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REFUSENIK: Q&A with Laura Bialis

May 13th, 2008 by Andre Soares

Laura Bialis‘ well-received documentary Refusenik chronicles the thirty-year grassroots 
movement to free Soviet Jews. (Read Ella Taylor’s positive — if sobering — review in
The Village Voice.) 

Refusenik is told through the eyes of the activists, among them those then living in the
Soviet Union — some of whom were punished for their efforts. Much of the material used in
the documentary is exclusive, including first-ever filmed interviews with several Refuseniks
and covert film footage smuggled out of the Soviet Union.

Filmmaker Laura Bialis has kindly agreed to answer (via e-mail) a few questions about 
Refusenik. See below. (See also the Laura Bialis-John Ealer q&a about their documentary 
View from the Bridge: Stories from Kosovo. )

Photos: © 2008 Foundation for Documentary Projects

 

How did you come up with the idea of making a film about the Soviet
Union’s Refuseniks?

I have always been interested in issues of human rights and stories about people who take 
the necessary risks to stand up against totalitarian rule. In college I was a history major and 
studied both the Holocaust and post-war Eastern Europe. I read books by dissident writers and wrote papers about the structure of 
totalitarian and communist rule, so I had some familiarity with the subject matter. 

Though I come from a Jewish family, everyone in my family had come to America a long time before this period — so I didn’t live
through any of this. As a fourteen-year-old, I remember going to my synagogue to hear Natan Sharansky speak after his release. It
must have had a big impact on me, because I can still remember this image of what seemed like thousands of people who had gathered
to hear him. He is short in stature, but a giant in terms of his presence …. I still have that picture in my mind.

My first feature documentary — TAK FOR ALT: Survival of a Human Spirit – is about Holocaust survivor turned Civil Rights activist
Judy Meisel. I made it with two friends during film school, and the film ended up being shown on public television and is still used
all over the US for Holocaust and tolerance education. During a screening of that film in Omaha, Nebraska, I was approached by two
members of the Omaha Jewish community. They wanted to bring my attention to another activist — Shirley Goldstein. From 
mere appearances, Shirley appears to be a normal Mid-West Jewish grandmother. But she is one of the amazing activists that ran this 
movement. She actually helped us with the first seed grant and contacts to get the project going. 
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So I can’t really take credit for the idea… It was brought to me. It just turned out that I had a background in the subject matter.

 

Considering how radically different Czarist Russia and the Soviet Union were, why didn’t the laws change
in regard to the Jewish minority?

The laws in Czarist Russia and the Soviet Union were drastically different regarding Jews. Technically, anti-Semitism was supposed
to be against the law in the Soviet Union. But the problem was that the Soviet Union didn’t follow its own laws. In fact, one of the
things the activists did was to prove that the Soviets were breaking their own laws with regard to some of the Refuseniks and
Prisoners of Conscience.

For example, there was no law stating that it was illegal to teach Hebrew. But the Soviets wanted to arrest Hebrew teachers to put an 
end to what it saw as a growing threat. So the KGB found all kinds of other reasons to arrest people. They planted drugs on Yuli 
Edelstein, planted a gun on Ephraim Kholmiansky, and accused Evgeny Lein of attacking a policeman. These men were all 
innocent of those crimes, but they were framed for these various offenses so the Soviets would have a reason to arrest them that fell 
within their own laws.

 

Refusen ik  focuses on the plight of the Jews under Soviet 
Communism. Were they singled out by the authorities, or were 
other national, ethnic, and/or religious minorities also 
persecuted? In case they were  singled out, what was the reason for 
that?

[Photo: Refuseniks gather in the Ovrashki forrest outside Moscow, 1970s.]

All religions were persecuted under the Soviet system — that went for anyone that
attempted to really practice a religion. With Jews it was worse because denying
them religious freedom also denied them their cultural heritage.

There were many national movements inside of the Soviet Union — movements for the various countries that had been taken over by
the Soviet Union — such as the Ukraine, Latvia, etc. But the issue was that these people had national homelands that were inside of
the Soviet Union. You could still be Ukrainian, live in the Ukraine, and be a Soviet citizen.

The problem with the Jews was that their national homeland was Israel. I think it would be accurate to say that while all of these
movements were suppressed and persecuted, the Jews had it the hardest — they were really being denied their cultural and ethnic
heritage.

There were some other hard cases, however. There was a large group of ethnic Germans who had gotten stuck in the Soviet Union and
couldn’t get out. Another group — Pentecostal Christians — were unable to practice, and at one point a group of them sought refuge
at the American Embassy in Moscow. They lived there for over a month. Secretary of State George Shultz helped to get them out.
So there were definitely other cases, but these groups didn’t have a large dedicated group to fight for them overseas, like the Soviet
Jews did.
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In Refusen ik , you use damning archival footage shot inside the Soviet Union. How difficult was it to get a 
hold of such material? 

I sat for two weeks in the Krasnogorsk State Archives in Russia, watching probably over a hundred thousand feet of film. It’s amazing
what they have there. Their newsreel footage appears to be obvious propaganda footage, and it’s all available. This is nothing out of
the ordinary; it was what was shown weekly to the Soviet public. On the other hand, the KGB archives (which were open for a time
after the fall of the Soviet Union) are now closed. This is just a symptom of the major crackdown on freedom of speech and
information in Russia today.

In terms of footage shot by the activists and [at the] news archives — this was an amazing challenge, but became our mission for this
project — to collect the best footage we could find from every news archive and individual. We dug things out of people’s basements,
garages, and attics. Sometimes I would hear that someone made a film twenty or thirty years ago about what was then a current-event
story — I would spend weeks tracking down the producer.

It turned out to be interesting and fun, and we found some real treasures. My personal favorite is Zev Yaroslavsky’s shot of the
KGB car outside the window. I simply couldn’t believe it when I first saw it.

 

How did you find the Refuseniks themselves? Were they willing to discuss their experiences, or was it 
hard to get them to reminisce about their difficult past?

Many of the American activists are still in touch with the Refuseniks, and I reached them through a big network of activists —
ultimately, Enid Wurtman, an American activist who emigrated to Israel during the movement and who remained in contact with 
many of the Refuseniks when they arrived in Israel. 

Almost every single Refusenik was willing to speak openly to me. There were only a couple of people who refused interviews. In
general, they wanted to discuss their stories. For the most part, this was the main struggle of their lives. After arriving in Israel,
though, their struggle has been largely forgotten. There are thousands of heroes in Israel, and probably a million amazing stories of
how people came there — it’s an immigrant society. So in general, I found that people were thrilled to be able to tell their stories.
Some of them hadn’t been interviewed in many, many years.
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Would you say that the international campaign to free Soviet Jews contributed to the eventual fall of the 
Soviet Union?

I think that there were many factors that led to the downfall of the Soviet Union. But I believe that the Soviet Jews definitely played a 
role. They were the first to realize that the Soviets actually cared about what others in the international community thought of them. 
The Refuseniks used that hunch to their advantage. They helped bring international attention to Soviet human rights abuses, 
delegitimizing the Soviet Union in the eyes of many Western countries. 

The ensuing pressure by governments around the world definitely had an effect. One can’t also ignore the effect of the passage of the
Jackson-Vanik Amendment. This was the first time that the US passed a law restricting its relationship with a country because of
human rights abuses. The fact that the Americans were willing to forego grain sales — something the Soviets desperately needed to
keep their country running — cannot be underestimated.

 

Technorati Tags: Refusen ik , Laura Bialis, Ella Taylor, Soviet Union, Jewish emigration, Communism, 
Ant i -Semi t i sm

 

Gloria Grahame at Bright Lights

Harrison Ford in THE INDEPENDENT

David Lean Homage

Max Schreck Biography

Q&A with BEFORE THE RAINS Director Santosh Sivan

Lyda Borelli Screening at BAM

ROSEMARY’S BABY at Robert Evans Salute

Steve Kurtz Case Dismissed

FBI Says No Marilyn Monroe Sex Film

Julie Ege



» REFUSENIK: Q&A with Laura Bialis - Alternative Film Guide http://www.altfg.com/blog/directors/refusenik-laura-bialis-interview/

5 of 8 5/13/08 4:59 PM

 

Add Alternative Film Guide to:       Add Alternative Film Guide to:       
 

Posted in American Cinema, Directors, Documentary, Film, Politics, Q&A's / Interviews |

Comments RSS

Leave a Reply

 
Note: All comments are moderated, and may be edited at the discretion of the moderator. Different views and opinions are welcome, 
but abusive/bigoted remarks, and both flaming and generic (spam) comments will NOT be approved. Also, please be aware that the 
Alternative Film Guide has no information pertaining to or access to distributors'/producers' film prints.

 Name (required)

 Mail (hidden) (required)

 Website

Submit Comment

 Notify me of followup comments via e-mail

Search
 

PREMIUM SPOT
YOUR AD HERE

Perfect Russian Wives
Surf 12,000 Russian Wives Profiles Find that Special 
Someone Today! 
www.Annastasia-International.com

Fly Cheap to Russia
70% off Published Russia Airfare Compare Russia Flights - 
Save 
Russian.Flights.Asia.com

Need a Fast Russia Visa?
Get it on the Same Day or 24 Hours! CA Located. Safe, 
Reliable & Fast. 
www.AmbassadorPassport.com



» REFUSENIK: Q&A with Laura Bialis - Alternative Film Guide http://www.altfg.com/blog/directors/refusenik-laura-bialis-interview/

6 of 8 5/13/08 4:59 PM

 

 

Visit Our Sponsors

YOUR AD HERE

David Fincher and Spike 
Jonze present a film by 

Tarsem, The Fall, starring 
Lee Pace. In theatres May 

9th. 

Roger Ebert calls it
“Magnificent”. 

Check local listings. Rated 
R

Find Out More...

Fly Cheap to Russia
70% off Published Russia 
Airfare Compare Russia 
Flights - Save 
Russian.Flights.Asia.com

Meet Russia Girls
Russian Dating And 
Personals Site. 273,000 
Members. Join 100% Free! 
www.RussianEuro.com

Ukrainian women
Nice women from Ukraine 
looking for serious relation 
www.interkontakt.net

Russia Facts
Fast facts about Russia. Top 
Stories & Breaking News. 
www.RussiaToday.ru

Soviet union
Browse a huge selection 
now. Find exactly what you 
want today. 
www.eBay.com



» REFUSENIK: Q&A with Laura Bialis - Alternative Film Guide http://www.altfg.com/blog/directors/refusenik-laura-bialis-interview/

7 of 8 5/13/08 4:59 PM

 

Recently Posted

REFUSENIK: Q&A with Laura Bialis
THE GREAT GABBO d: James Cruze
WATER LILIES d: Céline Sciamma

L.A. CONFIDENTIAL: Great To Be Nominated
BEN-HUR: A TALE OF THE CHRIST d: Fred Niblo

IRON MAN Beats SPEED RACER
THE PENALTY d: Wallace Worsley
Gloria Grahame at Bright Lights

Harrison Ford in THE INDEPENDENT
Cannes 1968 in THE INDEPENDENT

Related Posts:

Slamdance 2008 - VIEW FROM THE BRIDGE: STORIES FROM KOSOVO
Ramon Novarro Photo Montage and THE PAGAN Clip

VIEW FROM THE BRIDGE: STORIES FROM KOSOVO - Q&A with Directors John Ealer and Laura Bialis
Anthony Minghella Appreciation in the WASHINGTON POST

Budd Schulberg, David Chase Writers Guild Salute
Sergio Cabrera Interview at Cinema Minima

Clarence Brown, Forgotten Film Director
JELLYFISH: Q&A with Etgar Keret

Susan Sarandon to Play Laura Bush on Stage
Paul Scofield

Tags

Actors (402)
African Cinema (26)

American Cinema (1134)
Animation (28)

Argentinean Cinema (16)
Australian / New Zealand Cinema (25)

Authors / Screenwriters (49)
Biography / Obit (115)

Books (34)
Box office (63)

Brazilian Cinema (29)
British Cinema (185)
Canadian Cinema (62)

Censorship (94)
Chinese / Hong Kong Cinema (30)

Classics (439)
Composers / Film Music (19)

Directors (227)
Documentary (179)

DVD (147)
East Asian Cinema (91)
European Cinema (570)

Film (2299)
Film Awards (920)

Film Festivals (704)
Film Reviews (235)

French Cinema (122)



» REFUSENIK: Q&A with Laura Bialis - Alternative Film Guide http://www.altfg.com/blog/directors/refusenik-laura-bialis-interview/

8 of 8 5/13/08 4:59 PM

Gay & Lesbian (122)
German Cinema (59)

Indian Cinema / Bollywood (48)
Iranian Cinema (13)
Israeli Cinema (26)
Italian Cinema (64)

Japanese Cinema (17)
Korean Cinema (12)

Mexican Cinema (40)
News (266)
Photos (6)

Politics (122)
Pre-Code Hollywood (31)

Producers (21)
Q&A's / Interviews (43)

Religion (55)
Russian Cinema (13)

Sex (11)
Shorts (75)

Silent Films (157)
South American Cinema (26)

Spanish Cinema (52)
Swedish Cinema (33)

Technical Personnel (76)
Television (79)

Theater (14)
Video (26)

West Asian Cinema (70)
World Cinema (876)

Alternative Film Guide © 2008

Log in
MistyLook


