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CULTURE IN THE DIGITAL AGE  FILM STUDIES

Davit Gujabidze

Keywaords: censorship, Stalinist censorship, the Khrushchev Thaw, Fellini’s 8", censored comedy films, Soviet and Georgian

Soviet cinema

Abstract: One of the great advantages of the digital era is that the Internet has, among others, eased access to cin-
ema from different eras. It has become much easier to observe events that occurred at different times and evaluate
their development in time. Amazingly, under the oppressive conditions of censorship, Georgian cinema thrived. This
article examines the relationship between censorship and cinema during the Soviet period.

ne of the great advantages of the digital age
is that cinema of different eras, among others,
have become easily available on the Internet,
everything is at our fingertips and it becomes much eas-
ier to observe events that happened at different times
and evaluate them in the process of development.
Censorship (Lat. censura) is control over the content
and distribution of printed, musical or scripted works,
fine arts, film and photographic works, TV and radio pro-
grams, websites or portals, and in some cases, private
correspondence by a state supervisory body in order to
prevent dissemination of ideas or information that the
given government considers harmful or undesirable.
Today, in the Georgian media space, the terms cen-
sorship and censor mostly refer to instruments of state
pressure on individuals, though its function as a state
position in the ancient Roman era—when the office of
censor was officially established—was far broader. The
position of censor was very honorable and even pres-
tigious: the duties of censors included: 1) registering
citizens according to the census, (censum agere) check-
ing/updating lists of senators, 2) supervising the moral
condition of the people, 3) administering state financ-
es and supervising construction of public buildings, i.e.
the censor, in modern terminology, was simultaneously
military commissar, head of tax inspection and revenue
service, head of the supervision of civil construction and
audit commission of the finance ministry, and—on top of
it all—editor-in-chief of the media supervision service.

1 3mohmbo, ggombo, 33. 8.

The censor was also responsible for fighting corruption
and state crimes. This position was elective and demo-
cratic: two people had to be elected at the same time: a
patrician and a plebeian. Better still, at some point both
censors were.... In addition, the person carrying so many
important functions had to be a priori an educated and
trusted citizen.

Research on censorship as a means of influencing
public opinion shows that it existed as early as early
antiquity: after the death of the famous Egyptian pha-
raoh Hatshepsut, her successor, nephew and son-in-law
Thutmose Ill wanted to erase her merits, removing and
overwriting all information engraved on stelae and re-
liefs with other content, or destroying it altogether....

It is known that, in 399 BC, Greek philosopher Socra-
tes was forced to drink poison because he criticized the
Athenian government.!

Shota Rustaveli, the greatest Georgian poet, can be
considered a similar case. Practically nothing has been
preserved about this person, and we can judge about
him only by analyzing his own work, The Knight in the
Panther’s Skin. Almost nothing is said about him in the
chronicles or other documents of Queen Tamar’s era,
filled with many other reports. It is assumed that he had
to leave the country, became a monk and died in Jeru-
salem.

There is an opinion that the information about this
great poet was carefully removed from the annals of in
order to disappear his traces. It is highly probable that his
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popularity at that time was a threat to the mighty of this
world in Georgia of that time.

Censorship in cinema and television in the 20" cen-
tury took a variety of forms around the world. In some
countries, before a movie or TV series starts filming, its
scriptis filtered from unwanted information. Scenes from
films were cut, and in some cases, their showing was
prohibited altogether.

In 20""-century Georgia, censorship and censors were
only identified with the punitive functions of ideclogical
supervision and punishing anti-imperial actions, a result
of Georgia’s being under the rule of the Russian bureau-
cracy since the 19" century. And the mental heritage of
Russia transformed into Soviet mentality.

Similar to films throughout the Soviet Union, those
produced in Georgia were part of the unified Soviet pro-
paganda. In the 1920s-1930s also in Georgian cinema,
early Soviet censorship banned such films as Sa/t to
Svaneti (M. Kalatozishvili, 1930), My Grandma (K. Mik-
aberidze, 1929), Eliso (N. Shengelaya, 1928).

Although My Grandma, a critique of bureaucrats,
used officially sanctioned Soviet phraseology, it turned
out to be such a harsh satire that it was considered an-
ti-Soviet propaganda and was banned for 40 years. Kote
Mikaberidze was banned from making feature films for
the rest of his life.

Since the 1930s, Soviet cinema, with powerful influ-
ence on people, was completely subdued by the Stalin-
ist dictatorship. Soviet films of this period, in addition to
natural war themes for a country involved in World War
[, were musical comedies, modernized Cinderella tales,
polished hiographies of historical figures, and other po-
litically non-confrontational content. Stalin was person-
ally familiar with the scripts of all films and personally
inspected end-products. The logical result of this situa-
tion was the so-called period of lack of motion pictures.

Stalin’s death in 1953 put both the Soviet Union and
the whole world facing a new reality. In 1956, Soviet
leader Nikita Khrushchev harshly criticized Stalin’s cult
of personality and attempted to relax the dictatorship, in-
cluding a kind of easing of Stalinist censorship replacing
cold and impenetrable ideological control with relative
freedom of human thought, speech, press, and assembly.

2 National Constitution Center: constitutioncenter.org (n.d.).
3 McCarthyism and the Red Scare | Miller Center. 2017.
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These were due to the need to integrate the Soviet Union
with the rest of the world. Such thaw made it possible
to organize the World Youth Festival in Moscow, emer-
gence of new trends in art, establishment of film festi-
vals, including the renewal of the Moscow International
Film Festival, etc.

The thaw policy proved short-lived. The December 1,
1962 exhibition of abstract artists in Moscow’s Manege
was personally denounced by N.S. Khrushchev as unac-
ceptable for Soviet ideology and condemned with the
abundant use of his usual obscene expressions, and from
that day “warming” was replaced by “cooling”: Soviet
censorship, though never again as harsh as under Stalin
return, indicated to creative personalities that tolerance
was running thin: one of the cult directors of the Thaw-
Era cinema, Marlen Khutsiev, had to re-edit his films
('m Twenty Years 0/d, 1964, and July Rain, 1966) several
times at the request of censors.

Admittedly, censorship was no picnic in the US,
homeland of democracy, either. First Amendment of the
US Constitution clearly states that “Congress shall make
no law abridging the freedom of speech, or the freedom
of the press”.2 However, The Red Scare and McCarthy-
ism, which began during the “Cold War”, and their ide-
ology to root out communist ideology from all areas of
American life, soon reached Hollywood and American
television.?

In the Soviet Cinema of the 1960s (The Thaw), some
movies were put on the shelf. It turned out that some,
though perfectly acceptable as scripts, seemed to pose
a threat to Soviet ideology in the production phase. Fi-
nally, the GOSKINO commission assigned different qual-
ity categories to some movies. The highest-quality and
ideologically correct films were rated as top category 1,
which meant nationwide rentals, high royalties for the
authors, and presentation to honorary titles. Remuner-
ation and rentals for categories 2 and 3 were reduced
2 and 3 times. As for the shelved films, their screenings
even decades later were limited, if any, and the authors
were economically punished for their incorrect works.
Practically, when creating works of art, self-censor-
ship among authors had to assume the role of a censor.
(Self-censorship is understood as the author’s conscious
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reluctance to publish information based on certain per-
sonal considerations [for example, moral restrictions, in-
ternal conformity] or for fear of punishment for violating
censorship rules).

The impact of these circumstances on the human
psyche is perfectly described in The Fifth Ring by the
Hungarian director Zoltan Fabry in 1976. The characters of
the film are unnamed by the director (a clock repairer, a
carpenter, a tavern owner, a book dealer, a photographer,
aman in civilian clothes) and thus emphasize the gener-
al character of the events.... The plot is as follows: 1945,
Budapest is surrounded by Soviet units and the Hungar-
ian fascist regime has a few days left... four law-abiding
citizens gather in the evenings in a restaurant with black
curtains on the windows due to impending bombing, and
discuss everything from philosophical ideas to culinary
recipes. They believe that they are safe because they are
not doing anything illegal. On the contrary, they close the
door to a fugitive who is being pursued by the police,
and they look outside when the noise and shooting have
already ended there and only later calmly continue their
conversation....

To this society is added a photographer disabled in
the war, who comes to buy wine and perceives the con-
versations about high matters as a personal insult, so he
reports them to the Siguranza (Hungarian Gendarmerie)
based on false accusations.

A young gendarmerie officer arrests and tortures citi-
zens, but they do not even realize what they did wrong....
Dressed in civilian, a middle-aged man with black glass-
es watches the process of torture. He also gives to the
fascist gendarme a kind of lecture: according to him, the
main thing is not the obedience achieved by torture of
the population—which has a short-term effect—but the
mental breaking of a person, when you force him to do an
unworthy action, and as a result he loses his self-respect
and becomes a weak-willing mechanism. “Our task is not
to destroy terrorists and militants, but to subjugate those
who talk in kitchens in the evenings.” However, he also
gets failure, because it turns out that the one who obe-
diently fulfills the demands of the bullies, he is the most
disguised and effective ideological opponent.

Dressed in civilian clothes turn out to be absolutely
right: the kitchen thinkers are the most difficult to man-
age. It is they who created the public ideological climate
in the Soviet Union since the 1960s. Urban development,

mainly in Moscow, mass migration from the crowded
historical center of the communal city to the tiny but
still autonomous Khrushchev-era apartments that cre-
ate a form of personal space for each individual, forge
a new way of thinking and communication, in which the
anti-Soviet element gradually became stronger... The
Moscow metropolitan area also made a unigue contribu-
tion to the development of mass thinking. The residential
boom in the 1960s and 1980s led to the expansion of the
metropolitan area. A citizen who lived in a newly built
suburb and worked in the city center or in another area
usually traveled by subway for an average of 40 minutes,
sometimes with several transfers. At that time, he was
usually busy reading a book. Inexpensive and virtually
ubiquitous public transport proved to be extremely useful
in increasing literacy, something less possible in the big
cities of Europe, in particular in Berlin, there is a differ-
ent tradition of apartment use: citizens rent housing in
a close distance suitable for their workplace, and when
they change jobs, they usually change their apartments
too. That is why, in addition to the mental underground,
the real under-ground was added to the creation of the
ground for anti-Soviet thinking. This trend leaked from
Moscow to other cities and the capitals of the allied re-
publics.

It so happened that, with the epithet unintelligible to
the people and its reasons, many films were rejected by
Soviet censors. The Soviet experience of banning foreign
films was especially important, though copies of all more
or less interesting films of world cinema were stored in
the central film archive, GOSFILMOFOND. These unli-
censed (stolen) copies were shown only to professionals
at special closed screenings, so that they would not lag
behind the general development of world cinema. Even
the winner of the main prize at the Moscow International
Film Festival, Fellini’s ,8 2 was not bought by the Soviet
cinema rental, an unprecedented and scandalous story.
Chaplin’s The Dictator was screened in the Soviet Union
20 years after its creation, an absurd occurrence due
to some censor’s assertion: the unpreparedness of the
mass Soviet audience and its averaged taste, as people
would go to the movies to relax after a working day or
week, so they would not understand sophisticated films.
This stance was truly biased: “A good speaker needs a
good listener,” a wise man said. The unpreparedness of
mass moviegoers is also indicated by the fact that the
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French, as if adventurous, ironic detective Fantomas (di-
rected by Andre Junebel) was not perceived by the So-
viet mass audience as a parody of an inept French police
officer, but as an advertisement for absolute evil. After
Fantomas rolled out, a gang appeared in the country op-
erating under F name (with tights on their heads—Fan-
tomas penetrated the age group of adults and increased
the list of minor criminals.

When evaluating the cinema of the 1960s, a new
qualitative assessment criterion was added by the So-
viet audience: whether it was shelved, i.e. prohibited
for the general audience. If so, it was definitely worth
seeing. Alexander Alov and Vladimir Naumov’s film /n-
decent Anecdote (1966, MOSFILM) was one of the first
such films, in which the process of moral degradation of
the elite of the Soviet bureaucracy was exposed, with
unmistakable parallels to the era of Dostoevsky. The
movie was shelved for many years. A kind of rehabilita-
tion became the next work of Alov and Naumov, the two-
part wide-format Longing (1970, MOSFILM), based on the
works by Mikhail Bulgakov, It was an artistic depiction of
the escape of the White Guards from Russia.

It is very interesting to observe the process of how
so-called Soviet cinema transforms into anti-Soviet cin-
ema. Censorship itself contributed mentally to it. In a dis-
tant analogy, this process can be compared to the action
of dynamite: the denser the explosive environment, the
stronger the result of the explosion, which has a hundred
times smaller effect on the open free surface.

Comedy turned out to be the main way for filmmakers
to defend themselves from censorship. Soviet citizen’s
attitude towards humor was perfectly expressed by fa-
mous pop actor Mikhail Zadornov: “There are three man-
ifestations of God’s presence on earth: nature, love and
humor: nature creates and protects us, love saves us, and
humor helps us survive.” It is no coincidence that Eldar
Ryazanov started his career in these years. Leonid Gaid-
ai, Giorgi Danelia, and other comedy film directors spoke
about social problems in proverbs. However, it was quite
difficult to deceive the censorship.

Leonid Gaidai’s film Kidnapping Caucasian Style was
put on the shelf, and the fate of its authors was unclear,
if not for a lucky chance: General Secretary of the USSR
Communist Party, Leonid Brezhnev, who was on vaca-
tion at a country house, asked to be shown something
new, and it turned that there was nothing but Kidnap-
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ping Caucasian Style. Brezhnev, who differed from other
party bosses in his human loyalty and even listened to
anecdotes about himself with pleasure, was very satis-
fied with the film and expressed surprise why it was not
in wide distribution. And so, the audience saw, perhaps,
one of the most sharply critical work of the Soviet way of
life, which with light language, veiled and clever humor
brutally exposed the vicious sides of the Soviet bureau-
cracy. This movie turned out to be a one of the distribu-
tion record holder in the Soviet cinema history (it is still
the same today, according to Internet views).

There is a brilliant example of anti-Soviet irony: the
song from the famous film The Diamond Arm.

Let’s recall this episode: an ordinary citizen, senior
economist Semyon Gorbunkov (actor Yuri Nikulin), and
his neighbor in the cabin, smuggler Gennady Kozadoev
(actor Andrei Mironov), are sitting on deckchairs. Gor-
bunkov holds a guitar and is about to sing a song about
rabbits. Kozadoev, who is much younger, interrupts him:
“Senia, the song about rabbits is irrelevant... but Island of
Misfortune is.”

And Gena begins to sing as follows: “Somewhere in
the ocean, hidden in the green is an island of misfortune,
there live ugly but kind hungry savages unlucky in ev-
ery way: they can’t catch crocodiles and coconuts don’t
grow at all. The starving savages are crying and pray to
God for help, but they probably all were born on Monday.
What else could be the reason, after all, they are hard-
working and might live well. The main reason for their
misfortune is day of their birth. The solution would prob-
ably be that: They have to cancel the Monday days. But
they are not lucky here either—they don’t have a calendar
on the island and therefore big and small are doomed to
eternal misery.”

It seems that the censorship could do nothing to this
song, however, as the author of the lyrics of this song,
Leonid Derbeniev, recalls, it received a lot of criticism
from the editors of MOSFILM: they did not ban the song,
otherwise the analogy expressed in the language of Ae-
sop in its content, for a more or less thinking Soviet citi-
zen, it was immediately certain: They work tirelessly, but
live badly (later in the film, a man’s curse can be heard:
Live only on your salary!), the unlucky residents have
nowhere to run, because they are residents of a closed
island”, etc.

Later it turns out that the rabbit song performed by
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Yuri Nikulin’s hero is also ambiguous, a hymn of the rab-
bits who are afraid of the wolf and the owls (meaning:
lurking day and night from political and economic power
structures) and it is very difficult for them to be hidden,
but the rabbits continue to graze on the grass of vanity at
night in the dark blue forest....

There are many other ambiguous moments scattered
in the film: for example: militia officers who communi-
cate on a telepathic level—they think alike—or, in order
for a senior economist to buy a tourist trip, his wife has to
give up the money she saved to buy fur, a house manag-
er, who will stand on the head of a citizen returning from
abroad before unpacking his luggage, in order to notice
the importation of any prohibited foreign, also the imag-
inary fight against alcoholism, the corrupting ideological
influence of international capitalism and domestic dogs...
or just the film’s catchphrases: “Non-drinkers drink at
the expense of others and people with stomach ulcers,”
“There is no faithful husband who does not dream of cel-
ibacy for an hour,” “Our people don’t go by taxi to buy
bread,” “In our country, a housekeeper is a man’s friend,
not a dog,” and many other phrases and scenes that are
ironic and satirical interpretations of party propaganda
slogans... moreover, they are told and shown in such a
way that you cannot blame ideological sin.

They were criticized anyway... When the film was
received, they even wanted to remove the song Island
of Misfortunes from the movie, but it was performed by
Andrei Mironov too well. Also, Leonid Gaidai, in order to
protect himself from criticism for this and other sins, in-
cluded a shot of an atomic explosion in the film, on which
was transferred the commission’s attention. And, in ex-
change for removing this shot, he pushed controversial
shots., one of the witty tricks against censorship.

The study of cultural trends emerging in Russia is of
interest to us as much as the history of the last centuries
of Georgian history is connected with Russia as a part
of it. Thus, any cultural or political changes that hap-
pened in the metropolis, sooner or later, were reflected
on Georgian reality.

The post-Stalin era turned out to be decisive in the
formation of the event later called the phenomenon of
Georgian cinema.

From the middle of the 1950s, film thinking began to
take shape, turning in the 1960s into a powerful mental
wave that can be conventionally called anti-Soviet cin-

ema. This wave consisted mainly of the generation that
graduated from VGIK in the post-war period, including
young people from Thilisi who went from Georgia to Mos-
cow to study cinema: Rezo Chkheidze, Tengiz Abuladze,
Marlen Khutsiev, Shengelaya brothers, Otar loseliani,
Sergo Farajanov, Rezo Esadze, Levan Paatashvili, Merab
Kokochashvili, Lana Ghoghoberidze, Nana Mchedlidze,
Lomer Akhvlediani and others. Rezo Gabriadze, Giorgi
Danelia, and many others took higher cinema courses,
managing to tell their truth under the conditions of cen-
sorship in such a way that avoided punishment. Thus, a
proverbial form was established in Georgian cinema. The
films White Caravan (Eldar Shengelaya, Tamaz Meliya-
va, 1963), Alaverdoba (Giorgi Shengelaya, 1963), Falling
Leaves (Otar loselian, 1966), Londre (Tamaz Meliyava,
1966), Great Green Valley (Merab Kokochashvili, 1967),
Extraordinary Exhibition (Eldar Shengelaya, 1968) sug-
gested veiled criticism of the existing social system.

It is probably wrong to say that the large number of
censors included only uneducated and primitive function-
aries. It was especially difficult to overcome the factor of
politically and ideologically motivated censors who pro-
tected Soviet cinema, recognized as the most important
tool of propaganda. Such persons equipped with import-
ant rights were included in the list of management posi-
tions in the Ministry of Cinema Production of the USSR.
Similar functionaries existed in the film committees of
allied republics that oversaw film distribution and film
production in local networks.

In every professional film studio there was the po-
sition of editor, a necessary member of the script board
and the responsible person for the artistic quality and
ideological correctness of the movie. They were respon-
sible for conforming to the approved script for the film
and even for minor errors in credits. Georgia was no ex-
ception. It is a well-known case that during the handover
of Merab Kokochashvili’s movie Holidays, the editor from
Moscow made a remark that the pioneer’s organization
was not seen in the history about children visiting their
grandmother in Kakheti.

There was also an opposite moment: in the drama-
turgical scheme of Merab Kokochashvili’s Great Green
Valley, at the suggestion of the editor, the character of
the chairman of the collective farm was included, per-
formed flawlessly by Grigol Tkabladze, adding more dra-
ma and importance to the national pain presented by the
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main character. And this saved the film from being put
on the shelf.

That is why it cannot be said that the editors only had
the negative function of censor’s supervision. Notably,
during the golden age of Georgian cinema, excellent writ-
ers and playwrights worked as editors, including Akaki
Bakradze, Chabua Amirejibi, Rezo Cheishvili, Rezo Inan-
ishvili, Guram Dochanashvili, Gia Badridze, and others,
who mostly helped Georgian screenwriters and directors
in formulating their content, that their works would not
meet resistance there in Moscow, where scripts were
approved, and they were finally given the official right to
be shown on the cinema screens. It is likely that they also
helped many Georgian film masterpieces survive Mos-
cow censorship: Falling Leaves, Extraordinary Exhibition,
There Was a Singing Blackbird, Pastorale, The Eccen-
trics, Great Green Valley, Several Interviews on Personal
Issues, Repentance, Blue Mountains, Cannes Palme d’Or
winner animation The Plague, etc.

The leaders of Georgian film production often used
their official capacities for the development of national
themes. In particular, Rezo Esadze’s masterpiece Love at
First Sight,a LENFILM production, awaited censorial cas-
tration but was redeemed and saved by Georgian Film as
aresult of Rezo Chkheidze’s direct activity... and this kind
of thing happened more than once. It must be said that
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