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The issue of “Soviet subjectivity” has recently been a topic of major debate, particularly among historians. Choi Chatterjee and Karen Petrone have phrased the question as follows: “To what extent did coercive Soviet state institutions and discourses limit the agency of individuals in constructing their identities, and how, precisely, did Soviet citizens exercise agency in creating their identities from and against prescriptive state discourses?” (968). The present paper will explore this question by looking at the Soviet “poetic” cinema of the 1960s and 70s.

The Soviet poetic cinema shows a particular concern with the realm of life outside of the political action so typical of Stalin-era cinema—that is, with “private life,” or more generally, everyday life. This paper will examine how poetic cinema uses everyday life as a way of exploring questions of subjectivity—including national identity, self-fashioning, and the possibility or impossibility of individual agency. Such questions are expressed not only on the level of narrative, but through a form that gestures toward ethnography, using natural lighting, synchronized sound, non-actors, and improvisation, and focusing on traditions, ritual, and decorative surfaces. The category of the “ethnographic” can help us to conceptualize the tension between the indexical/documentary/realist aspect of cinema and the affective/poetic/modernist aspect that is characteristic of poetic cinema. It is this tension that makes space for the subject. The analysis will focus on the 1972 film The Bride, directed by Khodzhakuli Narliev, among others.
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