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Abstract

This article examines Georgian cinema of the 1980s as a cultural
and historical phenomenon intimately tied to the final decade of
the Soviet Union. The period coincides with the so-called ,Era of
Stagnation“ (zastoi) under Leonid Brezhnev, during which the Soviet
system projected surface stability while concealing deep economic
and ideological crises. Drawing on the concept - attributed to Sergei
Eisenstein by film critic Gogi Gvakharia - that the artist must function
as a prophet who senses the movement of history, the article argues
that key Georgian films of this decade did precisely that: they
anticipated, through allegory, metaphor, and satire, the political and
social upheavals that would follow.

Two films released in 1984 stand as the central objects of
analysis. Giorgi Shengelaia’s A Young Composer’s Journey is set
in the aftermath of the suppressed 1905 revolution and follows
a naive folklore collector, Nikusha Chachanidze, whose innocent
travels through the Georgian countryside gradually expose a
society paralyzed by fear. Villagers, crushed under surveillance
and repression, project onto him the role of a messianic liberator
- a ,false hope“ born of inertia and despair. Punitive squads follow
in his wake, destroying everyone he has visited with escalating
brutality. Writer Akaki Bakradze described the film’s atmosphere as
Jtranquility filled with the anticipation of evil“. The film’s finale - in
which all of Nikusha’s hosts, noble and innocent, are marched to
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execution - delivers a stark warning: passive endurance and waiting
for a savior offer no protection. The film was awarded the Silver Bear
at the Berlin International Film Festival.

Eldar Shengelaia’s Blue Mountains, or An Unbelievable Story,
takes a different approach, deploying grotesque satire to depict a
publishing house where no one actually works. The protagonist Soso
endlessly circulates between editors’ offices in pursuit of a verdict
on his novel - but finds only a universe of bureaucratic absurdity: an
editor obsessed with French lessons, another perpetually planning
vacation, a director forever away at banquets, and a mysterious
employee named Givi who is never present. The building’s constantly
broken elevator becomes a symbol of systemic dysfunction, while
the film’s cyclical, rondo-like structure - seasons change beyond
the windows as Soso’s manuscript remains unread - mirrors the
stagnation of the Soviet apparatus. Upon its 1984 release, audiences
read it as a comedy about workplace idleness; with hindsight,
film critic Gogi Gvakharia identifies it as a prophetic allegory for
a state system on the verge of collapse - one whose inhabitants
cannot perceive the approaching catastrophe. The film ends with the
building literally crumbling.

The article gives particular attention to Tengiz Abuladze’s
Repentance (1984, released 1986), the final part of a trilogy that
includes The Plea (1967) and The Wishing Tree (1976). Set in a
fictional city with deliberately stylized characters, the film follows
the repeated exhumation of a recently buried city patriarch, Varlam
Aravidze, by a woman, Ketevan Barateli, who proceeds to reveal at
trial the true nature of his tyrannical rule and its devastating impact
on her family during the Stalinist purges of the 1930s. For the first
time in Soviet Georgian cinema, the repressions of the Stalin era
were addressed with such directness.

Through three generations of the Aravidze family - the dictatorial
father Varlam, the conformist son Abel who passively inherits
and preserves his father’s legacy, and the grandson Tornike who,
upon discovering the truth, takes his own life, unable to bear the
weight of inherited guilt - Abuladze traces the full arc of Soviet
Georgian history: terror, accommodation, and eventual awakening.
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Film scholar Tata Tvalchrelidze notes that every character, however
briefly glimpsed, embodies an entire social stratum. The film poses
a central philosophical question: can a society that buries its crimes
and avoids reckoning ever achieve renewal? Repentance suggests
that without genuine repentance and confrontation with the past, no
regeneration is possible. Premiered during the glasnost era, the film
moved audiences to tears in Moscow and won three prizes at the
1987 Cannes Film Festival: the Grand Prix, the FIPRESSI Prize, and the
Ecumenical Jury Prize.

Two further films extend the thematic scope of the analysis. Rezo
Esadze’s The Nylon Christmas Tree (1985) uses the confined space of
abus on New Year’s Eve to construct a social microcosm. Passengers
from varied backgrounds and regions - initially hostile, atomized, and
indifferent to one another - momentarily rediscover solidarity when
they return to search for a fellow traveler they had themselves driven
away. Yet this unity remains fragile and transient; the film closes
with the group still on the road, unable to reach home. The frozen,
grimy landscape and atmosphere of mutual aggression diagnose a
society incapable of collective action in the absence of warmth and
genuine human connection.

Alexander Rekhviashvili’s The Step (1985) follows a young man,
Alex, who refuses to use his father’s connections and strikes out
independently - only to encounter an endless, Kafkaesque loop of
identical conversations, unreturned promises, and purposeless social
interactions. The film’s claustrophobic interior setting - an apartment
cluttered with old furniture - embodies the stagnation of the era. Film
scholar Lela Ochiauri notes that despite the constant movement of
characters, the overall impression is one of paralysis. Yet the film’s
conclusion, in which Alex sets off alone into the mountains, offers a
qualified affirmation: the very act of seeking, even if inconclusive,
constitutes an act of agency.

The article concludes that Georgian cinema of the 1980s constitutes
a remarkably coherent body of prophetic and critical art. Operating
within the constraints of Soviet censorship through the strategies of
temporal distancing, allegorical displacement, and ironic indirection,
these filmmakers succeeded in giving form to the fears, stagnations,
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and latent desires for transformation that characterized their society.
Film historian Zviad Dolidze notes that by the decade’s second half,
the characteristic Georgian genres of melodrama and comedy had
given way to psychological and social drama - a formal shift mirroring
the intensification of the historical moment. As Eldar Shengelaia
has observed, Georgian cinema achieved its independence before
the Georgian state reclaimed its sovereignty - a testament to the

enduring capacity of cinema to sense and speak, what history has
not yet made visible.
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