
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The tenth anniversary of the October 1917 
Revolution was significant for the USSR – a 
moment for celebration, retrospection, and 
anticipation of future glories. As far as Soviet 
cinema was concerned, 1927 heralded several years 
of substantially increased output, saw the first 
published history of Soviet film, and was marked 
by the opening of the first dedicated children’s film 
theatre. This last event must have been gratifying 
for Olga Preobrazhenskaya, who up to this point 
had made her name as a director with acclaimed 
films for children. 
 
Preobrazhenskaya trained as an actor at the 
Moscow Art Theatre and had established a 
prominent profile for her stage performances by 
the time she made her celluloid debut in 1913. She 
appeared in several films directed by Vladimir 
Gardin, including as Natasha Rostov in Gardin and 
Yakov Protazanov’s version of War and Peace 
(1915). These experiences gave her the confidence 
to ask for an opportunity to direct. Her first film, 
Miss Peasant (1916), made Preobrazhenskaya one 
of the world’s first female film directors. She was 
also one of the first teachers of film, joining the 
staff of the Moscow Film School in 1919, its year of 

foundation as the first film school in the world. She 
taught alongside luminaries of early Soviet cinema 
such as Lev Kuleshov, Vsevolod Pudovkin, and 
Sergei Eisenstein, until 1925, when she decided to 
devote herself exclusively to directing. 
 
Her masterpiece was Women of Ryazan. It was a 
triumph with both critics and the public, and a 
significant commercial success – budgeted at 
46,000 roubles, it made 210,000 roubles in its first 
15 months of domestic release. Superficially the 
film is a pastoral melodrama interspersed with 
some beautifully filmed ethnographic sequences 
recording Russian peasant life of 100 years ago. 
While the opening scenes of women washing 
clothes and airing long strips of fabric under sunny 
spring skies in 1914 are fascinating, beneath this 
aesthetically appealing veneer is a subtle but 
firmly pointed parable illustrating the iniquities of 
Czarist Russia and the reformed future promised 
by the Revolution. 
 
The central characters are 
two women, both 
victimised by entitled, 
despicable kulak Vasily 
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distinctive once her creativity was constrained by 
the doctrinaire conventions of Socialist Realism. 
This is illustrated by a 1938 review in which the 
script of her film Stepan Razin (1939) was 
compared favourably to that of Eisenstein’s Russ, 
which was condemned for its formalism. Russ 
was the working title of Alexander Nevsky (1938), 
now recognised as a milestone in world cinema, 
whereas Stepan Razin is not. This will never 
lessen the achievement of Women of Ryazan, a 
film ushering in a new world in which, according 
to a contemporary writer in Close Up, ‘there will 
be no victimised Annas, no room for cheap 
scoundrels or men dulled with outworn prejudice 
in social and marital matters,’ just ‘the New 
Woman, free, brave and strong’. 

Shironin (Kuzma Yastrebitsky). His daughter-in-law 
Anna (Raisa Puzhnaya) succumbs to his abuse; his 
daughter Vasilisa (an incandescent performance 
from Emma Tsesarskaya) rebels to become the 
embodiment of new Soviet womanhood, liberated 
by the Bolsheviks’ 1917 decree abolishing male 
prerogative, which paved the way for female self-
determination in sexual, social, and economic 
affairs. 
 
While that same decree also facilitated 
Preobrazhenskaya’s career, her star never again 
attained the ascendancy it had with Women of 
Ryazan. She made the first screen adaptation of 
Mikhail Sholokhov’s And Quiet Flows the Don 
(1930) and continued to work beyond the outbreak 
of World War 2, but her films became less 

David Bednall 

Tonight’s screening is accompanied with improvised 
organ music played live by David Bednall. 
 
David is recognised as one of the leading choral 
composers of his generation. He studied for a PhD in 
Composition at the University of Bristol and is signed to 
Oxford University Press. As well as being Sub Organist 
at Bristol Cathedral, he was Assistant Organist at Wells 
Cathedral, Organ Scholar at Queen’s College, Oxford, 
and then at Gloucester Cathedral, and spent periods 
there as Acting Director of Music and Acting Assistant 
Organist. 

He has an extensive freelance career as a performer, 
including improvising on live radio and in concert. He 
has given recitals at La Trinité, Paris, at many English 
cathedrals, and at Notre-Dame de Paris. 
 
He is also active as a composer, with a number of 
works released on CD and broadcast on BBC Radio 3 
and 4. Also on the BBC, in 2007 he doubled for David 
Tennant as a stunt-
organist in an episode 
of Doctor Who. 

 


