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Abstract 

This thesis examines the various biographical threads, which created the complex fabric of 

Sergei Parajanov’s life and work, especially his films. His origins, education, marriages, 

family life, and friendships forged in film school and in the various studios, where he worked, 

are used to frame his cinematic productions. However, the most novel features of this study 

result from an examination of his letters from prison and the artistic output, drawings, 

collages, scripts/scenarios, assemblages, etc., created in the gulag and outside during the 

time that he was denied the right to make films. An argument is made that the Soviets jailed 

him as a dissident although he never considered himself one, being rather simply an honest 

creative individual, who would not abide the censoring or redaction of his work. His 

homosexuality was the pretext for Soviet authorities to incarcerate him, but Parajanov’s 

queerness has been almost completely omitted from purportedly authoritative memoirs and 

biographies meant to capture the late filmmaker’s legacy. These publications written by 

Soviet and post-Soviet critics, Parajanov’s close friends, and numerous confidants make a 

deliberate effort to erase his self-professed queer identity. Foreign aficionados of his work, 

on the other hand, have little hesitancy acknowledging his queerness. My research centers on 

Parajanov’s queer identity as the underlying source of his bold and innovative artistic output. 
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Introduction 

Sergei Parajanov (1924-1990) was a renowned director from the post-war era of Soviet 

cinema. Today, Parajanov’s legacy as a filmmaker is overshadowed by his iconic status as 

dissident artist and repeat USSR political prisoner of the 1970-80s. Parajanov has openly 

stated in his prison letters that the Soviet authorities wanted to “get rid of him”, thus his 

incarceration was the most effective method for the State to censor his artistic output. While 

political persecution and censorship of the intelligentsia was common in the Soviet Union, 

not many were subjected to the harshest political persecution of the kind endured by 

Parajanov, beginning in the mid-1960s, until his death. Thanks to a uniquely unyielding urge 

to create art, he managed to persevere in spite of such oppressive circumstances. While in 

various gulags, Parajanov continuously produced works inspired by his unique visual 

storytelling skills, all deeply informed by his breadth of knowledge about an array of nations’ 

artistic and cultural traditions. 

My first encounter with Sergei Parajanov’s inner world occurred in the winter of 2008 when 

visiting my family in Yerevan, Armenia. My impressions of the Parajanov Museum – the 

extraordinary found-object collages, fantastical hats on exhibit, and the elephant sculpture 

made of an old valise, de Saint-Exupéry-esque in its whimsy, had all stirred my youthful 

imagination – an experience which remains vivid after all these years (see Appendix). Now, 

more than a decade later, I have a compelling opportunity to bring all those memories alive 

and turn my adolescent interest in Parajanov’s creativity into an academic research project for 

my MA thesis. Exploring Parajanov’s life and work for my research affords a new 

perspective on this dissident artist of rare talent, who paid a high price for going against the 

political, social, and artistic norms of Soviet society. 

My interest in Parajanov is multidimensional, so I set out to delve head-first into both the 

private and creative aspects of his identity. Who was the film director Sergei Parajanov and 

what is his legacy in post-war Soviet cinema? I explore the interplay of his Armenian 

ethnicity with the culture of Tbilisi, where he grew up, as well as his later experiences in 

Ukraine, which influenced his innovative aesthetic principles in the films he directed. 

Parajanov’s artistic experimentation outside the bounds of the official artistic policy of 

Socialist Realism resulted in censorship of his work and continued battles for independence 

from Soviet authorities’ directives. How has the discourse about Parajanov’s life, his sexual 

identity and his work as a dissident artist evolved in the past three decades after the 
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filmmaker’s death? I examine these questions in my thesis, and in the process, cover the 

various dimensions encompassed by his life’s work. Of note, though, is that the key questions 

I attempt to answer in my research are about Parajanov’s sexual identity: How does the 

academic and popular discourse on Parajanov’s life address his homosexuality? Is 

Parajanov’s queerness a significant feature of his dissident or artistic legacy? 

The term queer is used as a way for the LGBTQ community to self-identity, more broadly. 

The 1970s LGBTQ rights movement reclaimed the word queer as an umbrella term for all 

non-heterosexual, non-cisgender identities – thus the acronym LGBTQ emerged. While 

attitudes towards the term queer vary within the queer community (for example, some gay 

men and lesbians reject the word queer; on the other hand, many prefer queer and dislike 

being termed as gay or lesbian), the use of labels is attributed to generational differences 

(Kondakov, p. 19). However, despite these different attitudes, queer identity challenges the 

binary constructs of mainstream culture and refuses to fit into these categories forced on 

everyone. 

Not only has the term queer been reclaimed as an identity, but queer theory emerged in the 

1990s from the field of women’s studies and gender studies. Queer theory challenges the 

traditional assumptions about gender and sexual identities, critiques the notion that 

heterosexuality is normal, and rejects identity politics. Early queer theorists such as Eve 

Sedgwick were influenced by the writings of French philosopher Michel Foucault who 

claimed that sexuality and sexual categories are not determined by genetics or biology, but 

rather sexuality is a social construct, a function of culture and society (Maguire, 2017). Queer 

theorists analyze and challenge traditional academic views on gender and sexuality and 

examine the various ways in which individuals construct gender and sexual identity. Thus, 

the term queer refers to one’s gender and sexual identity. 

The topic of Parajanov’s sexual identity remains contentious within the post-Soviet region 

and direct references to his homosexuality are still largely avoided. In light of this existing 

normative framework, my analysis of the filmmaker’s sexual identity aims to expand the 

existing frame for Soviet-era political and cultural histories, while providing a deeper 

understanding of his homosexual dissident identity within the USSR. To achieve this goal, I 

will a) provide a summary of Parajanov’s life for my case study; b) describe the socio-

political and cultural context of his time and its effect on his career trajectory; and c) discuss 

the evolution of Parajanov as a filmmaker, including his modern-day legacy, all while 
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highlighting the role queerness played both during his lifetime and posthumously. In the 

following section, I will elaborate on each of these steps. 

 

Outline 

My thesis first briefly overviews Parajanov’s early life and the inception of his artistic vision, 

while, in parallel, providing more background on how the political, social, and cultural 

influences of the USSR film industry irrevocably altered Parajanov’s career trajectory, 

including his status in the Soviet Film Canon. This part also breaks down the auteur’s 

storytelling choices culminating in open dissention, and how these choices catalyzed the 

Soviet censorship and eventual banning of his work. In the Literature Review, I look at the 

most pertinent academic or popular literature on Parajanov’s life, published in Western, 

Soviet, and post-Soviet regions, in order to highlight the notable absence of discussions of his 

sexual identity. Next, I present the elements of a diachronic case study and how this 

methodology applies to Parajanov’s case. My analysis and interpretation of Parajanov’s 

personal and artistic transformation in the Discussion section zeroes in on his prison artworks 

and letters. I analyze these primary source materials to show Parajanov’s implicit textual 

references to his queerness. Finally, I encapsulate all these disparate threads of Parajanov’s 

life and legacy in the Conclusions section. Therein, I point out that, although critical 

discourse on Parajanov centers on homoerotic features of his films, it does not center his 

sexual identity within such a critical lens. Moreover, post-Soviet discourse attempts to revise 

his legacy by erasing Parajanov’s queer identity.  

 

Background 

Early life and career beginnings 

Sergei Parajanov was born in 1924 in Tiflis (Tbilisi) to Armenian parents. His life journey—

Armenian origins, childhood and youth in Georgia, and adulthood and career mostly in 

Ukraine—is crucial to understanding his interest in national identity and its significance 

within his artistic output. Transcaucasia, where Parajanov spent his formative years, due to its 

geographic location, became a nexus of Eastern and Western cultural exchange, producing a 

rich cultural diversity in the region (Steffen, 2013, p. 24). It also witnessed periodic outbursts 
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of ethnic and religious conflict, such as the destruction of Georgian culture in the aftermath of 

Stalinist repressions. This complex cultural environment undoubtedly shaped Parajanov’s 

identity, his artistic aspirations and his approach to visual storytelling through metaphorical 

cinematic language. “My love for old things is not a hobby, it’s my aesthetic conviction,” 

Parajanov, later in life, confessed (p. 4). He reacted to the ideological replacement of pre-

revolutionary culture in Georgia through an instinctive artistic response of preserving the 

continuity and the memory of the past. In Parajanov’s case this was manifested in his 

propensity for collecting vintage artifacts. 

Archival documents show that Parajanov’s family name was originally Parajaniants. In fact, 

the artist has a 1987 script where his signature reads Sarkis Paradzhanian (Steffen, p. 26). 

However, his paternal grandfather – Sergei Parajanov – Russified his name to join the local 

merchant guild. Russifying names was common practice for members of ethnic minorities 

during pre-Soviet and Soviet eras, mostly due to political and professional gatekeeping. 

Parajanov’s father – Iosif, was also a merchant and the owner of an antique shop. The 

business of trading valuables (specul’yant) got his father in trouble with Soviet authorities, 

resulting in jailtime. Under Article 154 of the Stalin era Criminal Code, “speculation” was the 

reselling of goods for personal profit which could carry a light or stiff penalty, depending on 

the scale of the crime. In his 1981 review of economic crimes in the Soviet Union, Charles 

Schwartz discusses various types of economic offenses, including so-called speculation. 

While widespread speculation in the USSR was mostly prompted by the disparity between 

the supply of consumer goods and the ever-growing demand, legal proceedings for 

speculation were not common. It was decriminalized later under Brezhnev (Schwartz, 1981). 

 

Parajanov developed an interest in and learned much about his father’s trade from a young 

age as James Steffen notes in the biographical section of his book, The Cinema of Sergei 

Parajanov (2013). It is an important and well-documented detail that he used this practical 

knowledge to sell antiques and valuables to support himself at various points in his life, 

especially when he was unemployed, due to blacklisting from the Soviet film industry.  

Parajanov’s preferred working language was Russian because his upper-middle-class parents 

had enrolled him in an exclusive school with teaching done in the Russian language – a 

common practice due to the perceived career advantage which Russian proficiency bestowed 

upon satellite states’ citizens during the Soviet era. Despite this Russian-language-only 

schooling experience, he retained fluency in Georgian and Armenian. After young Sergei 
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Parajanov’s secondary school graduation, he went on to study at several institutes of higher 

education. There is limited information about Parajanov’s life before WWII, especially in 

regard to the reason he was not drafted by the Soviet army at the start of 1941, despite 

already having turned seventeen. Beyond pure conjecture, it is likely that the Parajanov 

family patriarch’s wealth and connections may have helped young Sergei dodge the draft. By 

1942, Parajanov had enrolled at the Tbilisi Institute of Railway Transport, a decision likely 

prompted by his parents, sparing him mandatory enlistment. But Parajanov’s main passion 

was for the arts, much like his mother, with whom he shared a talent for music.  

In 1945, Parajanov was admitted to the Moscow-based All-Union State Institute of 

Cinematography (VGIK), where he studied under great Soviet filmmakers Igor Savchenko 

and then Aleksandr Dovzhenko. Both men were mentors to Parajanov, and he spoke highly of 

both, especially Savchenko, crediting him with “encouraging the students’ artistic 

independence” (Steffen, p. 29). After graduating from the prestigious VGIK, Parajanov was 

assigned the role of assistant director to the Kyiv Film Studio, leading to his relocation to 

Ukraine in the early 1950s. Parajanov would spend most of his time in Ukraine during the 

1950s, before his headline-grabbing arrest in 1973. There, the director met Svetlana 

Shcherbatiuk, the daughter of a diplomat, whom he married in 1955. Steffen asserts that, 

from the very beginning, their marriage was fraught; their 14-year age gap, differences in 

personality, expectations of marital roles, and financial difficulties all played a role. The 

couple had a son in 1958, named Suren, and subsequently divorced by 1962. However, the 

pair remained close, maintaining regular contact up until Parajanov’s death in 1990. 

Shcherbatiuk supported her ex-husband during his run-ins with the authorities, not to mention 

throughout the many ordeals of his arrests and incarcerations.  

Parajanov’s experiences as a directorial newcomer from 1945 until the mid-1950s, firmly 

place him among the ranks of those artists active in the Thaw period – the decade following 

Stalin’s death when Nikita Khrushchev steered a limited effort to relax de rigueur 

government censorship, while simultaneously reforming the USSR’s political and cultural 

spheres. In his monograph Censorship in Soviet Literature: 1917-1991, Herman Ermolaev 

explains Soviet-era censorship’s aims, on top of working to interpret its effects. Ermolaev 

observes: “Censorship had the impossible task of negating reality. Where realism meant the 

reproduction of reality as closely and accurately as possible, socialist realism meant praise 
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[of the] contemporary way of life and the powers that be. Socialist realism was fantasy” 

(Radley, 2016).  

For the Soviet film industry in the Thaw period, changes to this censorship policy meant a 

reduction in bureaucratic or ideological hurdles for creative endeavors and an increase in 

funding for new projects. In a departure from the rigid standards of Socialist Realism, the 

Thaw period afforded relative freedom for Soviet film directors to represent their lived 

experiences, in a raw, unvarnished form, as opposed to churning out yet more ideologically 

desirable, formulaic projects. 

Standard practice for Soviet film institutes’ recent graduates’ directorial debuts was for them 

to partner with more established colleagues. Thus, Parajanov’s first film Andriesh (1955) was 

a product of his collaboration with director Yakov Bazelyan. His first feature was followed 

by The Top Guy (1959) and three documentary shorts during the period from 1957 to 1960. 

Although these were minor films, Parajanov fondly mentions them, later on, as a source of 

creative inspiration: “I wanted to convey the folk vision without museum greasepaint [bez 

muzeinogo grima]—to return all these stunning embroideries, reliefs, tiles to their creative 

source, to combine them in a single spiritual act” (Steffen, p. 43).  

While Parajanov’s penchant for folkloric storytelling and ethnically cohesive aesthetics is 

evident throughout his filmography, the director’s earliest films are—comparatively—much 

more restrained artistically, not to mention their propagandistic messaging. Evaluating these 

early films, such as Andriesh (1955), The Top Guy (1959), or The Flower on the Stone 

(1962), Steffen suggests that Parajanov created these conventional works, in part, because he 

had not yet developed his own distinctive style of filmmaking; a style that became 

unmistakable in his works from 1964 onwards (p. 40). 

 

Critical acclaim in 1964 and the origins of conflict with Soviet authorities 

Parajanov achieved critical success with the 1964 release of Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors. 

Based on an ethnographic novella about the Hutsul peoples of Ukraine, the film is considered 

one of the director’s greatest works due to its rich folklore, memorable soundtrack, and vivid 

imagery. It is also considered a foundational entry point into the poetic cinema movement. I 

will discuss this avantgarde school of filmmaking more in-depth within the Discussion 

section. 
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Parajanov’s troubled relationship with authorities was partly due to his tendency to make 

critical remarks about the USSR political system, generally, while also sharing his many 

more pointed grievances with Soviet film studios’ leadership. These simmering tensions, 

which only intensified in the early 1970s, meant that Parajanov’s film projects were either 

indefinitely delayed or outright canceled. For example, Kyiv Frescoes, a 

semiautobiographical script Parajanov worked on during 1964-1965 was cancelled by his 

Ukrainian studio. Now unemployed, he left for Armenia and spent several years working on 

his masterpiece – a biographic feature called Sayat Nova (known to Soviet and foreign 

audiences as The Color of Pomegranates, 1969). 

But the authorities intended to go beyond just hurting him professionally. In December 1973, 

the party leadership of Ukraine ordered Parajanov’s arrest. He was charged with 

homosexuality, an allegation with even higher penalties in light of Parajanov’s 1948 arrest for 

the same reasons. As a further insult, the director was spuriously accused of distributing 

pornography, which lead to a sentence of five years in a maximum-security penal colony for 

Parajanov. 

Scholarly studies show evidence of the political motives behind these charges: Parajanov was 

being punished for his outspokenness and his influence among the nationalist Ukrainian 

intelligentsia (Ispoved’, 2001, p. 399). Soviet authorities perceived him as a threat, 

particularly in the context of the continued crackdown of the shestydesiatnyki (the 1960s 

generation of Ukrainian writers) movement in Ukraine. In addition, some Western critics 

have suggested that Parajanov’s 1973 arrest was due to “nationalistic and openly religious 

content” in the 1969 film The Color of Pomegranates which clashed with Socialist Realism 

ideology: a crucial element in the aesthetic of his Soviet contemporaries’ films (Steffen, p. 8). 

Parajanov was released a year earlier than the official end of his term in 1977 thanks to the 

lobbying efforts of international filmmakers, Soviet celebrities, as well as prominent voices in 

literature and academia for his release. The director then returned to Tbilisi but was not 

allowed to make films, yet again, for several years. In February 1982, the authorities arrested 

him once more, this time on falsified bribery charges, only for Parajanov to be freed nine 

months later. The actual motive for Parajanov’s final arrest were his oblique criticisms of “a 

certain apparatus” at the roundtable discussion of Y. Lyubimov’s play Vladimir Vysotsky at 

the Taganka Theater in 1981 (Ispoved’, p. 638).  
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The late 1980s signaled significant shifts in all aspects of Soviet society as another wave of 

reforms—known colloquially as perestroika and glasnost—were declared. While Mikhail 

Gorbachev’s reforms mostly aimed to overcome the era of political and economic 

stagnation overseen by his predecessor Leonid Brezhnev from 1964 until 1982, 

these changes had major socioeconomic and cultural effects, too. Perestroika and 

glasnost loosened the iron fist of Soviet censorship and allowed an expansion in the 

freedom of expression afforded to the public. This reform phase was the next active 

filmmaking period for Parajanov. He directed The Legend of Suram Fortress (1984) and 

Ashik-Kerib (1988), with both films produced by the Georgian Film Studio and shown at 

international festivals (Steffen, p. 11).  

 

Unfinished projects and unanswered questions 

One project that Parajanov did not have time to complete was the autobiographical film 

Ispoved’ (Confession) which he began preproduction for in 1989. Based on his own script of 

the same name, Ispoved’ would later be published as a book, with the inclusion of a trove of 

prison correspondences in its addendum. Soon after Parajanov started working on bringing 

Ispoved’ to life for the screen, he was diagnosed with lung cancer and would die a year later – 

in 1990 – in Yerevan, Armenia. The Parajanov Museum, with rich archival materials such as 

the letters, screenplays, and artwork Parajanov created during his imprisonment, opened its 

door in Armenia’s capital the following year.  

Perhaps, the Museum’s display of these critical multimedia artworks, was one of the reasons 

why Parajanov’s non-cinematic creative output during his imprisonment had such broad 

appeal. While academic researchers have often focused on specific allegorical or 

philosophical aspects linked to Parajanov’s filmography within his body of multimedia 

artwork, his broader mission of continued artistic self-expression (regardless of the personal 

costs) during his long spans of incarceration have yet to be investigated fully. What drove 

Parajanov to continue with his creative pursuits, despite the enormous toll, both physical and 

psychological, accompanied by his horrifying experiences in jail? How do his letters from jail 

and prison art reveal his ability for artistic production in conditions of extreme deprivation 

and abuse? How does this body of work relate to his stated queer identity? I explore these 

unanswered questions to better understand Parajanov’s true identity and his visionary artistic 

perseverance, despite the countless voices trying to silence him.  
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These archival imprisonment-era materials also shed light on the topic of Parajanov’s 

sexuality. In Soviet society the topic of non-heteronormativity was not discussed openly, thus 

except for the last two years of his life, Parajanov avoided openly talking about his queerness. 

While the filmmaker references his homosexuality in his letters, he does so indirectly, 

indicating the extreme pressure to mask this part of his life from prying eyes. Nonetheless, 

Parajanov’s prison correspondence provides significant insights into his queer identity. 

Additionally, besides the director’s written communication, I analyze archival interviews, 

preserved online, conducted with Parajanov’s inner circle. One is an interview with close 

friend and associate Roman Balayan, another with Suren Parajanov. Finally, I examine the 

last few interviews Parajanov gave before his death to find definitive answers to current 

contentions brought up by the topic of his homosexuality. 

 

The stigma of queerness 

Queerness was strongly stigmatized in the Soviet Union and remains so in post-Soviet 

Russia. Homophobia has especially intensified in the past decade due to anti-gay laws and 

propaganda. In the article Political homophobia as a state strategy in Russia (2018), Nikita 

Sleptcov discusses how the Russian government uses political homophobia to create a sense 

of national identity by scapegoating Russian homosexuals as foreign agents and to legitimize 

the current authoritarian regime. The framework of this strategy is to unify national identity 

and present Russia’s values as distinct from the West. The author argues that homophobia is 

embedded in Russian history and “has been actively employed by the Russian authorities 

since 2012” (Sleptcov, p. 141).  

Queer identities are not sufficiently acknowledged and explored in the broader Russian 

Studies field. More specifically, in Parajanov’s case, the largest proportion of academic 

literature about the film director has been produced in the post-Soviet period. The persistent 

and targeted oppression that queer voices and individuals perceived as non-heteronormative 

have been continuous within Soviet and post-Soviet space. The legendary film director Sergei 

Eisenstein is another example of a Soviet artist whose homosexuality is still being denied 

because “In Russia, there is a very, very aggressive attitude toward gay” (Macnab, 2015). The 

Russian authorities do not want any discourse about a national hero portrayed as gay, 

especially following the introduction of the law banning “propaganda of non-traditional 

sexual relations to minors” in 2013.  
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Queer groups are denied basic human rights in contemporary Russia because they are not 

viewed as equal members of society. This attitude is prevalent, as represented by my thesis’ 

case study subject, within post-Soviet academia, as well. Being acknowledged by intellectual 

authority would legitimize and validate queer identity. Therefore, the pervasive 

stigmatization of queerness in modern post-Soviet society can only be thwarted by shedding 

light on the lives of iconoclasts with queer experiences, such as Sergei Parajanov. By 

emphasizing Parajanov’s dissident legacy, my research works to highlight a pertinent 

standard-bearer of the queer community in the region. Such a vivid example of the lasting 

influence of this queer Soviet artist on the post-Soviet publics’ consciousness becomes 

undeniable. 

Modern Russia under Putin has used political homophobia in a range of policies aimed at 

creating a sense of national identity that is not based on liberal values. Putin and his ruling 

circle resented the diminished role of Russia on the world stage – the loss of its status as a 

superpower. To compensate for this, as early as in 2000, Putin introduced anti-Western 

rhetoric juxtaposing Russia with its allegedly “traditional values” with the “gay” (i.e., 

corrupt, and morally depraved), West. This is how homophobia was instrumentalized in 

Russia for political purposes starting in 2012. One of Putin’s earliest political acts as 

president was to change the internal discourse to include patriotic ideology in order to foment 

public support. This changing narrative started with the gradual introduction of anti-Western 

rhetoric, in tandem with the active engagement of the Russian Orthodox Church in peddling 

conservative traditional values to their flocks. The influence of the church in Russia has been 

essential in reinforcing traditional gender roles and reinforcing homophobic discourse. 

(Sleptcov, p. 141).  

The author further argues that the federal law For the Purpose of Protecting Children from 

Information Advocating for a Denial of Traditional Family Values (June 30, 2013) is 

discriminatory because homosexuality is defined as corrupting the youth. The goal is to use 

political homophobia to create a sense of national unity based on heteronormative sexuality. 

This strategy should be viewed in the social context of gradual “de-masculinization” of the 

country (due to largely post-WWII historical and economic realities) which led the public to 

welcome authoritarianism. So, Putin used sexual minorities to construct an image of an 

external threat – the West – and its imported “agents” embedded in Russian society. 

However, not only homosexuals were marginalized and labeled as “foreign agents,” but also 

Russian NGOs that received funding from the West. 
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After the brief emergence of the LGBTQ movement in the 1990s, which resulted from the 

1993 removal of muzhelozhestvo (male-to-male sexual practices) from the Criminal Code of 

Russia, the queer community was almost completely overshadowed by the early 2000s when 

Putin consolidated his power. Thus, Sleptcov concludes that the decriminalization of 

homosexuality did not lead to de-stigmatization of Russian LGBTQ groups. 

Other countries with common Soviet pasts—Ukraine, Armenia, and Georgia—all associated 

with Parajanov’s life and work, have similar constraints. I think the following citation from 

Steffen supports this argument. Steffen knows first-hand how little has changed in the 

discourse on LGBTQ issues, sexual and gender identity in the post-Soviet space because the 

author traveled to Russia, Ukraine, Armenia, and Georgia to conduct his research for his 

book on Parajanov. He notes, “… even to this day one can still encounter a great deal of 

denial about sexual matters” (p. 247).  

 

Homosexuality and homophobia in Soviet and post-Soviet Russia 

The theme of homosexuality in the Soviet Union is relatively recent in post-Soviet 

scholarship. In part due to socio-political constraints, long-held prejudice, and mere 

ignorance, the traditional silence about topics of sexual and gender identity persists in the 

post-Soviet discourse. Even people who knew Parajanov closely or collaborated with him for 

years avoid talking about his sexual identity. For example, film director Roman Balayan, who 

considers Parajanov his mentor, was reluctant to talk about this subject in his 2011 interview. 

Increasingly, sexuality and gender identity remain taboo and not subject to public discourse 

in Russia, Armenia, and Georgia. The second, and most probable reason for this avoidant 

approach, is the omnipresent homophobic propaganda in the post-Soviet space during the 

past two decades and anti-gay laws such as the Russian legislation of 2013, as discussed 

earlier.  

Dan Healey has studied the history of homosexuality in Soviet Russia and traces modern 

homophobia in Russia back to the re-criminalization of male homosexuality by the Soviet 

secret police in 1933. His book, Russian Homophobia from Stalin to Sochi (2018) examines 

the roots of Russian homophobia from the 1930s to the present and discusses the public view 

on same-sex love, the value of queer Russians, and the rise and fall of the LGBTQ movement 

there. Healey shows the authoritarian continuity in the repressive measures Putin’s “gay 
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propaganda” laws introduced, thus following in Stalin’s footsteps, despite lingering modern 

developments which could have paved the way for queer inclusivity in 21st century Russia. 

Healey examines several cases of artists and intellectuals, including Parajanov, who were 

prosecuted under sodomy laws. The Soviet authorities harassed them and destroyed their 

reputations in this way. Parajanov’s non-conformity, queer sexuality, and refusal to work 

within ideological constraints imposed on Soviet filmmakers were the obvious reasons for 

this prosecution. 

 

Literature Review 

Publications in the West 

Film critic and historian James Steffen’s 2013 book, The Cinema of Sergei Parajanov, is the 

most exhaustively researched English-language study on Parajanov. Besides analyzing the 

director’s films, Steffen dives into the cultural and social fabric of Georgia, at the beginning 

of the 20th century, in order to provide a rich context of the multicultural environment where 

Parajanov was born and raised. Steffen also uses new factual evidence to expand Parajanov’s 

biography and helps the reader understand the Armenian, Georgian and Ukrainian periods of 

the filmmaker’s life, his innovative development of the genre of poetic cinema, his lifelong 

struggle with the Soviet regime, and his legacy as a dissident artist. Steffen supports these 

narrative threads with archival documents, which the author uses to weave a colorful and 

intriguing tapestry of Parajanov’s legacy. Unfortunately, one important thread seems to be 

incomplete in Steffen’s work: discussion of Parajanov’s sexual identity. Indeed, Steffen 

references Parajanov’s homosexuality in the analysis of his films, but only in the context of 

the artist’s filmmaking aesthetics, while providing several examples of homoerotic content in 

his many detailed interpretations of Parajanov’s filmography. 

Other authors explore various aspects of Parajanov’s cinema. For instance, in Cinema and 

painting in Parajanov’s aesthetic metamorphoses, Olga Kim studies Parajanov’s unique 

cinematic method and his painterly style of filmmaking. She argues that the director applies a 

hybrid aesthetic approach, combining cinema and painting (Kim, 2018). 

In his article Parajanov in prison: an exercise in transculturalism (2018), Kirill Razlogov 

focuses on the influence of prison culture (blatnaia kul’tura) on Parajanov’s art while 
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imprisoned. The author claims that Parajanov’s involvement with prison culture started with 

his incarceration in Kyiv, where his first-hand introduction to the inner workings of the 

prison world would be incorporated with his own personal style of art. Parajanov used the 

gulag art traditions of tattoos in his drawings during incarceration, combining low and high 

cultural motifs.  

Another relevant publication is Leah Feldman’s Strange Love: Parajanov and the Affects of 

Late Soviet (Inter)nationalisms where she expresses that the filmmaker’s avant-garde and 

unique cinematic style defies the definition of “ethno-nationalist” cinema, centering her 

analysis on the film Ashik Kerib (Feldman, 2019).  

Of special note is Stefano Pisu’s 2021 piece, titled, New Perspectives on the Parajanov 

Affair: The Role of Italian Activism in the Transnational Campaign for His Release. Pisu 

examines the political reasons behind Parajanov’s conviction on charges of homosexuality in 

1973 and explores queer Western activists’ involvement in the campaign for his release, 

emphasizing the role of Italian LGBTQ activists and political elites. While Pisu discusses in 

broad strokes the topic of homosexuality in the USSR within the framework of human rights 

and personal freedom, he uses Parajanov’s case to instead focus on how this campaign raised 

awareness of LGBTQ rights in Italy in the 1970s, leading to changes in that nation’s 

legislation concerning queer issues. 

These studies are bolstered by articles about Parajanov’s films published by Soviet media 

during his lifetime and by coverage of Parajanov from the past three decades, especially, due 

to a renewed interest in Soviet political, social, and cultural life. This trend may be explained 

by the sudden accessibility of Soviet archival materials to Western researchers. In Other 

Russias: Homosexuality and the Crisis of Post-Soviet Identity (2009), Brian Baer, who has 

published widely on gender and sexuality in Russia, indicates that after the Cold War, 

Russian archives were opened, permitting “unprecedented access to official documentation 

(legal memos and medical studies) and unofficial accounts (diaries, letters, and samizdat 

literature) of homosexuality in Russia”.  

Thus, the existing literature contributes to shaping new frameworks of understanding and 

appreciating Parajanov’s work as a unique and innovative filmmaker. The focal point of 

many of these studies remain theories related to Parajanov’s films’ genre (e.g., surrealist or 

avant-garde), nationalist and folkloric themes and motifs in his cinematic releases, as well as 

the director’s technical approaches (such as tableau cinema). However, there is little 
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reference to Parajanov’s personal life, his queerness—in particular—and how this non-

heteronormativity relates to his distinctive cinematic language. An approach, in which, the 

expressiveness of visual metaphors, associative stylings, emotive music, and other technical 

elements blend together masterfully to render explicit and implicit sexual messages.  

 

Parajanov and homosexuality in Soviet and post-Soviet media 

The absence of Parajanov’s homosexuality in Soviet and post-Soviet discourse stands in 

contrast to the Western literature covering his life. After the USSR-era anti-sodomy law was 

abolished in 1993’s post-Soviet Russia, most of the LGBTQ community’s progress toward 

legally recognized rights were made in the late 1990s. Following Putin’s rise to power in the 

new millennium, this new government heralded the dangers of subverting so-called 

“traditional family values.” To enforce this newly conservative culture, Putin elevated the 

role of the Russian Orthodox Church and made railing against queer visibility cornerstones of 

his Russian nationalist ideology. This shift in state policy served as a pretext for anti-queer 

propaganda and legalization of queer oppression (Tate, 2020). These policies nurtured, or 

rather emboldened, the still widespread homophobic hostility among the Russian public, 

while increasing the population’s reluctance to openly discuss issues of non-heteronormative 

sexuality.  

In fact, in the post-Soviet region, public opinion about sexual identity has remained much the 

same since the 1990s. For example, while a 1989 survey of public opinion showed strong 

hostility toward homosexuality, with 30% wanting homosexuals to be “liquidated” or 

“isolated,” two decades later, homosexuality was still viewed as abnormal love 

[nenormal’naia liubov’] and heterosexuals as normal people [normal’nye liudi] although 

homosexuality was removed as a clinical pathology by the Russian Psychiatric Association in 

1999 (Baer, 2009). By this flawed logic, homosexuals are capable of all sorts of abnormal 

activities because homosexuality itself is abnormal. Therefore, homosexuality becomes 

synonymous with any behavior outside the norm, in the general public’s view.  

Beginning in the early-2010s, intolerance and violence against the queer community ramped 

up in Russia. Homophobic State-sponsored policymaking culminated in the 2013 anti-

LGBTQ legislation – a federal law which banned homosexual “propaganda,” declaring all 

other forms of non-traditional sexual relations criminal except for heterosexual relations. This 
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resulted in persecution and criminal convictions of the Russian LGBTQ community, its 

advocates, and queer-friendly media and education activists. The law also linked non-

traditional sexual practices with pedophilia, reinforcing the existing public perception of the 

threat posed by LGBTQ individuals (Tate, 2020). 

It is well-known that in the Soviet Union most records were kept secret. Moreover, statistics 

and documents on homosexual crimes were in many cases destroyed or distorted. Dan Healey 

observes that one of the key obstacles in accurate discourse on homosexuality in the region is 

the lack of access to primary sources: because in both the Soviet and modern Russian 

archival systems, “any mention of homosexuality is oblique or avoided completely” (Guskov, 

2018). This reality echoes the idea discussed in my conclusion: the Parajanov Museum 

denied the request for archival documents when it came to Parajanov’s private life, to prevent 

any finding about or reference to his queerness. The following section analyzes some 

pertinent publications in post-Soviet media (memoirs, interviews, etc.) to support this 

assertion. 

The 2001 publication of Soviet documentary filmmaker Vasily Katanyan’s memoir 

Paradzhanov: Tsena vechnogo prazdnika [Parajanov: The price of eternal celebration], is a 

good case in point, since, admittedly, Katanyan was Parajanov’s close friend and confidant 

for many years. His memoir includes much valuable information about the artist – intimate 

details and insights about his many friendships (including the years when they were both 

students at the VGIK), personal weaknesses and challenges, political pressures, etc. The final 

chapter of the book is particularly significant for its primary source documents – a selection 

of Parajanov’s prison letters to friends, a complete transcript of his 1971 speech in Minsk 

signed by a KGB officer, letters from critics and friends such as Tarkovsky and others. 

Katanyan provides many anecdotes to portray Parajanov as a generous man, talented artist, 

yet still a difficult individual. He also explains how their friendship was an important 

connection between Parajanov and Lilya Brik (who was married to the author’s father, 

Katanyan Sr.). Brik and Katanyan Sr. not only showed moral support to the artist with regular 

correspondence during his prison term, but Brik’s efforts are believed to have been 

instrumental in expediting Parajanov’s release from detention in 1977, i.e., a year earlier than 

the official end of his prison term.  
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However, with regard to Parajanov’s homosexuality, Katanyan’s account does not differ from 

the official narrative – it is silent on the topic of Parajanov’s queer identity even within the 

biographical section. The image below is a snippet from the book’s Chronology of Life and 

Art chapter. While Katanyan has included a seemingly irrelevant detail (highlighted in the 

image below) such as the name of Professor Nina Dorliak – during Parajanov’s brief studies 

at the Tbilisi and later in Moscow conservatories, he leaves out Parajanov’s 1948 run-in with 

the police in Tbilisi and his arrest for homosexuality (Katanyan, 2001, p. 7). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is not merely an omission by the author: it shows a pattern of avoiding any mention of 

homosexuality charges and resulting convictions which Katanyan was well aware of. 

The following highlighted entries on page 9 list the two arrests and convictions in 1974 and 

1982 later on in Parajanov’s life. The first entry describes the sentence of five years and lists 

the names of penal colonies (a minor detail because he does not use this information in his 

memoir), which do not seem as important as the reason for Parajanov’s conviction. The 1982 

entry, again, omits information on the charges brought against Parajanov. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Page 7 of Katanian’s memoir does not list Parajanov’s 1948 

arrest for homosexuality. 

Page 9 of Katanyan’s memoir (highlights are mine) 
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Another relevant source in this section is Yuri Mechitov’s photo book Sergei Parajanov: 

khronica dialoga [Sergei Parjanov: chronicle of the dialogue], published in Moscow in 2009. 

Mechitov was a friend who chronicled Parajanov’s life in photographs, and many images 

included in the album are unique. He provides context for the photos throughout, frequently 

adding Parajanov’s words or comments during the shoots. The image below, on the left, was 

taken in January 1982, when Andrey Tarkovsky visited Parajanov’s home in Tbilisi. The 

image on the right is Parajanov’s collage, which references homo-erotic imagery, using a 

copy of the print. Mechitov quotes a brief conversation with Tarkovsky where Parajanov 

references his homosexuality: 

Parajanov: “You, Andrey, are undoubtedly a talented director…very talented, but you 

are not a genius because you are not a homosexual and never sat in prison” (p. 116). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Perhaps Parajanov was suggesting that it takes a genius to make cinema after having survived 

the ordeal of four years in the Soviet prison system, especially while facing the stigma of a 

sentence upheld on charges of homosexuality. Mechitov, for his part, does not provide his 

insight on the aforementioned quote. 

During my research, I came across an interview, published online, with the filmmaker’s son, 

Suren Parajanov, regarding his father’s homosexuality. According to this Ukrainian online 

magazine, Gordon, Suren Parajanov did not exclude the possibility that his father had 

relationships with men: “It could happen due to an agreement. Many women and men, who 

want to star in a great director’s films, are ready for anything”, an insinuation that he believed 

his father may have engaged in same-sex relationships (Paradjanov’s son, 2015). Worth 

noting is the remarkable opportunity for post-Soviet LGBTQ community members to voice 

their opinions on various topics afforded by social media platforms. Such queer-friendly sites 

offer lively discussions on human rights and personal and sexual freedom from the 

perspective of people in the region. 

Andrey Tarkovsky and Sergei Parajanov in Tbilisi in 1982. The image on the right is the collage 

Parajanov later made from the print. 
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Finally, in a 2011 interview, filmmaker Roman Balayan is asked a question on Parajanov’s 

sexuality (Gay Parajanov, 2011). This brief discourse is notable because both the journalist 

and Balayan avoid using the word “queer” or “homosexual.” The interviewer asks directly 

why Parajanov was imprisoned and adds rumored reasons (e.g., “…because of speculation on 

antique objects, “other orientation”). Instead of the word homosexual, they use the phrase 

“other orientation.” 

Q: Was he of “other orientation?” 

A: I do not like talking about this on TV, but he was… but it’s not why he was put in prison. 

He was charged with rape (nasiliye) – that did not happen. Well, let’s not talk about it. I 

won’t tell you that he did not suffer from it, but he was not imprisoned because of it.  

“It” is a euphemism for homosexuality in post-Soviet discourse and the vague terminology’s 

use implies that homosexuality is an anomaly or a malady from which one “suffers.” I will 

further discuss this construct in “Dissidents and Psychiatry in the Soviet Union.”  

 

Methodology 

Research design: case study 

The methodological framework I use for this research is the diachronic case study. 

Diachronic case studies investigate how or why something exists over time. “Studies related 

to change, continuity, development, transformation, or evolution are types of diachronic 

studies” (Widdersheim, 2018). This approach is most suitable for my purposes, since I am 

exploring the aspects of Parajanov’s life and work within the span of four decades. 

Historically, this time period has been the least closely examined. The temporal criterion also 

fits the definition of diachronic case studies—mapping an event, individual history, or a case 

over time.  

 

Thus, the diachronic method provides a framework for Soviet policies, including the period 

after Stalin, and on through the Gorbachev era, as the events trace shifts in dissent, 

intellectuals’ repression, censorship, and limitations on artistic freedom in the context of 

Parajanov’s case. I examine these topics in the broader perspective of political, social, and 

cultural policies during this 40-year period of Soviet history: the Thaw following Stalin’s 

death, Brezhnev’s rule of Stagnation, and the Perestroika and Glasnost era initiated by 
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Gorbachev. Parajanov’s social and artistic activities clearly impacted his treatment by the 

authorities as an anti-Soviet agitator. This sentiment resulted in decades-long authoritarian 

abuse and harassment throughout Sergei Parajanov’s life, isolating him, damaging his career 

and relationships, while also preventing him from achieving many of his lifelong artistic 

goals (Steffen, 2013, p. 14). However, his sexuality and how it was used as leverage by 

Soviet authorities, intent on punishing him, has become a contentious topic. This homophobic 

undercurrent in the mistreatment endured by Parajanov has not been explored in the larger 

context of his life’s work to the degree it should have been. 

 

Methods for data collection 

a. Primary sources: letters, interviews, drawings, scripts, mixed media art 

b. Archival material: academic articles, media interviews, books, research studies 

The materials I have gathered help examine and illustrate the personal and professional 

aspects of Parajanov’s case as it unfolds over time. For example, the primary source materials 

such as letters and interviews, drawings, and multimedia art I analyze, comprise the bulk of 

the materials. They also define the temporal boundaries of my research – the 1950s to late 

1980s. Studying materials from the duration of these thirty years provide insights not only 

into Parajanov’s personal life and artistic transformations at any given point within this 

timespan, but also clue us into the director’s views on political and cultural issues, including 

any changes, and give us glimpses of his relationship to his own sexuality. 

 

Data interpretation and analysis 

a. Timeframe: analysis of Parajanov’s works in 1950-60s vs 70-80s  

b. Interpretation and analysis of research material 

My exploration lends itself to a qualitative analysis of the research material while I try to 

answer the following questions: Why did Soviet authorities target an artist who did not 

engage in political activity? In the absence of his freedom of movement, how did Parajanov’s 

artistic self-expression help him survive imprisonment? Has Parajanov’s sexual identity been 

covered in scholarly studies? While existing academic research focuses on Parajanov’s 

creative philosophy during his lifelong struggle for artistic freedom, little is known about his 

sexuality. It is especially unclear how this aspect of his identity relates to Parajanov’s ability 

to resist the censorship apparatus’ mental and physical pressures while incarcerated. As an 
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artist Parajanov maintained his auteur perspective regardless of the costs, but was he still just 

a dissenting Soviet intellectual or an outsider to the system beyond his creative output? 

I use the qualitative method of interpretation on data collected from academic research, 

books, memoirs, reproductions of art, letters, illustrations, drawings, and interviews to build 

the Parajanov case. These source materials are relevant because they serve as the evidentiary 

basis for my analysis. The interpretive approach best suits the goal of my research because I 

rely on textual rather than statistical data, using meaning-based data analysis (Miles & 

Gilbert, 2005, p. 147). 

A key element of my study is the analysis of source materials from   

1. Vernadsky Library in Kyiv 

2.  Parajanov Museum in Yerevan 

3. Documents which have only recently become available to researchers, which shed 

new light on unexplored sides of Parajanov’s life and art (e.g., Pisu, 2021) 

4. Prison correspondence 

The documents that help better understand his case include prison correspondence – letters to 

and from family and friends, official Soviet decrees (ukazy), memoranda (dokladnaya 

zapiska), and reports. I also use analysis of Parajanov’s letters, interviews, published 

recollections, his unpublished screenplays, and documents to reconstruct a chronological 

narrative of significant events and to determine underlying factors affecting the major events 

of his life.  

It is worth mentioning that many of the primary sources as well as archival and biographical 

materials are in Russian. For example, I have used the Russian publication of Ispoved’, a 

large section of which includes the letters Parajanov wrote from prison (Parajanov, 2001). In 

fact, some sources such as Liubov Chemeris’ memoir are rare and available only in Russian. 

This book saw a limited publication of only 300 copies. Most of my research contains ideas, 

interpretations, and citations, translated from Russian. I pay special attention to understanding 

the cultural context and connotations of the original when translating and presenting 

information in English, so the original meaning is not lost in translation. 



21 

 

Discussion 

Overview of Soviet film in the Stalin era 

Like other art forms of the 1950-60s in the Soviet Union, cinematography followed the early 

traditions of filmmaking of the communist era, serving as an instrument of propaganda to 

strengthen Soviet authorities’ political power through aesthetic education. The state mandated 

Socialist Realism be the norm for all works of art, including film, and these artworks were 

subject to censorship in the Soviet Union under its strictures.   

Once the Soviet state had absolute control over film production and distribution, the freedom 

of filmmakers was entirely subordinated to a set of strictly enforced ideological doctrines 

under Socialist Realism – the depiction of communist values which promoted exaggerated 

optimism and glorification of the working-class life—the utopian ideal of Soviet society—in 

literature, film, painting, and other art forms.  

 

Beginnings as filmmaker 

Early Films of 1952-1964 

During the period early on in his career from 1952 until 1962, following his graduation from 

VGIK, Parajanov was also expected to hew strictly to the Socialist Realism model of 

filmmaking. After completing the short diploma film called Moldavian Tales, he got assigned 

to the Alexander Dovzhenko National Film Studio in Kyiv, commonly known as The Kyiv 

Studio. He made a number of documentaries and features in the style of Socialist Realism. 

Later, Parajanov would disavow the artistic qualities of these works following the appearance 

of Ivan’s Childhood by Andrei Tarkovsky in 1962: “I consider an absolutely young and 

amazing director, Tarkovsky, who didn’t even realize what a genius he was in Ivan’s 

Childhood, as my teacher” (Ispoved’, p. 620).   

This was a major turning point in his career when Parajanov rediscovered cinema and went 

on to establish his own creative vision of “poetic cinema”, thus, disregarding conventional 

narrative forms. His vision was also influenced, among others, by Italian neoclassic 

filmmakers such as Federico Fellini and Paolo Pasolini, the latter of whom was an overtly 

gay artist (Riley, 2014). “Parajanov was always at odds with his time. During the Thaw 

period he did not take advantage of the increasing tolerance of narrative freedom that fellow 
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students of Igor Savchenko did. Parajanov was to forge his poetic and visual assault on 

Socialist Realism just as the Thaw ended” (Vivaldi, 2014).  

 

Parajanov’s innovative approach to filmmaking 

Once he started work on his 1964 film Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors in Kyiv, Parajanov 

rejected the straight jacket of propaganda art, which resulted in a lifelong conflict with Soviet 

government officials, as well as the USSR’s film industry authorities. In a 1988 interview 

with Ron Holloway about his vision of filmmaking and his mission, he says: “Directing is 

fundamentally the truth as it’s transformed into images: sorrow, hope, love, beauty. 

Sometimes I tell others the stories in my screenplays, and I ask: ‘Did I make it up, or is it the 

truth?’ Everyone says: ‘It’s made up.’ No, it’s simply the truth as I perceive it.”  

While unapologetic about his approach, Parajanov was bitter about his treatment as an artist 

and was blunt in his critique of the artistic elites who would bend backwards so as not to fall 

out of favor with industry power players or to become persecuted by the authorities. “I 

worked and suffered, under three despots [Stalin, Khrushchev, and Brezhnev]. The despots 

were in the Kremlin. And today perestroika is seeking to become the cardiogram of the times. 

Perhaps, one day, a book will appear dealing with all those years, something like a 

cardiogram,” expressed the artist in 1988 (Holloway, 1996). Parajanov’s life-long struggles 

with authorities resulted in personal trauma and professional tragedy; his freedom would be 

oppressed literally and metaphorically. 

Breakthrough in 1964 

When Parajanov created his first masterpiece in the Kyiv studio, Shadows of Forgotten 

Ancestors (Teni zabytykh predkov, 1964), he brought in worldwide renown for himself and 

his studio higherups. As a result of this newfound scrutiny, Soviet authorities blacklisted 

Parajanov for his support of the Ukrainian dissidents and nationalists and all his projects in 

Ukraine were jeopardized, most notably the unfinished autobiographical films Kyiv Frescos 

and Intermezzo. Most of Parajanov’s early films (up until the early 1960s) were considered 

average by film critics: these films were in tune with the Soviet ideological framework of the 

time. He even expressed admiration – at least in public – for Lenin, like many Soviet 

intellectuals of his time. But Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors—based on an adaptation of 
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Mykhailo Kotsiubynsky’s novella about the Hutsul peoples of Western Ukraine with rich 

ethnic and cultural traditions—was an unparalleled departure from Socialist Realism, both 

thematically and stylistically.  

After Shadows’ successful international run and critical acclaim, especially 1965’s theatric 

release in France, many Soviet film critics reacted favorably. These rave reviews were not 

only for the film’s refreshing beauty, but also because of the earnestness with which Shadows 

dealt with folklore, instead of explicit ideological issues. Indeed, Parajanov’s film gave rise to 

a new, poetic school of Ukrainian cinema, and at the same time “…thrust him into the fraught 

arena of Ukrainian cultural politics” (Steffen,  p. 56). This newly forged connection to 

Ukrainian culture proved fateful for Parajanov. While Party authorities feared the rise of 

nationalistic sentiment in Ukraine, Parajanov’s film became linked with the Ukrainian 

dissidents’ protests at Shadows’ premiere, and, inevitably, the director himself was deemed to 

be a dangerous “undesirable” by association. 

 

Parajanov and poetic cinema 

Parajanov frequently used the terms poetic or poetry to describe his work. The aesthetic 

philosophy of poetic cinema concerns the expansion of narrative film’s boundaries of form, 

and an emphasis on a more lyrical approach. According to James Steffen, instead of relying 

on a staid plotline, poetic films fortify other elements of cinema: mise en scène, camerawork, 

editing, and soundtracks. Such elements coalesce seamlessly to achieve a viscerally 

emotional effect due to their focus on folklore, ethnography, cultural motifs and, most 

importantly, film’s visual versatility. These films often include colorful images and visual 

metaphors (2013, p. 20).  

Poetic cinema, as a genre, also explores sound effects and editing in order to produce new 

forms of meaning. Parajanov became a master in applying these traits to his later films such 

as The Color of Pomegranates (1969), The Legend of Suram Fortress (1984), and Ashik 

Kerib (1988). Critics consider The Color of Pomegranates as the most remarkable example of 

the Poetic cinema genre in post-war Soviet filmography.   

Steffen argues that for some Soviet filmmakers and critics, poetic cinema could express 

national distinctiveness because of these newly introduced, innovative elements; a captivating 

expressiveness was nascent in poetic cinematic works which traditional filmmaking failed to 
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capture. Understanding this connection is important because Parajanov’s first successful film 

Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors fits both criteria – it is poetic and depicts national and folk 

traditions of Ukrainian Hutsul peoples. The political protest that took place during the film’s 

screening in Kyiv in 1965 had far-reaching consequences for Parajanov, the most direct effect 

of which was his blacklisting within the Soviet film industry after being labelled a dissident 

sympathizer. From then on, Soviet authorities made it their responsibility to orchestrate a 

smear campaign against the filmmaker using all the leverage available to them. I will discuss 

this subject in greater detail in the following section. 

 

Dissident or not? 

Ukrainian politics and culture in the 1960s 

It is necessary at this point to provide a brief overview of the political and cultural events 

taking place in Ukraine in the early 1960s to explain Parajanov’s trajectory during this 

period. As Steffen remarks astutely: “Parajanov himself occupied an unusual position within 

the Ukrainian cultural intelligentsia as an ethnic outsider but a core member” (2013, p. 81). 

Understanding the background of Parajanov’s close connection with Ukrainian (nationalist) 

intellectuals and its possible repercussions may also provide an answer to one of my key 

questions: Why was Parajanov targeted as a dissident filmmaker by Soviet authorities even 

though he was not politically active or directly involved in support for any anti-Soviet or 

nationalist movement in Ukraine? 

Ukraine’s political and cultural tensions with Russia have historic roots. Of course, Stalin’s 

policy of collectivization had a particularly tragic effect on Ukraine. Feeling threatened by 

Ukraine’s strengthening cultural autonomy, Stalin took measures to destroy the Ukrainian 

peasantry, as well as intellectual and cultural elites. Farmers—kulaks—were forced onto 

collectivized farms, while Stalin’s administration confiscated the production of wheat (even 

during the droughts of 1932-33). The result was a politically sanctioned famine—known as 

the Holodomor—in which nearly 3.9 million Ukrainians perished (Plokhy, 2012). The exact 

death toll of the Holodomor era policies may have been significantly higher according to 

various scholars (Plokhy, 2012). 
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The Thaw and the era of Stagnation  

Things were somewhat different by the time Khrushchev came into power in 1953. In his 

article on Khrushchev's policies on nationalism, Oleh Fedyshyn argues that while few legal 

and institutional changes were introduced into Soviet national relations during the Thaw, “the 

position of the non-Russian peoples under Khrushchev improved considerably” (1967).  

However, Khrushchev’s reforms did not resolve the deep resentment and unfair treatment of 

non-Russians in the USSR. A new wave of political protests, especially by Ukrainian 

intellectuals “concerned with promoting Ukrainian language and culture” resumed in the 

1960s (Steffen, 2013, p. 57).  

After Khrushchev was removed in 1964, the Soviet authorities began a renewed crackdown 

against intellectuals. This reactionary behavior was due to the conviction of many 

Communist Party leaders, especially those in Russia and Ukraine, that Khrushchev had 

invited too much open dissent in the name of de-Stalinization. The September 1965 arrest of 

two Ukrainian authors, who had published pseudonymous works in the West, was the most 

alarming example of this crackdown, one which expanded from Kyiv to Moscow during this 

same period. 

In July 1967, Yuri Andropov, the head of the Soviet KGB, created the Fifth Directorate and 

tasked it to deal with domestic political issues such as dissent and censorship. Secret arrests 

of another two dozen intellectuals in Ukraine followed. They were charged with “agitation or 

propaganda conducted for the purpose of undermining Soviet rule” (Steffen, p 79). It should 

be noted however that the Ukrainian dissident agenda of the time included not only 

nationality policies but much broader human rights issues such as freedom of political 

expression, freedom of religion, and due process in the judicial system (since many 

dissidents’ trials were closed to the public). In light of this broader context, Steffen poses fair 

questions: “Why did Parajanov’s Shadows attract the attention it did within the Soviet Union? 

And why the [Ukrainian dissident] protest at this particular film?” (Steffen, p. 79). 

 

The Parajanov connection to Ukrainian national revival 

First of all, along with several prominent Soviet critics, Parajanov’s film was reviewed by 

two Ukrainian authors – Ivan Drach and Ivan Dziuba – members of the shestydesiatnyky 

(Sixties generation) – the generation of Soviet Ukrainian intellectuals who led the renaissance 
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of Ukrainian national culture in the 1960s. The ideological platform of the shestydesiatnyky 

movement during the Thaw was concerned with political and cultural issues, including the 

status of Ukrainians as a nationality within the Soviet Union, in general, and the status of the 

Ukrainian language, in particular. Due to demographic shifts—including the Soviet period’s 

mass migration of Russian wage workers into Ukraine to serve as replacements for the 

immense human toll of the Holodomor—many Ukrainian cities adopted Russian as their 

municipality’s first language, instead of Ukrainian. For instance, in Kharkiv, Dnepropetrovsk, 

regions such as Crimea (which became part of Ukraine in 1954), and even in the capital of 

Kyiv, the majority of the population in the 1960s spoke Russian on a daily basis. So, it is 

understandable why many Ukrainian intellectuals during that era expressed concerns about 

the fate of the Ukrainian language – a foundational part of forging a national identity. 

Parajanov’s film about the Hutsul culture and folk traditions highlighted the Ukrainian ethnic 

identity. Equally important was the authentic Hutsul dialect preserved in the film: since the 

issue of language has been closely connected with the problem of cultural heritage in 

Ukraine. In this case, the use of Ukrainian was interpreted as a sign of disloyalty or 

“bourgeois nationalistic” defiance to use the Soviets’ terminology regarding dissidents. In his 

essay on Russian-Ukrainian “asymmetric” relations, Mykola Ryabchuk asserts the widely 

held opinion of many in academia, that Russians typically treat Ukrainians as a subgroup of 

their nation: “The Ukrainian language was not forbidden in the Soviet Union, unlike in the 

Russian empire, but its public usage was effectively undermined and restricted by mostly 

informal rules and practices” (Ryabchuk, 2010, p. 11). This tradition of treating Ukrainians as 

culturally inferior is traced back to Imperial Russian mores and was nothing new in the 

Soviet empire. Like other nationalities within the USSR, Ukrainians could not claim equal 

cultural and linguistic rights with the politically dominant Russian state. The dominant 

position of Russian, both in a cultural and linguistic sense, had to be accepted by default. So, 

it is safe to conclude that Parajanov’s film was viewed as an “effort at Ukrainization” and 

“manifestation of nationalism.” Despite positive feedback at the time of the Shadows’ release 

in 1964, the political and social climate was now different, with protests in full swing 

(Steffen, p. 80). 

While Parajanov did not participate in political discourse and protests, Shadows was used 

during a September 1965 screening in Kyiv for a public protest against arrests of Ukrainian 

nationalist intellectuals. When Dziuba – a Ukrainian literary critic – made politically bold 

anti-Soviet remarks, followed by poet Vasyl Stus’s protest, Parajanov was unaware of this 
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plan. However, a classified report about the protest found its way from the Ukrainian KGB 

office all the way to the Politburo in January 1966 (Steffen,  p. 76). The question remains: 

Why did this protest mean Parajanov had to suffer the severe consequences and be punished 

as a dissident? 

My hypothesis is that a confluence of cultural, social, and political factors affected the 

dissident persona of Sergei Parajanov as perceived by the Soviet authorities. It is evident that 

he had no direct role nor involvement in the events before or after the 1965 Kyiv protest. Yet, 

Parajanov was punished by association: despite not having an active role in the protest, he 

was forced to become the key “dissident” character of the script and to pay a heavy price for 

the following two decades. No other director of the Ukrainian poetic cinema tradition went to 

the gulag (Nebesio, 2000, p. 37). The Soviet cinema censors must have realized they had 

made a mistake in greenlighting the release of Shadows and someone would have to take the 

fall. Parajanov seemed like an ideal candidate, especially since his previous conviction from 

1948 on charges of homosexuality provided the authorities with an easy to swallow pretext in 

lieu of openly punishing the famous director for his alleged role in fomenting or inspiring the 

Ukrainian dissent. 

 

Parajanov’s dissent 

Czech author, dissident, political prisoner, and future president, Vaclav Havel explained this 

paradox persuasively in his 1978 essay: “It is impossible to talk about what in fact 

“dissidents” do and the effect of their work without first talking about the work of all those 

who, in one way or another, take part in the independent life of society and who are not 

necessarily “dissidents” at all. They may be writers who write as they wish without regard for 

censorship or official demands and who issue their work—when official publishers refuse to 

print it—as samizdat [self-publications]” (p. 386).  

I think Parajanov’s case matches Havel’s definition of a dissident because one did not have to 

be involved in political protest or anti-Soviet activities to be regarded as a dissident. 

Parajanov was devoted to his art and was unrelenting in his honesty; qualities that perhaps 

were the essence of any political protest. He made Shadows and subsequent films, using his 

own narrative logic, visual language, and lyricism without regard for Soviet censorship or the 

confines of ideology set up for art. Sergei Parajanov had an independent streak and an 
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unbreakable spirit which motivated him to share his artistic vision far and wide. While he was 

known for his sharp language and frequent shocking comments about politics, art, and 

aesthetics, his end goal was not to criticize the regime. “I am not a dissident. I am an artist. 

My only desire is to create films full of Beauty and Goodness,” exclaimed Parajanov in 

Munich in 1988 when someone in the audience pressed the artist to make a political 

statement (Ispoved’,  p. 395). He frequently made strong statements on topics that were 

considered taboo at the time and became one of the most persecuted artists because he spoke 

his mind. Parajanov’s iconic status as a dissident was posthumously vindicated by his lifelong 

refusal to allow the USSR’s state-sponsored persecution to silence him or stop his artistic 

production.  

 

Conflict and consequences: canceled or shelved films 

According to Steffen, after the success of his first feature film, the production of two other 

films Parajanov was working on at the time – Kyiv Frescoes and Intermezzo – was 

suspended. The Ukrainian KGB opened a case file on Parajanov, paving the way to his 

arrests and eventual imprisonments. Official Soviet archival documents confirm this: “The 

Soviet and world media consider the film Shadows of the Forgotten Ancestors a remarkable 

phenomenon and Parajanov is seen as one of the greatest directors in the world. He was 

supposed to shoot that year the film Intermezzo. After a lot of work, the Committee approved 

the script, but the Department of Culture and the Central Committee of the Communist Party 

(CP) of Ukraine object to this scenario and are against the further work of Parajanov,” wrote 

Sviatoslav Pavlovich Ivanov, in 1974, while chairman of the State Committee for 

Cinematography of the Ukrainian SSR in a letter to the First Secretary of the Communist 

Party of Ukraine. In an earlier memo dated October 21, 1965, Ivanov had complained that the 

film was marked by “a distorted, somewhat pathological perception of reality, a longing to 

affirm human solitude, to show delirium, spiritual hopelessness” (Steffen, 2013, p. 108). The 

Central Committee of the CP of Ukraine urged the Kyiv film studio to get rid of the 

unreliable director by all means (Ispoved’,  p. 625). 

However, Parajanov was mistreated not only by Soviet party officials, but more so by 

colleagues in the film industry. The campaign to oust him from Ukraine began immediately 

after the brilliant success of Shadows. “For almost six years, Ukraine has not allowed me to 

make a film, it's been three years since [The Color of Pomegranates], which is rarely shown. 
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The viewer does not understand the film, but I do not want to apologize to them – it’s time 

the viewer apologizes to the artist,” he retorted in December 1971 at the Minsk Conference of 

Creative and Scientific Youth of Belarus (Ispoved’, p. 607). Apparently, Parajanov’s 

uncompromising position with regard to his creative independence, rubbed his colleagues the 

wrong way, reminding them of the daily compromises they themselves were prepared to take 

for the sake of political expediency. 

 

The power and pitfalls of artistic independence 

Desperate to find a job, Parajanov accepted an offer from Armenfilm to make Sayat Nova, a 

biographical film about an 18th century Armenian poet and bard. In 1969, The Color of the 

Pomegranates, as Sayat Nova was renamed for international audiences, was screened in 

Yerevan, Armenia. This final cut by the studio was heavily edited and redacted, but it was 

critically acclaimed in the West (where Parajanov was already regarded world cinema’s 

genius auteur). However, the numerous international awards and fame further irritated the 

communist party officials. Parajanov, within the USSR, was still considered an outcast – 

unemployed and unable to travel – trying in vain to secure work agreements with Soviet film 

studios. For three years, Parajanov’s efforts to start shooting for another project made no 

progress in the face of constantly shifting requirements for revisions and endless changes to 

his scripts. This creative harassment exhausted the director, making him despondent, just as 

the censors had hoped it would. 

A 1971 trip to Minsk was arranged by Parajanov’s friends on the occasion of a screening of 

Sayat Nova in the city. There, the director made remarks, a summarization of his views on 

Soviet cinematography, i.e., the entrenched lack of creative freedom from his personal 

experiences: “After all, a serious conversation is going on. I understand that I am making a 

risky speech, but a member of the Central Committee, who threatened me last night that I 

won't work for six years, drove me mad. Well, I won't work, but there will be another talented 

person who will anyway. It’s just embarrassing – they allowed me when I could not make 

pictures, but when I can, they won’t let me… I think it’s a trauma, a big trauma” (Ispoved’, p. 

617). 

Encouraged by the warm reception of the audience, Parajanov also improvised unflattering 

stories and jokes about party and film industry officials. Here is an example of his quirkiness, 

which frequently got him into trouble with authorities: “I got immortality – the Pope is going 
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to support me. He is sending me diamonds, jewels. I can even eat caviar every day. I do 

nothing. Someone is very interested that I do nothing” (Ispoved’, p. 638). Such sarcastic 

remarks during Brezhnev’s Stagnation period did not slip through the cracks. It was a time of 

universal fear, denunciation, and persecution when any words uttered carelessly could be 

disastrous. Of course, the 1971 Minsk speech was secretly recorded and sent to the head of 

the KGB, Yuri Andropov, who then forwarded Parajanov’s case file to higher ups – to the 

Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Steffen, p. 85).  

 

The song of a jailbird 

Growing influence and fabricated charges 

Parajanov had become a thorn in the side of the Soviet regime. His existence was seen as a 

danger to the Brezhnev government, since the artist’s celebrity status stirred up a stagnant 

society with his calls for true freedom of expression. The term “stagnant society” was, 

indeed, a Western scholastic euphemism, which attempted to disguise and ameliorate the 

continued need of the Communist Party for unwavering control of the individual artist’s 

creative output. Martin Malia has made it clear in Judging Nazism and Communism, that 

Leonid Brezhnev (1964-1982) was as much a party totalitarian as Stalin, like all of the other 

leaders of the Soviet State, in reference to the political scientist Hannah Arendt’s 

“totalitarian model” (2002, pp. 63-78). Malia draws parallels between the two infamous 

totalitarian movements of the 20th century—Nazism and Communism—observing that 

both regimes were under a supreme leader who ruled with absolute dictatorial power and 

police terror. In this model, terror is the driving force behind social norms, and the state 

controls every aspect of public and private life.  

 

The tenor of revolutionary fervor and mass terror may have subsided, somewhat, after 

Stalin’s death in 1953, sure. And the Khrushchev era which followed slowly brought about 

reforms, all while open dissidence appeared under even Brezhnev. Nonetheless, despite the 

outward changes, all the core totalitarian mechanisms of the USSR persisted up until 

1991. Malia observes: “To be sure, ideological zeal abated after Stalin's death in 1953, but 

the structures of Party, Plan, and Police that he and Lenin had between them built 

remained in place until 1991” (2002, p. 74). There was no room at any time in the Party’s 
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totalitarian vision for individualistic cultural freedom, even if their methods of control were 

growing less brutal.  

 

Zakhar Ishov explains the totalitarian state’s need to intercede with artists’ most intimate 

thoughts: “For, as Arendt showed, totalitarian regimes fear neutrality and creative 

independence more than any direct political opposition” (2022, p. 59). In effect, Parajanov’s 

“dissident” art was viewed as far more dangerous than any simple, clear declaration of 

political dissidence. Being apolitical, whether during the “Thaw” or the subsequent 

“Stagnation” was an egregious sin in and of itself, as Ishov emphasizes in his reference to 

Lydia Chukovskaia’s quotation about poet Joseph Brodsky, Parajanov’s contemporary, then 

imprisoned just as the Thaw was ending: “There are no legal grounds for his conviction.… 

And it does not even cross the mind of anyone in state power that he is actually quite 

innocuous, because he is not an anti-Soviet man, but simply an a-Soviet one…” (p. 58). In 

short, being apolitical was as perilous as dissenting for anyone in the public eye. 

 

Parajanov’s plight was more personally and creatively damaging since the material 

conditions required for filmmaking in the USSR, unlike writing poetry, were in the absolute 

control of the State. And yet, as we shall see, imprisonment could not stifle Parajanov’s 

inherent craving for artistic productivity. The release of Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors and 

The Color of Pomegranates was a huge blow to conventional Soviet cinematography. 

Ambitious apparatchiks and mediocre filmmakers alike resented Parajanov’s talent because 

his artistic achievement was undeniable – blindingly alluring. The fresh cinematic language 

of the director’s films, as well as the poetic nature of his scripts, were in sharp contrast with 

the existing norms. 

This is how Parajanov explains his artistic philosophy: “They say there is some kind of 

Stanislavsky system. I don't understand what it is. You know, you have to breathe deeply, 

speak some text, or maybe you can be silent [...] And there is another. There is an ancient 

theater built on dialogues. There is Shakespeare. There is pantomime. There is film language. 

So, we are still captives of some movie canons. When a director says the actor is not the key 

figure, he is declared an outlaw. Maybe today I am the key figure!” (Ispoved’, p. 614). 

The young generation in Ukraine was fascinated by Parajanov’s films. So were the members 

of the Soviet intelligentsia – authors, filmmakers, artists, and architects. His art taught them 

how to preserve their individuality, which Parajanov thought should start at an early age with 
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art education: “Today in school, instead of teaching drawing, which mechanically conveys 

everything, they can teach photography, composition, and photomontage to develop the 

perception of plasticity from childhood. It requires a whole new system of teaching, a 

development of aesthetic taste. And teach cinema, teach Dovzhenko, teach Eisenstein, and 

within a decade the overall level [of artistic perception] may be improved. Our level is low 

because no one wants to deal with aesthetic education (Ispoved’, pp. 621-22). 

In the 1960s, Parajanov’s apartment in Kyiv became a modern salon, due to the artist’s 

magnetic personality and his ideas about individual freedom. He became the voice of the 

Poetic school of Ukrainian cinema, with a huge influence on Ukrainian film directors such as 

Leonid Osyka, Yuri Ilyenco, and Roman Balayan, before their group was crushed by 

ideologues and film critics. The only meaningful way to end Parajanov’s influence was to 

remove him by brute force. So, in December 1973, the CP leadership of Ukraine ordered 

Parajanov’s arrest. During the closed court hearing, he was charged with distribution of 

pornography – possession of cards with erotic drawings (the cards were planted in his 

apartment by an informant) and a pen in the form of a nude female torso. The court was 

ordered to find Parajanov’s character to be morally compromised, in light of the orchestrated 

smear campaign of the criminal charges, and the judge complied with the order. He was 

sentenced to five years, with confiscation of his Kyiv property, and sent to a maximum-

security prison camp.  

 

Campaign for his release 

Petitions, signed by leading artists of Europe and the USA, addressed to the government of 

the USSR with requests to pardon Parajanov, were ignored. The higher court of Ukraine 

rejected his appeal. As Parajanov joked bitterly: “I, an Armenian, born in Georgia, sit in a 

Russian prison for Ukrainian nationalism” (Chemeris, 2014, p. 96). In the years that 

followed, Parajanov was transferred from one penal colony to another: “My manipulation 

from zone to zone is amazing. I don't know the reason! I learned something new: Makashov 

[the prosecutor] concocted a case consisting of 3,000 pages which is equal to War and 

Peace” (Chemeris, p. 55). 

However, he was released after four years, one year shorter than his term, thanks to an 

international campaign and the efforts of his friend Lilya Brik (Russian poet Mayakovsky’s 
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muse and writer in her own right) who persuaded her brother-in-law, Louis Aragon, 

renowned French communist poet, to help. Aragon came to Moscow in 1977 to accept the 

Lenin Award and personally met with Brezhnev to ask for Parajanov’s pardon.  

After his release in December 1977, Parajanov returned to Tbilisi to settle in his parental 

home because his apartment in Kyiv had been confiscated. The special permission was 

granted by Eduard Shevardnadze, Secretary of the Central Committee of the CP of Georgia. 

However, Parajanov was not allowed to make films for another six years and he was once 

again arrested in 1982. The real reason behind the arrest was Parajanov's October 1981 

remarks at the discussion of the play Vladimir Vysotsky (popular Soviet singer-songwriter 

known for his subversive themes who died in 1980) by Y. Lyubimov at Taganka Theater. 

“We probably missed something, lost someone sooner than necessary, closed someone and 

opened someone else. When I try to find the one who shut me down, I cannot find that 

person. This seems like a clinical case. Probably one person alone cannot shut down a theater 

or performances, but a certain apparatus, which we don’t know, can,” insisted Parajanov. The 

official reason for the arrest was bribery (Ispoved’, p. 638).  

 

The significance of prison art in understanding Parajanov’s personality 

Parajanov’s letters from prison show another facet of his personality and rare artistic gifts. 

Many life stories of famous Soviet dissidents and their experiences in exile have been 

published in the past decades, but Parajanov’s story is especially touching because the 

primary source materials evidencing his physical and spiritual suffering are in his own hand. 

Moreover, Parajanov’s prison letters, artworks, screenplays, and stories help the reader 

understand the artist’s motivation behind his multimedia art and writings during 

incarceration, while also explaining how he was able to continue in his artistic production. I 

base my analysis of these materials on the following criteria: 

a. Survival instinct – getting along with and assimilating with fellow inmates, efforts 

which influenced the chances of survival in new prisons for Parajanov 

b. Networks of contacts (family, friends, and acquaintances on the one hand and prison 

personnel on the other) whose support allowed for communication with the outside 

world 
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c. Artistic drive and need for expression: Parajanov’s ability to create art and write in 

prison despite it being an environment designed to destroy a creative individual’s 

body and psyche 

Survival of the fittest in Soviet penal colonies 

Parajanov’s letters from the prison camp are a unique diary, a vivid story about the torments 

of an artist, who has fallen into the meat grinder of the totalitarian system. Homosexual 

prisoners in the gulag were humiliated both physically and psychologically, which is a 

frequent topic in Parajanov’s prison letters. For instance, in a March 1977 letter he writes: 

“The longer I sit, the more horrible it gets, because Makashov was right saying, “We will 

destroy you in 5 years” (Ispoved’, p 566). However, it’s remarkable how his intense curiosity 

and desire to make art did not diminish even when he faced such severe challenges. In the 

prison camp, where he was surrounded by repeat offenders and murderers, Parajanov was a 

spoiled eccentric, worthy only of scorn and ridicule. This was one of the tactics of 

undermining political prisoners – placing them together with “common” criminals. 

In the late Soviet era, Parajanov’s cellmates beat and humiliated him; prison guards derided 

and intimidated him. However, the repressive methods of Soviet penal colonies seem 

unchanged in modern-day Russia, as witnessed first-hand by Maria Alyokhina, political 

activist, and member of Russian protest punk rock group Pussy Riot: “The peephole in the 

door, the bugs in the visitors’ room, the snitch in the next bunk, and the searches, searches, 

searches. Going to sleep on command, getting up on command, eating on command. Wait! 

Hands behind your back! Face to the wall! … You have a routine; you have a set schedule for 

life and living. Do you also have a set schedule for thinking? Why don’t you tell them no? 

Why can’t you even think about telling them no? Why does this thought seem pointless to 

you? When did it become pointless to you?” (Alyokhina, 2018). This heart-wrenching 

account of the brutal treatment of inmates reminds us of Parajanov’s plight in the not-so-

distant past.  

He worked as a laundress and firefighter in prison, he sewed bags, cleaned floors, cooked in 

the kitchen, and made art. It’s hard to comprehend how he felt when his surroundings were 

meant to crush his body and spirit. “I created a collage every day, and it helped me to 

survive,” Parajanov later confessed (Chemeris, p. 56). Turning to art, channeling the physical 

pain and his sorrow into creative impulse was a driving force for Parajanov and motivated his 

unstoppable imagination. 
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He frequently describes his anxieties and psychological trauma and shares his philosophical 

musings with his ex-wife Svetlana in his prison letters: “Very terrible 715 days, but it is also 

joy. This is a long study, scary and dangerous. This is a complex and lengthy experiment. 

What does it give and why? This treasure is literally used criminally, and no one needs its 

philosophical comprehension. Its indirect use is probably the only solution ... How little I 

have lived” (Chemeris, p. 64).  

 

Communication – Parajanov’s network of contacts 

Everything in prison was programed and designed for dehumanizing its victims and assailing 

their dignity. Isolation was the worst form of punishment for Parajanov because the 

opportunity for communication was vital for him. Prisoners in maximum security were 

allowed to send out only two letters per month, although the number they could receive was 

not as limited. Parajanov expressed the effects of this deprivation and how he coped with it in 

an interview with American film critic Ron Holloway in Munich: “The isolation in the prison 

camps of the Soviet Union was hard to bear. But the real tragedy was that I could have gone 

to pieces, and I could have become a criminal in this milieu. There were prisoners with long 

criminal records, backsliders, dangerous people. I fell into this milieu, and then my art saved 

me. I began to draw. After four years and eleven days, I was released…I was pardoned 

eleven months and 18 days before serving the full sentence” (Holloway, 1996). 

He survived and used his magnetic charm while incarcerated; made friends and admirers not 

only among the prisoners, but also among the guards and their relatives. With the help of this 

network, he maintained regular communication with the outside world and even smuggled 

out as many as 800 works of art he created in prison. His artistry and wit, ability to sculpt, 

and glue beautiful crafts out of garbage and junk were ridiculed, at first. Then, his 

indomitable artistry stirred interest and attention. Eventually, fellow prisoners were inspired 

to try to make something with their own hands, and that is how Parajanov's magic worked in 

helping him survive both as a human being and an artist (Ispoved’, p. 400). 

 

 

Parajanov’s multilayered prison art  

Parajanov’s letters to relatives and friends are full of resentment and agony. He laments that 

he does not have Fyodor Dostoevsky’s talent to describe the horrors of prison where evil 
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breeds evil. In fact, Parajanov alludes to Dostoyevsky’s 1861 memoir Zapiski iz mertvogo 

doma [Notes from the House of the Dead] – a vivid description of the author’s prison 

experiences in a Siberian labor camp. Analyzing Dostoyevsky’s semiautobiographical novel 

as well as three other authors in Criminalizing Creativity: Language, Performance, and the 

Representation of Convicts in Imperial and Soviet-Era Prisons and Penal Colonies, Sarah 

Young describes how Dostoyevsky took notes and documented his interactions with regular 

inmates, collecting examples of prison language which he later used in his memoir. Young 

claims that Dostoyevsky’s connections with criminal outcasts, his understanding of their 

predicament and appreciation of their verbal creativity contributed to the reshaping of not 

only the writer’s identity, but also his work (2014, pp. 80-87). Young’s conclusion on how 

prison experience may transform an artist seems equally applicable to Parajanov. The 

following excerpt from the filmmaker’s letter asserts this idea: “In the remaining period – 1 

year and 3 months, I pray to find strength for 3 months until December 17, and then I will try 

to mobilize for another year! When 30 years [refers to his 1948 arrest] ago I got 1,5 months 

of isolation in maximum security and was in the world of recidivists, I knew nothing about 

their world nor the laws of the jungle. Now, I survive, I sympathize with the environment, I 

try to comprehend everything that happens around me (I only wish I had Dostoevsky’s genius 

- it is necessary and inevitable). One hundred short stories, three scripts, 120 sheets of 

drawings and collages - all created during the ‘best years of my life’ which I spent in 

isolation!” (Chemeris, pp. 28-29). Despite the extreme conditions, Parajanov was able to 

produce art he was proud of. His output was impressive: comprising of scripts, short stories, 

collages, multimedia assemblages, and drawings.  

Parajanov’s prison art provides a unique insight into his state of mind and artistic drive, 

considering his circumstances. To make drawings, collages, and assemblages, the artist 

combines the ball-pen drawing on paper with whatever was available in the camps: brass and 

steel nets, copper wire, bobbin thread, aluminum foil, etc. He constantly asks friends and 

family to send paints and brushes, pencils, postcards and “junk” for his collages and 

drawings. His work inspired his cellmates to write poems and make art too, so he asked for 

billiard balls for a talented carver cellmate or strings for a young guy, who wants to learn how 

to play the guitar. In a letter, he asks Svetlana to review and write her opinion about the first 

verses of the prisoner Denisov and cheer him up. He even organized an exhibition of 

drawings and handicrafts of the convicts (Ispoved’, p. 400). 
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Parajanov’s collages and drawings, representing the events of this period, are linked in style 

to the series The Story of My Son, a prison-made memoir of his relationship with Svetlana 

Shcherbatyuk, his former wife and mother to his son Suren. Svetlana supported him during 

the entire ordeal from the trial and on through all the prisons and camps (Razlogov, p. 42). 

In his prison letters, Parajanov describes not only his physical and mental anguish, but also 

the inhuman conditions and punishment prisoners endured. He writes to Svetlana about an 

eighteen-year-old boy, sentenced to fifteen years: “... he killed his stepmother. She beat his 

father. He killed her with an axe. He’s drawing. If I ever had a dream, I’d arrange an 

exhibition of my students. They all...draw and even write short stories. Strange, but 

interesting” (Ispoved’, p. 399). He sends to family and friends the addresses of prisoners’ 

children, asking to send them gifts for their birthday, help them get to school, even to college! 

Parajanov worries about the fate of inmates, who have served their term, and tries to help 

them as much as he can—gives them addresses of his friends and acquaintances, who can 

help find work and shelter. His humanity, civility, and vision transcended the confines of the 

Soviet penitentiary system. Ahead of his time, Parajanov engaged in initiatives and charitable 

work with convicts much the same as the humanitarian outreach for prisoners in modern 

democratic societies.  

Parajanov’s memory for people and interest in them is unique. He cherishes the 

communication with the outside world and urges family and friends to write frequently 

because in maximum-security, he was only allowed to write twice a month, but the number of 

letters and postcards inmates could receive was unlimited: “I became the champion of the 

zone, for 2 days in 1977, received 12 + 10 letters + 16 postcards. The main thing is the photo 

and letter from Churikova [Inna Churikova – a distinguished Soviet and Russian actress], 

amazing and gentle. I will also send you the script for Joan of Arc” (Chemeris, p. 62). In 

addition to hundreds of drawings and artworks, Parajanov completed four screenplays during 

his time in prison (following are images of the screenplay Kashtanka). 
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The magnetic power of Parajanov’s friendly, charismatic charm, drew people to him as soon 

as they met him. No wonder he had a great many friends and acquaintances who wrote him 

letters, sent parcels, or got through bans and cordons in order to meet with him. Clearly, 

Parajanov’s incarceration did not cause the alienation from society intended to be his fate. It 

was impossible to silence the passionate creativity that lived in him. Blacklisted from the film 

industry for many years, Parajanov redirected his creativity and continued to write, draw, and 

compose collages. Almost every letter from the prison camp contains a drawing to either 

illustrate the meaning of the text or to simply decorate it. This was his way of showing 

gratitude, so he continued his ritual of gifting art to friends and loved ones. When the prison 

guards took away his pencil and paper as punishment for a minor offense, he scratched reliefs 

on foil paper with his fingernail, used caps of milk bottles to etch on, made dolls from old 

burlap and straw, even using butterfly wings in a still-life made of blades of grass and weeds 

(Chemeris, p. 60).  

These letters are also a testament to an artist’s irrepressible creative soul, his morality 

encompassed in his visually poetic storytelling and his passion for humanity’s beauty. 

Excerpts from a letter to R. Balayan, dated 1974, include the script for Kashtanka, on left and in center. On the right 

is a page from a letter to his nephew, dated July 1976. All images are from Ispoved’ (pages 424, 426 and 514). 
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A new angle of Parajanov’s identity: queerness 

Origins of trouble: 1948 arrest for homosexuality 

According to James Steffen, Parajanov’s troubled relationship with the Soviet regime began 

when he was only twenty-four – in the summer of 1948. He was arrested in Tbilisi on charges 

of homosexuality although he was released 1,5 months later. The arrest led to a conviction in 

October 1948, but he was released on appeal in December of that year. This was the first of 

the three points in Parajanov’s life he would face prison time. Parajanov later acknowledged 

in an interview the nature of the 1948 charges but denied any sexual involvement with the 

author Nikolai Mikava, an undercover KGB officer, who had testified against him and a 

group of students.  

Based on documents from his 1973 trial, Steffen concludes that the 1948 arrest did not result 

in Parajanov’s expulsion from the VGIK or have an immediate impact on his early career, but 

notes that “it remained a point of vulnerability with the Soviet authorities, who used it 

eventually as a pretext for his second arrest and imprisonment in the 1970s” (p. 29). 

This supposition from Steffen is important because the pretext for the charges of later arrests 

in 1973 and 1982 was homosexuality. Documents from Ukrainian KGB files – reports and 

decrees, as well as Parajanov’s letters from prison confirm that the 1948 arrest indeed made 

him vulnerable and haunted him for decades. “… everyone is mercilessly using false 

L to R; Parajanov’s prison art: A. Parable about the son, 1974-77. Paper, ball-point pen, metal 

wire and dried flowers. B. Gothic Self-portrait, 1976. Paper, crayon, metal gauze, newspaper 

clippings, dried flowers & butterfly, feather. C. Lilya Brik, 1974-77. Doll, plastic buttons, coarse 

fabric embroidered with color threads.  
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witnesses and the old case of 30 years ago,” Parajanov writes in a 1976 letter from prison, 

referring to his 1948 arrest on homosexual charges (Ispoved’, p. 531). In another 1977 letter 

to Lyubov Cheremis, Parajanov states, “I was accused of being terrible. Fraud, robbery, 

private collections, etc. However, everything turned out to be powerless to prove any of 

it…However, [my arrest] was impossible to rescind, and I became a homosexual, because I 

had false witnesses, and there was no victim in the verdict, concocted hastily. They gave me 

5 years. They took the apartment…This is what you need to know about me. I am among 

criminals and a criminal myself. I do not deny it, but the world that I served and the plasticity 

I created in it was amazing ...” (p. 72). 

Steffen devotes an entire chapter (Internal Exile: Arrest and Imprisonment, 1973-1982) of his 

book to discuss the circumstances of Parajanov’s second arrest in 1973, including 

information from Ukrainian KGB archives and evidence of his political persecutions, 

continued harassment, and increasing censorship of his work. According to these documents, 

Parajanov had come under surveillance as early as the 1960s due to “his meetings and 

correspondence with foreigners from capitalist countries” ( p. 186). The report contained 

information about his purported negative influence on younger colleagues and alleged anti-

Soviet opinions. It also claimed that he wanted to leave the country, which explains why 

Parajanov was denied foreign travel until 1988: Soviet authorities worried he would never 

return. It is worth mentioning, however, that starting in the early 1970s, expulsion from the 

USSR became a punitive measure meted out to some dissidents. It was famously used in the 

case of the two Nobel Laureates, Joseph Brodsky (1972) and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn (1974), 

but there was clearly an element of arbitrariness in this approach. 

This 1971 KGB report, which describes Parajanov as politically dangerous due to his 

“treasonous and anti-Soviet pronouncements,” was submitted a few weeks after Parajanov's 

aforementioned notorious speech in Minsk. So, why was Parajanov not arrested until 

December 1973, two years after this report? Steffen speculates that a reason for his delayed 

arrest was the changes in Ukraine’s political elites – namely, the 1972 removal of Petro 

Shelest (a supporter of Parajanov and his work) as the first secretary of the CP of Ukraine. 

More importantly, the KGB needed time to manufacture criminal charges against him.  

Steffen also speculates on the possible scenario of psychiatric hospitalization because the 

KGB had questioned some of Parajanov’s colleagues about his mental state. The following 
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brief overview of the use of psychiatry for political purposes in the Soviet Union will help 

clarify the severity of Parajanov’s exposure in the censorship apparatus. 

 

Dissidents and psychiatry in the Soviet Union 

The historian and Sovietologist Robert van Voren points out in Political Abuse of 

Psychiatry—An Historical Overview that the systematic political abuse of psychiatry in the 

Soviet Union originated from the concept that persons who opposed the Soviet regime were 

mentally ill. Otherwise, there was no logical explanation why anyone would oppose the 

Soviet state – the best social and political system in the world. People who distributed anti-

Soviet literature, organized, or participated in political activities, or defended human rights 

were immediate targets. So, dissidents were locked up in psychiatric wards for coercive 

“treatment” (2009, pp. 33-35). 

Robert van Voren goes on to explain that dissidents were incarcerated in mental institutions 

without any medical justification and among thousands hospitalized for political reasons, one 

third of the psychiatric ward population were intellectuals (2009, pp. 33-35). For example, in 

1963, Russian poet and Nobel Prize laurate Joseph Brodsky was sent to a mental institution 

and charged for “social parasitism” (Buck, 2017). Human rights activist Vladimir Bukovsky 

and writer Yuli Daniel had been forced into mental hospitals for their criticism of Soviet 

authoritarianism. Many of the dissident intellectuals spent years in prisons, labor camps, and 

psychiatric hospitals.  

Thus, Parajanov’s anxiety and fear of psychiatric treatment is understandable as he writes in 

his August 1976 letter to his ex-wife: “At first it seemed to me that I was being taken to Kyiv 

for additional investigation. Then to Dnepropetrovsk - to the mental hospital” (Ispoved’, p. 

536). He is referring to his transfer from the penal colony in Strizhavka to Perevalsk, but 

Parajanov had not been informed about the transfer. 

By charging Parajanov for homosexuality, the Soviets claimed that his arrest was a criminal 

case, not political, to avoid international criticism. The charges would also damage 

Parajanov’s public image since homosexuality was still a criminalized taboo in Soviet 

society. Steffen also notes that “while Soviet law generally guaranteed an open trial, sexual 

perversion was one of the few circumstances permitting a closed trial” (p. 192). Parajanov’s 

1973 trial on homosexuality charges was also closed. 
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It is noteworthy that his ex-wife Svetlana is the only person with whom Parajanov shares his 

feelings and thoughts about his queerness. He implies as much in this December 1974 letter: 

“This is the most terrible year - the most necessary in order to comprehend everything, 

understand. I'm not talking about my guilt. It is more clinical than criminal” (Ispoved’, p. 

429). This letter is a rare reference Parajanov made about his sexual identity in the 1970s, and 

he seems to think that homosexuality was a medical or mental condition – as it was 

commonly referred to as, at the time.  

In fact, it was not until the mid-1970s when scientific evidence emerged that homosexuality 

was not an illness, as had been previously assumed by scientific community, but a “normal 

variant of human sexual orientation”, instead (Kinney, 2015). The stigma of mental illness 

that has long been associated with nonheteronormative sexual orientations was considerably 

stronger decades ago, when little scientific information was available about queer identities. 

 

Parajanov’s words on his own sexuality  

The fact that later in life Parajanov spoke openly about his sexuality and admitted to his 

queerness, even referring to his 1948 arrest, is significant. As evidence, Steffen references the 

filmmaker’s interview with the French director and author Patrick Cazals who spoke with 

Parajanov on several occasions in the late 1980s (p. 261). While Cazals later published these 

interviews in Serguei Paradjanov (Paris: Cahiers du cinema, 1993), the first in the series was 

published in 1988. This publicization of Parajanov’s queer identity happened towards the end 

of the director’s life, he would die two years later of lung cancer. Both the conversation with 

Cazals and yet another Parisian interview, that same year, where Parajanov jokes about his 

homosexuality (further discussed below), took place abroad, not within the borders of the 

Soviet Union. 

Overall, the year 1988 was unprecedented for Parajanov: For the first time, the authorities 

allowed him to travel internationally. He attended the Rotterdam Film festival in February; in 

June – the Munich Film Festival; in September – the Venice Film Festival and later the New 

York Film Festival; in November he attended the retrospective of his films in Paris. He also 

gave interviews in these countries speaking about his art, artistic freedom, or lack thereof, 

and his personal experiences as a filmmaker. Moreover, he talked about his sexual identity, 
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albeit humorously. For instance, in an audio recording of his 1988 interview in Paris, the 

reporter asks:  

Question: How do you imagine Gorbachev playing Hamlet? 

Answer: Very beautiful. Actors playing Hamlet are supposed to have long legs. 

Gorbachev, by the way, has long beautiful legs. I say this as a homosexual. [Parajanov 

laughs.] 

Another possible reason for Parajanov’s willingness to talk openly about his queerness 

towards the end of his life was presumably glasnost and the changing socio-political 

atmosphere in the Soviet Union. It seems, by the late 1980s, no topics were off-limits for 

Parajanov, including his sexual identity. Parajanov had always been ahead of his time in his 

outspokenness. No wonder that during the period of glasnost he would make pronouncements 

in his Paris interview that normalized, however jokingly, non-heteronormativity. 

 

Homoerotic elements in Parajanov’s films and artwork 

As mentioned in the Literature Review, James Steffen references Parajanov’s queerness in 

his meticulous analysis of Parajanov’s major works, alongside little-known films, 

highlighting elements of a sexual nature and perceived coded messages therein. At the same 

time, the author provides a comprehensive study of the social, ideological, and cultural 

context which shaped Parajanov from the early 1960s and on throughout his career. Steffen 

may be the first author to say openly that Parajanov was queer: “…based on the available 

evidence Parajanov was probably bisexual with a preference for men, especially later in life. 

He made no great secret of his sexuality, and indeed one can find homoerotic elements in 

many of his mature films and artworks” (p. 5). This quote is significant because I will 

compare this approach to the post-Soviet discourse where silence or glaring omission is de 

rigueur when it comes to acknowledgement of Parajanov’s sexuality. 

Considered as Parajanov’s masterpiece, the film The Color of Pomegranates (1969) is of 

special importance not only for its rich cultural and historic context, but for its cinematic 

merits: visual metaphors, imagery, sound, symbolism, and visual associations. Veiled behind 

these techniques are subtle sexual references that blend in with the visual style of the film. 

For example, Steffen mentions the image of seeping juice of pomegranates which, among 

other motifs, also signifies eroticism (p. 137). He explains: “While the tableau as a whole 

remains difficult to decipher, it condenses a series of visual motifs from earlier into a 
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complex set of associations related to bisexuality and the opposition between childhood and 

adulthood, and purity and profanity.” Later Steffen references Parajanov’s queerness in the 

analysis of the scene where young Sayat Nova follows the nude King and Princess Ana, 

considering it an “element of bisexuality that parallels the director’s own life.” An assistant 

director and staff working on the film noted that Parajanov did not include some shots in the 

film because he thought “the homoerotic content” and sexual symbolism were too obvious, 

despite Soviet censors’ heavy edits of the film before its release (p. 147). 

A later section of Steffen’s 2013 book labelled “Parajanov’s Oriental Drag” is remarkable as 

the author looks at the filmmaker’s subtle homosexual themes, suggesting that his sexuality is 

closely connected with his artistic principles. The author argues that in general Oriental 

themes in art have been tied to sexuality and Oriental motifs provide similar associations in 

Parajanov’s films and scripts, including homosexual desire and ambiguous sexuality. “As one 

may have gleaned so far, to a striking extent Parajanov’s three Transcaucasian feature films 

[The Color of Pomegranates (1969), The Legend of Suram Fortress (1984), and Ashik Kerib 

(1988)] involve putting on costumes, cross-dressing, androgyny, and at times overt gay or 

bisexual elements,” concludes Steffen (p. 238). 

Unlike the discussion of sexual motifs and elements in Parajanov’s films, Steffen notes very 

briefly, in passing, the artist’s “unconventional” sexuality. Although he claims that Parajanov 

did not hide his sexuality and lived in the open, I would disagree with his point of view 

because evidence shows that only towards the end of his life – in the late 1980s, did 

Parajanov openly speak about his queerness. During the Soviet era, sexuality was not a 

subject of public discourse. Another reason might be the traditional and conservative nature 

of the cultures that nurtured Parajanov and his artistic talent, as the following section will 

explain.  

 

Conclusion 

Up until now researchers have concentrated on Parajanov’s art, whereas his queer identity, 

which was a large part of his personality, has remained on the margins. Having identified this 

gap in research on Parajanov, my study relies on primary source materials to recontextualize 

the overlooked reality. To show that the filmmaker’s homosexual identity had a distinctive 

influence on his personal life and career path, a plethora of source materials, especially his 
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letters from prison, have been used. By comparing and contrasting the treatment of 

Parajanov’s queerness by Western, Soviet, and post-Soviet authors, the thesis identifies the 

stark contrasts between these two sets of representations. In Soviet discourse, Parajanov was 

considered a dissident and seen as a threat despite evidence that he did not engage in political 

activity, but rather expressed his dissent and critique of the regime through his films and 

artwork. Thus, the criminal charges of homosexuality were aimed not only at taking him out 

of circulation in order to minimize his influence on the 1960s intellectuals in Ukraine, but 

also at discrediting him in the public eye, since homosexuality was a taboo subject and a 

crime in Soviet society.  

While some studies do mention Parajanov’s queer identity, the discussion remains largely 

superficial and the whole issue is represented as a quirk, instead of an integral part of his 

dissident persona. Queerness is mostly referenced in the context of the theoretical and 

technical analyses of his films, their symbolism, imagery, and nuance, including non-

heteronormative themes and elements. More broadly, these studies do not focus on 

Parajanov’s queer identity and his fears and anxieties about it, or on how his sexual identity 

influenced his work and aesthetics in general. In contrast, this thesis’ legwork suggests that 

Parajanov’s queerness was central to his art. But because it was a forbidden subject in the 

Soviet context, it seems he followed traditional cultural norms to avoid stigma. Furthermore, 

Parajanov’s interest in maintaining his family life, given the fact that he was married twice, 

could have outweighed his wishes to live openly as a queer man.  

While source materials such as his prison letters provide insights into his thinking, desires, 

and existential anxieties as a queer person, he does not speak about queerness openly. This 

research also identifies the reluctance of post-Soviet authors and researchers to talk about 

Parajanov’s sexuality. One of the conclusions of my study, based on interpretation of source 

materials from Soviet and post-Soviet times, is that an absence of discourse concerning his 

queer sexuality affects the incomplete perception of the filmmaker’s life and legacy.  

Researching Parajanov’s identity, including his sexuality, is complicated. Archival document 

access is critical to fill in any gaps. Still, there remain other hurdles to overcome, including 

conservative social norms and persisting stereotypes. For instance, my experience with the 

Parajanov Museum in Armenia, which contains the largest collection of his artworks and 

personal archives, is the perfect example of decades-long official policy to deny Parajanov’s 

queerness. This mindset results in repressive practices carried over from the Soviet Union 
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into modern-day Armenia. The museum staff rejected the request for information on 

Parajanov’s private life, citing bureaucratic hurdles such as information about the researcher, 

affiliation, purpose of research, or the specific topic. The staff refused to provide any 

information to a researcher planning to comment on Parajanov from a progressive point of 

view, claiming that proof of Parajanov’s queerness is nonexistent. The museum staff stated 

that Western researchers tend to force a queer lens onto icons like Parajanov because 

queerness is a hot button topic, and an easy way to garner attention from an audience. This 

mentality compounds the series of logistical difficulties in working with Russian language 

archival materials under lock and key, inevitably limiting research possibilities. 

Therefore, questions regarding the cultural restraints of Parajanov’s circumstances, family 

and social commitments, perception of traditional gender roles and how he saw himself as the 

standard bearer of these values will merit further research. As identified by my study’s 

limitations, the academic exploration of Parajanov’s queer identity has, so far, been largely 

hampered by either politically or culturally motivated homophobic censorship in the post-

Soviet space of all archival materials that do not fit the existing narrative. Despite this 

censorship, Parajanov’s queer identity deserves further study and authentic representation in 

international scholarly discourse. 

Parajanov was, and remains, an influential Soviet artist in the modern cinematic canon. 

However, his queerness has been considered disqualifying for the degree of his prominence 

in the public consciousness. My study underlines the political, social, and cultural 

circumstances that denied the recognition of his full humanity due to his queer identity. 

While Parajanov has been acknowledged in academic research as a pioneer of arthouse 

cinema, his identity has been consistently curtailed when it comes to his legacy and his role 

as a queer trailblazer in history. My research remedies the intentional erasure by post-Soviet 

academia of Parajanov’s identity as a queer man, while critiquing the consequences of this 

reductivism; consequences that preclude a genuine representation of Russian and Eurasian 

history and culture. 
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Appendix 

 

 

Figure 1. The Author in the Sergei Parajanov Museum in 2008, Yerevan, Armenia. 

 


