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1. Odessa’s Uncompromising
Eccentric

I always knew that my films would some day see the light of day. I just didn’t believe
that I'd live to see it.

Kira Muratova, 1986

Muratova’s biography helps explain her fierce independence and stubborn
insistence on making films her own way. Her mother was Romanian, her father
Russian. Both were dedicated communists and professional Revolutionaries.
Kira Georgievna Korotkova was born on 5 November 1934 in Soroki,
Bessarabia, which was then part of Romania but is now in Moldova. When
Bessarabia was ceded to the Soviets as part of the Molotov—Ribbentrop pact,
her parents repatriated to the USSR. During the war her father parachuted
into occupied Bessarabia to organise the resistance, but he was handed over
to the Germans and executed.? After the war Kira and her mother, Natalia,
returned to Romania, where she studied in a Russian-language school for the
children of Soviet officers. After the school closed she finished the last three
years of her studies in a Romanian school. ‘This produced more than a bit of
confusion in my head. My first language, my love of country, was Russian
and Russia, and when I later returned to the Soviet Union I knew that I wanted
to stay there.”” Natalia, a gynaecologist by training, became a high official in
the socialist government of post-war Romania.* She served as a member of the
committee that approved foreign films, taking Kira along with her to screenings.
This gave Muratova extensive exposure to contemporary West European
cinema, which was unavailable to contemporaries in the USSR.’ She retained
her Romanian citizenship until the early 1970s, after her mother’s death, though
her status as a foreigner complicated her travels within the USSR.



2 Kira Muratova

In 1952 Muratova returned to Moscow to study at the literature faculty of
Moscow State University, but transferred after a year to VGIK, the All-Union
—now All-Russian — Institute of Cinematography, where she studied with Sergei
Gerasimov and graduated in 1959.° She remains devoted to her teacher:
‘Gerasimov taught me to listen to human intonation, to notice how people
talk, and to love that.”” The listening was particularly important; it is reflected
in the unconventional relation of dialogue and soundtrack to image in
Muratova’s films. Though he is usually remembered as the director of Soviet
classics such as Komsomolsk [1937] or Quiet Flows the Don [Tikhii Don, 1958],
Gerasimov began his career in the 1920s in Leningrad as an actor with the neo-
expressionist FEKS (Factory of the Eccentric Actor), a group led by Grigori
Kozintsev and Leonid Trauberg. The Soviet film encyclopaedia characterised
him as ‘an actor of predominantly grotesque emploi’.* That taste for the
grotesque and the eccentric lives on in Muratova’s films. Gerasimov passed
on the heritage of the early Soviet avant-garde to a director who used its
discoveries and frequently paid it homage in her own work. Those who knew
Muratova in her student days at VGIK recall that she stood out from the
other girls, not only in the stylishness of her haircut and dress but also in her
more Western independence of mind and bearing.” Admission to VGIK was
very competitive, but eased by parental achievements or citizenship in a fraternal
socialist state: Muratova, daughter of a fallen Soviet war hero and a Romanian
communist official, would have been given preference on both counts.

While at VGIK she married her fellow student Alexander Muratov, son
of a Ukrainian writer. Kira Korotkova is credited as the co-screenwriter for a
three-reel short, Spring Rain [Vesennii dozhd’, 1958], which he directed as a
term project, in response to the Komsomol’s call for help in its campaign
against alcoholism. Kolia (beloved Russian actor Oleg Tabakov, in his first
screen role) and Katia are young workers whose budding love affair runs into
trouble when he shows up for a date with a bottle of vodka. The movie is pro-
fessionally made, with pardonable borrowings from Kalatozov’s The Cranes
are Flying [Letiat zhuravli, 1957]: a flock of birds rises as the young couple
walk down a deserted street; they conduct tender farewells as she climbs a
circular staircase to her apartment. The couple co-directed a short diploma
film, By the Steep Ravine [U krutogo iara, 1961], for which Muratova wrote the
screenplay, based on a story by nature writer Gavriil Troepolsky. Troepolsky’s
hero, Senia Troshin, is a collective farm worker whose first love is hunting. A
pair of wolves have been decimating the local flocks; he tracks them to their
lair and kills them, using as bait one of their cubs, which he later adopts.
Senia loves nature: not only does he adopt the cub but he protects a lost baby
rabbit, releasing it in a spot where it will be safe from hawks. According to
Muratov, they changed the ending in order to alter the film’s moral message:



Odessa’s Uncompromising Eccentric 3

‘Senia didn’t hunt the wolves because he wanted to kill them for the benefit
of the collective farm, but because his fellow workers badgered him about his
love of nature. The wolf hunt was an excuse to spend an entire month in the
forest, rather than in the fields.”’* Muratova’s deep attachment to animals was
already evident in this early film.

After graduation the couple was invited to work at the Odessa Studio,
which had undergone a renaissance during the Khrushchev ‘Thaw’ with the
arrival of talented directors such as Marlen Khutsiev. They were assigned a
screenplay about the economic problems of a collective farm. Our Honest Bread
[Nash chestnyi khleb, 1964], Muratova recalled, was ‘a strong social critique
that pointed a finger at responsible Party leaders who meddle in agriculture
when they know nothing about it, while the competent chairman of the
kolkhoz had to submit to their directives’." The issue was particularly
delicate in 1964, the year in which Nikita Khrushchev, accused of just such
meddling, was removed from office. Our Honest Bread was attacked by the very
bureaucracy it dared to criticise.”? The film’s hero, collective farm chairman
Makar Zadorozhny, is an older man wise in the ways of the land and of human
nature, suspicious of bureaucrats and their machinations to fulfil arbitrary
plans. But, in his absence, his son Alexander agrees to accept defective milking
machines from a local factory in exchange for additional deliveries of fodder
— the corrupt regional Party secretary is in cahoots with the factory director.
An unusually frank romantic sub-plot concerns Alexander and the beautiful
milkmaid Katia, who is forced to abort his baby when he abandons her and
the village.

The finished film, though not nearly as innovative as Muratova’s solo films,
still contained excellent acting and imaginative cinematography, such as a
striking shot of the shadows of mourners walking their bicycles in a funeral
procession (to ride back the long way from the graveyard). But it was too
pessimistic for the Kiev authorities, who demanded numerous changes. Muratov
re-shot two scenes over his wife’s objections. Muratova prefers to begin her
creative biography with her first solo film, Brief Encounters [Korotkie vstrechi,
1967]: ‘In Our Honest Bread 1 consider I was still a student. I still didn’t under-
stand anything about editing, and in general, together we basically argued.
‘We had constant “folklore” compromises: we’ll do this the way you want,
and that the way I want. I didn’t consider myself the real author of that film.’
But several characters from the village appeared in her later films: ‘T have a
tendency to attract non-professionals, with whom I fall in love because they
are amusing and unique.’”® After Our Honest Bread the couple went their
separate ways as directors, and soon their marriage dissolved as well. He left
to work at the Dovzhenko Studio in Kiev; Muratova remained in Odessa
with their daughter, Marianna.
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Muratova’s first two solo films, which contemporary viewers still find
most accessible, were treated most harshly by the Soviet authorities, though
there is little explicitly political in either. Brief Encounters was given the
lowest-category release and shown largely in film clubs, often by Muratova
herself, who toured the country with one of the few prints. The Long Farewell
[Dolgie provody, 1971, released 1987] was banned entirely, despite the active
support and intervention of Gerasimov. She was ‘disqualified’ (downgraded
to a lower professional category), which effectively denied her the right to
work independently as a director. Muratova demanded she be given other
work at the studio, and was shown a list of vacancies, which began with
cleaning lady and gardener’s assistant. The first two suited her: ‘I prefer
physical labour to needless paper shuffling.” But it was ‘awkward’ for a director
to work as a cleaning lady, so she was given various other jobs, including
directing the studio museum and library and writing screenplays to order." In
1978 she was allowed to make Getting to Know the Big, Wide World at the
Lenfilm Studio, but the film’s aesthetic displeased the authorities. The Odessa
Studio demanded so many cuts to Among the Grey Stones [Sredi serykh kamnei,
1983] that she removed her name from the credits. Asked about those difficult
years, Muratova was characteristically philosophical: ‘I simply continued to
live.” Of the bureaucrats who censored or mutilated her films:

It’s a kind of homage, isn’t it? [...] By nature I am a very happy person. But I have
a pessimistic vision of things... My films are not polemics. There’s not a shadow
of radical critique of ideology or politics. [...] Every time, they would say to me,
“As a whole, it won’t work. There are allusions, excesses, associations of ideas.”
Nothing concrete. But in fact, they wanted you to avoid making the audience think
or grow sad."”

The 1970s were a difficult decade of cultural stagnation, when the Brezhnev
regime suppressed artistic originality and political dissent. Aleksander
Solzhenitsyn was exiled abroad, human rights activist Andrei Sakharov
persecuted. Muratova’s idol, director Sergei Paradjanov, was imprisoned from
1973 to 1977 on charges of homosexuality. The artistic and literary intelli-
gentsia supported Paradjanov and eventually got him released, though only
the bravest dared show their support by writing to him in the labour camp.
Muratova wrote to him pessimistically about the mood of the intelligentsia.
‘It’s a shame we are so pitiful and weak. And cowardly. We take everything as
a matter of course and keep waiting for someone to do something, we keep
blaming someone for something, but just keep living our lives, as if nothing
at all had happened. [...] Slavery has settled into my soul once and for all.’*®

In the late 1980s, when her early films were brought off the shelf, two
young Russian film critics compared Muratova to Alexei German and char-
acterised their aesthetic as ‘the striving to represent life in the forms of life
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itself... The spectator has the illusion that the director is not interfering at all
with the train of action, that life on the screen is “allowed” to exist and flow
according to its own logic, its own laws.”'” By the time they wrote, Muratova’s
style had already evolved through the poetic realism of Getting to Know the
Big, Wide World into the surrealism and hyper-realism of Among the Grey Stones
and A Change of Fate [Peremena uchasti, 1987]. She still based her aesthetic
on the realia of everyday life, but the events that take place, and the authorial
stance towards them, are far from ‘the illusion that life on the screen is allowed
to exist and flow according to its own logic’ — rather, they flow according to
life’s illogic.

Muratova’s aesthetic has evolved with each new film, but she has always
been sui generis, never a member of an identifiable school or movement.'® In
part, this is because of her status as an outsider in Soviet society. When asked
if she had ‘the impression that in the mid-1960s films like Shepitko’s Heat,
Tarkovsky’s Ivan’s Childhood, loseliani’s Falling Leaves, Paradjanov’s Shadows
of Forgotten Ancestors, and Konchalovsky’s First Teacher marked the emergence
of a generation and a new cinema,’ she replied: ‘Certainly I watched those
films. But I never sensed the existence of a movement. [...] Let’s not forget
that I came to the USSR from Romania...I was not like those who lived here
for a long time, seeing all the defects and the period when it changed ... I have
a different biography.’”” Paradjanov, though an Armenian raised in Tbilisi,
became — like Muratova — a ‘Ukrainian’ film-maker who made his early films at
the Dovzhenko Studio. Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors [Teni zabytykh predkov,
1965] and The Colour of Pomegranates [Tsvet granata, 1969] were trailblazing
in their use of colour and camera motion, and for their move away from an
emphasis on a legible narrative. Paradjanov’s example was important in
giving Muratova the impetus for visual experimentation and what she called
‘ornamentalism’ (dekorativnost’), beginning with her first colour film, Getting
to Know the Big, Wide World.

In May 1986 the new, reformist leadership of the Union of Soviet Film-
makers established a ‘Conflicts Commission’, designed to bring about the
release of films that had been forbidden, cut or given extremely limited
release over the previous thirty years. Among the first films brought off the
shelf were Brief Encounters and The Long Farewell, censored for their ‘incom-
patibility with the aesthetic canons of Socialist Realism’ and their director’s
‘evident political unreliability’.” Their belated release, and the simultaneous
discovery of their nearly unknown director, produced a mild sensation both
at home and abroad. The Long Farewell won the FIPRESCI award at the 1987
Locarno Festival, where Muratova served on the jury, and the Special Prize
at the All-Union Film Festival in 1988. A retrospective of Muratova’s films
was shown at the Festival of Women’s Films in Créteil, France, in March



