I have chosen not to include soft signs or hard signs, a distinctive feature of Russian
and Ukrainian grammar, in proper names. In some cases I have retained spellings that are
already commonly used in the West, such as Illienko (versus Il’enko). Slavic surnames that end
with -ii or -yi are rendered simply with a -y, such as Tarkovsky. Given names are usually rendered
with an -i at the end, such as Grigori. Names that begin with the letters “iu,” “ia,” or the voiced “e”
are rendered with “y”: thus Yuri instead of Iurii and Yevgeni instead of Evgenii. The endings of
Armenian names are commonly transliterated as either “-ian” or “-yan.” In most cases I use “-ian”
unless the standard spelling for an individual’s name in English dictates otherwise. For Armenian
names that begin with “h,” a sound that does not exist in Russian, I have preserved the initial “h”
to ensure correct pronunciation; thus I have opted for “Hairian” instead of “Airian.” I have also
avoided Russifying the names of established literary figures such as Mykhailo Kotsiubynsky and
Mykola Bazhan when they are already known by Ukrainian-based spellings in the West.In the
scholarly apparatus and in film titles I adhere to simplified Library of Congress transliteration
rules in order to make it easier for researchers to locate the works cited.

ChronologyIn addition to my own research, sources for this chronology include: Karen Kalantar,
Ocherki o Paradzhanove (Yerevan: Izd-vo Gitutiun NAN RA, 1998); “Khronika zhizni i tvorchestva
Sergeia Paradzhanova (Sargisa Paradzhaniantsa),” in Sergei Paradzhanov and Zaven Sarkisian,



Kaleidoskop Paradzhanova (Yerevan: Muzei Sergeia Paradzhanova, 2008), 9–17; and “Khronika
zhizni i tvorchestva,” in Sergei Paradzhanov: Kollazh na fone avtoportreta, ed. Kora Tsereteli, 2nd
ed. (Nizhnii Novgorod: Dekom, 2008), 17–21.1890: Birth of Sergei Parajanov’s father Iosif
(Hovsep).1894: Birth of mother Siran Bezhanova.1917: Iosif and Siran married.1922: Birth of
sister Anna.1923: Birth of sister Ruzanna.January 9, 1924: Birth of Sergei Iosifovich
Parajanov.1932–1942: Studied in Tbilisi Russian Middle School No. 42.1941–1943: Worked in
the toy factory “Soviet Toy” in Tbilisi during the war.1942: Enrolled in the Tbilisi Institute of
Railway Transport. Left the Institute that winter.1943–1945: Studied in the Voice Department at
the Tbilisi Conservatory and performed in a concert troupe serving military hospitals. Also
studied violin and dance.1945: Applied and was admitted to the VGIK (All-Union State Institute
of Cinematography), in the directing workshop of Igor Savchenko.1947: Worked as an assistant
on The Third Strike (dir. Igor Savchenko).Summer 1948: Arrested in Tbilisi on charges of
homosexuality in the Nikolai Mikava scandal, spent several months in jail.1950: Worked as an
assistant on Taras Shevchenko (dir. Igor Savchenko). The film was finished by Savchenko’s
students after he passed away. Alexander Dovzhenko took over the workshop at the
VGIK.January 1951: Married first wife, Nigyar Seraeva, in Moscow. She was killed on February
13, 1951. Parajanov subsequently shot diploma film, A Moldovan Fairy Tale, on location in
Moldova.June 28, 1952: Graduated from the VGIK. Sent to work at the Kyiv Film Studio as a
director.1952: Worked as an assistant on Maximka (dir. Vladimir Braun).May 1955: First feature
film Andriesh (co-directed by Yakov Bazelian) released.November 1955: Married Svetlana
Shcherbatiuk.November 10, 1958: Birth of son Suren.1958–1960: Shot the documentary shorts
Natalia Uzhvy, Dumka, and Golden Hands.July 1959: The Top Guy released.September 1961:
Ukrainian Rhapsody released.1962: Death of father, Iosif.March 1962: Divorce from Svetlana
Shcherbatiuk.September 1962: The Flower on the Stone released.Winter 1964–1965: Wrote the
initial literary scenario for Kyiv Frescoes. Project launched by the Dovzhenko Film Studio in
spring 1965.September 4, 1965: Political protest accompanied the Kyiv premiere screening of
Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors.October 1965: Shot the screen tests for Kyiv Frescoes.Spring
1966: Kyiv Frescoes shut down by the authorities.April 1966: Vahagn Mkrtchian, director of
Armenfilm Studio, invited Parajanov to shoot Sayat-Nova (later retitled The Color of
Pomegranates) in Armenia.1967: Preparatory work on The Color of Pomegranates. Work begun
on the autobiographical script Confession. Shot the documentary film Hakob
Hovnatanyan.1968: Wrote the script Ara the Fair.1969: Wrote the script The Slumbering Palace.
Completed the script Confession.October 1969: The Color of Pomegranates released in
Yerevan.August 1970: The Color of Pomegranates released in Moscow in the version reedited
by Sergei Yutkevich.1971: Wrote the script The Demon.Spring 1971–Spring 1972: Worked on
the production Intermezzo (Dovzhenko Film Studio) until its cancellation.December 1, 1971:
Speech in Minsk.1972: Wrote the script The Golden Edge.December 1972–March 1973:
Worked on the production Inga (alternate title When a Person Smiled ), then was removed as
director.1973: Wrote the script for A Miracle in Odense in collaboration with Viktor Shklovsky.



The film was launched into preproduction by Armenfilm in December 1973.November 1973: Left
Tbilisi for Kyiv because his son was gravely ill with typhus.December 17, 1973: Arrest in
Kyiv.April 23–25, 1974: Trial and conviction.July 1974–April 1975: Imprisonment in “severe
regime” camp Gubnik (Vinnytsia Oblast, Ukraine).February 1975: Death of mother, Siran.April
1975–August 1976: Imprisonment in Strizhavka camp (Vinnytsia oblast).August 1976–
December 1977: Imprisonment in Perevalsk camp (Voroshilovgrad oblast).December 30, 1977:
Released from prison, returned to Tbilisi.1978: Wrote letter to the authorities in Armenia
requesting to film adaptations of Ara the Fair and David of Sasun.August 4, 1978: Lilya Brik
passed away. Parajanov attended her funeral in Moscow.January 1980: Interview with the
French reporter H. Anassian, published in the January 27 issue of Le Monde.October 31, 1981:
Attended the Artistic Council discussion of the play Vladimir Vysotsky at the Taganka Theatre in
Moscow.February 11, 1982: Arrest at apartment in Tbilisi, pretrial confinement at Ortachala
prison.September 22–October 5, 1982: Trial on bribery charges in Tbilisi. Freed with a
suspended sentence on October 5.November 1982: Invitation to direct The Legend of the
Surami Fortress.October 1983–February 1984: Shot The Legend of the Surami Fortress.January
15, 1985: Opening of the first exhibition of Parajanov’s artworks, in the lobby of the Union of
Cinematographers of Georgia.Spring 1985: Shot Arabesques on the Theme of Pirosmani.July
1985: The Legend of the Surami Fortress shown out of competition at the Moscow Film
Festival.January 1986: The Legend of the Surami Fortress released in Tbilisi.Summer 1986:
Wrote the script The Passion of Shushanik. The project was cancelled in 1987 due to political
controversy.Summer 1987: Wrote the script The Treasures at Mount Ararat.August 1987:
Shooting of The Demon delayed; the film ultimately was never shot.Fall 1987–February 1988:
Shot Ashik-Kerib.January 15, 1988: Opening day of the exhibition of Parajanov’s artworks at the
Museum of Folk Art in Yerevan.February 1988: First trip outside the Soviet Union, to the
Rotterdam Film Festival. Received the prize “Twenty Directors of the Future” and screened
Arabesques on the Theme of Pirosmani.April 1988: Plans approved for the creation of a home-
museum for Parajanov in Yerevan. That same year Parajanov also received a state prize from the
Armenian SSR for The Color of Pomegranates and Hakob Hovnatanyan.June 1988: Attended
the Munich Film Festival for the festival premiere screening of Ashik-Kerib and the first
retrospective of his films.September 1988: Attended the Venice Film Festival and later the New
York Film Festival.November 1988: Attended the retrospective of his films in Paris.December 7,
1988: Earthquake in Armenia. Construction of the museum was delayed.January 1989: Wrote
brief prose treatment for an adaptation of The Song of Igor’s Campaign.February 1989: Attended
the screening of Ashik-Kerib at the Fantasporto Film Festival (Porto).April 1989: Attended the
screening of Ashik-Kerib at the Istanbul International Film Festival. Received Special Jury Prize
“for his contribution to contemporary art.”April 1989: Began shooting film Confession at family
home in Tbilisi. The production was shut down due to illness, later diagnosed as lung
cancer.July 1989: Operation on lungs in Moscow; returned to Tbilisi.December 1989–July 1990:
Exhibit of new works at the Museum of Folk Art in Yerevan.February 27, 1990: Named People’s



Artist of the Ukrainian SSR.March 15, 1990: Traveled to Yerevan for medical care due to
declining health.May 20, 1990: Sent by plane to Paris for urgent medical treatment.June 19,
1990: Named the People’s Artist of the Armenian SSR.July 1990: Returned to Yerevan.Night of
July 20–21, 1990: Passed away at the Yerevan hospital.July 25, 1990: Funeral and burial in the
Pantheon in Yerevan.December 1990: Received four posthumous “Nika” awards for Ashik-Kerib
in Moscow.1991: Posthumously awarded the Taras Shevchenko Prize (Ukraine) for Shadows of
Forgotten Ancestors.July 27, 1991: Sergei Parajanov Museum opens in Yerevan.1993: Memorial
plaque by Nikolai Rapai placed at the entrance to the apartment building where he lived in
Kyiv.1996: Ashik-Kerib received its first commercial release in Armenia.June 1997: Memorial
statue unveiled at the Dovzhenko Film Studio. The presidents of Armenia and Ukraine
attended.November 6, 2004: Memorial statue by sculptor Vazha Mekaberidze unveiled in Tbilisi.

        The Cinema of Sergei Parajanov

IntroductionFew film directors ever manage to create a single image that is truly unlike anything
you have seen before. In that respect, Sergei Parajanov’s films seem almost reckless in their
generosity. We watch a tree falling on the man who has felled it—from the point of view of the
tree. An androgynous robed figure pours a vat of wine over the chest of a dying poet. Wives in a
fairy-tale sultan’s harem fire toy automatic rifles into the air. Meticulously composed tableaux
resembling medieval miniature paintings hide obscene visual puns that would make Luis Buñuel
envious. We are treated to pageants of richly decorated folk art and an imaginary Orient where
llamas and ostriches are as likely to appear as a camel, but we also hear the laments of peoples
who have suffered for centuries under one empire after another.Today one can spot the
influence of Parajanov among directors from the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, in
Iranian cinema, and even in music videos. After seeing The Color of Pomegranates (Tsvet
granata, Armenfilm 1969), Jean-Luc Godard stated in an interview: “I think you have to live at
least fifteen miles away and feel the need to walk there on foot to see it. If you feel that need and
give it that faith, the film can give you everything you could wish. It is a film, by the way, which
has given me a lot of faith in myself, since it confirmed some ideas I had about film technique.”1
Godard’s comments speak not only to the admitted effort required to approach that film, but also
to its underlying spiritual dimension and the often difficult circumstances that both the director
and his films faced during much of his lifetime under the Soviet system. As the first English-
language book about Parajanov’s films, this study seeks to make the fifteen-mile journey a little
less arduous by providing a basic framework to understand the films themselves, their creator,
and the context in which he made them.Born in 1924 to an Armenian family in Tbilisi, Georgia,
Parajanov was profoundly shaped by the city’s cosmopolitan atmosphere and more generally by
the rich intersection of cultures in Transcaucasia, a region inhabited since the dawn of
civilization. Watching his films, one is struck by the material presence of ancient peoples, of
entire histories contained in the very objects depicted on-screen, but also by a style of acting



that seems to come from a long-vanished era. His sources of visual inspiration include primitive
and folk art, Armenian and Persian miniature painting, and early filmmakers such as Georges
Méliès. In an interview with the French journalist and filmmaker Patrick Cazals, Parajanov stated,
“I may have received this love for authentic texture in films thanks to Pasolini or Fellini, but
through that truth which has it that when you film an old subject, the film acquires an archaic
character and demands another style. You can’t put on an old costume and walk around in a
contemporary manner, unless you wish to produce an effect that way. My love for old things is
not a hobby, it’s my aesthetic conviction.”2 But Parajanov did something far more interesting than
simply to tell old stories and show old things in an old way. Under the guise of this consciously
archaic style, he cultivated a sophisticated form of poetic cinema that extended the experiments
in editing, sound, and color initiated by earlier Soviet filmmakers such as Sergei Eisenstein,
Vsevolod Pudovkin, and Alexander Dovzhenko. At the same time, he was very much conversant
in contemporary European cinema and movements in modern art such as Surrealism.
Ultimately, his great accomplishment was to bring the cultures of non-Russian republics such as
Ukraine, Armenia, and Georgia onto the global cinematic stage through a lively synthesis of
regional folk culture and literary traditions with avant-garde filmmaking techniques and sly
personal touches.His bigger-than-life personality and his tumultuous biography loom as large as
the films themselves. A talented musician and a conservatory student, in 1945 he switched to
filmmaking and enrolled at the VGIK (Vsesoiuznyi Gosudarstvennyi Institut Kinematografii or All-
Union State Institute of Cinematography) in Moscow. In 1948 he was arrested in Tbilisi on
charges of homosexuality, the first of three times he would face prison. In 1951 he married a
young Tatar woman named Nigyar Seraeva who was apparently killed by family members in
retaliation. Despite these terrible setbacks Parajanov completed his studies and established a
career as a film director in Ukraine, where in 1955 he married Svetlana Shcherbatiuk, the
daughter of a diplomat. The couple had a son named Suren, but divorced in 1962. After a series
of routine genre films he directed his breakthrough feature, Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors
(Teni zabytykh predkov, Dovzhenko Film Studio 1964). Noted for its abundant folkloric elements
and virtuosic camerawork, the film earned several awards at international festivals and remains
one of the key works of Ukrainian cinema alongside the films of Dovzhenko.Parajanov’s volatile,
outspoken, and pranksterish public persona became both inseparable from his art and a
perpetual source of alarm for the Soviet authorities. Despite the success of Shadows of
Forgotten Ancestors, he ran into trouble over his next project, Kyiv Frescoes (Kievskie freski,
Dovzhenko Film Studio 1965– 1966), a semiautobiographical work that depicted vignettes of
contemporary Kyiv twenty years after the city’s liberation from the Germans. The film was
ultimately cancelled, but the surviving screen tests and script give us some idea what it might
have become. Over the next few years in Armenia he directed his masterpiece, the visually
stunning The Color of Pomegranates: an elliptical, poetic biography of the eighteenth-century
poet-troubadour Sayat-Nova. This film similarly faced a bitter censorship battle and received
only a limited release within the Soviet Union.In the early 1970s Parajanov attempted to get a



number of projects off the ground but encountered one official roadblock after another. In
December 1973, just as he was about to begin production on A Miracle in Odense (Chudo v
Odense), a film about Hans Christian Andersen, he was arrested again on various charges
related to homosexuality and given a five-year sentence. As this book argues, the charges were
politically motivated and had mainly to do with his outspokenness and his influence among
Ukrainian artists and intellectuals, which the authorities viewed as a threat during the ongoing
political crackdown in Ukraine. At the same time, based on the available evidence Parajanov was
probably bisexual with a preference for men, especially later in life. He made no great secret of
his sexuality, and indeed one can find homoerotic elements in many of his mature films and
artworks. Most likely the authorities viewed this as a weak point that could be exploited to take
him out of circulation.After an international campaign to secure his release, he was set free in
December 1977 and returned to his home in Tbilisi, but he remained without work for the next
few years. In February 1982 the authorities arrested him yet again, this time on the pretext of
bribery. The advent of glasnost in the mid-1980s enabled his return to filmmaking with The
Legend of the Surami Fortress (Legenda Suramskoi kreposti, Georgia Film Studio 1984) and
Ashik-Kerib (Georgia Film Studio 1988), both of which were widely shown at international
festivals.3Toward the end of Parajanov’s life, his artworks—mainly prison sketches, collages,
and assemblages—drew critical attention in their own right. Figure 0.1 is a collage that
Parajanov created from photos taken of him at different stages in life, at once autobiographical
and highly characteristic of the kinds of artworks he liked to create. In the summer of 1989 he
attempted to film a long-cherished autobiographical project entitled Confession (Ispoved’,
Armenfilm 1989) but his health rapidly deteriorated and he was diagnosed with lung cancer. He
passed away in Yerevan, Armenia, in July 1990. The following year, the Sergei Parajanov
Museum opened in Yerevan; it continues to attract visitors from around the world.Figure 0.1.
Sergei Parajanov, I Am Sixty. Photo collage. Courtesy of the Sergei Parajanov Museum.Although
Parajanov has become a cult figure in world cinema and his four major films have remained
available on video more or less constantly in the West since the late 1980s, until now no book-
length study on his work has appeared in English. To be sure, a small collection of translated
screenplays, a couple of art albums, and a special issue of the Armenian Review (edited by this
author) have offered tantalizing glimpses.4 The present study addresses this long-standing gap
by providing a comprehensive overview of Parajanov’s films and his many unrealized film scripts.
It further provides the necessary historical and cultural context for understanding his work and,
more broadly, it examines his contributions to global film aesthetics. To a much lesser extent the
book also touches upon Parajanov’s sizable body of collages and drawings, the bulk of which
are on display at the Sergei Parajanov Museum. While these artworks are of significant interest
in themselves, they did not impact his political fate within the former Soviet Union in the same
way as his films, nor did they play quite the same role in establishing his international
reputation.In the last two decades since Parajanov’s death, a number of books about him have
been published in Russian and Ukrainian. Notable examples include the Georgian scholar Cora



Tsereteli’s collections of Parajanov’s writings and reminiscences by acquaintances, a memoir by
his close friend Vasili Katanian, a collection of Ukrainian documents, analyses of his works by
the film critic Karen Kalantar and the filmmaker Levon Grigorian, and a recently published
biography also by Grigorian.5 This present study naturally draws upon that significant body of
publications. One area where it breaks new ground is its use of previously unpublished archival
documents from Soviet institutions such as Goskino USSR and the Central Committee of the
Communist Party to examine Parajanov’s relationship with the authorities. In that regard, it offers
an unusually detailed, behind-the-scenes portrait of the politics of film production and
censorship during the era of stagnation under Leonid Brezhnev, especially from the mid-1960s
to the early 1970s, when a number of important films were cancelled, banned, or shelved. While
Parajanov was in no way a typical Soviet film director, the vicissitudes of his career provide an
effective “cardiogram of the time,” to invoke a phrase occasionally used by the director
himself.6Ultimately, this book uses the figure of Parajanov as an especially productive case
study to shed light on the complex relationship between nationality politics and aesthetics within
the former Soviet Union. This interrelationship is crucial for understanding Parajanov and, more
generally, the so-called poetic school of Soviet cinema to which he is commonly said to belong.
Questions this book will attempt to answer include: Why did Parajanov run afoul of the
authorities and, occasionally, other groups within Soviet society such as nationalist movements?
Conversely, what factors enabled him to produce the kinds of films that he did within the Soviet
film industry when he was allowed to work? How were his unique aesthetics understood and
evaluated relative to prevailing aesthetic and ideological norms? And, given the significant role
that nationality occupied both in his preferred subject matter and his aesthetics, what impact did
it have on his career in general?It has often been assumed that Parajanov’s 1973 arrest was due
either to the nonconformist nature of his directorial style or to coded nationalist messages within
his films. Many critics in the West, particularly during the Cold War era, have emphasized the
status of Parajanov’s films as “dissident” texts that challenge Soviet ideological norms. The Color
of Pomegranates, which was not seen widely in the West until after Parajanov’s arrest, was
especially susceptible in this regard not only because of the timing of its release, but also
because of its heavy degree of encodedness as a text. In his review of a May 1978 screening of
the film at the Cannes film festival, Ron Holloway speculated that the film “more than likely is
only completely understandable to the Armenian nation and people.” Briefly summarizing
Armenia’s historical sufferings, he added, “These nationalist threads and cultural heritage buried
in beliefs and traditions course through Sayat-Nova like a rushing river from beginning to end.”7
In his 1982 review of the film, Frank Williams referred in passing to Shadows of Forgotten
Ancestors as a “celebration of purely national values” and offered an explicitly nationalistic
interpretation of The Color of Pomegranates: “According to an Armenian colleague, seeing the
film creates a feeling of intense pride in the Armenians’ ability to survive as a nation and retain
their Christian culture despite catastrophe and oppression. There are specific images that are
highly charged— blood-red juice spilling out onto a cloth and forming a stain in the shape of the



boundaries of the ancient Kingdom of Armenia; dyers lifting hanks of wool out of vats in the
colors of the national flag, and so on.”8 In Williams’s account, Parajanov “represent[s] the church
as the centre of resistance to alien imposition.”9 Williams further implied that the 1973 arrest
was due to nationalistic and openly religious content in the film. Another film critic, Jeanne
Vronskaya, attempted to tie the director’s arrest to a purportedly banned film entitled Kiev’s
Frescoes (1971) [sic]. According to Vronskaya, the film described “the destruction by the Soviet
authorities of the of the famous frescoes in the Kievan cathedrals, the oldest in Russia dating
back to the golden age of Kievan art in the tenth and twelfth centuries.”10 As is now known, the
unfinished project Kyiv Frescoes in fact dated to 1965–1966 and had to do with an altogether
different topic.Writing after Parajanov’s death, the Ukrainian filmmaker and journalist Leonid
Alekseychuk took care not to characterize Parajanov as a nationalist filmmaker per se, but rather
as a “refined aesthete, disdainful of any politics in art.”11 Nonetheless, Alekseychuk implied an
underlying connection between the “national” content of Parajanov’s major films and their
respective republics’ struggle for independence: “While the authorities were imposing on the
multinational country the artificial concept of a ‘homogenous Soviet people, an historically new
entity of nations,’ Parajanov passionately defended those nations’ diversity and uniqueness.”12
Alekseychuk further cited Parajanov’s “unwelcome passion for national cultures—for their
primordial stages”13 and the director’s obsession with the “genuine,” which Alekseychuk
juxtaposed to the counterfeit values of Soviet ideology. This account likewise needs to be
qualified. While Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors, with its vivid representation of Ukrainian folk
culture, did indeed become associated with Ukrainian nationalism in the mid-1960s, the same
cannot really be said of The Color of Pomegranates in terms of Armenian nationalism. And
though The Legend of the Surami Fortress would appear on the surface to have the most overtly
nationalistic narrative elements of Parajanov’s major films—a youth willingly immures himself in
the wall of a fortress to help it stand against invaders—it was not exactly embraced by Georgian
nationalist intellectuals upon its release in the mid-1980s.I argue instead that Parajanov’s
troubles were due to a complex set of factors. His unique brand of poetic cinema indeed
challenged the aesthetic norms of Soviet cinema, earned accusations of “formalism,” and
contributed to his eventual exclusion from work, but in other ways his films also reflected
prevailing ideology. In particular, a closer look at the production and reception of his films reveals
that he was not a nationalist dissident in the commonly understood sense but in some respects
held fairly orthodox views, at least publicly, about the role of nationality in the Soviet Union. Other
factors that contributed to his arrest and lengthy exclusion from work were his compulsion for
attention-seeking, which included public statements criticizing and poking fun at the authorities;
his status as a sexual outsider, which was not an immediate cause of the 1973 arrest but which
provided a convenient pretext; and his personal entanglement in Ukrainian politics, which must
be viewed separately from his films per se. The “national” content of his films was received in
different ways depending on the specific political context of the individual republics in which the
films were produced. The controversies surrounding Parajanov’s reception as a cultural figure in



the USSR embody underlying tensions and power struggles within the multinational Soviet
state.The book as a whole is organized in chronological order so as to provide a clear sense of
the overall trajectory of Parajanov’s life. Chapter 1 describes Parajanov’s early years and his first
films as a director in Ukraine. Chapter 2 analyzes Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors as an
example of poetic cinema and traces the film’s complicated reception against the background of
nationality politics in Ukraine. Chapter 3 focuses on the unfinished project Kyiv Frescoes, which
marked a turning point in Parajanov’s artistic development and his relationship with the
authorities. Chapter 4 focuses on The Color of Pomegranates, Parajanov’s most rigorous
example of poetic cinema, and the lengthy censorship battle it encountered. Chapter 5
describes the many unfinished projects Parajanov undertook during the 1970s. Chapter 6
examines the circumstances behind his 1973 arrest and imprisonment in Ukraine and his 1982
arrest in Tbilisi. Chapter 7 traces the reception of The Legend of the Surami Fortress during the
rise of nationalism in Georgia. Chapter 8 focuses on Ashik-Kerib, its unusual conception of the
Orient, how the film was affected by rising tensions between Armenia and Azerbaijan just before
the breakup of the Soviet Union, and the final years of Parajanov’s life.The Soviet Film
IndustryThe first context in which Parajanov must be understood is the institutional structure of
the Soviet film industry, especially its censorship mechanisms. As the film historian George
Faraday has noted, the Soviet film industry was characterized by three main features: a state
monopoly on all aspects of production, distribution, and exhibition; a highly bureaucratized
system of control; and enforced aesthetic-ideological orthodoxy.14 When considering the role of
censorship in the career of Parajanov or other Soviet filmmakers, one must remember that
censors did not function solely as some kind of external review board after a film was finished.
Rather, censorship was thoroughly integrated within the film production process as a whole and
extended into distribution and exhibition as well. All three traits—state monopoly,
bureaucratization, and aesthetic-ideological control—were inextricably related. But as will
become clear in the course of the book, the system was not monolithic, and controls were
neither absolute nor even consistently applied.The Soviet film industry functioned as a complex,
highly stratified state bureaucracy. Goskino, or the State Committee of the USSR on
Cinematography (Gosudarstvennyi komitet SSSR po kinematografii), oversaw all aspects of
production, distribution, and exhibition within the Soviet Union as a whole.15 From 1953 to
1963, the early period of Parajanov’s career, the state filmmaking apparatus resided under the
Ministry of Culture. Renamed Goskino in 1963, it was attached to the Council of Ministers for
financial purposes but it still answered to the cultural section of the Central Committee of the
Communist Party of the USSR on ideological issues.16From the time when Parajanov made
Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors (1964) up to the year before his arrest, the chair of Goskino
was Alexei Romanov (1963–1972). Romanov had served previously as the deputy chair of the
Propaganda Department for the Central Committee. The Russian émigré and former Mosfilm
employee Val Golovskoy has described Romanov as concerned above all with “Party
spirit” ( partiinost’) and “extremely puritanical and ultra-sensitive about ‘bedroom scenes.’” In



1972 the authorities replaced Romanov with Filipp Yermash, who was charged with developing a
stronger slate of commercial films.17 Yermash was in turn replaced by Alexander Kamshalov in
1986 as part of the overall shakeup in leadership and loosening of controls under perestroika
and glasnost.Departments within Goskino included the Main Administration for the Production of
Feature Films, the Main Administration for Cinefication (kinofika tsiia) and Distribution,18 and the
Administration for External Relations. For our purposes, of particular interest was the Main Script-
Editorial Board (Glavnaia stsenarno-redaktsionnaia kollegiia). All feature film studios within the
Soviet Union had to submit their films to the Script-Editorial Board for approval at various stages,
from the initial proposal to include a project in the studio’s annual “thematic plan” (tematicheskii
plan, or templan) to the finished screenplay and, ultimately, the finished film itself. One should
note that the role of the script editor (redaktor) went beyond the conventional definition of
censorship; in addition to monitoring a work’s ideological content, editors offered advice on
creative aspects. Editorial board members typically included experienced industry figures such
as scriptwriters and film critics in addition to editors with permanent appointments.19 Outside of
Russia, the individual republics maintained their own state film committees that oversaw
production, distribution, and exhibition at the republic level and acted as an intermediary
between the individual studios and the central Goskino office in Moscow.Each film studio had its
own Script-Editorial Board and an Artistic Council (khudsovet), both of which closely examined
films at all stages of production. Besides production crew members and other studio staff, the
Artistic Council’s membership typically included local Party officials, creative intelligentsia,
factory workers, and members of the military. The actual meetings typically included invited
attendees in addition to regular council members. Golovskoy describes Artistic Councils as
“virtually powerless” bodies that approved films as a matter of routine, despite being “promoted
as an outstanding example of democracy in action.”20 Additionally, the larger studios such
Mosfilm, the Gorky Studio, Lenfilm, and the Dovzhenko Film Studio divided film production tasks
into creative units (tvorcheskie ob”edineniia), which were self-contained production units that
theoretically “allowed for the decentralizing of artistic-creative leadership and bringing it closer to
the shooting crew.”21As should be clear at this point, to Faraday’s schema one must add a
fourth feature: the subdivision of the Soviet film industry into smaller units along national (that is,
ethnic) lines. The absolute centrality of this fact remains relatively under-appreciated in much of
Western scholarship on Soviet cinema. The closest parallel is perhaps to India, with the
important difference that the Soviet state maintained a monopoly on all film production and
consequently devoted massive state resources to the development of its multinational industry.
In other words, as part of its broader nationality policies, the Soviet state established studios,
trained creative personnel, and generally promoted the development of distinct national cinemas
in each of the fifteen major republics. As a consequence, during the Soviet era nationalities with
a relatively small population base (such as the Kyrgyz) were able to develop a distinct national
cinema to an extent that would have been unimaginable on their own in the global marketplace.
While the non-Russian film studios faced numerous structural disadvantages compared to their



much larger and better-equipped Russian counterparts, during the Soviet era they nonetheless
were able to access a broad distribution network, including international festival exposure.
Indeed, the collapse of the Soviet Union has left many of these national cinemas in a state of
long-term crisis, though this book is concerned mainly with the Soviet era when a more or less
stable system remained in place.Paradoxically, these same Soviet institutional structures that
ultimately turned against Parajanov had enabled his development in the first place. Despite their
unconventional style, films like Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors and The Color of Pomegranates
reflected the fondness of the Soviet cultural apparatus for promoting the cultural heritage of the
many peoples contained within the Soviet Union, and they required the allocation of
considerable resources by the state. The Color of Pomegranates in particular did not run into
trouble because it was about the great Armenian national poet Sayat-Nova. Rather, as archival
documents reveal, officials both in the central Goskino office and in Armenia objected to it
because they felt that its challenging style and poetic flights of fancy had failed to educate the
public about Sayat-Nova in the way they wanted. The question was the extent to which a state-
controlled industry should subsidize a highly idiosyncratic, “subjective” vision like
Parajanov’s.Nationality and Soviet CinemaIn order to appreciate the full implications of the
multinational Soviet film industry and how Parajanov’s films were received within it, one must
situate the industry both within the Soviet state’s broader nationality policies and within the local
cultural politics of the individual republics. Drawing upon the theories of historians such as
Ernest Gellner, Anthony Smith, Eric Hobsbawm, and Benedict Anderson, some scholars have
begun to rethink the extent to which nationality was “constructed” rather than “primordial” in the
Soviet Union. Ronald Grigor Suny, analyzing the factors behind the Soviet Union’s collapse,
argues that the Soviet state “became the incubator of new nations” through its nation-building
policies.22 While the historical and cultural raw materials for national movements already
existed within many ethnic groups in the Soviet Union, in Suny’s view state policies—together
with external trends such as demographic shifts—actually helped engender the paradoxical
situation of a “peculiar historic formation of coherent, conscious nations in a unique political
system that deliberately set out to thwart nationalism.”23 In his widely cited essay “The USSR as
a Communal Apartment,” Yuri Slezkine goes even farther in emphasizing what he calls the
“chronic ethnophilia of the Soviet regime,” which he argues “promoted ethnic particularism.”24
As Slezkine puts it, “‘The world’s first state of workers and peasants’ was the world’s first state to
institutionalize ethnoterritorial federalism, classify all citizens according to their biological
nationalities and formally prescribe preferential treatment of certain ethnically defined
populations.”25 In the same vein, Terry Martin has written an in-depth study of early Soviet
nationality policies tellingly entitled The Affirmative Action Empire.26 Martin’s book in particular
stands out for its careful balance between the Soviet state’s positive “affirmative action” policies
and its more violent and repressive aspects, which included the forced relocation of entire ethnic
groups.In many respects Parajanov’s situation reflected the complexities of nationality within the
former Soviet Union, especially with regard to local politics and center-periphery relations.



Coming from Tbilisi’s sizable Armenian enclave, he spoke both Georgian and Armenian but was
educated in a Russian-language school. (During the early Stalin era the Soviet State actively
promoted education in local languages, but many people still considered fluency in Russian
desirable for advancement.) The workshop in directing which he attended at the VGIK was
headed by the Ukrainian filmmaker Igor Savchenko and included a mix of ethnic Russians,
Jews, Armenians, a Georgian, a Hungarian, and an Uzbek. Parajanov’s filmmaking career began
not in his home country of Georgia or in Moscow, but in Ukraine where he was first assigned
along with several of his classmates. In 1963, around the time that Shadows of Forgotten
Ancestors was in production, Petro Shelest rose to first secretary of the Communist Party of
Ukraine. Shelest promoted an autonomous Ukrainian national culture. He also oversaw the first
wave of crackdowns against Ukrainian dissidents shortly before Shadows of Forgotten
Ancestors premiered in Kyiv. As a result, the screening became the focus of a protest against
the recent arrests and Parajanov became involved in Ukrainian politics though he himself was
not a nationalist in the usual sense. Twenty years later, the rise of Georgian separatist
nationalism clouded the reception of The Legend of the Surami Fortress; his outsider status as
an ethnic Armenian became a political liability and he was forced to abandon plans to film an
adaptation of the medieval Georgian literary classic The Passion of Shushanik. In the late 1980s,
the escalating conflict between ethnic Armenians and Azerbaijanis over Karabagh resulted in his
last feature film, Ashik-Kerib, getting held up from distribution in Armenia for several
years.Parajanov’s films further reflect the close relationship between nationality and Soviet
cultural production as a whole. In The Affirmative Action Empire, Martin argues that the Soviet
state “systematically promote[d] the distinctive national identity and national self-consciousness
of its non-Russian populations,” including through “the aggressive promotion of symbolic
markers of national identity: national folklore, museums, dress, food, costumes, opera, poets,
progressive historical events, and classic literary works.”27 The Soviet state also devoted much
energy to official celebrations and festivals such as the All-Union Film Festival; some specific
examples included “Ten Days (dekad ) of Ukrainian literature and art in the RSFSR” and “Ten
Days of Kazakh culture in the People’s Republic of Hungary.”28 As such official celebrations
suggest, the state was also careful to promote “internationalism” and the “friendship of the
peoples” (druzhba narodov) through the principle of cultural exchange. In many respects, the
Soviet film industry displayed the pervasive impact of state nationality policies as a whole. Some
non-Russian republics already had a limited amount of film production before the revolution
(e.g., Ukraine and Georgia), but others such as Moldova, Armenia, and the Central Asian
republics lacked studio facilities and regular feature film production until the Soviet state
established them.In addition to genre films intended mainly for local consumption, the republic
studios produced many prestige projects devoted to their national heritage, such as historical
epics and literary adaptations. In fact the Soviet state expended considerable resources on
literary adaptations, particularly of nineteenth-century Russian works, the most notorious
example being Sergei Bondarchuk’s gargantuan version of Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace (Voina i



mir, Mosfilm 1965–1967). Admittedly, adaptations produced in the non-Russian republics did not
receive quite such generous budgets and logistical support. Nonetheless, they played an
important role in disseminating knowledge about indigenous traditions, thus asserting cultural
difference both within the Soviet sphere and globally. Given Parajanov’s interests, it is not
surprising that all four of his major features are literary adaptations or, in the case of The Color of
Pomegranates, a film about a literary figure. The same was true for most of his unrealized scripts
and projects, with the notable exceptions of Kyiv Frescoes and Confession, which were set in
the present and had strong autobiographical elements. Literary adaptations provided him with a
solid, preexisting structure upon which he could improvise and at the same time indulge his
fascination with the past. Because they were heavily supported by the state, adaptations also
potentially offered a reliable creative outlet. Indeed, Parajanov frequently attempted, though not
always with success, to justify his films within this larger rubric of state-sponsored art celebrating
traditional regional cultures.Official discourse further evoked the formula of Soviet culture being
“national in form, socialist in content” (natsional’naia po forme, sotsialisticheskaia po
soderzhaniiu), as Joseph Stalin memorably phrased it, but what this actually meant in practice
varied greatly depending on the immediate political circumstances. At times the emphasis
shifted decisively toward the “national”; starting in the mid-1930s, editorials in the Soviet press
extolled the “Great Russian people” and elevated them to the rank of “first among equals.”29
Around the same time, as Peter Kenez points out, the Soviet film industry began to produce
openly nationalistic historical films such as Vladimir Petrov’s Peter the First (Pyotr Pervyi, Lenfilm
1937–1938), Sergei Eisenstein’s Alexander Nevsky (Mosfilm 1938), and Vsevolod Pudovkin’s
Minin and Pozharsky (Minin i Pozharskii, Gorky Film Studio 1939). During the war, Ukraine,
Armenia, and Georgia also produced films on historical patriots to mobilize the population: Igor
Savchenko’s Bohdan Khmelnytsky (Kyiv Film Studio 1939), Hamo Bek-Nazarov’s David Bek
(Yerevan Film Studio 1944), and Mikhail Chiaureli’s Giorgi Saakadze (Tbilisi Film Studio 1942–
1943).30 During the era of stagnation, even as the Soviet state clamped down hard on
“bourgeois nationalist” separatist movements in republics such as Ukraine and Armenia, it
tolerated the implicit nationalism behind the Village Prose literary movement in Russia and
arguably xenophobic representations of the Other in historical films such as Leonid Osyka’s
Zakhar Berkut (Dovzhenko Film Studio 1972).As these last examples suggest, representations
of nationality occupied a complex and shifting, at times contradictory space within Soviet culture.
The same is true of aesthetics, which the Soviets saw as intimately related to ideology. A
characteristic expression of this discourse from the Brezhnev era is an essay by Alexander
Karaganov, secretary of the Administration of the Union of Cinematographers of the USSR,
entitled “Similarities and Differences” (“Skhodstva i razlichiia”) and originally published in the
October 10, 1982, issue of Pravda.Karaganov opened the essay by defining the Soviet Union as
“a voluntary union of equals—a multinational community of peoples, in which respect for the
traditions and distinctive features of national cultures, mutual assistance, and reciprocity in
relations among them [are] raised to the level of state policy.”31 He then extolled the “special



role of Russia in the life of the multinational family of peoples of the USSR,” which ranged from
the revolutionary role of the Russian proletariat to the widespread cultural influence of the great
Russian writers and composers of the nineteenth century. Nonetheless, Karaganov disavowed
any connection between such influences and the “forcible Russification” of the Tsarist era.32
Some of the practices that he cited as contributing to the development of a multinational cinema
included “exchanging creative cadres” (that is, having filmmakers work in other republics
besides their own); assigning more experienced (usually Russian) directors to serve as
consultants to young directors in republics with developing industries; and setting up forms of
institutionalized social interaction such as “creative conferences” and “joint trips by practitioners
of the film arts from the various republics to large construction sites, factories, and agricultural
areas.”33Karaganov further maintained that the most successful young filmmakers of the non-
Russian republics managed to strike a balance between the need for modernization and the
need to respect national traditions as a source of creative inspiration. To illustrate this, he
alluded to the pasture-versus-helicopter metaphor from Tolomush Okeev’s The Sky of Our
Childhood (Nebo nashego detstva, Kyrgyzfilm 1966). (In the film, children living in a remote
Kyrgyz yurt must leave home via helicopter to attend school.) Karaganov emphasized that
“national traditions are not a code of laws but a process,” and that young film makers such as
Okeev made “the universal medium of the screen” into “their own living possession, to be then
enriched by national tinctures and resonances.”34 Thus, he argued, “In the process, the best
products of the national cinemas provide profound and finely nuanced examples of the living
dialectic that marks the evolution of human personalities and relationships, an important
component of which is the maturation under socialism of the ‘primordial’ national wellsprings of
people’s life.”35 Besides the Okeev film, other works Karaganov named as successful examples
of this principle include the Turkmen director Khodzhakuli Narliev’s Daughter-in-Law (Nevestka,
Turkmenfilm 1972) and the Georgian director Rezo Chkheidze’s The Father of a Solder (Otets
soldata, Georgia Film Studio 1964).However, Karaganov suggested that not everything
“national” was necessarily desirable and singled out an unnamed group of directors “in the
republics” for becoming “overly enamored with the decorativeness of their national styles,
especially in their depiction of the past.” According to him, “This sometimes leads to bombast,
concentration on the externals of style, and obfuscation of the essence of the action on the
screen.”36 Here Karaganov clearly meant the so-called “poetic school” of Soviet cinema,
particularly the films of Parajanov and the Ukrainian poetic school of the 1960s and 1970s
discussed later. Karaganov also criticized filmmakers who “mute the national principle with
stylistic exercises that attempt to bring films up to ‘general European standards’”—that is, who
imitated European art films. He capped this larger point as follows: “What should be sought is
not always to be found halfway between a delectation [of ] the past and national exotica on the
one hand and a faceless portrayal of national and social features on the other. What should be
sought is a dynamism in art, which reflects the dynamism of life and the socialist convergence
[sblizhenie] and mutual enrichment of nationally distinct cultures.”37In other words, official



discourse exhorted Soviet filmmakers—especially those from non-Russian republics—to
produce works accessible to a mass audience and to maintain a precise ideological and
aesthetic balance along a tight-rope of nationality, avoiding bland facelessness on the one hand,
and excesses of nationality and style on the other. The poetic school is of great interest precisely
because a number of its exponents, Parajanov among them, failed to walk this tightrope
successfully in the eyes of the Soviet state.The Poetic School in Soviet CinemaThe term “poetic
school” is most commonly associated with Ukrainian film-makers of the 1960s and 1970s,
especially Yuri Illienko and Leonid Osyka. Other Ukrainian filmmakers sometimes included are
Vladimir Denisenko, Nikolai Mashchenko, and Boris Ivchenko.38 However, it is important to note
that the term was not merely invented by critics after the fact. The filmmakers in question,
especially Parajanov, regularly used terms such as “poetic” and “poetry” to describe their own
work. Although not Ukrainian himself, Parajanov figures centrally in the Ukrainian poetic school
because of Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors, which largely initiated that movement and served
as a model, alongside Dovzhenko’s works from earlier decades. It remains the most
accomplished Ukrainian film of the postwar era, and today one can even find a statue of
Parajanov facing that of Dovzhenko in the front courtyard of the Dovzhenko Film Studio.Some
scholars add to this list other non-Russian filmmakers such as Artavazd Peleshian (Armenia),
Tengiz Abuladze and Otar Iosseliani (both Georgia), and Bolotbek Shamshiev (Kyrgyzstan).
Anna Lawton further classifies Andrei Tarkovsky as “a northern offshoot of the poetic school,”39
though one hesitates to diminish Tarkovsky’s formative impact on his contemporaries by labeling
him as an “offshoot.” Still, this broader definition proposed by Lawton makes sense since the
aforementioned directors all share a common interest in national cultures (especially folk culture
or national myths) and stylistic experimentation, at least in some of their films. Indeed, this
tendency to link expressions of national particularity with a poetic style is the Soviet poetic
school’s defining trait.At the same time, this school was informal at best, and the filmmakers
from the republics outside of Ukraine did not even necessarily identify themselves as belonging
to the same group. Nonetheless, their shared stylistic traits and thematic concerns enable us to
consider the poetic school as a discrete phenomenon. What one can say is that during the
period in question, a small group of directors from various (mostly non-Russian) republics
attempted to develop new modes of cinematic expression within the context of Soviet feature
film production and to expand the boundaries of narrative film form, commonly emphasizing a
lyrical approach.Jeanne Vronskaya, one of the earliest critics in the West to describe the school
in a systematic manner, called it “the cinema of images.” She argued that the school typically
relied on “a slight story, and concentration on folklore, ethnography, exotic motifs and, in general,
the visual elements of the film.” She added, “These films resemble a beautiful painting, an old
print or drawing, rather than the usual ‘filmed play’ [. . .] where a dramatic story is acted out on
the screen.”40 While Vronskaya was right to point out the heightened significance of visual
design in the poetic school, these filmmakers sought instead to achieve something more
synthetic and more aesthetically sophisticated than a simple “painterly” visual style. Rather,



poetic cinema as a genre also explores the parameters of sound and editing, producing
meaning in new ways compared to ordinary dramatic narrative films.One can trace the concept
of poetic cinema in Soviet film theory at least as far back as 1927 with the literary critic Viktor
Shklovsky’s essay “Poetry and Prose in Cinematography.” (Shklovsky, incidentally, took a great
interest in Parajanov’s work and even collaborated with him in the early 1970s.) In the essay,
Shklovsky identifies “two basic film genres”—poetry and prose. He writes, “They are
distinguished one from the other not by rhythm, or rather, not by rhythm alone, but by the fact
that in a poetic film the technical-formal features predominate over the semantic features. The
composition is resolved by formal techniques rather than by semantic methods. Plotless film is
poetic film.”41Elsewhere in the essay, Shklovsky elaborates the concept as follows: “Possibly
what basically distinguishes poetry from prose is its greater range of geometric devices; a whole
series of arbitrary semantic resolutions can be replaced by purely formal, geometric resolution.
The devices are geometrised, as it were.”42 As examples Shklovsky points to the use of
parallelism and recurring images in Dziga Vertov’s One Sixth of the World (Shestaia chast’ mira,
Goskino 1926) and poetic devices in Pudovkin’s Mother (Mat’, Mezhrabpom-Rus 1926) such as
the double exposure of “‘moving’ Kremlin walls,” what he calls a device of “formal rather than
semantic derivation.”43 These “geometric devices,” as Shklovsky calls them, function as
cinematic parallels to verbal poetry. The deployment of repetitions, parallelisms, and visual
rhymes creates an underlying structure of meaning within the film text. Similarly, the double
exposure to which Shklovsky alludes functions as a relatively straightforward visual metaphor. In
the same way that poetry as a literary genre heightens awareness of the sensual and formal
qualities of language through devices such as alliteration, assonance, rhyme, and repetition,
cinematic poetry foregrounds film language as an expressive medium, freely mobilizing the
elements of cinema: mise-enscène, camerawork, editing, and the soundtrack.Another concept
by Shklovsky that sheds light on the aesthetic principles underlying Parajanov’s films is that of
ostranenie, translated variously as “defamiliarization,” “estrangement,” or “enstrangement.” In his
groundbreaking essay “Art as Device,” Shklovsky writes: “And so, in order to return sensation to
our limbs, in order to make us feel objects, to make a stone feel stony, man has been given the
tool of art. [. . .] By ‘enstranging’ objects and complicating form, the device of art makes
perception long and ‘laborious.’ The perceptual process in art has a purpose all its own and
ought to be extended to the fullest. Art is a means of experiencing the process of creativity.”44
While Shklovsky saw this perceptual process as the purpose of all art, the extent to which
Parajanov consistently foregrounds the strategy of ostranenie in his mature work is remarkable.
This is in fact one of his main aesthetic strategies, regardless of whether he had Shklovsky’s
essay specifically in mind. The various Soviet film administrators who remarked how The Color
of Pomegranates was difficult to “perceive” were absolutely right, but one must remember the
ultimate aim and value of this process: to refresh and sharpen our perceptions of the world.
Another important connection with Shklovsky’s theory and Parajanov’s poetic cinema is the
desire to provoke the viewer into a more active stance toward the work of art and thus to



experience and participate in the process of creativity. The deliberate self-reflexive elements in
many of his films are one example of this.The Color of Pomegranates, which is fittingly enough
about an Armenian poet, stands out as Parajanov’s most thoroughgoing attempt at cinematic
poetry and arguably the most rigorous example of this genre in postwar Soviet cinema.
Parajanov’s achievement is all the more remarkable in that he was largely an intuitive artist and
never elaborated his artistic agenda in a deliberate and theoretical manner as did Sergei
Eisenstein, Dziga Vertov, or even Andrei Tarkovsky. While one can indeed meaningfully apply
the term “poetic” to the aforementioned movement as a whole, most of the films in question are
not radically poetic texts to the same extent as The Color of Pomegranates. A few other films of
the school—namely, Parajanov’s Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors, Illienko’s A Well for the
Thirsty (Rodnik dlia zhazhdushchikh, Dovzhenko Film Studio 1965), and Abuladze’s The
Entreaty (Mol’ba, Georgia Film Studio 1967)—function consistently as cinematic poetry, but in
fact most represent something of a hybrid genre. One good example of this is Bolotbek
Shamshiev’s The White Steamship (Belyi parokhod, Kyrgyzfilm 1975); much of it functions in a
fairly straightforward manner, albeit with lyrical touches that represent the boy protagonist’s
imagination. However, the episode in which the grandfather relates the Kyrgyz tribal origin myth
of the Horned Deer Mother displays a marked shift in style and means of signification. For
example, during the conversation between the Lame Old Pockmarked Woman and the Horned
Deer Mother, Shamshiev uses normal color stock for the shots of the Deer Mother and toned
monochromatic stock for those of the Lame Old Pockmarked Woman in order to signify the
moral gulf between the two characters. Leonid Osyka’s A Stone Cross (Kamennyi krest,
Dovzhenko Film Studio 1968) similarly combines a straightforward narrative with painterly
compositions, unconventional editing techniques, and symbolic visual motifs that are echoed
over the course of the film.To be sure, the films of the poetic school were not the only “national”
films made during this period; the great bulk of such films adhered more or less closely to
dominant ideological and aesthetic norms. One of the films mentioned by Karaganov offers a
prime example: Chkheidze’s The Father of a Soldier, a moving World War II drama about a
Georgian peasant who travels to the front in order to locate his son, who has been wounded in
battle. In addition to its monumental visual style (as befits a film commemorating the twentieth
anniversary of the war), Chkheidze’s film is noteworthy for the way it retains the conventional
Socialist Realist narrative pattern of the hero’s education and integration into the larger
community: what Katerina Clark describes in her study on the Soviet novel as the “master plot”
charting “the hero’s ritual progress toward ‘consciousness.’”45 In this particular case, through
the crucible of war the peasant Giorgi Makharashvili learns to see himself not just as a Georgian
with narrow ties to his village, but as a citizen of the larger Soviet Union who still retains a distinct
Georgian identity.Nonetheless, for a number of Soviet filmmakers and critics, the poetic mode of
cinema could express national particularity in a way that ordinary films could not. There are a few
likely reasons why poetic cinema tended to become associated with “national” subject matter.
First, ideological controls were generally looser in the non-Russian republics (the periphery)



than in Russia itself (the center), with the notable exception of Ukraine. This included the level of
tolerance for artistic experimentation; for example, a museum devoted to contemporary art
opened in Armenia during the 1970s, when it would have been unthinkable in Russia. Similarly,
Georgian cinema during the 1960s and 1970s tended to be more stylistically adventurous and
less bound by ideological constraints than Russian cinema. Also, the sensitivity of the
nationalities problem meant that some non-Russian intellectuals and artists—most notably,
Chingiz Aitmatov—were able to engage in more direct criticism of Soviet society than their
Russian counterparts.46Second, the non-Russian studios were eager to attract audiences both
within the Soviet Union and internationally. The success of films like Shadows of Forgotten
Ancestors suggested to studios that poetic cinema might be a way to compete with better-
funded and more widely distributed Russian films. In this respect, it is helpful to understand the
basic mechanisms behind socialist economies. Katherine Verdery has characterized socialism
as a “bureaucratic apparatus” that operates according to the principle of “rational
redistribution”—that is, a “drive to maximize redistributive [or ‘allocative’] power.” Under this
“supply-constrained” economic system, Verdery writes, “what counts most in the competition
among social actors within allocative bureaucracies is inputs to one’s segment, rather than
outputs of production.”47 Applying this to the specific case of Parajanov, the Armenfilm Studio’s
support for The Color of Pomegranates— despite the film’s manifest difficulty and Parajanov’s
intransigent behavior—was a rational decision insofar as the potential prestige and income of an
international success could improve the studio’s standing with Moscow. If the film had proved
successful, Moscow might have allocated more funds for the studio and allowed them to
produce more feature films per year.Additionally, according to Verdery, ideology functioned as a
form of capital in the socialist state. Thus, in an explicitly multinational state such as the Soviet
Union, the expression of ethnic or “national” difference and of the unique cultural value of one’s
group—albeit correctly articulated within a socialist framework—could serve as an effective
claim for the allocation of resources to one’s particular “national” segment. However,
experimental projects such as The Color of Pomegranates carried a certain risk since
ideological concerns, including ideologies of aesthetics, could override those of efficiency or
profit in the Soviet system. During the retrenchment of the Brezhnev era a number of films were
banned, “shelved,” or deliberately under-distributed, even if it meant that the state never
recouped its financial investment.A third likely reason for the association between “national”
subject matter and the mode of poetic cinema was that setting films in the national past simply
gave Soviet directors more room to explore the aesthetic parameters of cinema. This was not
just due to the creative possibilities of folk costumes, myth, ritual, and folk music. It also had a
practical motivation: however concerned the authorities may have been about representing the
past, they were even more concerned about representing the present or recent events such as
the Great Patriotic War (World War II). When Parajanov did undertake a film set in the present
and concerned with the legacy of the war—Kyiv Frescoes—it was widely criticized and
ultimately cancelled.In sum, the poetic school occupied an ambivalent position within Soviet



cinema. On the one hand, both the value that the state placed on “national” subject matter and
the relative devaluation of market considerations in a socialist system meant that these
filmmakers could launch ambitious studio productions that were also personal and experimental
to an extent hardly possible in the Hollywood studio system. Within the Soviet system they could
even potentially muster significant resources from the state to realize them. Parajanov, for
instance, was able to borrow priceless artifacts from Etchmiadzin, the seat of the Armenian
Apostolic Church, in order to enhance the aura of historical and aesthetic authenticity in The
Color of Pomegranates. On the other hand, these same filmmakers remained vulnerable, since
conservative authorities might interpret their “difficult” films as contrary to the principles of
Socialist Realism, and since excessive emphasis on national values and imagery risked
accusations of “bourgeois nationalism.” Furthermore, unlike art cinema or avant-garde
counterparts in the West, Soviet filmmakers had to contend with a bureaucratized system of
production, distribution, and exhibition that was wholly controlled by the state and lacked
alternative venues such as the underground samizdat press for literature. This set of underlying
structural contradictions shaped the vicissitudes of Parajanov’s career to a significant extent.Of
the filmmakers of the poetic school, Parajanov most fully embodies both its emphasis on
national difference and its “poetic” mode of expression. However, he himself was hardly a
nationalist in the usual sense. Rather, his aesthetics reflected a fascination with the
particularities of national cultures, a cosmopolitan outlook, and a penchant for playing with
cultural boundaries or sometimes even with the notion of authenticity itself, as this book shall
argue. Because of Parajanov’s complicated relationship with the idea of the national, his films
did in fact tend to attract the attention of nationalists, but not always in a positive light. In other
words, Parajanov’s political fate was not just a story of the “poet and the tsar,” or in this case the
filmmaker and the repressive state apparatus. Both he and the Soviet state were in dialogue and
sometimes in conflict with the emerging public sphere in the various republics.All these things
make Parajanov a fascinating entry point for examining the shifting ground between nationality
and aesthetics in Soviet cultural politics. At the same time, thanks to his unique vision and the
creative force with which he realized it, his artistic achievement stands above the bulk of the
poetic school and ultimately makes him, alongside Andrei Tarkovsky, the most significant
director in postwar Soviet cinema and a major figure of world cinema as well.
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