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KINO: The Russian Cinema Series General Editor's Preface

Cinema has been the predominant popular art form of the first half of the twentieth century, at least in Europe and North America. Nowhere was this more apparent than in the former Soviet Union, where Lenin's remark that 'of all the arts, for us cinema is the most important' became a cliche and where cinema attendances were until recently still among the highest in the world. In the age of mass politics Soviet cinema developed from a fragile but effective tool to gain support among the overwhelmingly illiterate peasant masses in the civil war that followed the October 1917 Revolution, through a welter of experimentation, into a mass weapon of propaganda through entertainment that shaped the public image of the Soviet Union - both at home and abroad and for both elite and mass audiences - and latterly into an instrument to expose the weaknesses of the past and present in the twin processes of glasnost and perestroika. Now the national cinemas of the successor republics to the old USSR are encountering the same bewildering array of problems, from the trivial to the terminal, as are all the other ex-Soviet institutions.

Cinema's central position in Russian and Soviet cultural history and its unique combination of mass medium, art form and entertainment industry, have made it a continuing battlefield for conflicts of broader ideological and artistic significance, not only for Russia and the Soviet Union but also for the world outside. The debates that raged in the 1920s about the relative revolutionary merits of documentary as opposed to fiction film, of cinema as opposed to theatre or painting, or of the proper role of cinema in the forging of post-Revolutionary Soviet culture and the shaping of the new Soviet man, have their echoes in current discussions about the role of cinema vis-a-vis other art forms in effecting the cultural and psychological revolution in human consciousness necessitated by the processes of economic and political transformation of the former Soviet Union into modern democratic and industrial societies and states governed by the rule of law. Cinema's central position has also made it a vital instrument for scrutinizing the blank pages of Russian and Soviet history and enabling the present generation to come to terms with its own past.

This series of books intends to examine Russian and Soviet films in the context of Russian and Soviet cinema, and Russian and Soviet cinema in the context of the political and cultural history of Russia, the Soviet Union and the world at large. Within that framework the series, drawing its authors from both East and West, aims to cover a wide variety of topics and to employ a broad range of methodological approaches and presentational formats. Inevitably this will involve ploughing once again over old ground in order to re-examine received opinions but it principally means increasing the breadth and depth of our knowledge, finding new answers to old questions and, above all, raising new questions for further inquiry and new areas for further research.

The continuing aim of the series is to situate Russian and Soviet cinema in their proper historical and aesthetic context, both as a major cultural force in Russian history and Soviet politics and as a crucible for experimentation that is of central significance to the development of world cinema culture. Books in the series strive to combine the best of scholarship, past, present and future, with a style of writing that is accessible to a broad readership, whether that readership's primary interest lies in cinema or in Russian and Soviet political history.

Richard Taylor

Swansea, Wales


Preface

This book deals with Soviet cinema of the 'thaw' years, a period here demarcated as beginning in 1954 and ending in 1967. From the start the designations so confidently proclaimed by the title raise questions. The thaw conventionally denotes a particular period of Soviet history, essentially the years of Khrushchev's rule (1953-64), and the ideas that characterized it, but does that metaphoric designation apply to cinema? In other words, had cinema been frozen, did it melt into new life, did that regeneration falter or die? The subtitle couples Soviet cinema and the thaw. Does Soviet cinema here refer to the movie industry - studios, personnel, censorship, distribution - and its relationship with a political and intellectual phenomenon? Or does it signify the impact of that phenomenon on the movies themselves, images projected onto a screen in a dark room? The thaw's dominant ideological revisions included dethroning Stalin's cult of personality and some of its collateral historical falsifications. To what extent and in what ways did such revisions pertain to film? Finally, the title itself ambiguously juxtaposes reality and image. Do real images constitute a coy denial of actuality, an implication that those images themselves constitute reality, or does the seeming oxymoron conceal compatibility and interdependence?

The first set of questions has relatively straightforward answers. The metaphor of thaw fits cinema reasonably well. Like all the arts in the Soviet Union, cinema suffered acutely during the last years of Stalin's reign, in a variety of ways, and slowly revived afterwards. Throughout Soviet history, thanks largely to the Bolsheviks' recognition of the propaganda possibilities inherent in cinema's technology, the Soviet film industry consistently received substantial state support, even in the post-war years when production languished. Beginning in late 1954, a palpable sense of excitement pervaded the studios, the industry's primary journal Iskusstvo kino, and its most important training centre, the State Institute of Cinematography (VGIK). Released from the most onerous political shackles, if not from doctrinaire constraints, film-making took off, and audiences responded with enthusiasm.

Not that Stalin's death marked an absolute or clear watershed. On the one hand, individuals who had been active in the industry in 1951 and 1952 did not vanish on 6 March 1953, nor did their modus operandi\ on the other hand, signs of renewal pre-dated Stalin's death, most concretely in Vsevolod Pudovkin's The Return of Vasilii Bortnikov [Vozvrashchenie Vasiliia Bortnikova], completed shortly before the director's death in 1953. With its psychological credibility, its lyricism, its treatment of infidelity, and its imaginative use of camera and sound, Bortnikov's portrait of an unhappy veteran's difficult readjustment to civilian and family life anticipates the Soviet films of the late 1950s and early 1960s. But its poetry and imagination reflect Pudovkin's artistry and personality; Bortnikov is not a 'typical' film of that period.

The thaw was marked by hesitations and reversals as much as by liberalization and greater candour. Skittish compromises and dogmatic retrenchments hobbled each step forward. Nevertheless, in the years between the Twentieth Party Congress of 1956 and the fiftieth anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution in 1967, the film industry flourished. The number of full-length features increased dramatically, from fewer than fifty to roughly triple that number. Facilities and personnel expanded proportionately. With the end of Stalinist isolation, Soviet cinema benefited from exposure to a wider world that encompassed West European (and, to a much lesser degree, American) film as well as the cinema of Soviet bloc nations.

Most of the generation of directors and scriptwriters whose careers had flowered in the Stalin years continued to work within the industry, though by and large their films have not endured. Two men were particularly influential. Ivan Pyrev had had a long and successful career as a director before the thaw began, but his prominence during the thaw derived from the high administrative posts he occupied within the industry, and from his willingness to use his stature and his bureaucratic power in the interests of film and, especially, of young film-makers. Mikhail Romm, with an illustrious career behind him, spent much of the 1950s quiescent as a director, although he remained exceedingly active as a teacher and mentor to younger colleagues. Unlike Pyrev, Romm found within himself creative resources that resulted in two of the most significant films of the thaw, Nine Days of One Year [Deviat' dnei odnogo goda, 1962] and Ordinary Fascism [Obyknovennyi fashizm, 1965].

Two generations of film-makers emerged in one short decade, both of whom studied their craft with their elders. The first wave of young men - nearly all were men - finished their training in the early 1950s, and were entrusted with film projects just as the thaw was beginning in earnest. For the most part these were the men who made the landmark films of the mid-1950s: Grigorii Chukhrai's The Forty-first [Sorok-pervyi, 1956], Marlen Khutsiev's Spring on Zarechnaia Street [Vesna na Zarechnoi ulitse, 1956], Aleksandr Alov and Vladimir Naumov's Pavel Korchagin [1956], Eldar Riazanov's Carnival Night [Karnaval'naia noch', 1956].

Within a few years of the first wave of thaw films, a second group of gifted men and women graduated from the State Institute of Cinematography in the early 1960s. They - Andrei Tarkovskii, Kira Muratova, Nikita Mikhalkov, Larisa Shepitko, Elem Klimov, Georgii Danelia and many others - began their careers in the twilight of Khrushchev's reign and the hopeful dawn of Brezhnev's. Brimming with energy and ideas, their youth and professional inexperience made them more vulnerable (if not more victimized) than their older colleagues to the increasing repressions, and their careers suffered, in some cases substantially, in the stultifying atmosphere of 1967 and 1968.

The end of the thaw for cinema was not co-terminous with Khrushchev's reign: it outlasted him by a few years. Nor did it end abruptly, its scope and tolerance abrogated in one action like the invasion of Czechoslovakia. Filmmakers of talent continued to work, and the industry itself prospered, turning out a flood of feature films, documentaries, popular science films, children's movies and cartoons, and movies made for television. But by 1967, the thaw for Soviet cinema was over. Significantly intensified state intervention blocked what might otherwise have appeared on Soviet screens. Censors abounded in different posts and at various levels of the system, and they vetoed potentially innovative projects, aborted interesting scripts, re-edited or shelved imaginative and untraditional films, stifled the creative dialogue that would have evolved naturally among artists.

This book, then, examines the film industry as it revived over a period of a dozen or so years, and its relationship to the structures of power in Soviet society But those years also witnessed a far more elusive metamorphosis, a revision of concepts integral to Stalinism, and to Stalinist Soviet society. Movies were tremendously popular throughout this era. During the 1950s and 1960s, the average Soviet citizen visited cinemas at least twice a month; regular viewers attended about thirty-five times a year. People spent about as much time at the movies as they spent reading newspapers. Until the late 1960s, when television replaced cinema as the dominant medium of entertainment and information, films had a major impact on the way people thought, fantasized, understood their past and construed their future. Formal ideology, Marxist-Leninist and socialist realist, retained its official primacy: like any revealed truth, it could not be significantly modified. But slippery and amorphous cultural paradigms could and did change.

During the twenty-five years of Stalin's reign, school textbooks and mass-marketed fiction, popular songs and movies, Young Communist League (Komsomol) and factory and Party meetings defined the individual's relationship to the collective, the relationship of public and private, family roles, the nature of heroism and key aspects of national history. The definitions were not uniform throughout those years, but they were precise and, at any given time, relatively inflexible.

Thus the Cultural Revolution of 1928-31, with its apotheosis of industry, levelling of human differences, and militancy towards anyone suspected of political ambivalence, chose its heroes from among Komsomol activists and dedicated soldiers of the revolution. Between 1932 and 1936, when socialist realism triumphed as the dominant cultural ideology, its hostility towards stylistic individuality created a unified mass culture. Joyful movies celebrated new heroes: the simple-hearted but shrewd Chapaev, one of the most beloved of Soviet screen protagonists; intellectuals {Baltic Deputy [Deputat Baltiki, 1936]); risk-taking aviators (Valerii Chkalov, 1941) or their fictional counterparts (the stunt man in The Circus [Tsirk, 1936]).

In the frightening and culturally repressive post-war years, resolutely bland and optimistic movies apotheosized leaders both historical and contemporary, all bearing an uncanny resemblance to Stalin, while ordinary men and women more or less vanished from the screen. After 1953, slowly and unsteadily, filmmakers reassessed and revised all of these paradigms, leapfrogging over the final years of Stalinism to reclaim some of Soviet cinema's earlier images and values. Cinema was hardly unique in exploiting the expanding opportunities available after Stalin's death to urge reconsideration of such concepts. But because of its power to affect viewers, to impress on them new images, to manipulate how as well as what they saw, cinema may finally have merited the famous description attributed to Lenin as the most important of all the arts.

The films of this period were intimately embedded within the thaw. As part of the cultural machinery of the Soviet state, they reacted to shifts in official policy. Directors recut old films to eliminate scenes with Stalin, and considered the will and whims of powerful individuals as they worked on new ones. More significantly, many film-makers, scriptwriters, cameramen, editors and film critics were active, deliberate and usually eager participants in the transformation of national consciousness signified by the thaw.

Film plots and genres reflected the legitimation of private emotions and lives in an emerging focus on ordinary people living everyday lives. The virtually interchangeable leader-figures of late Stalinist cinema gave way to fallible, puzzled, ambivalent heroes and heroines; villainy lost its cartoon dimensions; schematic black and white shaded, often quite literally, into grey Films presented critical national icons, Lenin in particular, and the mythologized history of the civil war and the Second World War, with different emphases and from different angles - actual as well as figurative - than had been possible before. Whether they promoted officially-sanctioned attitudes, such as criticism of obstructive bureaucrats, anticipated mandated changes, or defied official strictures, filmmakers used the power of their medium to shape the attitudes of their fellow Soviets.

For that reason, this book combines chronologically structured cultural history with analysis of individual films. I selected films for various reasons. Between 1954 and about 1960, although production increased every year, the Soviet film industry generated relatively few B-grade movies. The movies of significance declare themselves, as much by their distribution patterns and audience-size as by their substance, critical reception and continuing reputation; it was not difficult to identify influential films for close study, since people were able to see little else. With a few exceptions, almost all of those films came out of the Russian rather than republican studios. Of that body of work, I tried to examine films that most compellingly demonstrate the radical revision of critical themes and values, whether the acceptance of private feeling or the exaltation of labour, rather than leader.

In the early and mid-1960s the situation changed. By then well over a hundred (if probably never the 150 claimed) feature films opened annually, produced by flourishing republican studios as well as Mosfilm, Lenfilm and Moscow's Gorky Studio, nominally specializing in films for children and young adults but in fact producing general features. Despite official resistance to the ideologically unacceptable division between elite and mass cinema, in reality a body of B-grade movies developed, many made for television. I tried to see as many as I could, but they are under-represented in this book; since those I did manage to see generally confirmed the trends discernible in more celebrated work, I concentrated on the latter.

Russian films receive disproportionate prominence over republican films. By the mid-1960s the republican studios released several of the most innovative and provocative films produced in the Soviet Union. The Baltic studios, each of the rapidly developing Central Asian studios, the Georgian, Armenian, Belorussian and Ukrainian studios merit separate attention, for whether or not one can attribute a national style to each, their films are strikingly, visibly distinctive. I scrutinize several that received Soviet-wide distribution, and discuss their relationship to contemporary Russian cinema, but I am neither thorough nor comprehensive. Indeed, they deserve a book of their own.

The majority of films discussed in this book are now, fortunately, available on videocassette, in most cases without English subtitles. While I strove mightily to convey in a verbal medium some sense of film as a visual and aural medium, language is incommensurate with and inadequate to the task. I hope that after reading this book, intrigued readers will want to seek out the films and see - in every sense of the word - for themselves.

I am grateful to many people, institutions and organizations who helped me complete this work. In Moscow, the State Institute for Film Research (NIIK), and its director Liudmila Budiagina, graciously arranged film screenings and access to printed material; its staff, like that of the State Archive for Literature and Art (RGALI), was consistently helpful. I am especially grateful to colleagues at the Museum of the Cinema and to its director, the indefatigable and remarkable Naum Kleiman.

With their overwhelming abundance of cultural signs - from decor to dance fads, hemlines to hairdos, pop songs to political slogans - movies may be the most culturally specific of all media, and no westerner, however knowledgeable, can understand Russian culture the way Russians do. To the extent that I accurately 'read' Russian films and understood them within their historical and societal context, I did so largely thanks to borrowed Russian lenses. I relied on the stimulating work of Russian scholars, in particular Lev Anninskii, Vitalii Troianovskii, Valerii Fomin and Irina Shilova, the last of whom took time out of a frenetic schedule to discuss my project. Maia Turovskaia, doyenne of film scholars, generously shared memories and advice, reminding me of how much I had still to learn without discouraging me from proceeding. Russians living in the West, in particular Konstantin Simis and Dina Kaminskaia, dredged up forty-year-old reactions and deciphered obscure references for me.

I enjoyed the hospitality of the School of Slavonic and East European Studies at the University of London, using its library and exploiting above all the knowledge, taste, judgement and film collection of Julian Graffy. I fruitfully discussed movies and the thaw with Richard Taylor, Ian Christie, Birgit Beumers, Svetlana Carsten, Stanley Forman and James Mann, colleagues and fellow movie-buffs in London and at Oxford.

My sabbatical, during which I drafted most of this book, was funded by a generous grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities. IREX's support enabled me to see films and read archival material in Moscow; in Washington I used the superb holdings of the Library of Congress. I have received unwavering moral support from my mother, Alice Woll, my sisters, Diana Zurer and Judith Woll, friends Caryl Emerson, Al Frost and Carol Hall, and - despite his dislike of Soviet films - from my husband Abe Brumberg.

This manuscript, in parts and as a whole, has benefited incalculably from the counsel and criticism of many, many careful readers, among them Julian Graffy, James Mann, Richard Taylor, Greta Slobin, Raye Farr and my editor Philippa Brewster. Helena Goscilo tried valiantly to thwart my perverse predilection for passive verb constructions, with, it is to be hoped, some success; her every comment sharpened my focus as well as my prose. Denise Youngblood and Peter Kenez have been stalwart readers from the very beginning, nudging me back on track when I wandered, and reminding me of the crucial questions that needed attention. All of these friends and colleagues share the credit for what is good in the book. For its flaws, omissions, errors and inaccuracies, I am alone responsible.

Apart from the accepted English spelling for a few names, I have used a simplified Library of Congress transliteration system in the text, while adhering to a more accurate system in the Notes, Filmography and Bibliography. The first reference to a film includes its Russian title and year of production; thereafter, only the English title appears. All translations from the Russian are mine unless otherwise indicated. Details from films are based on my screening notes.


Part I The Big Sleep, 1953-56


1. The Big Sleep: Introduction

Stalin's demise on 6 March 1953 left rudderless a Soviet Union he had coerced into industrial and military strength and had controlled with despotic cruelty. He designated no successor; he prepared no institutional transition. As a result a power struggle ensued, its main contenders Georgii Malenkov - who initially became both premier of the Soviet Union and, briefly, First Secretary of the Communist Party - and Nikita Khrushchev, who took over as First Secretary in September 1953. (Lavrentii Beria, chief of the secret police, tried to edge out his rivals, who retaliated by arresting and executing him in June 1953.) Within eighteen months Khrushchev had sufficiently consolidated his political support to oust Malenkov, and he held the post of First Secretary for the next nine years.

Cinema was slow to react to Stalin's death, in part because movies require time. Poems and prose can appear in print within months, sometimes within weeks, of their writing. Movies cannot. In any country, the process of making a film, from initial script to final release, is laborious and time-consuming. In Stalin's Soviet Union two rounds of cultural butchery - the 1946 Zhdanovshchina, named after Leningrad party head and chief ideologist Andrei Zhdanov, and the anti-cosmopolitan campaign of 1948-49 - had so complicated an already fraught process that in 1953 the film industry was nearly paralysed.

Movies had suffered in two ways, substantively and procedurally. Post-war Soviet policy reimposed cultural isolation and ideological rigidity on citizens who had experienced a few years of contact with western countries, years relatively free from political indoctrination. As soon as the war ended the Party stepped up both the frequency and the shrillness of its propaganda campaigns, turning to cinema in September 1946. The Central Committee criticized Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and the team of Kozintsev and Trauberg, for specific infractions and more generally for 'formalism', a code word for each filmmaker's individual style. It singled out for opprobrium Leonid Lukov's A Great Life [Bolshaia zhizn'], enumerating its egregious errors.1 Wary scriptwriters and directors took heed: to avoid censure (or worse), they would be wise to concentrate on social issues to the near exclusion of personal concerns, to show the Party's role as pre-eminent in every aspect of Soviet life, and to sanitize dilapidated, dirty reality, burnishing it to a high sheen.2

Two years later, the anti-Semitic purge of intellectual and artistic life known as the anti-cosmopolitan campaign further disfigured the film industry. Arrests deprived the studios of talented individuals, and the demonization of foreign influences and accompanying insistence on Russian superiority shrank the range of subjects and the aesthetic choices available to film-makers. As a result, contemporary Soviet life virtually vanished from movie screens in the last years of Stalin's reign, apart from a few formulaic exercises in Cold War rhetoric. Film-makers opted for the relatively safe past, sometimes adding a contemporary gloss. Thus, films about national heroes, whether military (admirals Nakhimov and Ushakov), scientific (Michurin), literary (Zhukovsky, Belinsky, Shevchenko) or artistic (Glinka, Mussorgsky), demonstrated in flat and expository form the duplicity
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