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INTRODUCTION

In many regards, the first world war has 
been a primordial event in the evolution of 
western civilization. Be it technological, po-
litical, or even social or societal, many mo-
vements were organised in all of Europe in 
this time period and would shape history to 
what it is today.  

Conservative paternalism, an elder value 
deeply rooted in society from the end of 
the 19th and beginning of the 20th century, 
was also to be contested. The war effort of 
the European nations was a burden shared 
by both men and women, and effectively put 
the latter in the spotlight. It had given wo-
men a new role that would redefine their 
place and conventional beliefs held for 
centuries. Labourers, policemen, bus-dri-
vers, all jobs previously held by men, now 
were held by women defending the natio-
nal cause.

It would however be erroneous to assume 
that they were merely acting as temporary 
substitutes. They too faced the horrors of 
the front as non-belligerent heroes.  Beyond 
that, this conflict saw the emergence of the 
first ever all-female battalions of modern 
history in Russia. The most emblematic of 
which, the Women’s Battalion of Death, 
would have been unthinkable of just few 
years earlier.

This unacquainted event of history seems to 
in the lineage of the Suffragettes and other 
anti-chauvinist movements of the early 
20th century. Emanating from a conviction 
in the mind of the charismatic Lieutenant 
Maria Bochkareva (nicknamed Yashka), 
this battalion is formed at a time of a great 
political crisis. In its creation, it causes a lot 
of ink to flow, impresses itself on the minds 
of people, generates and fuels contestation, 
to eventually be dismantled, and literally 
cast into oblivion.  

This new angle on a courageous, risky and 
unseen gamble, composed by patriotism 
and feminism, will put the current struggle 
for women rights on all levels in society into 
perspective.

From the Women’s Battalion of Death to 
Pussy Riots, there has been a long road. 
The struggle led by women (and sometimes 
men) for equality between men and women 
is not but a 21st century phenomena.
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Origins

In 1914, the then 25-year-old enrols  
herself into the 25th Battalion of the Rus-
sian army reserve. The reason for this rare 
and stunning decision resides in her origins 
and personal history.

Beaten by both her father and her two suc-
cessive husbands, she endures the abuse 
without ever yielding. Beyond that, she 
works. She applies her gift for organisation 
on construction sites, where she eventually 
ends up leading groups of men. She there-
fore contests this supposed superiority of 
men in her own home. Facing the absurdity 
of the situation, it’s as she leaves her last 
husband that she decides to enrol in the 
army. At first mocked, ridiculed, sexually 
abused, considered a woman of ill repute, 
she manages to obtain the respect of her 
comrades during her three years of mili-
tary service. Her commander, impressed 
by her determination, incites her to send a 
telegram to the Tsar, and express her pas-
sionate devotion to defend her country. It 
will be the Tsar himself that will give her the 
authorisation to take up arms.  

Wounded on numerous occasions, deco-
rated three times for courage, she has 
nothing left to prove. On the front, only 
courage counts, not gender.

Russia is about to go through the biggest 
upset in its national history. The Tsar’s 
situation is compromised, and war breaks 
out in 1914. Just like in the rest of Europe, 
the majority of men capable of fighting are 
found in the trenches. The women on their 
side take a growing part in society. Trans-
port, industry, weapons manufacturing, 
they are also to be found on the front acting 
as nurses, seamstresses and cooks...
In 1917, the country tumbles for the first 
time ever. The Great War rages on, the Tsar 
abdicates, and a temporary government is 
put in place. In order for this government 
to impose its power, it needs victories and 
heroes. It is imperative to win the war.
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One conviction, one encounter, a historical 
fi rst

May 1917, there is a bogging down of the 
war. Exhaustion is real and present all over 
the battle field and in the trenches. The 
Russian army has taken heavy casualties 
and desertions are increasing at a stagge-
ring rate, which is especially alarming to the 
government. The counts of insubordination 
reach unequalled heights, the soldiers, worn 
down by the war want to go home.

The new Army Minister, Alexander 
Kerensky, must imperatively find a way 
to motivate his troops and stop the blee-
ding of his army; it is a question of honour 
for mother Russia. He decides to create a 
core of shock troops, of «death squads». He 
wants them more disciplined, more comba-
tive, and more effi cient. Briefl y put, exem-
plary. The aim is to give Russia some swift 
victories and improve the general morale of 
the troops.

It’s at this time that Maria Bochkareva 
meets the Minister. She unshyly and bluntly 
proposes to create a battalion solely consis-
ting of women so as to shame the men who 
lay down their arms. To the biggest surprise 
to all, the Army Minister accepts. She is then 
provided with instructors, weapons, gear 
and uniforms.  
Though Yashka sees the opportunity to 
prove to the other regiments and her whole 
nation that women are ready to sacrifi ce 
themselves just as any other Russian, it is 
known today that Kerensky wasn’t enti-
rely motivated by an egalitarian spirit. In 
this regiment, he saw the propaganda that 
would be effi cient to motivate his men.

The battalion is officially created in May 
1917 in a highly publicised fashion. The 
« Women’s Battalion of Death » can fi nally 
make its fi rst steps into history.

Soldiers above all

On May 21st, Yashka sends out a call to 
arms:

« Citizens!... Our motherland is in peril. I 
want to help save her. I want women with 
crystal-pure hearts, pure souls, noble in 
gesture. With such women, we will lead by 
the example of sacrifi ce, and you men will 
understand what your duty is in this dark 
hour. Join us in the name of your heroes 
who have fallen on the fi eld of honour. (…) 
Come with us to dry the tears and heal 
the wounds of Russia. Defend her with 
your life. We women will transform into 
tigresses to defend our children from the 
infamous forces of oppression – to defend 
our country. »

2000 women are convinced to join, but 
only 300 amongst them will be selected. 
The training is just as hard as for the men, 
and Yashka shows herself to be very autho-
ritarian. Any form of attitude that could tar-
nish the regiment’s reputation is severely 
punished. She wishes to be irreproachable, 
in order to avoid exposing the regiment to 
critics from both from the general staff as 
well as from the minister – both concerned 
by the potential extra-marital relations and 
the scandals they could ensue.
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She minimizes the feminine traits of her 
soldiers as much as possible to prove their 
dedication and thirst for military success 
before anything. She encourages them to 
break with this image of frailty bestow upon 
women. Henceforth, they smoke, swear and 
spit. Their hair is shaved off, their uniforms 
are left unfi tted to their feminine curbs, and 
any form of objection to this is forbidden.

The road to equality is still long

Though they were celebrated in public, 
their arrival at the trenches puts them in 
front of some horrible surprises. Booed and 
mocked, they get to feel the brunt of the 
resentment of their fellow soldiers. These 
see this battalion as an insult, a joke of poor 
taste and even a way to prolong the war:

« They weren’t going to last long. They were 
ready to fi ght against the Germans, to be tor-
tured by them, to starve by their hand or in pri-
son camps. But they weren’t prepared for the 
torments and humiliations of our own soldiers. 
This had never been taken into account as the 
battalion was in training. »
In spite of the shared painful hardships 
endured on the front, the men can’t stand 
their presence by their side. Constrained 
and forced, regardless of Yashka’s resis-
tance, the battalion must be dissolved. A 
striking blow to these patriots.

The war is over but the fi ght continues

The soldiers of the fi rst female battalion are 
dispersed, and a new battle lies ahead of 
them. Some fi nd space in other female units, 
others attempt to return to their homes, 
rendered almost impossible by their marks 
of war. They rarely go unnoticed as their 
shaved heads become the symbol of their 
action. Still they are mocked and abused.

A core remains loyal to Yashka and conti-
nues to serve, aligned with the Tsar. The 
Bolsheviks however, are about to topple 
the established order. And thus, they unfor-
tunately fi nd themselves on the wrong side 
of history. The fall of the Winter Palace, 
which they were supposed to defend, is 
noted as a most scathing defeat for these 
last warriors. Horrible stWories circulate 
about their demise: they would be humi-
liated, sometimes thrown out of windows, 
raped, imprisoned, or tortured...

However, their regiment is famous beyond 
their own borders. For instance, the British 
military attaché Alfred Knox will surpri-
singly be pleading their cause, but in vain. 
Thereupon, an internal investigation will 
lead to the liberation of certain remaining 
soldiers... These survivors become true 
symbols, spearheaded by Yashka, who 
decides to fl ee to the United States.  

The fi nal combat

Word of her name, her regiment and her 
courage has gone around the western world 
and feminist and progressive groups. She is 
harboured and supported fi nancially in the 
USA. She is asked to tell her story, but also 
to speak about Russia and of the ongoing 
revolution that is about to reshape the 
balance of the world. 

She meets with great American politi-
cal fi gures such as president Wilson who 
is about to engage his troops into the 
confl ict. She has him promise to fi ght the 
Bolshevik government till the end. Yashka 
eventually writes her memoirs in the United 
States, which becomes a huge success, but 
since then has been forgotten till 1992.

Finally, she leaves for London where she 
meets with king George the 5th, who 
accepts to pay for her return to Russia to 
re-join the White Army of South Russia. The 
Great War coming to an end, Yashka’s com-
bat is stricken a fi nal blow. She is captured 
by the Bolsheviks, tortured, and executed.

A patriot and a symbol of feminism at a 
time where the term doesn’t even exist, 
she is part of the ones forgotten by the offi -
cial history books. The hero of the opposite 
camp is no hero, but a traitor, whom name 
deserves to be eradicated from history for 
eternity. Only in 1992 does her story see 
the light of day anew.

To this day, her incredible ordeal is refl ec-
ted upon in regard to including women in 
the American armed forces.
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NOTE OF INTENTION

The path of Yashka, an illiterate peasant girl 
become warlord in a violent male world, is 
one of an icon. In spite of history having 
completely, perhaps wilfully, forgotten her. 

My intentions here are not to focus on the 
dramatic story or the historical fresco. In all 
modesty, what I’m particularly interested 
in, is to give her an existence through this 
documentary. And perhaps, if such will be 
possible through the acquired knowledge, 
put her fate in the context of the history of 
the women’s struggle.
Though the official history has diminished, 
maybe even erased her impact (we’ll see 
later how and why), the people of the time, 
the press, the soldiers, the politicians all 
know of the existence of Maria Bochka-
reva. Even Emelyne Pan Khrust, the famous 
English suffragette, saluted her courage, 
her initiative and rejection of the male 
order in articles that have echoed around 
the world, thus increasing her notoriety. 
The two women would eventually meet on 
many occasions at the end of the war.

The sources that leave us with a glimpse of 
Yashka’s story are plenty. So many in fact, 
that they reveal her true importance to his-
tory: photographies, reports, press articles, 
testimonials, news, films and even video 
games.
First of all, I will rely on Yashka, My Life as 
Peasant, Exile and Soldier  that regroups 
Yashka’s contributions, gathered in 1919 by 
an American journalist. I will also be looking 
at the work done on the matter by  Nicolas 
Werth and Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeay, both 
specialists on the history of Russia. 

Canadian and American historians will com-
plete the factual foundations of the film. 
Finally, 

Russian specialists will intervene both on 
the historical context and her « disappea-
rance ».

According to me, the main strength of the 
documentary is how it depicts the massive 
impact she has had on her country and her 
time by assembling all pieces of the puzzle. 
It’s this precise idea that will inspire the 
envisioned aesthetic for this movie. It is 
essential, in my opinion, to have a strong 
visual ambition in order to feel and unders-
tand the strength and courage that she has 
had to have.



There will be 4 visual elements:

• Situation shots: 
Siberian landscapes, the city of Saint Peters-
burg, the garrison, the snow, the forest, 
the trenches... These shots will immerse 
the viewer in a Russian universe, a cold 
and hardy environment. We’ll create the 
framework, a contextualisation of Yashka’s 
story to define the setting of her fate. This 
will be done with the use of long, powerful 
travellings or with moving shots or airborne 
shots taken with drones. Functioning as 
emotional catalysts, they will also help pre-
sent the locations, remnants, or buildings in 
which have taken place the key events.

• Symbolic staged shots: 
we won’t be doing any detailed reenact-
ments. Our aim is to symbolise using short 
fictional sequences, with the emotional 
charge of key or pivotal situations of her 
history. Decisions, consequences, actions, 
times of reflection... so many moments that 
the archives fail to or insufficiently put to 
light. By filming an actress from the back 
in the snow in the Siberian tundra for exa-
mple, or a woman getting her head shaved 
before joining the ranks of her battalion. 
All of these scenes will be aestheticized, 
and we will be prioritizing the use of inserts 
and narrow shots on certain details such as 
hair falling on the floor or steps crushing on 
hardened snow... We wish to increase the 
intensity of the film, and get the spectator 
hooked on to the dramatic unfolding of the 
events.

• Remastered stock footage from early 
20th century: 
in order to underline the authenticity of 
this uncommon journey, we will be adding 
dynamism to existing stock footage. We 
won’t be using them as they are but will add 
effects so as to make them more vivid, more 
impactful. For example, we will employ the 
visual code of Russian propaganda and a 
Soviet aesthetic. We could also use photo-
graphic spatialisation and add an improved 
and more modern soundtrack to filmed 
news for a more gripping effect.

• Contextualised interviews of specialists: 
concerned with keeping a coherent aes-
thetic image, we will put great care into the 
picture setup of the interviews of our spe-
cialists. Stylized lighting in a closed space or 
on the spot in a location that bears a strong 
symbolic value. They will explain, question 
and comment. All this done in the most fluid 
fashion, keeping in mind that the viewer 
must absolutely be carried away.

The sound effects will on one hand give the 
film a genuine feel, but also an atmosphere, 
a form of total immersion. I will be looking 
to be using a female narrator. She will be 
guiding the spectator, by presenting the key 
points of our hero’s life before they appear 
on screen.

As for the music, it must be composed 
and original. It must fit the film and Yash-
ka’s adventure. Beyond being precise and 
perfectly synchronised, many influences 
will have to surface from its composition.  
Military music, eastern European music, 
Russian choirs, and other types of snare 
drums will be the main references. These 
will have to meld with a more modern style 
by using melodic electronical music in an 
attempt to create a link between this his-
torical figure of women’s struggle, and the 
modernity of her feminist combat. In addi-
tion to the music, the stock footage from 
the time and symbolic sequences will be 
sound engineered with the same intentions 
in mind.
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POTENTIAL SPEAKERS

-Marina Razbejkina: 
Russian documentarist, feminist who has 
instructed a film with her students about 
the Pussy riots

-Stéphane Audoin Rouzeau & Nicolas 
Werth : 
French historians having recently published 
Yashka’s biography

-Daria Serenko : 
Russian feminist activist and poet et acti-
viste féministe russe

-Thomas Chopard : 
Doctor at the EHESS and Russian specialist

-Tatiana Bolotina : 
Feminist activist and creator of the Fem-
Band

-Natalia Narotchnitskaïa :
Conservative Russian historian

-Tatiana Chvetsova : Former Defense 
ministry deputy

-Edvard Radzinsky & Oleg Khlevniouk : 
Russian historians

-Laurie Stoff : 
English historian, specialised in Maria 
Botchkareva

-Dmitri Meskhiev :
instructor of the film The Battalion

-Mariya Aronova : 
Actress playing Maria Botchkareva in The 
Battalion

-Daniel Berlin : 
author of the video game In the name of the 
Tsar

THE DIRECTOR: 

Jérémy Fauchoux,

Jérémy Fauchoux, 33, is an independent 
author and director. He graduated from 
ESRA in Paris. He was first assistant direc-
tor on various audiovisual formats (clips, 
commercials, magazines), before also trai-
ning technically. Passionate about image, 
he quickly develops his know-how in pho-
tography. In 2014 he films his first docu-
mentary for Canal +. After several titles on 
pop culture and science-fiction, he wants 
to put his art at the service of new areas of 
knowledge.
Selected filmography:
2017 – Neo Tokyo - Science et Vie TV
2017- Augmented Humanity - Science et 
Vie TV
2016- Screens War Ciné+
2014- Found Footage Ciné+

CO-WRITER: 

Maud Guillaumin,

After studying literature and then jour-
nalism (higher education preparatory 
classes, IEP, CELSA Paris-Sorbonne), Maud 
Guillaumin began her career at Europe 1, 
then worked in the political department at 
France-Soir to cover the presidential elec-
tion.  After becoming a political reporter on 
France 5, she published a book in 2010 on 
the «Mitterrand Generation» entitled Les 
Enfants de Mitterrand and then adapted it 
into a 52’ documentary.  «C’était la Généra-
tion Mitterrand» was broadcast on LCP and 
selected for FIPATEL 2012.
TV host for special coverage of the 2012 
presidential race on LCP, Guillaumin then 
wrote and directed a documentary entit-
led «Les hommes de l’Elysée,» and «War of 
the Roses» about the 30-year opposition in 
the Socialist Party between Martine Aubry 
and Ségolène Royal. Her last work “Jackie 
Kennedy: fighting for civil rights” (2018) has 
been broadcasted on Toute l’Histoire, RTBF, 
Radio Canada, RTS, RSI, HRT N1 and RTVE.
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