
Giorgi Shengelaia’s ‘Melodies of the Vera Quarter’ is a film that 
broadens the Soviet musical canon by celebrating  
quintessentially Georgian music and dance. Whilst the film 
promotes ordained socialist values of hard work, it 
demonstrates how poverty can leave the talented behind and 
proposes a more egalitarian social mode.  

‘Melodies of the Vera Quarter’ is primarily a socialist film. There 
are musical numbers dedicated to the power and dignity of 
work. Laundrywomen strike, and the authorities, after a few 
hours of attempting to do their work, give in to their demands. 
However, Giorgi Shengelaia’s film is unusual in its handling of 
socialist material. It does not display a utopian vision, like the 
films of Ivan Pyryev and Giorgi Alexandrov. Nor does it use 
tragedy as a warning to the perils and injustice of inequality in 
the manner that British social realist filmmakers such as Ken 
Loach do. It is, rather uniquely, about the pure, ideological 
essence of socialism.  

The opening credits unfold over lines of washing. It is a subtle 
and elegant reference to a crude fact: everybody has dirty 
laundry, be they gentlemen, chemists, military cadets, nannies 
or orphaned children. This is further compounded by Vardo, 
played beautifully by Sofiko Chiaurelli, in the musical’s first 
number as she sings: ‘We wash for everybody, great or small.’ 
The number, performed on the edge of the Vere river, by a 
throng of women moving in unison, affords the women’s work 
dignity. It also situates the film in Tbilisi. Shengelaia eschewed 
the ‘Soviet People’ identity preferred by the authorities in the 
1970s. This concept used Marxism’s imperative to destroy 
national borders and desired the ‘Soviet People’, regardless of 
ethnicity or origin, to primarily use the Russian language. 
Instead Shengelaia opted to make a quintessentially Georgian 
film. One that uses the country’s naturally beautiful scenery, 
music and dance with pride. The film starring Chiaurelli, 
Shengelaia’s then wife, and the much loved Georgian star 
Vakhtang Kikabidze is truly a testament to the specificity of 
Georgian artistry. 

The Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic had undergone a 
difficult couple of decades since the death of Stalin in 1953. 
Anti- Russian sentiment was rumbling and a shadow economy 
developed. When ‘Melodies of the Vera Quarter’ was released 
in 1973 it was a mere five years before demonstrations against 
the removal of Georgian as the official language. Released just 
after the removal of Vasil Mzhvandadze in 1972, corruption 
was a fresh and painful memory. 

But, the tensions that arose out of strained politics caused 
Shengelaia to make a beautiful film. His socialism is defiant, it 
does not undermine Georgian identity. Neither does it shy from 
the potential perils of socialism: the world he presents is not a 
utopia, poverty and corruption are made clear. In the same way 
he promotes Georgia’s specific beauty, he is happy to present 
the unique talents of individuals. The two little girls, Maro and 
Tamro, are excellent dancers. Economic hardships do not 
define them, they merely limit their potential. Their innate joy 
for life is made clear when they audition for dance school. The 
ir initial acceptance and the realisation they cannot attend 
because their father is unable to pay the fifty rouble fee, feels 
raw and real. Marco and Tamro learn a heartbreaking lesson. 
Money speaks louder than talent. It is Shengelaia’s reminder 
that socialism is a reciprocal relationship. It should serve the 
people as well as have the people serve it. 

Vardo is a fairy godmother, or perhaps more aptly, a Robin 
Hood-like figure. Her desire to help the girls leads her to 
literally take from the rich to give to the poor. She gets them 
dresses, firewood and tuition for classes. Intelligent, beautiful 
and talented she is also shown to be ruthless when it comes 
to redressing a power imbalance. The film’s portrayal of her as 
a heroine is indicative of the necessity and admiration for 
people who go against the grain for social change. In a cyclical 
moment, that draws the film’s themes together, her fellow 
laundrywoman strike to free her. The power of individual is 
backed up by the collective.   
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MELODIA! DISCOVERING MUSICALS FROM RUSSIA & THE CAUCASUS  
Melodia! celebrates the diversity and complexity of Soviet, Russian and 

Caucasian musicals. It gives UK and Russian speaking audiences a unique 

opportunity to explore an undiscovered musical tradition. 

WE ARE FROM JAZZ (1983) 
KAREN SHAKNAZAROV 
Introduced by Peter Bradshaw 
This film casts an eye back to the jazz’s beginnings in 1920s USSR. 

Released into the harsh economic reality of the 1980s, it is an example of 

the loosening of censorship in the late Soviet film. 

7 Jan 6.30pm 

CHERYOMUSHKI (1963) 
HERBERT RAPPAPORT 
Introduced by Owen Hatherley 
.An adaptation of Dmitri Shostakovich's operetta, which subtly 

criticises Soviet life, raising intriguing questions about whether 

Shostakovich was a dissident or an ideologue. 

Screening on rare 35mm.  

8 Jan, 6.30pm 

CARNIVAL NIGHT (1956) 
ELDAR RYAZANOV  
Introduced by Dr Maria Korolkova 
A brilliant parody of Soviet top-down bureaucracy, Carnival Night 

satirise the appointment of a new director at a House of Culture, who 

threatens the New Year’s party plans of his co-workers.  

14 May, 6.30pm 

MELODIES OF THE VERA QUARTER (1987) 
GIORGI SHENGELAIA 
Introduced by Mako Abashidze 
Melodies is a charming tale that clearly has its origins in folklore. The 

film’s context is infused with marvellous Georgian music and dance 

and featuring performances from great Georgian actors Vakhtang 

Kikabidze and Sofiko Chiaureli, Melodies is a celebration of Georgian 

culture’s vibrancy. 

Screening on rare 35mm. 
15 Jan, 6.30pm 

KARINE (1969) 
ARMAN MANARYAN 
Preceded by expert panel discussion 
Based on an operetta by Tigran Chukhajan, Karine includes everything an 

operetta is supposed to have. Performed in Armenian and released shortly 

after the 1965 demonstrations in Yerevan, it is important to see this film 

as a reclamation also of Armenian identity.  

21 Jan, 6.30pm  

A MAN FROM BLVD DES CAPUCINES  
ALLA SURIKOVA  
Introduced by Hope Dickson Leech 
This rare red Western acts as an exploration into the nature of 

cinema. Lovingly playing with devices of American film and the birth 

of cinema, it is the only film in the season to be directed by a woman.  

Wed 22 January 6.30pm 

HIPSTERS (2008) 
VALERY TODOROVSKY 
Todorovsky’s musical provides a contemporary view on the ‘Stilgyagi’ 

counter-culture (parallel to the Beat Generation). A melange of 1950s 

music with contemporary score, this eclectic film contextualises 

Russian musical tradition within its Soviet past. 

Screening on 35mm. 

Sunday 26 Jan, 6.00pm 

LETO (2018) 
KIRIL SEREBRENNIKOV 
Introduced by Roman Bilyk 
Kiril Serebrennikov’s film is a foray into Leningrad’s 1980’s music 

scene. Depicting real cult figures from the time like Viktor Tsoy, the 

film is a nostalgic exploration of Western music’s impact on the 

underground scene. 

Friday 31 Jan, 7.30pm 

Giorgi Shengelaia 
(1937-present) an award-winning Georgian film director born in Moscow, 

his best known works are Melodies of the Vera Quarter (1975) and 

Pirosmani (1969). The latter is a biographical work about famous Georgian 

artist Niko Pirosmani. His directorial preoccupations often include themes 

of cultural reflection and Georgian nationalism and celebration. A later 

work of his Voyage of the Young Composer (1986) detailed a young 

composer travelling to post-revolutionary Georgian villages in order to 

find folk melodies. 

Mako Abashidze 
Born in Georgia, Tbilisi, to highly artistic parents, Mako is the daughter of 

late ballet dancer, choreographer, People’s Artist of Georgia, and Twice 

Laureate of the State Prize of USSR, Zurab Kikaleishvili, who was also a 

cast member and dancer in Melodies of the Vera Quarter. She has an MA in 

Psychology from Georgian State University and moved to London in 1993. 

She co-founded The British Georgian Chamber of Commerce with Lord 

Cromwell in 2007. 

About Kino Klassika Foundation  

Kino Klassika creates programmes of film restorations, publications, art 

commissions and events to educate audiences about classic Russian 

language and Eastern cinema. This includes a 2-year programme to 

spotlight the pioneering work of filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein, and our first 

restoration projects of Parajanov’s Hakob Havnatanyan, and Arabesques on 

the Pirosmani Theme as well as Jirtdan. Kino Klassika’s trustees are 

Professor Ian Christie, Daniel Jowell QC, Roger Munnings CBE and Justine 

Waddell.  The patron of Kino Klassika is Ralph Fiennes.  

The Kino Klassika Team 
This evening’s screening could not happen without the support of Joseph 

Andreyev, Nathan Dampier, Maria Egieva, Tatiana Isaaeva, Zoryana Mischiy, 

Seraphina Paisey, Talitha Piggott & Tom Rebour.   

Support Us 
Kino Klassika is a UK registered charity (1150791). We rely on the 

generosity of our supporters. If you want to encourage education and 

engagement with classic Russian language, Eastern and East European 

film, please support us by making a donation. Our trustees are Ian Christie, 

Daniel Jowell QC, Roger Munnings, CBE and Justine Waddell. Our patriot is 

Ralph Fiennes.  

We are fundraising to complete a restoration of Parajanov's Arabesques on 

a Pirosmani Theme  (1985). This short film, about Georgian painter Niko 

Pirosmani, is a meditation by one great Georgian artist (Parajanov), on 

another (Pirosmani). Parajanov, of both Georgian and Armenian descent, is 

considered one of the most lyrical and imaginative figures of 20th century 

cinema, developing the art form with unique, poetic vision, and leaving a 

legacy that his influenced countless subsequent directors. He is arguably 

best known for his film The Colour of Pomegranates. 

Our bank details are as follows: 

Account no. 69358087  

Sort code 60-15-33 

Or please donate at our website: www.kinoklassikafoundation.org 

@kinoklassika #KinoKlassika #MelodiaMusicals 
Melodia! Discovering Musicals from Russia and the Caucasus is made 

possible by generous support from the National Lottery

http://www.kinoklassikafoundation.org
http://www.kinoklassikafoundation.org

