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Abstract

The aim of the article is to explore the New Soviet Woman model in 1920s Soviet cinematic representations, particularly in Geor-
gian context. After 1917 revolution the new Soviet State aimed to create New Soviet citizens. Contrary to New Soviet Man, the
New Soviet Woman was a question of many debates and controversies. This was caused by the fact that New Soviet Woman
insisted on redefinition of culturally accepted feminine ideal: New woman was supposed to be an ardent activist and independent
woman. The ongoing debate besides women'’s living mores also included their looks, both in terms of physical appearance and
clothes. The article investigates the contradictions within the New Woman discourse, and analyzes the representation of a New
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Soviet Woman in Mikheil Chiaureli’'s Saba (the only Georgian film produced in the 1920s decade representing modern women)
and situates it into a wider context. The overall contextualization reveals that the discourse of a Soviet woman did not redefine
femininity in positive terms, but advanced immasculation: In Saba, regardless the persuasive representation of a strong, active
woman, feminine is still encoded as weak and passive, whereas the strength and agency is defined as masculine.

Keywords: women'’s representation, silent cinema, New Soviet Woman,

Introduction

The Bolshevik revolution aimed to create a completely new structure: a socialist state inhabited with
new kind of people. As historian Peter Kenez notes Bolsheviks “did not merely want to control the gov-
ernment, right wrongs and eliminate abuses; they aimed to build a new society on the basis of rational
principles and in the process to transform human nature and create the new socialist human being”
(Kenez 2001, p. 26). Regardless the audacious spirit and enthusiasm such radical transformation of
mostly agricultural Russia (and other Soviet republics were no different), inhabited by vast number of
illiterate population, was hardly a manageable task. The revolutionaries founded their optimism on a
very existence of a new medium: cinema, which they viewed as a very powerful tool to communicate
with and enlighten illiterate masses in order to accomplish their goals of society's transformation. Len-
in's quote “the cinema is most important of all arts” (Taylor & Christie, 1994, p. 57) was so frequently
cited and repeated both by party officials and press that became an actual slogan. Lenin and other
Bolsheviks regarded cinema not because of its artistic potential, neither they could predict or sense the
emergence of great soviet flmmakers in upcoming years that would not only bring international fame to
the Soviet cinematography but also crucially influenced the fimmaking in general, but because they
saw it as the most appropriate educative tool for the illiterate masses. Use of propaganda films seemed
the easiest way to explain the revolution and educate population politically. In Soviet society cinema
had multiple functions, which alongside such a major mission as the propaganda of the Bolshevik sys-
tem and consciousness, also combined other “minor” tasks, which had “economic, educational, artistic
and social aspects” (Rimberg, 1973, p. 39). The films were teaching and educating masses not only
about political ideals, ideology and history but included everything that had to do with very much ele-
mentary activities, like how to eat, how to take care of hygiene, how to cross the street, etc. (Hochmuth
& Bulgakowa, 2008). Cinema was expected to function as a weapon of soviet society’s transformation,
for creation of new soviet human beings. New Soviet Man and the New Soviet Woman were “two totem-
ic figures,” obsession with which, to put it in Lynne Attwood's and Catriona Kelly’s words, was “one of
the most characteristic features of the Soviet society in the 1920s and 1930s” (Attwood & Kelly, 1998, p.
256).

In the case of New Soviet Man it was easy; it was clear that he had to be “a highly moral, socialist para-
gon of virtue, dedicated to the final goal of communism” (Miller, 2010, p. 13), whereas the case of the
New Soviet Woman was far more complicated. Obviously, she also had to embody all these character-
istics, but this was not all. Contrary to the New Soviet Man, who fits in the accepted masculinity (strong,
muscular, etc.), the New Soviet Woman required redefinition of femininity. Bolsheviks were very well
conscious about women’s oppression and supported their emancipation, which meant, putting it in
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Alexandra Kollontai’s words, turning “the selfcentered, narrow-minded, and politically backward baba”-
a female figure considered to be illiterate and superstitious, into “an equal, a fighter and a comrade”
(Wood, 1997, p. 1). The Bolshevik government made steps to ameliorate women’s condition: they facili-
tated divorce procedure, mandated equal rights and equal pay for women (although to what extent all
these steps worked in reality in favor of women, and their controversial effects, is already a topic for a
different paper). They even created a special women’s section-Zhenodtel, responsible for work among
women. Concept of “‘work among women” meant to reach out other women, to spread information
about the new socialist state and women’s rights in this state at nonparty meetings and to persuade
regular female residents that cooperating with the state would have far more advantages, rather resist-
ing it. All these issues, constituting ,the woman guestion” were widely and intensively discussed and
women’s body was “a site for considerable contestations” (Grant, 2013, p. 72). The image of woman
and the ideology of women’s equality were used and modified by the soviet authorities in order to as-
sure homologation for economic and demographic policy changes (Grant, 2013). Nikolai Korolev, a
‘respected doctor, with some influence”, in 1924 “discussed the ‘complete and unconditional emanci-
pation’ of women following the revolution and now they were viewed as being on an equal playing-field
as men. The New woman, like her male counterpart, was strong, healthy and cultured” (Grant, 2013,
p.74). But to what extent should a woman have been emancipated, be it on physical or social level?
There was no unanimous answer to this question. Korolev had even designed three categories of fe-
male bodies: prerevolutionary ideal who was “poorly developed, with a long neck, narrow, sloping
shoulders, a short torso, narrow pelvis and skinny legs,” whose primary physical function was to be at-
tractive to men; a “Tsarist times peasant housewife” with short neck, over developed-waist, prominent
pelvis, long torso and short legs; and the third, ideal of the New Soviet Woman, who was in between
these two. But it must be mentioned that Korolev still situated the emancipated Soviet woman in a do-
mestic realm, and stressed her reproductive function (Grant, 2013). As Susan Grant remarks “while the
state espoused female emancipation and equality between sexes, women'’s liberation was in fact 0s-
tensibly undermined and inhibited by the alleged physical, emotional and psychological disposition of
women themselves” (Grant, 2013, p. 76). Despite the right of abortion, it was disapproved, the mother-
hood was still ideologically stressed and films often depicted economically and individually independ-
ent New woman, who either already was, or was about to become a mother, but she did not need a
biological father when there was a state to take care of her and her child (Attwood, 1993). These repre-
sentations varied, of course, but in Russian films it was a trend.

Nothing much can be said about the representation of New Soviet Woman in Georgian soviet silent
films because contrary to Moscow productions, focusing on contemporary life, provinces (Leningrad,
Ukraine and Georgia) were producing films situated in the past (Rist, 1925). It was not until the very end
of the decade when Georgia’s State Cinema Production offered films depicting contemporary life.
Mikheil Chiaureli's Saba, (filmed in 1929) is the only film of Georgia’s State Cinema Production, which is
situated in a modern city and represents modern citizens: New Soviet Man and New Soviet Woman
respectively. It centers on a city tramway driver Saba, who is addicted to alcohol and depicts his rehabil-
itation or, to put it in Oksana Bulgakowa’s words (when she talks about the trends in films produced
during this time), represents the cure of damaged “raw human material, necessary to create a New
man” (Hochmuth & Bulgakowa, 2008, 1: 04:17). This cure also includes restoration of the damaged cell
in the Soviet society’s organism -a worker's family, and exposes meanwhile the tension between public
and private realms. Positioning the public and private realms is interesting to explore in many ways, but
this time | will only discuss it briefly in terms that it is a female role model, who personifies the public
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realm on a symbolic level. On the example of Saba, | will examine what kind of New Woman’s model
was offered to Georgian audiences, using cinematic language analysis and situating this representation
in a wider discourse using discourse analysis. By discourse analysis | mean examining the contempo-
rary official discourse -newspaper reports and articles describing model of New Soviet Woman and
comparing women'’s representation in Saba both to historical data and other cinematic representa-
tions.

Contextualizing Saba

Saba was filmed during the Cultural Revolution, taking place in the course of Stalin’s five-year plan in
1928-1932. The Cultural Revolution, a Bolshevist version of Enlightenment, aimed to transform the So-
viet Union population and to construct a New Soviet Man and a New Soviet Woman respectively. The
concept of “Cultural Revolution” was first voiced by V. I. Lenin. In Peter Kenez's words, what Lenin
meant when he spoke of the need of Cultural Revolution, was a “desperate need to catch up with the
industrial and advanced West, and to overcome the dreadful weight of Russian backwardness,” stating
immediately that Lenin’s successors had something “very different” in mind while using this term: “In this
period [late twenties] cultural revolution represented a resurgence of utopian notions about the culture
and politics and a demand for complete break with the past” (Kenez, 2001, p. 92). This implied the re-
jection of cultural pluralism existing during early twenties, as well as modifying and eradicating some
types of daily behaviors and rituals that were inevitable in the epoch of rapid industrialization and forced
collectivization. The Union needed a different pulse and life rhythm. Excessive alcohol consumption,
very much characteristic of the working class, was one of these rituals that the Bolsheviks saw as “one
of the most troublesome and intractable aspects of...prerevolutionary working-class culture”
(Transchel, 2006, p. 6). The slogans “Alcohol is our class enemy” and “enemy of the cultural revolution”
were widely cited in the press.

Cinema was expected to function as a weapon of soviet society’s transformation, and compete and
eventually replace two long-established lifestyle components in Russia that is the church and the tav-
ern. It was Lev Trotsky who started to speak about the application of cinema in this respect in 1923: in
an article published in Pravaa, titled “Vodka, The Church and Cinema,” he declared that cinema could
successfully fight against alcoholism, persistent in Russian society, as well as against the church influ-
ence. In his opinion, cinema was “an instrument which we must secure at all costs” and that would be a
great competitor for the public houses and churches equally (Taylor & Christie, 1994, p. 96). Stalin also
echoed this idea in his Political Report in December 1927, stating that “it shall be possible to begin the
elimination of vodka, by replacing it with such sources of income as the radio and the fim” (Rimberg,
1973, p. 43). Lenin too was quoted to have said that it was only art that could substitute religion
(Rimberg, 1973). These slogans became very often cited, echoed and repeated in the Soviet press.
One caricature in Kinowas even depicting the soviet cinematography as Saint George, holding a movie
camera instead of a sword and a flag with inscription “Soviet Cinematography” as a lance; killing the
dragon -alcohol (Fig. 1.).
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Fig. 1

By the end of the decade “Cinema instead of Alcohol” became one of the most frequently repeated
slogans in the Soviet press. In order to eliminate alcoholism the party was using various methods that
besides the press propaganda included other means such as: delivering lectures, staging plays, ar-
ranging mock trials, agitational films, writing short stories and poems; a number of anti-alcoholic films
were also released by collaboration of Narkomzdrav (People’'s Commissariat for Health Care) and
Sovkino (State Committee for Cinematography) (Rimberg, 1973). It must be mentioned that alcoholism
was not such an inherent problem for Georgian population (more extensively on this issue see below)
as it was in Russia. Nevertheless, in the middate twenties the Georgian journals and newspapers
(Komunisti[The Communist], Mshromeli ga/i[ The Working Woman]) were also actively carrying an anti-
alcoholic campaign. Mikheil Chiaureli’s Saba, a release of Georgia’s State Cinema Production aimed
to expose the dark sides of alcohol consumption and inspire the working class to give it up. Chiaureli
grasped the “hot” theme in various perspectives: following the AllUnion Party Conference on Cinema,
held on March 15-21, 1928, the Georgia’s State Cinema Production elaborated a thematic plan that
would allow the authors to take a proper pace in order to avoid the waste of the author’s energy on “not
appropriate” themes. These themes, among exposing lives of modern intelligentsia, modern mountain-
eers' life and the lives of Young Communist League members, included also the depiction of a modern
city worker's life (Amirghanov, 1928). Even if the plot centers on a rehabilitation of “damaged raw mate-
rial” and a tension between public and private realms in this process, Saba is the first film, which shows
emancipated woman. While discussing it, | intend to examine what type of the New Soviet Woman was
offered to Georgian audiences in the end of 1920s.

Saba has been always characterized as an “anti-alcoholism” film, but | would argue that actually it is
more an “anti-domestic violence” film. Even if alcoholism was not an issue in Georgia,” this was not the
case with domestic violence. The numerous letters and special propaganda short stories published in
Mshromeli gali, testimony to it. In the script plot, domestic violence is obviously connected to excessive
drinking: it exposes a city worker's domestic scene, and the society’s (party’s) effort to eliminate the
protagonist’s alcoholism eliminates the cases of domestic violence as well. In other words the film does
not represent the domestic violence as a problem existing apart from alcoholism. Such coupling im-
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plies that domestic violence cannot subsist in a worker’s family on its own right, if the worker is not cor-
rupted by an “enemy of socialism”, which is alcohol in this case. The intervention of public realm’s rep-
resentatives into private household obviously creates a tension between these two spaces, which is
dramatically exposed in the film. Whereas it is tempting to discuss Saba in these terms, as these are
those major lines composing the filmic narrative, my interest here is to examine and explore what kind
of representation a New Soviet Woman is provided in the film, and how she functions in the film's textual
system rather than to investigate the tension between public and private realms in the latetwenties so-
viet society. Although exposing such a sensitive theme as domestic violence, | have to emphasize once
again, the film does not center on female characters, and it's a man whose moral savior is # the focus
of its development.

The original scenario for Saba was written by Sh. Alkhazishvili and A. Aravski. As already noted above, it
depicts a story of a Tbilisi tramway driver Saba, who is addicted to alcohol and cannot help but waste all
his monthly salary on drinks with his friends. When drunk he becomes violent and beats his young son,
Vakthang (a pioneer gifted with engineering skills) and wife Veriko. Due to drinking and frequent scan-
dals at home, first he is fired from work, and later Veriko, with the encouragement of the Young Pio-
neers leader Olgha, who is an agent of public realm divorces Saba. The latter becomes more desper-
ate, until he (drunk) accidentally does not hit his own son. This tragic incident is followed by Saba's pub-
lic trial. The court hall is decorated with anti-alcoholic posters and placards, one of them, hanged in the
center reads: “Alcohol is enemy of Cultural Revolution”. The workers judge Saba’s life, and when the
representatives of factory committee claim that “today we must try not only Saba, but the whole old
world, alcohol is our class enemy, which ruins millions of people” (as voiced by the narrator), the case is
generalized and it is clear that alcohol stands as a signifier of all the old-time evil. The lawyer defends
him, but also the whole community takes Saba’s side: his coworkers, who state that not only Saba has
to be tried, but the whole collective, Veriko and head-bandaged Vakhtang (they appear unexpectedly
during the trial). When, after giving a speech in front of judges Veriko rushes to Saba and gives him
Vakhtang to hug, all the trial attendees also rush towards him, and it is not only Saba who hugs
Vakghtang and Veriko, but the whole community.

The film ends with the Pioneers’ demonstration against alcohol. The demonstration is very much theat-
rical: pioneers are carrying a coffin, where a bottle of wine is placed, and also alcohol damning mes-
sages posters and placards. Olgha is giving a fierce speech, as well as other young pioneers including
Vakhtang, who demonstratively shakes his banded injured arm. Saba is approvingly looking at the
demonstration from the tram, and sees Vakthang who holds a postcard “Father, do not drink”. The gaz-
es of future (that is Vakhtang) and of present once corrupted by the past (Saba) meet each other: the
human damaged material is rehabilitated, cured and functional.

Public and Private

Saba deals with and reveals something more complicated than the mere fact of the restoration of the
alcohol-damaged human material and a creation of a New Man per se. What is more interesting, in my
opinion, is not the fact of having achieved a result (a New Soviet Man) but the processes: how and
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through which strategies it is achieved. Further, hand in hand with alcoholism, the film reveals and ex-
poses the household life scene that is also damaged by domestic violence, which (according to the
plot) does not exist in its own terms, but is caused by alcohol and drunkenness. Via this direct link be-
tween alcohol and domestic violence, the film exposes how domestic violence is dealt by society that
witness it, although without naming it as separate a problem: Saba is always blamed for drinking.

The witnessing audience is something to keep in the consideration during Saba's analysis, which is
especially interesting in terms of positioning the public and private realms. Alexandra Kollontai was ar-
guing for the liberation from private closed familial system, that was considered as bourgeois and for
creation of an open communal space, where there would be no division between “mine” and “yours”,
and everyone would pay attention with conscious awareness that these children belong to the commu-
nity, first of all to the Bolshevik society; therefore, all the members were equally responsible for them
(Kollontai, 1921). The party did worry not only about its workers’ public activities, that is providing jobs
and ideological education, but also “with its all effort was looking after the improvement of workers' pri-
vate and familial conditions” as well (Burdzenidze, 1972, p. 93), which logically meant imposing certain
surveillance on their private realms in order to ensure that their social and private behaviors were ap-
propriate for “a truly Soviet working class” (Transchel, 2006, p. 100). Of course, domestic violence was
inappropriate and it was also an issue to be eliminated from worker's families. Friedrich Elmer's Frag-
ment of an Empire, produced the same year, was also addressing it among other problems (including
working class drinking as well) present in the soviet society (Youngblood, 1992). Mshromeli gali was
publishing thematic short stories, whose subject varied year after year according to current problems:
emancipation of the oppressed pre+evolutionary woman, obligatory removal of burgas in Muslim
communities, hypocrisy of men activists who were advocating Cultural Revolution and women'’s eman-
cipation, etc. In 1926, the whole range of the stories where dedicated to the description how a woman
delegate or otherwise party activist with high Bolshevik consciousness liberates an oppressed woman
from domestic violence and helps her to get aliment from a verbally and/or physically abusive, unfaithful
husband. Correspondents’ letters, sent from various regions, were mentioning the productive work of
women delegates, stating that now husbands are afraid to oppress their wives like in previous times,
because they know that wives’ conditions are monitored by women delegates.The journal also offered
juridical advices/information. Intrusion of party activists into workers and peasants’ family life, into their
private space, obviously brings to the limelight the notion of public/private dichotomy and the tension
existing between them.

Hannah Arendtin 7he Human Condition distinguishes two types of the “public’, which are interconnect-
ed but nevertheless differ from each other (Arendt, 1998). The first is everything that is visible and hear-
able for everyone - things and facts on public display that create our reality. The second signifies the
‘world itself”, a place where we all belong and occupy our places, from which we see things differently,
from our own perspective: a common world. As Arendt illustrates metaphorically, “To live together in the
world means essentially that a world of things is between those who have it in common, as a table is
located between those who sit around it; the world, like every in-between, relates and separates men at
the same time” (Arendt, 1998, p. 52). This “common world” is constituted by various pluralisms, eradica-
tion of which equally disrupts it. As Arendt argues, the distinction of public and private realms matches
the distinction between what should be hidden and what should be shown. It is just the same as the
distinction between political and household realms, which in between have an amorphous social (since
the modemn ages), which is neither public nor private “strictly speaking”. Even if in a family circle every-
one occupies different places and the perception of certain events is also seen from its members’ dif-
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ferent and multiplied perspectives, still it can never match to the perception from those different per-
spectives that emerge in the public realm. But the common world (the public realm) ends when in mass
societies or during mass hysteria “all people suddenly behave as though they were members of one
family, each multiplying and prolonging the perspective of his neighbor”; when pluralisms are eradicat-
ed and facts and things are seen “only under one aspect and is permitted to present itself in only one
perspective” (Arendt, 1998, p. 58). According to Arendt, such confusion is the end of both: public and
private realms.

Public and private spheres in the Soviet society, which intended to create one “super-human family” (to
use Arendt’'s concept for what we call society), political organization of which in the Soviet case would
constitute not a nation but a unification of different nations (an extended super-human family in a
sense) were crucial factors. Walter Benjamin, who visited Moscow from late 1926 to early 1927, upon
his return to Berlin wrote an essay “Moscow” where he stated that “Bolshevism has abolished private
life” (Berhstein, 2006, p. 220). One of the basic factors in the process of putting private (household)
space on public played the housing shortages, a characteristic problem of the Soviet Union and the
communal livings. It turned impossible to distinguish private from public and practically obliged every-
one to witness and participate in each other's private lives. | noted above (and | will discuss it in details
below) that public realm is personified in Olgha. But the public realm manifests itself at two instances:
firstly, when neighbors are witnessing domestic violence, the balconies are overcrowded and they are
looking at it as at a spectacle (Fig.5, Fig. 6) and secondly, at Saba’s trial. The family’s private life is on
public display and, and the very fact of being on display nolens volens insists on public realm’s interven-
tion. After just mentioned fight Veriko and Vakhtang spent the night sleeping on the stairs even if
neighbors know they could not go home or elsewhere. Aware of living conditions in the early Soviet Un-
ion, the viewer is not surprised and does not wonder why no one offered a sleeping corner to the moth-
er and child. Maybe a will of dramatization has its share, but the familiar audience knows that neighbors
physically could not provide them with a free sleeping space. Here the housing shortage is present,
although not articulated as a problem in the film.

Fig. 5 Fig. 6

Second time when public real manifests itself, is on Saba’s trial. Actually this trial is a culmination, which
shows that there is no distinction between these two realms. The idea of super human family (Arendt’s
concept of society, as mentioned above) is vividly expressed in the final court scene, when Veriko and
Vakhtang reunite not only with Saba but also with the whole audience, as they approach and hug them



102 Tsopurashvili /Journal of Young Researchers. Ne3, July, 2016

too, creating a close circle around them: it is not a reunion of a private concrete family, but the reunion
and celebration of Saba’s return to the public, state family (Fig. 7).

Fig.7

Besides these two scenes, the public realm is manifested through Olgha’s character: she functions as
public realm’s agent who intervenes into the workers private space and tries to solve the problem. In a
way she embodies a mother of the super-human family.

New Soviet Woman

In the film there are two main female characters: Saba’s wife, Veriko, who experiences physical vio-
lence whenever he is drunk, an actor situated in a private realm, and a Young Pioneer Leader Olgha,
who is an agent of the public realm and intervenes into a pioneer’'s family when she sees Vakthang
beaten and finds out the reason. But as already known from the plot synopsis above, this intervention
does not bring result immediately. Quite contrary, it takes a range of public realm’s interventions into
private one and at different stances to achieve the desired outcome -the cure of the damaged human
raw material. But it is Olgha, who personifies the public realm, as she is the only public agent that we
see acting throughout the plot emphasizing women'’s active social role in the society. When Olgha goes
to talk to Saba, Veriko welcomes her: she is really eager and supportive of the public agent’s interven-
tion in her private domestic scene, as Veriko is unable to handle it all alone and definitely needs help. It
is especially interesting to observe the contrast between these two women: contrary to heroines of oth-
er films, produced before Saba, they are no more differentiated by social hierarchy - both of them are
modern working class women. The modernity is expressed here in such a simple marker as haircut:
they both have the same short hairstyle. But this is the only trait alongside the class belonging that they
have in common. In earlier film plots, women of the same class were generally embodying the similar
characteristics, and were placed at the same position in terms of power relations determined by their
class. Contrary to this, in Saba we see two female figures who belong to the same class, but regardless
this factor they stand on different poles of power position/agency: whereas Veriko is weak, Olgha is
strong. This weakness/strength also finds an expression in their looks: Olgha has masculine features -
her physical construction is more robust and rough, corresponding to the emancipated woman'’s bodily
shape designed by Korolev, while Veriko is tender and slim, fitting in the prerevolutionary beauty stand-
ards. The camera position and body language also reveal their power full/less position in the filmic nar-
rative: during the conversation Olgha is shown from the low angle medium shot, using phallic gestures
(as described by Oksana Bulgakowa (Hochmuth & Bulgakowa, 2008) while analyzing variations of body
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language in Soviet films) emphasizing her powerfulness and authority, which belong to the masculine,
in the masculinedfeminine binary system (Fig.8). On the contrary, Veriko is shown from the high angle
close up that indicates to her powerless and oppressed condition and exposes feminine passivity (Fig.
9). When waiting for Saba, two women are shown within the same frame in multiple shots followed one
by another: Olgha is in the front plan, with strengthened back, reading something, whereas Veriko is on
the second plan, shriveled with her head hanging (Fig. 10). The waiting for Saba scene lasts for fifteen
seconds, but nothing changes much (Fig. 11, Fig. 12): Olgha remains in the front plan, rigid and con-
centrated on the newspaper, that is public life and social activity, and Veriko remains in the same pow-
erless oppressed position, either with her head hanging or desperately staring in the space. But this
time the intervention of the public agent into private sphere is fruitless: the news that Saba has been
fired from work, does not leave the space for further discussion.

Fig.10 Fig. 11
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Fig. 12

Another day, when Saba hears how Olgha (who has developed a close relationship with Vakhtang and
Veriko meanwhile) encourages Veriko to divorce, another sequence of violence erupts, which this time
also includes Olgha as a target and consequently ends up with the trial and divorce.

Even though the film shows how the collective, public realm saves Saba, it is not only Saba, who needs
to be saved in the film. First of all, itis Veriko, a “damsel in distress.” Her “damsel in distress”- vulnerable
and powerless position is depicted in a cinematic language: the camera mostly shows her from high
angle when she is alone in the frame, or covered face (for example, in the tavern scene, after domestic
violence has publicly taken place. Fig. 13, Fig. 14, Fig. 15) and in the court, when she defends Saba,
indicating that she needs the

Fig.13

Fig.15 Fig.16

community’s assistance for help, holding her hand towards the court as if she asks for savior from
drowning (Fig.16). Veriko, before final reunion of the collective family, is saved not by some “knightly”
man, but by Olgha with her assistance, encouragement and support: after the first visit, Olgha frequent-
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ly comes to Vakhtang and Veriko, and on the divorce trial she is sitting next to her, representing her in-
terests, creating an example of women'’s solidarity and backing. Olgha is an androgynous agent of the
public realm. Besides her apparent masculine features and powerful gestures, she also manifests car-
ing -a feature of motherliness: it is with her intervention that the problem is eradicated from the domes-
tic scene and she does it because she cares for Vakthang. In the ideological climate where mother-
hood was vividly stressed, and often represented as a way of liberation in the films, as Lynne Attwood
argues’, | guess we cannot dismiss Olgha’s figure as embodying motherliness of the super-human fami-
ly: she nurtures and educates young pioneers-children of the State (although to what extent portrayed
naturally/schematically is evidently a debatable guestion). The disposition of Olgha and Veriko on the
opposing powerful/masculine and powerless/feminine poles is also manifested in their life occupa-
tions: Olgha, a leader of Young Communist League, is a social activist, public realm’s agent; whereas
Veriko eams her life doing laundry - a traditional domestic female labor -is a signifier marking her pas-
sive, oppressing and domesticating feminine position. In Saba an image of a modern soviet woman
embodying full agency and independence is produced by Olgha’s character. Even if on the symbolic
level she personifies the public realm, “mother of the super human family”, nevertheless, it does not
give a possibility to assume that femininity has acquired “positive” terms: taking into consideration
Olgha’s androgyny, contrasted to suffering feminine Veriko, it becomes evident that regardless the per-
suasive representation of a strong woman, feminine is still encoded as weak and passive, whereas the
strength and agency is defined as masculine.

Situating Saba's female representations in a wider discourse

In this section I will look at the general representations of the New Soviet Woman and see to what ex-
tent they apply to Olgha’s character. The process of turning women into more active agents, the goal
that was on party’s agenda even before the revolution (as they represented half of the population and
consequently their support for the new order was crucial) was reflected in women's look as well, that
would give a picture of a new woman dressed in more masculine fashion. In Russia it was common to
the extent that it was a stereotype. The “metteur en scene” Foregger and dramatist Vladimir Mass, cre-
ated theater masks for “types,” the leatherqjacketed woman, “who spoke only in slogans and militated, in
imitation of Kollontai, for ‘the theory of free love’,” was one of these models representing “generalized
expression of realdife people” (Yutkevich, 1973, pp. 25-26). Although, this type of women was not ap-
proved by everyone even among the revolutionaries: as Lynne Attwood observed, Eisenstein was
against such a militant female type in general: quoting Novy Lefcritic in October Eisenstein, who was an
ardent supporter of Bolshevik revolution did not only make a satire of women soldiers defending the
Provisional Government, but women in military in general. It is obvious if we compare them to the Bol-
shevik women in the same film, who are not fighting with arms, but fulfill administrative duties (Attwood,
1993). We can assume that such a “militant” type might have been quite common in Georgia as well,
appealing to a letter giving advice to the women delegates how to work with peasant women and also
pointing to the dressing style among other things, published in Mshromeli galiin 1924 (that time called
Chveni gza [Our way]). The author (certain S. Afaneli) stated that “it is true that there are workers and
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peasants in our party, but it is not enough to only have a peasant surname. Rather it is necessary to
have such a method of approach and appearance that a working woman is pleased when she sees
you. And if you cut your hair shortly, dress in tuzhurka [military type leather jacket] and put on a zhoke [a
masculine type hat] and moreover, stick a cigarette in your mouth, and go to a peasant woman like this,
she will not look at you at all, and she will not believe you, even if you talk thousands of pearl words.
Working among city women is another matter. These women are more developed, but self+estraint is
still necessary, as you will also meet here old<fashioned women” (Afaneli, 1924, p.34). Elizabeth A.
Wood, as a result of analyzing early twenties Russian journals, argues that “destroying all ‘femininity’ in
herself, failing to be an ‘object of pleasure’ for her husband” (1997, p. 204) was a common charge
made against New Soviet Woman. The New Woman was not quite popular among communist men
either: according to Elizabeth A. Wood, the communists as husbands were “no better and sometimes
were worse than ordinary workers and peasants” - they did not let their wives to attend meetings or be
politically active and they did not want a New Soviet Woman as a wife, but were rather going for non
party women; quoting one of them as saying that “he really didn’t see a kommunistka as a woman; she
was more a comrade at work” (Wood, 1997, p. 205). The situation was very much similar in Georgia.
Mshromeli gali's correspondents were also complaining multiple times that the communists did not
encourage their wives’ party activities but rather “pickled them at home” as one of them sarcastically
remarked (Khutsishvilisa, 1924). Thus the outlines of a New Woman in 1920s are the following: militant
masculine looking activist, vigorously involved in public realm, although this image was not much ap-
pealing for communist men themselves. Olgha,-the only representation of the New Soviet Woman pro-
vided in Georgian silent films of 1920s,- perfectly fits in the provided descriptions: she is militant like
Foregger’ s and Mass's leather jacketed woman, (or an activist woman as described by Afaneli), she
ardently preaches and uses phallic gestures. She is androgenous and we only see her as an ardent
activist and comrade.

| have already noted above that Mshromeli gali was informing women workers and peasant women
about the local and international politics, the party’s activities, simultaneously providing them with edu-
cational information of different types: starting from geography and ending with how to take care of var-
ious maladies, live-stock, etc. It is also very interesting to follow the journal’s line of thought in terms of
observing the kind of woman it was promoting: during mid4wenties it was calling and encouraging
women to become actively engaged in the party work and the building of communist state, to provide
the journals with letters from provinces, be actively involved in elections, in women'’s circles, etc. How-
ever, starting from the late 20s, the journal’s temper changes: the issues become strikingly feminized in
terms of offered themes: the politics is still in focus but now the journal gives advices not to women ac-
tivists but rather to housewives; a new section, displaying models of clothes for women and children is
introduced with an accompanying instruction how to sew them (initially it appears in the September-
October issue of 1928, Fig. 17), and the journal dedicates a long section to recipes, as well as how to
take care of clothes and gardening. According to Elizabeth A. Wood, in the beginning of twenties there
was an active debate on the modes of life, which among such essential issues as bribe-taking, drinking,
religiosity and anti Semitism as reasons of excluding from the party, also included such topics as the
line between “freedom” and “decadence” in sexual matters, spouse responsibilities towards each other
and their children, and whether young Komsomol men should wear ties, while women rouge and lip-
stick (Wood, 1997). It is obvious that the issue of the New Woman was a question of debate and
Olgha’s type was not unanimously approved. In fact the discourse around New Woman was quite hy-
brid. In Mshromeli gali there are invocations to be involved in the military service and learn how to
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shoot, but the photograph of the “best women shooters” predominantly displays not the leather4acket
masculine type women activists, like Olgha, but rather feminine, elegantly dressed women (Fig. 18).
Even if “equality” of the 1920s assumed that “women should be exactly the same as men” (Turovskaya,
1993, p. 144) by the beginning of thirties it became clear that women had to preserve their femininity,
no matter how masculine their job was. Raboinitsa guaranteed its readers that “female workers on the
Motrostroi [acronym for Moscow subway construction project] exchanged their overalls for fashionable
dresses at the end of the working day: ‘if you were to meet one of our female metro-builders at the thea-
ter or a party, you would not be able to guess that she works underground™ (Attwood & Kelly, 1998, p.
274). The change of mood of Mshromeli gali reveals an existing internal contradiction in the discourse
of femininity as advocated by the party and shows signs of drastic changes in the construction of the
new woman’s femininity in Stalin’s time to come: according to Lynne Attwood, the 1930s were marked
with a new attitude towards dress and appearance, which encouraged women to dress in a more femi-
nine but simultaneously practical style (Grant, 2013).

Fig. 17 Fig. 18

Conclusion

As illustrated, the New Soviet Woman was subject to many controversies. Even if it was unanimously
clear on the party agenda that women had to emancipate and take the same position in the soviet state
as men, they had to become comrades and women citizens, it was not quite clear what this camarade-
rie meant. The equality assumed that women should be the same as men, hence they should perform
the same traditionally masculine tasks, be the same ardent activists, etc. Besides ideological transfor-
mation, it implied changes in look as well. Femininity and agency were incompatible in the New Woman.
But this kind of “the same as man” image of women was not greeted even by Bolshevik men, when it
came to choosing a partner. They did not find a “comrade” appealing a bit as Elizabeth A. Wood shows
(1997). This internal antimony within the discourse caused the modification and manipulation with the
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official image of the Soviet woman. In order to explore what a Soviet woman'’s role model was in the
Georgian context in 1920s, | have examined women’s representations in Mikheil Chiaureli’'s Saba,
which is the only film of the decade offering the images of modern women juxtaposed with the repre-
sentations/line of women workers journal. In Saba women are no opposed in the frame of class binary
system anymore, that was widely characteristic to Georgian films in the beginning and mid-20s. The
women in the film: Veriko and Olgha are modern women from the working class. It is the camera and
their positioning in the frames that define their different social positions: as already noted above Veriko
is mostly shown from the high angle shot, which emphasizes her vulnerable position, whereas Olgha,
on the contrary, is framed from the low angle shot. Besides the shot angles, Olgha’s powerful position
is manifested by the frequent use of phallic gestures while talking. Contrary to Veriko, who is in the need
of help, passive and slim, Olgha is robust and has a masculine appearance. QOlgha is an androgynous
agent of the public realm. Besides her apparent masculine features and powerful gestures, she also
manifests caring-a feature of motherliness (I read it as a motherliness and not as a male protectiveness,
considering that she nurtures young pioneers and appears something like a social mother): owing to
her intervention the problem is eradicated from the domestic scene. An emancipated image of a New
Soviet Woman embodying full agency and independence is produced. Although as the examination of
Mshromeli gali (and Russian journals) showed, this image was not unanimously agreed on and the New
Soviet Woman was subject to controversies. Nevertheless, Olgha’s character does not give chance to
assume that femininity in the film and in the ideological discourse generally-has acquired “positive”
terms: taking into consideration the androgyny of Olgha, contrasted to suffering feminine Veriko, includ-
ing their life-earning occupations (Olgha’s outdoor, social activity and engagement in an open space
and Veriko's job of doing laundry in her household, a traditional feminine, passive employment) it be-
comes evident that regardless the persuasive representation of a strong, active woman, femi-
nine/femininity is still encoded as weak and passive, whereas the strength and agency is defined as
masculine.
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°In particular on the example of Vsevolod Pudovkin's Mother, where a peasant woman becomes a political subject through her
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independence was very frequently juxtaposed with maternity (in Fridrikh Ermler’s Katka the Apple-sellerfor example.



