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Abstract  

 The purpose of the following research is an analysis on the work of an Armenian filmmaker 

and artist, Sergei Parajanov. As Parajanov did not exactly follow a certain style, in the following 

paper, he will be analyzed in terms of one particular angle, which is Surrealism. The first part of the 

research aims to show the peculiarities of his films, as well as drawings, assemblages and collages, 

identify the surreal aspects in them and analyze certain scenes in terms of metaphors and symbol-

ism. The purpose of the second half, is to connect Parajanov’s work to the ideas brought up by the 

Austrian psychoanalyst— Sigmund Freud. This includes drawing parallels between the dream theo-

ries of Freud and Parajanov’s surrealistic images. Eventually, the final part will provide reasons be-

hind the creative choices of the artist, based on the analysis of the whole research.  
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Section 1. Introduction  

 It is a known fact that usually directors, when making films, follow certain conventions and 

styles which is why when watching their films, one recognizes the certain patterns in their works 

that are peculiar only to them. Sergei Parajanov, however, who was an Armenian, Georgian, Ukrain-

ian filmmaker and artist, did not follow this general rule. With his works he created a particular 

style which can never be described with just one word. That is why all the films of the director are 

stylistically very different from each other. Parajanov incorporated a lot of techniques in his films 

that are only peculiar to him, but he never repeated them consistently. Moreover, he constantly de-

fied the rules of cinema by never sticking to the conventions. This is why there is never enough 

analysis of his works, despite the fact that there are lots of books written on him. The following 

project is going to focus on his works from the surrealistic point of view, as this is an angle that has 

never been touched upon.  

 When in 1924, Andrè Breton’s “Surrealist Manifesto” got published, it was obvious that the 

movement was influenced by the Austrian psychoanalyst’s, Sigmund Freud’s theories. Until today 

there have been a lot of researches done, in order to understand the connection between the two and, 

indeed, it has been proven a number of times that the ideas of Sigmund Freud are possible to apply 

to the works of surrealists, in order to understand them. Currently, there exist lots of studies done on 

the works of famous surrealists like Salvador Dalí, Luis Buñuel, Max Ernst where the researchers 

have used Freud’s theories to explain the motives of artists and what stands behind their creations.  

 Even though these studies exist on the above mentioned artists, Sergei Parajanov’s work has 

never been explained like this. Of course, he has been seen as a surrealist, however, as he was a rep-

resentative of lots of other genres, the studies of the researchers have always been very different 

from each other. What this projects intends to do is to analyze the works of the artist (the ones that 

have the hints of Surrealism) and explain them by applying Freud’s theories and connecting every-



!  5

thing to his biography. Throughout his life, Sergei Parajanov wasn’t able to freely create, do what-

ever he loves and express his ideas. This certainly shaped his worldview and influenced on his way 

of making films and creating lots of other works. In this project, a thorough analysis will be includ-

ed both on his life and on his surrealistic art which will be followed with a connection of the two by 

the application of the theories of the famous psychoanalyst. In other words, the project will not only 

provide analysis on Parajanov as an artist, but also will serve as ground proof that Surrealism can be 

explained with Sigmund Freud’s ideas.  

  

 Section 2. Literature Review 

 When analyzing the most notable directors in cinema, it is essential to mention and examine 

the particular style that they followed. There are filmmakers that constantly stick to their own con-

ventions making the audience recognize their works even after mere seconds of watching it and 

there are those who do not follow any particular style and experiment themselves in a number of 

ways by making films in different genres, changing the styles of shooting and breaking the set con-

ventions of cinema. Of course, the fact that they do not follow any particular rules regarding their 

filmmaking process does not make them any less significant and influential. In fact, it makes them 

even harder to analyze and crack the secrets of the filmmaker’s worldview. This is why there will 

never be enough analysis on Soviet film director, Sergei Parajanov’s, masterpieces, as his multi-

genre films generously provide the audience carefully constructed, one of a kind shots in which the 

director poured his limitless imagination. There are a number of contexts through which Para-

janov’s work can be analyzed, such as Soviet cinema, Caucasian cultural motifs or folk- art. One of 

the ways through which it would also be possible to examine his works is the style of Surrealism. 

There has been a number of theories constructed around this particular movement and the artists 
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who followed this style, one of which is the possibility to apply Freud’s theories to surrealistic 

works of art. As mentioned before, Parajanov wasn’t very consistent regarding his cinematic styles. 

Not all of his works demonstrate hints of Surrealism, however it can be observed in a number of 

works of his and not only his films but also his collages. One of the ways through which we can 

gain new perspective on his works is their analysis in terms of Freudian theories which would ex-

plain his driving force to create such bizarre works of art. The following literary review will first 

concentrate on the previous research regarding Surrealism and Psychoanalysis and then focus on the 

already existing analyses on Parajanov and his work.  

 Usually when looking at a surrealistic piece of art, the viewer will most likely recognize the 

style of that particular work. However, until today there have been a number of definitions to apply 

to the style of Surrealism and its aims. As Clancy defines it in his “Surrealism and Freedom” the 

main features of Surrealism include the flow of pure thought uninhibited by any reason, non-con-

formity and disinterestedness. He adds that one of the requirements is the absolute freedom of spirit 

(Clancy, 1949). In other words the style completely rejects rationality and embraces the possibilities 

provided by chance which is why the surrealists were very deeply influenced by 19th century 

French poet Comte de Lautréamont and even called him a prophet. A famous quote of his that 

vividly describes the idea behind Surrealism is when he describes a young boy as “beautiful as the 

chance meeting on a dissecting-table of a sewing-machine and an umbrella” (Lautréamont, 1869). 

In fact, André Breton, the founder of the Surrealism movement was greatly inspired by him. He 

gave the style his own definition according to which it is “Psychic automatism in its pure state, by 

which one proposes to express -- verbally, by means of the written word, or in any other manner -- 

the actual functioning of thought.” (Breton, 1924) While there may be dozens of definitions and 

analyses on the style and the movement of Surrealism, one thing stays clear: that it heavily relies on 
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the unconscious part of the mind (the rejection of reason). This brings us closer to the connection it 

has with Freudian theories.  

 Breton himself was extremely influenced by the theories of Freud and the logic of the un-

conscious. They provided ground for the ideas behind this style and helped the surrealists to under-

stand their art instead of considering it mere fantasy and flow of thought because “the psychoanalyt-

ic view holds that there are unconscious, inner forces outside of your awareness that are directing 

your behavior” (Cherry, 2017). What Freud did, is explore this connection between the unconscious 

and the conscious. As he explained it “The unconscious is the larger sphere, which includes within 

it the smaller sphere of the conscious. Every- thing conscious has an unconscious preliminary 

stage.” (Freud, 1920) Meaning that even rationality derives from the unconscious. This theory is 

extremely helpful in analyzing the works of surrealists and connecting their art to their past experi-

ences, in order to understand it. And as Louis Lagana puts it “Surrealism emphasized the role of the 

unconscious in creative activity, but it employed the psychic unconscious in an ordered 

manner.” (Lagana, 2014) All of this illustrates how psychoanalysis is closely related to the ideas 

behind the movement. Moreover there are many more aspects in which we can apply Freudian theo-

ries to Surrealism, all of which are closely related to the unconscious and one of which is dreams.  

 Putting theory aside, and concentrating more on the works that the surrealists have created, 

one can notice the resemblance of dream like images such as a lobster phone or melting clocks. 

This is because dreams are representations of the unconscious or as Freud puts it “Dreams are the 

royal road to the unconscious” (Freud, 1920) and as the latter played such an important role for sur-

realists, so did dreams. Breton talks a lot about this and in fact incorporates the idea of the dream in 

his philosophical definition of Surrealism by saying that it “…is based on the belief in the superior 

reality of certain forms of previously neglected associations, in the omnipotence of dream, in the 

disinterested play of thought” (Breton, 1924). It is no surprise that the theories regarding dreams 
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provided by Freud can again serve as ground to understand the works of surrealists. As he mentions 

“All the sensual desires and repulsions that slumber in the heart can, if anything sets them in mo-

tion, cause a dream to arise from the ideas that are associated with them or cause those ideas to in-

tervene in a dream that is already present.” Meaning that the cause of the dream are those “sensual 

desires and repulsions” which may appear to be repressed and hidden. Similarly, in Surrealism these 

desires would be set free, as the latter was central to the surrealists’ worldview.  

 Coming back to Parajanov, his works have been analyzed by a number of film critics and 

theorists who throughout time looked at his works from different angles and perspectives. Some 

interpret him as a painter, while others look at him as a poet. Indeed, the images he creates could be 

observed through both ways and as Rahuk Hamid, a professor of film studies at NYU mentions in 

his article “…Paradjanov, makes an earnest attempt to fuse poetry and film by seriously exploring 

the poetic potential of the cinema” (Hamid, 2009). In the eyes of the many his images were seen as 

lines in a poem while he tried to “write” one with a camera. James Steffen was the author to publish 

the first English language analysis on the works of Parajanov. While his study is very comprehen-

sive and includes different contextual analyses, he also refers to the director as a poet by saying that 

he “…uses the symbolism and allegories specific to the tradition of medieval Armenian poet-trou-

badours” (Steffen, 2013). The reason behind this is his juxtaposition of shots and objects within the 

shots which may usually appear out of the blue, such as images pomegranate juice and blood in The 

Colour of Pomegranates. Of course these are not random, and they serve as metaphors for the 

whole film which is why yet another professor of Film and Media Studies has stated that  “through 

a complex play of repetition and difference among a series of densely symbolic tableaux, Parajanov 

translates poetic image into filmic image” (Oeler, 2006). Besides being referred to as a poet with a 

camera, Parajanov’s work has also been analyzed through cultural themes, especially of the Cauca-

sus.   
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 Being born to Armenian parents and having lived and worked in Georgia, it is not surprising 

that he incorporated lots of multicultural elements that belong to that area. In fact, he was part 

Ukrainian as well, which is why, not only can we observe the cultural themes of the Caucasus but 

also that of Ukraine in films such as Flower on the Stone or Ukrainian Rhapsody. There have been a 

number of studies written to explaining Parajanov’s creative ideas through the cultural thematics. 

For example, as Steffen mentions “Parajanov's dialectic of sound and image, his constant exploita-

tion of asynchronized and postsynchronized sound, encourages the viewer to look beyond the im-

mediate historical and biographical context of the film and consider Transcaucasian culture in the 

broadest manner possible” (Steffen, 1995) What is interesting is the fact that he even though he 

considered himself purely Armenian, he did not just stick to the culture of this particular country 

only. Instead he immersed himself in multiculturalism by breaking the boundaries between these 

countries. As Robertson mentions, “His work is not narrowly local, artificially restricted to a single 

culture, but emphasizes the mix of cultures present in any locality” (Robertson, 2015). In fact, he 

incorporated cultural influences of Islamic states as well, because as Steffen describes Parajanov 

incorporated elements of the ashugh tradition, where the Islamic (especially Persian) influence can 

be clearly observed (Steffen, 2013).  

 Parajanov’s style has also been described as tableau as he incorporated still-life composi-

tions, or shots as portraits. Oeler states that Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors was what gave him the 

freedom to experiment “distinctive tableau style, characterized primarily by long takes and little or 

no camera movement” (Oeler, 2006). This is why he is also referred to as a painter with a camera. 

These long takes and vivid colored shots usually resemble paintings. As Hamid puts it “The camera 

remains fixed in place, as in early cinema, while the director’s mise en scène resembles a tableau-

vivant, a mixture of theatre and painting” (Hamid, 2009). Parajanov himself explained these shots 

as series of Persian miniatures. However, he did not only ‘paint’ with the camera, but also with ran-
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dom objects that he came across (especially in jail). Besides, the real paintings that he has created, 

Parajanov also made a lot of collages composed from bizarre and strange objects which usually do 

not have anything to do with each other. These are mostly the most vivid illustrations where his in-

clination towards Surrealism is visible. When looking at these works, the viewer may wonder what 

exactly was going on in the mind of the artist which usually happens when observing the creations 

of famous surrealists as well. Until now, however, this question has not been answered.  

 There have been quite a lot of studies that have analyzed Sergei Parajanov’s works, most of 

which have introduced new ways and perspectives through which we can look at his work. What 

yet haven’t been said though is how we can analyze his works through Surrealism and explain what 

acted as motive for Parajanov to create these shots and images, through the help of Freud’s theories 

and Psychoanalysis. This literary review will serve as a guide to my own research into the world-

view of Parajanov where I will introduce a new way of understanding his work.  


Section 3. Statement of Central Research Question  

 The main focus of the capstone project is going to be on the works of the Armenian, Geor-

gian filmmaker, Sergei Parajanov. Although the artist is a representative of numerous styles, the 

project will only look at the works from one perspective as it will analyze Parajanov’s masterpieces 

from surrealistic point of view. Until now, there haven’t been a lot of analyses on the explanations 

behind the filmmaker’s ideas which is why this entire capstone project will answer the following 

research question: “How can Parajanov’s creative decisions be explained in terms of Surrealism and 

Psychoanalysis?” Additionally, the following sub question will be tackled as well: “What was the 

influence of the artist’s biographical events on his work, specifically on the collages and the films?”  
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Section 4. Methodology 

 The project is be based on my own research which have been conducted throughout the 

months of January to March of 2018. The main method that I have implemented was mostly desk 

research, where I have been making use of different sources such as the Internet, libraries, published 

sources and local information. Additionally, I have interviewed the founder and the director of Para-

janov’s Museum in Yerevan, Zaven Sargsyan, who provided me with greater insight. The questions 

for the interview were not strictly concentrated on Surrealism but rather on all the aspects concern-

ing the life of the artist, as Sargsyan is an expert on Parajanov, and holds a lot more information 

about him which isn’t yet written in any book or article.    

 Most of the analysis, however, has been done based on the observations on Parajanov’s 

works which are central to the project. In each film the observations were different, yet there have been 

certain patterns identified that were present almost in all of them. Following are the works that I have 

mostly concentrated on and rewatched in order to draw as accurate conclusions as possible: The 

Color of Pomegranates, Ashik Kerib, Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors and The Legend of Suram 

Fortress.  

The Color of Pomegranates (1968)  

 The following film is the most vivid example of Parajanov’s surrealistic style which is why, 

I have deconstructed the film and analyzed the mise-en-scène of the shots. In addition, I have taken 

into consideration the narrative and the plot, the unconventionality of the cinematic techniques and 

the metaphors that the director has made a huge use of.  

Ashik Kerib (1988) 

	 Besides analyzing separate shots, in this film I have paid most attention to the plot, as it has been  

considered controversial because of hints of transnationalism. I have looked into the story within  

the film and how Parajanov portrays it.  
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Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors (1965)  

 Being the first work of his, this is the film where surrealistic tendencies are not present. 

However, it was still central to the research, in order to serve as proof, that Parajanov’s creative de-

cisions on breaking the rules of cinematography and straying from conventions was totally inten-

tional.  

The Legend of Suram Fortress (1985) 

 In this particular film the main focus have again been the separate shots and the surreal as 

well as dream like atmosphere of the film. As the work is comprised of minimal dialogue and non- 

narrative scenes, I have been paying most attention to shot to shot relations and how the plot un-

folds.  

 As a result, I have identified the following patterns in most of the films which will constant-

ly be present throughout the research. These include: 

In between shots, which appear out of the blue, sometimes metaphorically or symbolically, 

Dream like images, which usually involve the theme of floating objects, or shots which would 

most likely appear in a dream, 

Jump cuts, which are central in all of the films and are done fully on purpose  

 The following approach have been applied for a number of reasons: deconstructing the 

mise-en-scène or looking at shot composition have provided me with more detail and material in 

order to make the presence of Surrealism even more apparent, than it already is. Analyzing the con-

troversiality of the context have helped me delve deeper in the director’s worldview and finally, the 

analysis of cinematic techniques have served as a tool, to illustrate how the director created his own 

style, by defying the general rules of cinema.  

 The next part of my observations have been comprised of Parajanov’s other works such as 

collages, drawings, dolls and assemblages. The main source of my research here was the Museum 
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of Sergei Parajanov in Yerevan. The works have been looked at in terms of Surrealism again, em-

phasizing the metaphoric tendencies, the purpose of the juxtaposition of certain objects with others 

and the unconventional again. Through these works I have provided full evidence of Parajanov’s 

fondness and the implementation of the style, as they all correspond with the main definition of Sur-

realism and its characteristics.  

 The remaining part of my research have been based on books and journals regarding Surre-

alism and Sigmund Freud. Libraries and the Internet have served as the main source in order to ob-

tain the necessary information. Following are the books which are the most central to the analysis: 

First Manifesto of Surrealism by André Breton and The Interpretation of Dreams by Sigmund 

Freud.   

 These two works have served as guides in order to comprehensively analyze Parajanov’s 

work and go a lot deeper into it by identifying the reasons behind his decisions and delving into his 

worldview. Adding to this the above mentioned works and my own observations regarding them, it 

has resulted in an analysis of the artist’s works from the perspectives of Breton and Freud and even-

tually Surrealism.   

Section 5. Research & Analysis 

History and Background  

It all started in 1924. A French poet, writer and critic, André Breton, published The Surreal-

ist Manifesto which gave a new life to art in the period between the two great wars. By the time the 

book was published, certain artists and poets had already expressed the hints of Surrealism in their 

works. In other words, what Breton wanted to achieve was giving meaning and explanation to the 

already existing art form. What the surrealists aimed to do was to use the unconscious as a way to 

reach and unlock the imagination. They believed that the conscious state and rationality repressed 

the true capabilities of the imagination. 
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Surrealism appeared mostly from the influences of Dada or Dadaism, however, there were 

different influencers as well, such as Giorgio de Chirico or Henri Rousseau whose works included 

the bizarre juxtapositions which are so peculiar to Surrealism. The term, however, was first used in 

the notes of a program of the ballet Parade by Guillaume Apollinaire, a French poet and a play-

wright, who with this particular word referred to the parade saying that it was a “kind of 

surrealism”. So the word itself was used even earlier, before the emergence of the surrealistic works 

of art. 

Before delving into the history and the key ideas of the movement, following are the defini-

tions of the movement extracted from the Manifesto (Breton, 1924): 

SURREALISM, n. Psychic automatism in its pure state, by which one proposes to express -- verbally, by 

means of the written word, or in any other manner -- the actual functioning of thought. Dictated by the thought, in 

the absence of any control exercised by reason, exempt from any aesthetic or moral concern. 

ENCYCLOPEDIA. Philosophy. Surrealism is based on the belief in the superior reality of certain forms 

of previously neglected associations, in the omnipotence of dream, in the disinterested play of thought. It tends to 

ruin once and for all all other psychic mechanisms and to substitute itself for them in solving all the principal 

problems of life. 

In the same year, when Breton published his manifesto, The Bureau for Surrealist Research 

or Centrale Surréaliste appeared in Paris. The aim of the bureau was to gather information through 

conducting interviews to find ways to loosen the unconscious activities of the brain (Stockwell, 

2017). As a result an archive was created which contained all the information resulting from the ob-

servations and which was divided into two parts: one being imagery concerning dreams and the 

other one containing different materials on social life. During this period of time surrealistic art 

form gradually became very influential as different artists started experimenting with it. The move-

ment didn’t only impact painters but also writers, photographers and filmmakers which will be ana-
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lyzed in the paragraphs below. However, painting was the field that stood out significantly. The 

names that are strictly associated with Surrealism today are of course Salvador Dalí, Max Ernst, 

André Masson, Jean Arp etc. The characteristics of their works are too diverse to be analyzed as 

each artist had their own self- expressing style of creating surrealistic images. 

Surrealism vs. Dadaism 

The movement of Dadaism was what gave birth to the ideas of Surrealism, however, the two 

have quite a lot of stylistic and ideological differences. In order to distinguish between the two, it is 

essential to understand the concepts of Dadaism as well. It all started from 1916 in Zurich, Switzer-

land and gradually spread across the neighboring cities including Paris, Cologne, Berlin and even 

reached New York. Dadaism was the first movement that held anti-aesthetic ideas, and did not in-

clude the creation of beautiful materialistic objects as the aim of it. It started as a response to World 

War I when artists realized that reason and logic were what caused the destruction and chaos, so 

they decided to astray from it and experiment with simultaneity and illogical aspects of it. What 

concerns the origins of the name, they’re still unknown as some argue that it originated from the 

Romanian artist, Tristan Tzara, who used the word to express agreement as “da” means “yes” in 

Romanian. Some believe that it was just a meaningless word chosen to describe the movement. 

(Trachtman, 2006) 

The ideology of the movement included the anti-art and anti-aesthetic concepts and criticism 

of everything the traditional art forms represented. The believed that the work they created had to 

be as meaningless as the events taking place at that time which was mainly war and bloodshed. This 

is why the works of this period are not so attractive to look at or pleasing to the eye. The main ob-

jective of the works was to originate emotions, especially anger or shock but not pleasure. This can 

be explained by Marcel Duchamp’s famous Mona Lisa where he decided to draw a mustache on her 
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face, due to which of course outrage broke out. Another example was his Fountain (a urinal) which 

he displayed as a sculpture. 

Figures 1 &2: Duchamp’s famous Fountain and LHOOQ   

Some of the major influencers for the style were Cubism, the hints of which can be noticed 

in Duchamp’s works, also Expressionism, Futurism and Abstraction. The art works included col-

lages or assemblages and wide usage of already existing objects. All of these sound extremely fa-

miliar with the concepts of Surrealism. Eventually the former inspired the latter, however if we dig 

deeper there are a number of differences between the two. 

One of the major and basic differences was that concept of the leader. As behind the ideolo-

gies of Dadaism stood the anti-authoritarianism, it could not have someone to whom other would 

look up to, while in Surrealism André Breton was the obvious leader. Another major factor was the 

difference of the time periods. Dadaism was the result of war. The essence of it was anger and 

shock. It was purely political and the works aimed to express the attitude of the artist towards the 

war. Meanwhile Surrealism came to being after the war had ended, so the time period was already 

more or less peaceful. It was a way to retrieve from the past, to apply the concepts of randomness 

and chance not as a way to critique politics and war, but as a way to look beyond realism while 
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Dadaism tended to do the opposite. Both of the movements relied on irrationality, however, while 

Dadaism was overtly irrational, surrealists were following Freud’s very rational concepts of the 

human mind. In other words they tried to embrace the illogical through rationality and understand-

ing the nature of it. And one of the greatest differences is the fact that for dadaists everything was 

anarchistic, meaningless and useless, while surrealists did have a meaning, which was to reach the 

secrets hidden in the subconscious and uncover them. 

Figures 3 & 4: Carnival of Harlequin by Joan Miro and Yard Birds by Andre Masson

Surrealism in Painting 

As the main concept of surrealistic art was to free one’s imagination and embrace the irra-

tional, it is not difficult to imagine what the paintings of this style look like, even without being 

very familiar with them. Very often painters tended to illustrate very bizarre and unrealistic subjects 

of matter as the aim of it was to show the world of dreams, hidden desires and, of course, imagina-

tion. The surrealistic paintings can be divided into two categories. The first one includes artwork 

which is created automatically. This means painting without thinking and with abstraction, making 

the brushstrokes automatically and doing the first thing that comes to mind. Vivid representations of 

this are Joan Miro and Andre Masson. 
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The second type includes work through juxtaposition, meaning creating artwork where the 

most common everyday objects may appear in the most uncommon places just like it tends to hap-

pen in dreams. Clear examples of this are of course Salvador Dali and Rene Magritte whose work 

includes strange combinations of subjects and weird juxtapositions peculiar only to dreams. Their 

way of painting was hyper-realistic, meaning that the objects appeared very detailed and with the 

sense of three-dimension. And as the purpose was to convey the dream state, the colors tended to be 

either saturated with variety of shades of colors or very monochromatic, both of which are also pe-

culiar to dreams. (Balakian, 1986)

Figures 5 & 6: Living Still Life by Salvador Dali and Threatening Weather by René Magritte 

Surrealism in Photography 

Being the enemy of painting, photography didn’t stay behind on adopting surrealistic ideas 

as well. Even though the surrealist photographers had to work with limited options, they didn’t let 

this become an obstacle for them. Instead they took it as a challenge and started experimenting with 

the surreal. With the help of the dark room, safelights and different chemicals they were able to re-

move the ordinary objects from their ordinary places and contexts and create the bizarre (Bowker, 

2013). Some used distortion and rotation, others applied montage or double exposure in order to 
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reach the result. Andre Kertesz is known particularly for his distortion series, where the human 

body is being depicted in the oddest and the most disfigured manners. Otto Umbehr is yet another 

photographer who experimented with rotations and distortions.

Figures 7: From Distortion series of André Kertész

Man Ray, however, created his works by experimenting with exposure, light and even made 

“rayographs” or “rayograms” which he created by using photographic paper on which he lay down 

objects and exposed it to light. Another representative is Dora Maar who was experimenting with

superimposition and uncommon imagery, one of which is for example the photo of Pablo Picasso 

where he’s holding a bull’s head in a bathing suit on the beach. 
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Figures 8 & 9: From the Ryograph series by Man Ray and Pablo Picasso by Dora Maar 

Objects and Sculptures

Perhaps when talking about the objects and assemblages of Surrealism the first thing that 

comes to mind is Salvador Dali’s “Lobster Telephone” which in fact is a great example in order to 

understand what surrealistic objects looked like and what they represented. Breton called them as-

semblages the idea of which was basically to stack objects next to each other which had no correla-

tion and were removed from their initial context. If at first artists experimented with two dimen-

sional images working on canvas or on paper, now they were bringing these bits and pieces from 

their imagination into real life. This was an opportunity to turn the mundane and the ordinary into 

something provocative and unpredictable. However not many artists are very popular with experi-

menting in the field of assemblages or sculptures. One of the most vivid representatives of this is 

Meret Oppenheim. In her assemblages and sculptures she made compositions which appeared both 

disturbing as well as humorous made of everyday objects. Her main objective was the depiction of 
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art for its own sake and the non- functionality of her creations. They served as a way to crack open 

and reveal the emotional and psychological state that was hidden in the subconscious.

Figure 10: Object (Dejeuner en Fourrure) by Meret Oppenheim 

Surrealism in Film 

Surrealism in film transformed the whole art form by filling it with new techniques and per-

spectives by straying from the traditional and introducing new ways of storytelling. Just like any 

other surrealistic art form they were meant to shock and amaze the viewer and to give birth to new 

ways of perceiving. Film was supposed to create imagery capturing the form of the dream where the 

individual has no control over what scenes follow each other meaning they can be absolutely non 

related, and which would we would not interact with in real life. So to be precise the key features of 

a surrealistic film are as follows: an imitation of a dream where the characters are acting out of rea-

son, absence of a logical plot, and use of everyday objects in unusual contexts. 

The first true surrealistic film is considered to be The Seashell and the Clergyman by Ger-

maine Dulac released in 1924. Here the main techniques got established by Dulac which later on 

were applied by other filmmakers as well. The film does have hints of narrative structures however 

it was also considered “almost meaningless” by British Board of Film Censors, and the director her-
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self made the following comment regarding the film: “Not a dream, but the world of images itself 

taking the mind where it would never have agreed to go, the mechanism is within everyone's 

reach.” (Pallister, 1997) 

Photography was not the only field where Man Ray was experimenting with surrealistic im-

ages. He also directed films including L'Étoile de mer or (The Sea Star) and Les Mystères du 

Château de Dé or The Mysteries of the Chateau of Dice both of which are clear representatives of 

surrealist film. In his films, he incorporates shots with metaphors, distorted perceptions and halluci-

natory imagery which demonstrate the ideologies behind Surrealism with a more different approach 

than that of Germaine Dulac. 

And finally one the most famous examples is Luis Buñuel whose name is often synonymous 

with surrealist film. Cooperating with Dalí, he created masterpieces of cinema which through com-

pletely unrelated sequences of shots could convey so many implications which until today are being 

endlessly analyzed. Surrealist aesthetic was his main focus when directing; however, through this 

he could successfully critique the problems of society, portray the human need for sexual desire and 

touch upon the topics of religion and politics. To him "A film is like an involuntary imitation of a 

dream. Thus, on the screen, the nocturnal voyage into the unconscious begins. Time and space be-

come flexible, chronological order and relative values of time duration no longer correspond to real-

ity.” (Hauke, 2001) Some of the major works include L'Age d’Or or The Golden Age, Un Chien An-

dalou or An Andalusian Dog both of which were made by cooperating with Dalí. The first one is 

usually remembered by a shot where a man (Buñuel himself) is cutting a woman’s eye with a razor. 

Both films were shocking enough to arouse huge disapprovals and prohibitions from being shown. 

Buñuel and Dalí used their imagery inspired from a series of dreams which is why the key compo-

nents of these was distortion of time and space and obeying physical rules of reality. Their untamed 

imagination developed on these unconventional, unaccepted concepts connecting to the avant-garde 

motto of “épater le bourgeois”, which basically meant “shocking the middle class” (Matthews, 

1991). 
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The Interpretation of Dreams

As mentioned before the surrealists were hugely influenced by the Austrian psychoanalyst’s, 

Sigmund Freud’s theories. However, what exactly were these theories and how did they explain the 

phenomenon of dreams and the subconscious? 

 Before Freud, there had been a huge amount of research conducted on the topic to which he 

touches upon when starting “The Interpretation of Dreams” where he mentions that “In spite of be-

ing concerned with the subject over many thousands of years, scientific understanding of the dream 

has not got very far.” This is why when talking about psychoanalysis and dreams, Freud is the fig-

ure who we believe has made the most contribution to the field. Before he started writing the book, 

he had already clinically analyzed more than a thousands of dreams. As a result, he came to the fol-

lowing conclusions:  

• Dreams can be the results of childhood memories, 

• As the unconscious does not concentrate on the major memories, the main focus of the dream 

may be the minor and the unimportant details,  

• The content is always about the individual who’s dreaming, 

• Dreams are not random, even though for centuries it was the point being proven, 

• There may be a number of meanings hidden in one single dream, 

• Objects may be taken out from the original context and serve with different purposes, 

•  Almost all types of dreams are focused on desire and the fulfillment of it.  

• The concept of repression (repressed memories, desires and wishes) is central to understanding 

dreams.  

In other words, dreams were the main area where the unconscious could freely reveal itself, 

and the fulfillment of deep desires would occur (Freud, 1920). However, what still bothered him 

was the question regarding the not so obvious aspect of the wish and why it had to appear so dis-

guised and in metaphors. The answer which he came up with was the fact that most of the desires 
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appear to be repressed. This is also why sometimes we may have dreams which can appear as the 

opposite of our wishes or desires. Freud called this particular phenomenon a ‘dream distortion’, 

meaning that in some cases the individual may want to oppress that certain desire or to somehow 

disguise it. “With dreams, if our psyche wants to give us a message, it may only be able to get it 

across by censoring it to make it more palatable, or by dressing it up as something else” (Butler- 

Bowdon, 2017). This can be considered as a defense mechanism as well, so that the individual 

dreaming will not be exposed to any piece of information that they are not still ready to acknowl-

edge. Freud also explains the reason why dreams tend to be forgotten so easily. This is because the 

conscious part of the brain does not want to allow lots of influence of the unconscious mind on it-

self.  

For the interpretation of dreams Freud would apply the method of free association, which 

until today is utilized by psychoanalysts. The main objective of this is to help the patients to come 

to terms with what their own thoughts and feelings really are and what they mean, as a patient on its 

own does not know about the hidden memories or feelings. For this Freud would ask the patient to 

relive the dream and then try to associate the objects with the reality by saying anything that comes 

to mind without any embarrassment in a non-judgmental environment without thinking wether or 

not the utterances make sense. After this, he would analyze the random thoughts by trying to de-

crypt their true implications. Same would be applied for reaching the hidden memories which 

would happen to be of huge importance. In other words, Freud was suggesting that the unconscious  

had a lot more within itself than it seemed, all those hidden memories, desires and feelings, and the 

best way to reach those is through understanding them with the help of dreams and free flow of 

thought. Now what were the exact connections that Freud’s ideas had with the surrealists? 
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Surrealism and Psychoanalysis 

The main objective of the surrealists was to liberate the imagination, practice the art of free 

thoughts, feelings and emotions. As it becomes evident, this concept goes hand in hand with Freud’s 

findings and theories. André Breton was heavily influenced by Freud’s ideas which is why he start-

ed practicing and experimenting by applying his methods both in art and in medical practice, as he 

himself had a training in psychiatry. He started utilizing the concept of automatic writing and draw-

ing which includes putting down everything that comes to mind on paper or canvas without any 

thought— a technique which is quite similar to Freud’s free associations. 

Surrealists believed that man was too caught up in rationality, thought and logic, which were 

keeping the individual away from freeing the true nature of mind. This is why the dream theories 

connected to the unconscious were offering a way to prevent this capture of rationality, which Bre-

ton believed could lead into a different kind of reality called ‘surreality’. They were in fact obsessed 

with everything related to dreams, which is why surrealistic works of art most often resemble seg-

ments of dreams. Breton in fact wrote a letter to Freud requesting a meeting which took place in 

1921 in Vienna, while Dalí and Freud met in 1938 in London. It is believed that both meetings did 

not go well, as the famous neurologist was not very into this particular style of art (Kadri, 2011). 

However his influence still kept persisting. 

It is safe to say that psychoanalysis has also impacted Surrealism through symbolism and 

automatism. Symbolism comes from the Interpretation of Dreams meaning that certain objects may 

hold different connotations solely for the artist himself. In fact, symbolism is seen in a number of 

works of major surrealists such as Salvador Dalí, Max Ernst or Marcel Duchamp. For some this 

would serve as a way to understand their inner thoughts and all of those oppressed feelings that 

Fred was constantly mentioning, but in this case through art. Automatism on its turn, is the process 

of creation without the censorship of the conscious part of the brain. As mentioned above, Breton 

practiced the art of automatic writing through which he would be able to reveal the unconscious and 

how it works. Put it otherwise, it can be concluded that the surrealists were on the path of self-dis-
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covery through the help of art, which is why it also becomes possible to dissect their works by ap-

plying the theories of Freud. 

Parajanov as a Surrealist 

When talking about Sergei Parajanov’s work, it is not quite easy to fit everything in one cat-

egory, as he was experimenting a lot stylistically, which is why both his films and other artworks 

can be analyzed from different perspectives. As mentioned above, with his unique approach to film 

and to art in general, he created his own style which is so complex, that perhaps there will never be 

enough analysis on his work. Usually, when watching a film of a certain director, it is not very hard 

to identify the filmmaker, if the audience is familiar with his previous work. However, Parajanov’s 

case is different, as his films are usually very different from each other. By including various ele-

ments from various styles and movements, he makes his work unpredictable and one of a kind. This 

is why until today lots of researchers are analyzing his creations and trying to find the key to his ge-

nius. 

One of the categories that his work may fall into is of course Surrealism. In fact, he was 

greatly inspired by Andrey Tarkovsky’s surrealist masterpiece Ivan’s Childhood. The hints of this 

particular style are almost always present in his work, be it in choices of cinematography or in the 

plot and the narrative. In fact, because of his ‘surrealist tendencies’ he was sent to a maximum secu-

rity gulag for five years. He, however did not miss the opportunity to delve in art here as well. His 

main duty was to sew sacks, and as a result he found a new way to create and started to make dolls. 

The rest of his works include collages and assemblages which were so peculiar to surrealists. The 

following chapter aims to analyze Parajanov’s work in terms of Surrealism by providing examples 

taken from the films and other art forms separately. The analysis will be focused on the used im-

agery, the shots and sequences, the methods of cinematography, metaphors and reoccurring themes. 
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When watching the films, it becomes clear that Parajanov did not want to follow the com-

mon basics of cinematography. In most of the films everything is shot from a different angle by 

straying from mainstream cinematic conventions. The reason behind this is not Parajanov’s lack of 

knowledge on filmmaking, as his first film, “The Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors”, shot in the year 

of 1965, clearly follows the rules of cinematography. Later, however, he starts to develop his own 

conventions which in the following films can be distinguished. Parajanov’s work, however, should 

not be compared to that of pure surrealists’, as his films were not supposed to be considered that 

way. What he was trying to do, was to create something meaningful and symbolic but abstract and 

unconventional at the same time. The artists, for whom their main style was only Surrealism, creat-

ed works which were only peculiar to that particular movement. The presence of any other style 

would not be noticed generally. However, Parajanov’s case is different as Surrealism is only one of 

the many stylistic aspects of his. 

One of the films that has the most surrealistic elements is “The Color of Pomegranates” shot 

in 1968. The film is a biography of Sayat Nova, an Armenian troubadour or ‘ashug’, where he tries 

to uncover his life starting from his childhood until his death. This however is done in a much more 

poetic manner, without much dialogue and obvious plot. The film stands out quite a lot visually and 

aesthetically as Parajanov tried to create not just a mere film, constructed from blocks of shots tied 

up with continuity editing. He included much more in the movie, such as in between shots, dream 

like images, metaphors and symbolism. He did all of this by breaking the main rules of cinema and 

including jump cuts or subjective shots. The whole film is a surrealistic journey for the audience, 

where the viewer has to construct the film himself, by combining the bits and pieces of it together, 

as this is not an ordinary experience. The viewers have to push themselves in order to understand 

the full meaning of the film; it simply cannot be considered a pastime activity. 

Same can be said about two of his later films Suram Fortress and Ashik Kerib, which again 

show his ability to combine the abstract with the meaningful. Being one of the major films which 

holds most of the surrealistic aspects The Color of Pomegranates sets ground for the analysis of all 
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other films. Both of the films are representations of cultural aesthetics as Suram Fortress (1985) is 

based on a Georgian folk tale hence focusing on Georgian culture and Ashik Kerib (1988) tells a 

story full of Azerbaijani motifs including the clothing, traditions, music and dance.  The first one 

tells a story of a fortress which is constantly crumbling while following events unfolding around the 

main character Durmishkhan, who had been freed from being a slave and wants to free his lover, 

Vardo as well. Eventually Durmishkhan marries another, who gives birth their son and Vardo be-

comes a fortune-teller. As Parajanov is not so fond of happy endings, eventually Vardo predicts that 

a young man has to be buried inside the fortress, in order to make it finally stand, and the young 

man turns out to be Durmishkhan’s son. Just like The Color of Pomegranates the film’s narrative is 

not easily comprehensible, however, the experience of watching it is still one of a kind.

Ashik Kerib, however, ends on a more positive note where the main character wants to mar-

ry the woman he loves, yet her father objects because of him being poor. After his beloved promises 

to wait for him for a thousand nights and days, he starts a journey hoping to get rich someday. He 

returns 1001 days later and finally marries her. Just like the previous two, in terms of plot, it is quite 

incomprehensible, and not so easy to watch, if one is not familiar with Parajanov’s techniques. The 

film seems to be a series of vignettes again full of images in between and subjective shots. 

From the very few minutes of the above mentioned films we understand that the film is not 

going to be something ordinary. The first couple of shots are already signs that the whole film is go-

ing to have the elements of Surrealism. For instance, The Color of Pomegranates starts with a plain 

static shot of a manuscript, then it is followed by a shot of three pomegranates, which seem to be 

bleeding, then a manuscript again, a knife, and a foot stepping on grapes and squishing them, fish 

between two breads, a vase, and thorns and so on. Afterwards he introduces the viewer to the main 

character, starting from the childhood. Same happens in the other two films. The opening couple of 

shots of Ashik Kerib include paintings, different objects, miniature statues of horses, similarly in 

Suram Fortress the first shots show water running on a rock, an object reminding a pipe like shell 

etc. Already from the first couple of minutes in all of the films the hints of Surrealism prevail most 
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of all, during which the viewer tries to make connections with the objects shown in the shots by try-

ing to apply metaphors upon them. What is interesting to mention is some of these shots were re-

made and incorporated in a music video of an American singer Madonna, the title of which is “Bed-

time Story”. The aim of the video was to juxtapose images and remakes of scenes from different 

films or pieces of art. All of the surrealistic imagery included in the video resulted in its huge suc-

cess. Moreover, it ended up being the most expensive music video and appeared at the Museum of 

Modern Art of New York City. 

Another major surrealistic aspect of these films are the narrative and the plot. When watch-

ing the works of pure surrealists, the films do not usually carry lots of narrative meaning. They do 

not revolve around one character and are not very obvious (with a couple of exceptions). Here, even 

though the events unfold around the same individuals, it is still not easy to follow the flow of inci-

dents and understand the narratives so easily. This can be explained in a number of ways. First of all 

the main reason behind this is the in-between images that Parajanov has included. Just like in the 

beginning, throughout the films, he constantly incorporates shots out of the blue, that seem to have 

no connection to the plot itself. These usually include objects or sculptures with cultural connota-

tions such as vases or bowls peculiar to the Caucasian culture, or any other object which has a slight 

connection to the main characters or the film itself, such as pomegranates, books, musical instru-

ments, paintings and sculptures, all depending on the context of the film.  The main themes that are 

being repeated in almost all of the films are pomegranates, peacocks, fruit and fish. When all of 

these shots appear out of nowhere, it becomes hard for the viewer to try to understand their connec-

tion to the film itself and follow the plot, which is how it’s supposed to be. 

Another reason for not being able to follow the plot is mainly because Parajanov wants it be 

so. He deliberately strays from applying continuity editing to the scenes, which helps the films to 

flow from start to the end, and instead he may just include separate shots that indicate the occur-

rence of a certain event. To understand this more clearly, we can analyze the scene in The Color of 

Pomegranates where the poet enters his youth. Just by seeing a shot of him holding a flute and then 
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the close up of the flute, it becomes obvious that the character plays the instrument. Another exam-

ple is when we see a shot of a woman looking into the camera, we conclude that the character is 

perhaps Sayat Nova’s love interest. This happens with the help of shot-reverse-shot, as first we see 

the main character in holding a lute, then in the next shot we see a woman looking into the camera 

while holding a veil in front of her face. The shot which follows is again of Sayat Nova who is now 

dressed in the same patterned clothing as her. Then again we get a shot of hers. This technique helps 

the viewer subconsciously encode the message that Parajanov is trying to convey. In fact, the whole 

film unfolds this way which brings the most surrealistic aspect to it. 

The other major surreal angle that the films appear to have is the presence of dream like im-

ages. As mentioned before, surrealists were known with their obsessions with dreams. Parajanov 

not only includes scenes where the characters are dreaming but also shots which resemble the 

dream itself but are supposed to be taking place in reality. The dreaminess that we get from the shot 

usually comes from the floating themes that they hold. For example in a number of shots in The 

Color of Pomegranates there are different objects hanging from the ceilings such as lutes, scales or 

angels. In Suram Fortress, we encounter floating ships above from the water surface, floating people 

even and the chapter itself is called Dream and Presentiment of Death. In a different shot in The 

Color of Pomegranates the roof of the church seems to be floating as well. Another shot includes a 

church on a black background which again gives the impression of a floating building. And this 

theme stays constant throughout the film and appears quite a lot in his later works as well.  
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Figure 11: A still from Suram Fortress

The sets themselves also may remind the audience of an unnatural and an artificial place 

which would most likely come up in a dream. From the very beginning the sets and the back-

grounds appear to be very creative yet unrealistic. They tend to be heavily decorated with objects of 

the same kind, or tend to have plain atmosphere, like complete whiteness. When little Sayat- Nova 

is reading a book all of a sudden the roof becomes filled with books all over the place, which seems 

quite unreal yet dream like. Other examples include sets full of carpets all over the place, clothes 

hung from a ceiling etc. And all of these are constantly present in all three films mentioned above. 

Figure 12 & 13: Stills from The Color of Pomegranates
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The shots usually seem quite artificial as the characters are most often facing the camera and 

moving unnaturally. This however is part of Parajanov’s decision. As mentioned before, in The 

Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors he does not apply any of these techniques. The film flows just as 

it’s supposed to with clear narrative and natural acting in realistic sets. While here, his main motive 

is to create the sense of a Persian tableaux painting, which in this case gets mixed with surrealistic 

angles. 

Parajanov’s surrealistic habits were also noticed in his other works of art including collages 

and assemblages. In Parajanov’s surrealistic habits have also been noticed in his collages and as-

semblages. According to Oxford dictionary, the definition of a collage is the following: “A piece of 

art made by sticking various different materials such as photographs and pieces of paper or fabric 

on to a backing.” Even just the definition of it sounds very surrealistic, because of the idea of juxta-

posing unrelated objects into the same context. Parajanov was obsessed with this. As the director of 

Sergei Parajanov’s Museum in Yerevan, Zaven Sargsyan mentions, Parajanov did not like throwing 

away any types objects, that is why he was so fond of collages, as this way every single object 

could obtain a new life and a new purpose. This is exactly what surrealists did as well. They were 

trying to extract the mundane from its original context and make it meaningful in a different way. 

The museum is full of Parajanov’s works of art. It includes hundreds of his assemblages, 

collages and drawings, each of which tells a special story about his life as well as his character. It 

goes without saying that all of these would require separate analyses in order to understand his na-

ture a lot better, however, if we look at them in general terms certain patterns can be identified, that 

make his surrealistic tendencies obvious. First of all, in most of the works the objects that he juxta-

poses together have no correlation with each other outside the context of the collage. While being 

next to each other they may tell a story. For example in the assemblage “The Echo of the War”, he 

included a windowpane with dark glasses, with pots on top of it, dolls hung on the edges, with a 

kerosene stove in underneath on which a teapot is placed. At first, this may seem like a random jux-

taposition of objects, however, as the director of the museum has mentioned, with this Parajanov 
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wanted to emphasize the aftermaths of the war, the outcome of it, and the hardships the people were 

facing at the time (children dying, starvation etc.) In some other cases, the objects are put next to 

each other just to originate bizarre and incomprehensible feelings. Even though the collages and the 

assemblages have names and titles, they still may seem very much not understandable to the viewer, 

such as “Lermontov’s Greateful Heroes” where the artist included Christmas tree decorations, dolls, 

a feather, a framed portrait of Lermontov’s and lots of other bits and pieces of various objects. Of 

course, the message here should not be clear, and the motives of incorporating so many details to-

gether should not be comprehensible as this is pure Surrealism; creating unconsciously without 

putting any logic into the work. 

Another concept that comes across in the collages is the idea of floating objects, which we 

are already familiar with from the films. In his collages, Parajanov creates the illusion of objects in 

the air, which adds to the component of dreamy images. For this he uses white background and 

places the images randomly in a way which give them the impression of flying or floating. This is 

especially seen in the series titled “Inventory of Confiscated Belongings”, where various objects 

seem to be flying around. 

�      �

Figures 14 & 15: Collages from the series of Inventory of Confiscated Belongings

Another pattern that is distinguishable in his work is the reoccurrence of certain objects 

(both in the assemblages and in films), which constantly change meaning. These include pomegran-

ates, peacock feathers and shells. As Zaven Sargsyan has mentioned, the pomegranate symbolizes 
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life, which is why it can also stand as a metaphor of death depending how the artist uses it. For ex-

ample, in films, the pomegranate may come in different colors, such as black, red and white. Black 

occurred during a death scene, while white was present at the scene of the wedding, which would 

symbolize new life. In an assemblage titled “My Father as a Cadet”, there is a pomegranate on his 

head along with a crown of thorns. Here the pomegranate symbolizes death again, as it is placed 

upside down; hence, the meaning of it changes. The shell is first encountered in the color of pome-

granates where it is covering a woman’s breast, after which the concept of the shell stays present 

throughout the film, which may symbolize as desire. In the collages, the shell acts as a decoration 

on a necklace, as a flower in a vase, as wings or as a hat. Peacock feathers on their turn can act as 

both decorations and parts of clothing, as well as part of women’s hair or hats. Some other objects 

that are constantly placed in different contexts include light bulbs, churches, mirrors etc.  

Even without a deep analysis, when looking at Parajanov’s works of art, the hints of Surreal-

ism are usually very clear. All the consistencies and patterns indicate his fondness of the movement 

and the creative irrationality. The tendencies that we see in some of the films are also present in oth-

er works of art. Because of this it becomes interesting what made Parajanov create like this and 

leave us with the legacy that we have today. By applying the theories of Freud and connecting them 

to the ideologies of Surrealism, we can also analyze the driving force of Parajanov and the motives 

of his creations. 

Parajanov Explained through Freud

When reading Freud’s theories on dreams and psychoanalysis while keeping in mind the 

surrealists, it becomes next to impossible not to draw any conclusions about the artists. That is why 

many researchers have conducted studies on a number of surrealists analyzing the origins of their 

creative ideas. This, however, hasn’t been done in the case of Sergei Parajanov. The main reason 

may be the fact that he wasn’t fully considered as a surrealist, nonetheless, most of his works show 



!  35

the same reoccurring patterns of the movement. This is why an analysis with the help of Freudian 

ideas becomes fully possible. 

While keeping in mind the reasons and meanings of dreams that Freud had suggested, we 

can apply the same theories to analyze not the results of sleep in this case, but the images that Para-

janov has created, as most of his works express some type of dreaminess and can be considered as 

results of the unconscious. One of the theories of dreams claims that in dreams an object may hold a 

different connotation as it can be taken out from the original context. As mentioned, surrealists ap-

plied this technique in their work and so did Parajanov, especially in the collages, where a church 

may act as a hat, or shells may serve as wings.  With this in mind, we can consider Parajanov’s 

works as equivalences of dreams. As Freud has mentioned, dreams can be results of repression, be it 

memories, desires or wishes. In Parajanov’s case, his images can also be the outcomes of repression 

in general, which includes both repressed desires and physical repression, they can be the results of 

censorships, as well as the society’s strict rules towards certain aspects which the artist was standing  

for. As Freud has mentioned, the content of the dream is always about the individual who’s dream-

ing. Keeping in mind the connection between Surrealism and dreams, we can easily conclude that in 

each surrealistic art piece of his, we can find bits of his individuality and character. 

As mentioned above, dreams can be results of any type of repression or oppression. When 

watching the films the viewer may wonder how the artist came up with such bizarre images. In this 

case, we can utilize Freud’s theories and apply them as tools to understand why Parajanov has cre-

ated what we see today. Here, the main idea lies in the concept of repression. Judging from Para-

janov’s biography most of his life he had been living with thoughts and ideas that he was not able to 

express, be it personal matters or phenomena that he wanted to portray in films. As a result of this 

he was imprisoned three times. This can be considered as physical repression which however, left a 

psychological mark on him, as here he was surrounded with criminals. This type of repression defi-

nitely might have affected to the birth of his surreal images, even though the contribution of it may 
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not seem so enormous, considering that it was mostly physical. However, the reasons why he got 

imprisoned in the first place are of greater importance in this matter. 

One of the reasons was considered to be his hidden homosexuality. As discussed before, 

dreams may be results of unfulfilled wishes and repression. Similarly, here, the dream like images 

and surrealistic aspects can be considered as outcomes of his repressed views. As mentioned in the 

previous sections, the outcomes do not always have to be clear, i.e, the image may be coded, not so 

obvious and may appear in different forms. Which is why the shots that he has created do not have 

to be straight forward representations of that particular desire. However, still, there are a number of 

cases where we can look at the images as clear outcomes of his repressed homosexuality. For ex-

ample, in The Color of Pomegranates a scene stands out at the beginning where little Sayat- Nova 

is peaking into a public bath through a window. Here, we see men massaging other men as well as 

bathing them, which in a way seems odd, yet not disturbing at the same time. The next shot that fol-

lows is a woman’s naked breast. As the implication of it is the idea that this was the first time that 

he saw the female body, Parajanov could’ve depicted only the bits containing the woman, however 

he decided to linger on the scene of men as well. In fact, in another version of the film which was 

released initially Parajanov had also included a nude scene of a man as well which is assumed to be 

the main character. This however never appeared in the final version.

Figure 16: A still from the initial version of 

The Color of Pomegranates
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Another example can be an assemblage named “Zeus” where Zeus is a doll lying on a vio-

lin, again naked with a crown on his head. While in other assemblages dolls almost always appear 

with some kind of clothing, here Parajanov decided not to do that. Another example is titled 

“Childhood of Invasion” or “Genghis Khan's childhood” where again the doll is without any cover-

age. The abstract nudity that Parajanov has incorporated can be the results of the oppression upon 

himself regarding his sexuality and the inability to act in accordance with his desires. If we apply 

Freud’s theory here, the reason of creating the above mentioned shots and images will be his sexual 

orientation which because of being considered as taboo and unacceptable had been repressed, and 

because of which physical repression followed as well.

Figures 17 & 18: Collages: “Zeus” and “Childhood of Invasion”

As mentioned before, dreams are almost always concentrated on the fulfillment of desire, 

however it doesn’t always have to be hidden by the individual himself. Some wishes may be re-

pressed by the outside sources, while being very obvious and open for the individual. Under this 

category may fall Parajanov’s views on various matters, one of which, as discussed above was ho-

mosexuality. It is no secret that during the Soviet years, especially during the time period before 

Stalin’s death, any type of censorship was extremely enforced. Film censorship was was heavily 
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enforced as well. Filmmakers were very limited in terms of expressing views and ideas, as shooting 

anything that went against the socialist realist ideology was going to banned. “For that period of 

history [1932-1980] Socialist Realism was the sole criterion for measuring literary works.” (Britan-

nica, 1998). The Color of Pomegranates was immediately banned after its release. The reasons for 

this are not very hard to guess. The overall style is perhaps one of the main factor for this as surreal-

ist aesthetics can be considered as the total opposite of that of Socialist Realism. Another reason 

was the nudity and openness of the scenes. This, however, had to be changed by Parajanov as he re-

edited it and changed the initial name from Sayat Nova to The Color of Pomegranates. Before mak-

ing the films, Parajanov of course was aware of all the censorship that he was going to face. How-

ever, the desire to create was bigger. If we analyze through Freud, this type of repression is also the 

contributing factor to his surrealist images. In fact, it becomes quite logical. In this particular case 

his ideas were not psychologically repressed, unlike the case with homosexuality. Here, he just 

wanted to create freely and without any restrictions. Film can be considered as a way to express 

views and send certain messages. When the artists realize that there’s limit to their freedom, there’s 

two ways to act: either send these messages directly and end up getting the work banned or find 

other ways to express these certain ideas. Parajanov mostly acted in accordance with the second 

version. The messages that he wanted to send became decoded in certain images which became 

metaphors. This is why there may be a lot of symbolism noticed in the works of Parajanov. 

Even from the first glimpse of getting familiar with the artist’s works, his uniqueness is very 

noticeable. Putting aside all the surrealistic aspects of it, one of the reasons that he is appears to be 

so special is the fact that he was not afraid to go against norms. This, actually, can also be explained 

through Freud’s theory of repression. Having in mind Parajanov’s biography it becomes evident that 

he wasn’t very fond of following society’s standards. This is yet another type of repression that he 

might have faced, which could’ve acted as another reason for creating his surrealistic tendencies. 

Considering all the biographical information stated in the paragraphs above, including imprison-

ment, sexual preferences and the Soviet Regime, it can be concluded that he was that type of indi-
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vidual who did not fit in with the accepted standards. He did not have a traditional worldview, and 

his perspectives on different topics may have been considered as controversial. One of those aspects 

is transnationalism. “Parajanov is also an ideal subject for addressing the timely issue of cinema’s 

transnational flows. An Armenian in Georgia from an educated, Russian-speaking class who made 

films in each of those countries and in Ukraine, who embraced a queer vision of sexuality in his 

personal life…Parajanov perfectly embodies the global exchange of culture.” (Wilson, 2013) This 

can be understood just by judging from the films, as he openly embraced all of the cultures and did 

not share the attitude of the majority towards Turks or Azeris. The mere fact of releasing Ashik 

Kerib during the years of Nagorno Karabakh movement against Azerbaijan clearly proves this. 

Even though the criticism wasn’t extremely heavy, his decision was still controversial, as not only is 

the film based on a Turkish folk tale, but it is a whole embodiment of Azerbaijani culture. All of 

these aspects definitely make him stand out in the crowd, which implies a repression from the soci-

ety overall, as the majority usually doesn’t approve of those who are different. 

Here, again by applying Freud’s idea of repression we can explain his decisions to go 

against norms in the creative field as well. The unconventionality of his films can be the result of his 

individuality in the society, as even though he was very well familiar with all the techniques and 

rules of cinematography, he still chose to break them. In most of his films we can very often spot 

jump cuts or constant instances of breaking the fourth wall or unrealistic symmetry. For example, 

instead of showing the flow of the action of putting hands in the air, he shows a shot of a child with 

his hands down and the next shot is the same child with his hands already up. This is quite an obvi-

ous jump cut, however, of course, it’s done deliberately. In the films discussed above (except for 

The Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors) these instances are constantly present. 

Another example is centering the characters and breaking the fourth wall. One of the rules 

of cinematography is that breaking the fourth wall (having the character look directly into the cam-

era) should be rare and used quite sparingly as it may not be very pleasant for the viewer. All the 

films of Parajanov have this component at all times. Of course this technique, in a sense gives, the 
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impression of artificiality, which is something directors try to avoid in film, yet for Parajanov it 

never seemed scary. All of these aspects including the originality of thought, implementation of so 

many uncommon strategies, talk about his tendency to break the standards and go against the flow, 

the explanation of which can be considered his originality in the crowd. 

Section 6. Conclusion

The most important names that we usually associate with the style of Surrealism are perhaps 

the famous contributors of the movement including of course Breton, Dalí, Buñuel, Magritte etc. 

Each and every representative of the movement has certainly contributed to its development over 

time. Yet, all of the individuals mentioned come mainly from Western Europe and have been active 

decades earlier than Parajanov. In other words, the influence of the movement had never stopped 

even during the Soviet era. Poetic Surrealism, despite being considered as the total opposite of So-

cialist realism, was still playing a prevailing role in the works of Sergei Parajanov. Moreover, even 

with recognizing and accepting the fact of facing the authorities, he was never ready to stop. Thus, 

Parajanov’s contribution should be especially recognized, as the original representatives of Surreal-

ism did not cope with so much censorship and critique. Parajanov, on the other hand, has been fight-

ing against that his whole career. Even though Surrealism was not the main style of his, it is impera-

tive to include him in the category of contributors. 

Certainly, there will never be enough analysis on the director’s works, as there are so many 

approaches and angles to tackle. One of the ways through which Parajanov hadn’t been discussed 

before was Surrealism of course, which was the main objective of the following paper. In addition 

to that, the research provided full evidence on the connection of Surrealism with Psychoanalysis. Of 

course, there was never any doubt that Breton and his followers were very fond of Freud and his 

ideas, yet there hadn’t been a sufficient amount of analysis which would explain the works of surre-

alists with the help of Freud’s theories. 
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Sergei Parajanov is one of the artists whose name is heard a lot when talking about Armen-

ian and Soviet film. As the artist’s style is so broad and diverse, it is crucial to discuss him from all 

possible angles, as this provides new ways of understanding and looking at his work. Parajanov’s 

legacy will always remain enormously valuable in all three Post Soviet countries including Arme-

nia, Georgia and Ukraine. 

Section 7. Limitations and Future Research 

As Parajanov’s work has mostly been shot in three different geographical regions, full re-

search would have only been possible by examining all three of them. Thus, one of the aspects that 

limited the opportunity of a more complete research was the inability to conduct it in all of the re-

gions where he has lived and worked including Georgia and Ukraine. Another main drawback was 

the lack of interviewees as in Armenia, it is quite hard to find both experts in his field and people 

that have been working with him. The lack of some resources was also an issue, as the original copy 

of The Color of Pomegranates as well as other lost footages have not been possible to obtain. Defi-

nitely there may have been more to look into had they been available. 

The last two drawbacks come back to the main one eventually, as the research in two other 

countries may have resulted in more interviewees and more footage, which in the future may be ob-

tainable. In the following years, with more opportunities such as grants and scholarships, the possi-

bility of continuing the research is very feasible. This would definitely add more to the main analy-

sis and bring in additional perspectives regarding Parajanov as a surrealist. 
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