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Otar Iosseliani has been called ‘the missing link in the English-
speaking world’s grasp of international cinema.’  The Georgian 
auteur has remained a firm fixture on the festival film circuit for 
decades, and is known as a master of ‘composite film’ in France, 
where he has been settled now since the early 80s. By ‘composite’, 
it is meant that his works are by and large plotless, instead tracing 
the movements of single characters or groups of characters as they 
navigate their way through society. The relationships between 
protagonists tend to be ambiguous, and they are formed in 
unremarkable, everyday contexts, often inadvertently. That is not 
to say his films are without their dramatic sequences, but that they 
occur randomly, only momentarily disrupting the everyday flow of 
life. They are not so much plot developments as comic, deadpan 
meting out of fate. 

Even without subtitles, one can intuitively understand most of what 
is going on in any Iosseliani film. This is largely due to the sparse 
dialogue and the musical structure of his narratives, which seem 
to reflect the universalist project of silent cinema. However, citing 
the influence of Jacques Tatis, Iosseliani’s work moves beyond and 
reinvents the silent tradition; his long takes and patient, hanging 
silences seem to pine for a lost harmony in the midst of a stifling 
globalised, postmodern world. It is no coincidence he seeks respite 
in the elemental, musical flows of nature and everyday human 
association, having first received a diploma in piano, composition 
and conducting before going on to study film. His universe is one 
in which the ineffable beauty of the physical world is the only thing 
that remains unchanged, granting form and melody to human 
existence. Everything else is mere distraction. 

Iosseliani’s earliest short, April (1961), gropes at what will 
later become a more subtle, accomplished elaboration on this 
philosophy. The plot is audaciously simple and its symbolism far 
from ambiguous. It follows a young couple’s search for the perfect 

place to share a kiss. They soon find themselves a small, sparse 
flat in a lively tenement, whose kitchen taps, lights and cooker flare 
up in appreciation of their love. Trouble soon arrives, however, in 
the form of a mystery man (presumably from the council) bearing 
unnecessary furniture and ornaments. As the lovers’ home 
becomes more cluttered, they seem to drift further and further from 
each other, squabbling over minor inconveniences. It is only when 
they finally decide to throw all their accumulated furniture out the 
window that their love is rekindled, and harmony is at last restored.

Whatever subtlety April may lack in imagery and symbolism, it 
more than makes up for it in ambitious style, described by critic 
Julia Zelman as ‘a kind of cine-ballet with a neat formal logic.’ The 
camera’s movement, more markedly so than his later films, betrays 
the inner life of the protagonists beautifully: unburdened by the 
clattering noise of urban life, their lilting bodies are traced seamlessly 
as they unfurl in concert with their surroundings; once they become 
caged, the camera snatches at their every movement frustratedly, 
as if aching for a past idyll. Bereft of dialogue and soundtracked 
almost entirely by absurd domestic clamour, this surrealist drama 
goes beyond mere satire at times and reaches towards tragic farce 
(think Eugene Ionesco’s The Chairs). 

The film was initially banned by Soviet censors, deemed ‘anti-
progressive’ for its anti-materialist stance against household goods. 
The film is, indeed, decisively anti-materialist, and leaves little room 
for other interpretations, even if its message may waver on contact 
with its absurdist style. It explores the ways in which we forget 
about ourselves and each other, how we construct fictitious ideals, 
obsessing over unnecessary material things in the hope that they 
will make us happier. In the end, it is the pirouetting ballerinas and 
musicians, unencumbered in their spacious rooms across the street, 
who are the true image of happiness, freedom and beauty.
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