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ASPECTS OF REFLECTING
ON THE RELIGIOUS ISSUES IN POST-SOVIET
GEORGIAN CINEMA

Zakaria Jorjadze

Keywords: Soviet period, post-soviet period, religion, clergymen, cinema

During the post-Soviet period of independence in Georgia, the freedom of religion and theistic views which were
freed from the Soviet oppression brought a completely different stream into the public consciousness, manifested
in the new thinking and judgments. The society was permeated by the aspiration to national liberation as well as
the religious spirit. The national became inseparable from the religious. In the post-Soviet period, the social need
appeared to shoot films on religious issues, on the topics that had been forbidden before. Scenarios based on the
works of famous authors were created; since official censorship no longer existed, their free interpretation became
possible.

The paper discusses the problem of relationship between religion and society, the place of religion in the cognitive
and cultural spheres, its influence on the social and political life. Historical, ethical and moral context of the post-
Soviet Georgia is also analyzed.

Presented paper covers the following issues: filling the religious vacuum created due to the Soviet politics of atheism;
implementation of teaching religion based on the historical experience; raising religious awareness of different social
strata, among them those indifferent towards religion, shifting focus from ritual customs to perspectives of rational
reasoning on general religious issues; modern society's attitude towards religion and demand for the reflection
of religious themes in the cinematography; relevance of the religious themes; overcoming atheist stereotypes;
representation of religious topics in various fields of modern literature and art, including cinematography; formation
of the public opinion and preparation for a new perception and comprehension of works created on previously
prohibited religious topics.

Inthe post-Soviet period,ascensorshipwasabolished,images of clergymen appearedinthe Georgiancinematography,
and interpretation of religious themes as well as topics related with faith started. The film Anthimoz Iverieli
dedicated to the life of the great Georgian saint who held religious service in Romania (dir. G. Chokhonelidze, 2001)
comes as a sample of reflection of the post-Soviet trends of the Georgian cinematography. The main tendencies of
reconsideration of dogmatics and transformation of commandments, new vision and moods were highlighted in the
Georgian films by modern directors - Confession (dir. Z. Urushadze, 2018) and The Lord of the Rings (dir. G. Barabadze,
2020).

For highlighting and understanding the context, methods of contrast and parallel comparison are applied in the
process of research which is based on the different kind of sources including internet materials.

It will become clear over time how the updated or stylized versions of religious themes will be perceived and
accepted by the film-goers; what questions will be raised; is the lack of scientific knowledge of theology and
religion a cause for such a bold interpretation of the religious problems, or there are other reasons as well; how do
these transformations affect the audience of film-viewers as well as the wider society.

161



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ARTS AND MEDIA RESEARCHES « 2024 #4 (14)

he soviet state existed as 20" century histori-

cal-political precedent of an anti-religious system

and culture mass deformation. Georgian “culture
belongs to the Western (European) civilization”", but in
the soviet period its sociocultural and religious role was
devalued. “A sense of the national integrity was mostly
maintained by Georgian church, its indivisibility” %

Soviet cinema was formed as the phenomenon of
atheistic country, where, in accordance with the regime’s
prescript, religious themes were presented only in de-
formed, fragmented manner and there was widespread
defamation and profanation of images of the religious.

In the post-soviet period, in the national Georgian
cinema, liberated from censorship, different aspects of
presentation of the religious issues were formed. Con-
temporary directors now have the possibility to present
religious persons in interpreted manner, their new com-
prehension and for this, the necessary condition is due
regarding the sensitivity of religious issues. Presentation
of religious themes requires knowledge of theological
issues and great responsibility. The artist must be free
of external influence and regard these very complicated
themes only without any bias, with particular care and
respect.

State “religious norms and values are the central as-
pects of cultural identity”.® In the soviet epoch, the reli-
gious and sociocultural role of Georgia, a 2,000-year-old
Christian state, held historically in the Christian world
was devalued and undermined, while its church older and
richer in terms of apostolic preaching was much more
advanced than the origin and church traditions of the
conqueror. “The version that Georgian culture belongs
to the Western (European) civilization is also based on
the religious-faith argument, as it was one of the first
European countries where Christianity was recognized
as a state religion and the European/western world was
founded on the Christian values”.* “Cultural and civili-
zation orientation of Georgia was steadily turned to Fu-
rope. This policy is the traditional-historical striving of
the Georgian people. Georgia with its Christian culture,

T hogmaobo, Ggmogos, 2006, a3. 74.

2 Fabrgonsbo, mgds, 2018, ag. 70.

3 30300g@edz0mo, Jamdgmomy, 2010, g3. H4.
4 Rogmgobo, Ggamogos, 2006, g3. 74.

5 mbodogsbody, godégdoe, 1995, 33. 156-157.
6 Fabgoonsbo, mgds, 2018, ag. 70.
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though covering a section of Asia, has always been part
of Europe, not Asia”.5

The soviet regime’s violent propaganda of atheis-
tic views, replacement of faith change with communist
ideas, was one of the central areas of soviet ideology.
All efforts of this neo-political movement sought to
eliminate historical-cultural and spiritual memory in the
minds of masses. Soviet cinema of presented religious
issues in line with the orders of the regime, in deformed,
fragmented manner and the screen images of clergymen
were belittled, grotesque and compromised.

“Sense of the national integrity was mostly main-
tained by Georgian Church, its indivisible nature. Nota-
bly, people sacrificed themselves for the faith equally,
in all regions. No particularism has ever taken place
here” .8 In the last years of the soviet period, they grad-
ually recognized the church as the force unifying the
nation, religious thinking gradually penetrated society’s
mind and everyday life. The centuries-old Orthodox spirit
conditioned filling of the religious void caused by soviet
rule, revival of Georgian consciousness and restoration
and inclusion of faith in cultural-public life. Such revival
should be the indicator of moving to a new stage of the
nation’s spirituality, digna necessitas (worthy necessi-
ty), that would prepare the basis for true religious-moral
idea for the future. Such ectopy (art) becomes the token
of revival and advancement of the nation’s culture.

In the post-soviet period, in the independent repub-
lic of Georgia, freedom of religion, theist views liberated
from the soviet pangs, brought a new flow of thought
and reason in the consciousness of society. The society
was overwhelmed by the binary spirit of national-liber-
ation and religion. The national became indivisible from
religion. With the commencement of a new epoch, the
significance of the religious issues became apparent. At
the turn of the 21 century it became impossible to con-
sider the system of views without religion. “In scientific
literature, the religious revival, normally, is considered
as a process accompanying or following the formation
of new national identity. It is regarded as a phenomenon
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characteristic of many societies in transition, within the
post-soviet area. In this society, the interest in religion
increased dramatically and hence, the role of religion
in public life grew as well”.” Liberation from censorship
conditioned a flow of free creative processes in all are-
as. All prohibitions on tabooed themes: religious issues,
political, mediocre persons were removed. Free inter-
pretation of issues became possible. “Art always comes
from freedom”.® From the 1990s, Georgian national cin-
ema gradually left the space of soviet art, new stage of
post-soviet cinema with new ways, new views, with the
independent orientation in the art commenced. Tabooed
themes became necessary and decisive material in art.

In the post-soviet period, freedom of religion and
speech was legalized, church services resumed and peo-
ple gained a possibility to express their religious feel-
ings. Part of the society living in the atheistic void for
the decades returned to their traditional faith and some
of them became nominal Christians, while some, due to
empiric inertia, developed syndrome of faithlessness,
maintaining lack of trust in clergymen rooted in their
consciousness. As “art is the mirror of the epoch”, these
attitudes were reflected in the cinema of the post-soviet
period. The public demanded movies dealing with reli-
gious issues, lives of the saints. Contemporary directors
enjoyed an opportunity to make movies about religious
issues, faith, clergymen, in their interpretation, as well
as their new perceptions and understanding. Different
aspects of presenting clergymen onscreen appeared in
the paradigms of Georgian movies of post-soviet period:
Anthim the Iberian (director: G. Chokhonelidze, Georgian
Film Studio, studio Fresco, 2001), Lord of the Rings (di-
rector G. Barabadze, TV Public Broadcaster, Association
of TV Movies, 2020), Confession (director: Z. Urushadze,
Cinema 24, “Alfilm”, 2017).

“Among whole number of misfortunes mercilessly
destroying and distorting the human soul and heart, the
most dangerous is illiteracy, ignorance and narrow-mind-
edness”*—these words belong to the great Georgian the-
ologian and philosopher, educator and typographer, re-
ligious and political figure acting in Romania, canonized

7 hogmgsbo, Ggmogos, 2006, gg. 77.
8 dgt0sg30, mdghmo, 2004, 3. 66.
9 Bogetrosdy, s6m0dmB nggogmo.
10 Bogotoady, sbmadmd oggéagamo.

by Romanian and Georgian Church as a saint, Anthim the
Iberian, Metropolitan of Romania (1650-1716), whose life
and world are celebrated in the film Anthim the Iberian.
St. Anthim (born Andria) was kidnapped from Georgia by
Ottomans, sold as a slave and ransomed by the Patriarch
of Jerusalem in Constantinople and educated at his court
was invited by the Prince of Wallachia. St. Anthim the
Iberian has contributed greatly to the revival of Romanian
culture, development of Romanian literary language and
publishing. The establishment of the first printing press
in 1709, as well as printing of the Gospel in the Georgian
language, is linked to his name. He is the author of sever-
al original works, among them The Sermans. “Analysis of
the theological heritage of St. Anthim the Iberian shows
that, in the context of the challenges of new epoch, he is
a refined example of maintenance and strengthening of
the Byzantine theological traditions. The principles of re-
lationships between the church and the state formulated
by him, from the point of view of the canonic law, are sig-
nificant for contemporary Georgia. Conducted studies of
the works by Anthim the Iberian and analysis of the col-
lected materials offer the conclusion that an outstanding
figure of 17"-18" centuries, Anthim the Iberian, is the ex-
ample of successful dialogue between cultures. Anthim
the Iberian, a Georgian working in Europe, the Balkans,
and Romania, is the creator and practical implementer of
very significant and yet less known vector linking Geor-
gian to Europe. Re-actualization of his life and work is
directly related to the idea of Europe and ties of this idea
with the two most significant cultural-historical regions,
Georgia and Romania in Eastern Europe”.”

In the film Lord of the Rings, after a play by modern
writer Aka Morchiladze, the image of the priest again
appeared on the Georgian screen, not as a conjunc-
ture requirement but rather as a contemporary charac-
ter, with his reason and sense. In the film, a clergyman
with a criminal past and served time choses ecclesiastic
life and, after his ordination to the priesthood, serves
in church for 23 years. An officer of the security service
asks him to collaborate, an offer that the priest rejects.
Then the visitor reminds his about his criminal past, the
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case of robbery committed together with his partners in
crime. The priest recognized his guilt and relates how
they beat and forced the owner of the apartment to bring
money and golden things, how they stressed his wife and
child arriving unexpectedly, locking the little boy into the
wardrobe and soon, there appeared the puddle... when
the father saw this, he had a heart attack and died. It
turned out that that child was the security officer who
has come not only to perform his duties but also to exact
revenge. In the film, the priest confesses, recognizes his
guilt, in the face of his former victim and tells his story
and judges his life himself. In the end, the officer aims his
gun at the priest, with his head bent obediently, repent-
ant, with even stronger faith. Time has elapsed, the sin
has been sincerely redeemed by ecclesiastic judgment
and yet the priest is ready for everything that can hap-
pen, he is ready to accept punishment and regard it as his
fate, he has entrusted himself to the Lord. Viewers can
make their choice... the young man is disarmed spiritually
and, with his gun, he attempts to defeat his enemy by
worldly laws. The film underlines the primacy of the reli-
gious aspect over the flesh. “Come now, let us settle the
matter,” says the Lord. “Though your sins are like scarlet,
they shall be as white as snow, though they are red as
crimson, they shall be like wool (Isaiah 1.18)."

Trends of new dogmas and transformation of com-
mandments, new visions and attitudes, can be seen in
Confession, a film by contemporary director Zaza Uru-
shadze. In the director’s opinion, the film is about human
weaknesses. The protagonist, a young priest, is assigned
to the village together with his novice, where he com-
mences service, replacing a deceased priest. He tries to
support the villagers, be close to them and be a waorthy
spiritual father to them. In one of the scenes, the director
shows the weakness of the priest. He watches a comedy
and is late to visit a gravely ill man, who dies without the
remission of sins. The priest is very depressed because of
this. In the film, the priest attempts to protect a teenage
boy from a pedophilic music teacher, threatening to tell
everyone about his perversity, so that other parents may
remove their children from such teacher. The author ap-
plies a banal method of testing of firmness of the priest
by seducing a woman. The priest became a victim of a

T §3. g30bgm3mbo gabspg (06056hsbabmz0), bobsbnmoabsmgal.

12 sbogno, 1995, gg3. 11.
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woman’s insidious provocation, blaming him for attempt-
ed violence. The priest fails to fight with the naughtiness
and calumny. He cannot criminate the pedophilic teach-
er, protect the teenager; he fails to protect the truth and
religious law, as he fails to resist seduction and surren-
ders to his passion. The director shows that priest who
failed to show firmness of his faith, strong will and reli-
gious strength in any ordeal, while this is a powerful tool
in the hands of the faithful. “You have heard that it was
said, “You shall not commit adultery. But | tell you that
anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already com-
mitted adultery with her in his heart” (Mathew 5.27-28).”
The scene of the priest’s seduction by his spiritual child
is immediately used by cinema workers and shown on a
poster showing the priest with his head leaning against
the woman’s breast, with his eyes closed in passion, this,
together with the film, widely displaying the priest’s sin
and attracting viewers to this scandalous story.

The objective of the post-soviet generations was and
is today to create new flows of thought in art by bringing
of religious issues and resending key cultural values cov-
ered with humiliating, diminishing veil, in a new way. Art,
and especially cinema, has great influence on both spe-
cific individuals and the formation of society’s conscious-
ness. The paradigm of art, at best, acquires generality, in
both positive and negative respect and, therefore, in the
act of perception by society, a piece of art can become
a tool of targeted influence, propaganda. Only time will
show whether contemporary society is consciously ready
to adequately perceive movies dealing with religious is-
sues, while not being versed in ecclesiastic dogmas, af-
ter the atheistic void, how contemporary viewers accept
renewed or stylized versions of religious themes, what
degree of perception they will show, whether such dar-
ing interpretations of religious issues can yield positive
results for viewers consciousness, whether this is lack
of insight in the theological science or targeted actions,
conjuncture or order. Only true faith is the actual barrier
to all kinds of malice. Here a work of art, with the position
of its author, questions the significance of true spiritual
values, and attention should be paid to this. Approach-
ing religious issues while lacking awareness can cause
disputes and discussions within society and specialists.
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In art, especially in cinema, presenting religious issues  artist must be free from any external influence and ap-
requires education in the theological science, knowledge  proach such most complicated issues without any bias,
of religion, and great responsibility. At the same time, the  with particular care and respect.
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