Could Love Be Communalized? Communal Apartment Life in Early Soviet Films

Communal apartments (or in slang, kommunalka) were, no doubt, the most representative socialist housing type of the early Soviet regime. Right after the October Revolution, the Soviet government began the requisition of bourgeois residential properties and the resettlement of laborers into them. In these apartments, in principle, each family was allotted one room (however, sometimes it was a section of corridors, a former storeroom, or even a bathroom), and there was a communal kitchen and a toilet. In sum, people who had various backgrounds and class origins were suddenly forced to live together under one roof. Although Bolshevik leaders justified these communal apartments as a basis of a new collective society and espoused communal living as a new-socialist lifestyle (новый быт), the Soviet housing crisis was never solved, and residents in these apartments often suffered from overpopulation, defective infrastructure, and everyday friction with neighbors.
One early Soviet film, Compression (Уплотнение, 1918), promoted the excellence of communal living under the Bolshevik housing policy. In the film, a wealthy professor voluntarily receives a poor locksmith family into his apartment. While living together, the locksmith’s daughter and the professor’s younger son cultivate a love despite their class difference. In the film, communal living thus promotes the romantic relationship between the residents that symbolizes the unity of the people.
For married couples, however, a communal apartment could sometimes become a potential threat. In both Aelita (Аэлита, 1924), directed by Yakov Protazanov, and Bed and Sofa (Третья Мещанская, 1927), directed by Abram Room, the protagonist couple lives in a communal apartment, and then, a new resident moves in and tries to seduce the wife. These films imply that sharing a living space leads to sharing one’s own wife with other residents, depicting the conflict between communal life and a couple’s private relationship.
[bookmark: _GoBack]This paper will first examine the depiction of communal apartments in early Soviet films, in particular, how they reflect Soviet housing policy, ideology, and its reality, by referring to preceding studies such as Lynne Attwood’s Gender and Housing in Soviet Russia: Private Life in a Public Space (2010). The author will then analyze how these films connect their romance or melodrama plots with the communal residences under the influence of disputes about socialist families and sexuality, a topic broached by Alexandra Kollontai and other Marxist theorists in the mid-1920s.
