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Introduction

By rights, I should not like Tarkovsky.

This realisation has taken a mere three decades to percolate. Over time, his obsession with his father, and his rather different obsession with his mother, have become every bit as tiresome as anything in Spielberg’s Oedipal playbook. And if there were always bits in Tarkovsky’s films that left me a bit uncomfortable, his book, Sculpting in Time (1987), and some of his interviews are even more discomfiting. His films’ idiosyncratic temporalities, elusive images and narrative ellipses grant a certain leeway, but his words are much less ambiguous. They reveal a misogynist, an elitist, a particularly Russian kind of Blut und Boden nationalist, who was always hidden there in plain sight.

If that were not bad enough, he also bangs on constantly about spirituality and the soul, and insists there is no room for politics in art, despite all the politics in his art.

Like I said, there is no way I should like Tarkovsky.

And yet.

I remember that Sunday afternoon in November 1982. Channel 4, less than three weeks old, broadcast Solaris as part of an international film season. I nabbed my brother’s twelve-inch black-and-white portable and sat down to watch. I was fourteen. My palate was already too jaded for that summer’s Tron or, worse yet to come, that winter’s E.T: The Extra-Terrestrial. I had spent the month since my birthday reading and re-reading the tie-in paperback of Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968), mulling over the differences between it and Ridley Scott’s just-released Blade Runner, and the previous afternoon puzzling over Stanisław Lem’s Solaris (1961), which I had found in my local public library. Such were my hilariously awkward, autodidactic teens.

And while Lem’s novel did help me make some sense of Tarkovsky’s film, it did not prepare me for it. Solaris did things I did not know films could do. From the opening shots of plant tendrils wafting in streaming water, I was mesmerised. Being hooked on Tarkovsky was no mean feat back then, especially for a penniless, geeky, working-class kid in a provincial forces town. Even after the video-nasty ban, it was harder to see anything by Tarkovsky than it was to pick up a copy of Tobe Hooper’s The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974), the other film I first saw mid-teens that continues to astonish me.

This is not an irreverent comparison. In September 1979, Tarkovsky watched Lucio Fulci’s Zombi II in a cinema in Rome,2 and when he first visited London the following year, he was less interested in Mon oncle d’Amérique than The Exterminator.3 Perhaps he knew there would be other opportunities to see something as respectable as the new Alain Resnais film, but figured it might be his only chance to see the post-Vietnam American psyche splayed out in some brutal grindhouse trash. (Sadly, James Glickenhaus’s vigilante flick, wanting to be both sleazy and slick, fails twice over. There is nothing in it or the rest of his really rather dull oeuvre – or Fulci’s or, maddeningly, Hooper’s – to match the cinematic smarts of Chain Saw Massacre.)

This sense of grabbing hold of a fleeting possibility was, for me, part of Tarkovksy’s appeal. Not only were his films different, they were elusive – far more so than The Exterminator, its poster slowly fading in every video store window in the UK – and that extra layer of obscurity really mattered. It still does. Once this book was commissioned, my first quite ridiculous move was to track down recordings by a Hungarian prog-rock/space-rock band called Solaris. And the one-track album Solaris recorded by Andrew Chalk and Christoph Heemann’s under the name Mirror. And Photek’s album Solaris. And VIR’s EP that features a track called ‘Solaris’,4 and albums by Buck-Tick and Failure for the same reason (I drew the much-needed line at Elliot Minor.) But it was all disappointingly easy. Unearned. Like watching Tarkovsky’s films, so widely available these days, now feels.

Tarkovsky insisted that children understood his films,5 a view that must have confounded western critics confronted by his ‘most difficult’ film, Mirror (1975). Western reviewers struggled with its complex structure, its jumps between historical periods and slippages between levels of reality, and subtitling that omitted character names (compounding the confusion over Margarita Terekhova’s double role as the young Alexei’s mother and the adult Alexei’s wife). However, Sculpting in Time recounts numerous responses from ordinary Russian viewers, some critical and others baffled, but many who experienced profound and moving resonances: ‘My childhood was like that … I felt for the first time in my life that I was not alone’; ‘everyone who spoke said, “The film is about me.”’6

Tarkovsky repeatedly returns to a pantheon of composers (Bach, Beethoven, Pergolesi, Purcell), of artists (Brueghel, Dürer, Leonardo, Rembrandt and Andrei Rublev, whose ‘Trinity’ is glimpsed in Solaris), of poets, authors and playwrights (especially his own father, Arseny, but also Shakespeare, Cervantes, Dante and Pushkin, whose death-mask also appears in Solaris). These high-cultural references appeal to certain kinds of cultural capital, rewarding viewers who recognise and thus can puzzle over their possible meanings; at the same time, Tarkovsky’s frequently autobiographical material positions him among such luminaries. Arguably, this is why his films have typically been received in terms he helped to establish, as serious and significant works of art, with cinephiles and arthouse denizens, critics and theorists, artists and philosophers tending to emphasise his unique style and metaphysical, even spiritual, concerns.

But it is not the only reason. In the Cold War west, there was political value and romantic appeal in championing an artist struggling against a potentially lethal Soviet bureaucracy – even if Tarkovsky did not suffer the overt persecution faced by Sergei Parajanov, the several-times-imprisoned director of The Colour of Pomegranates (1968), whose films were frequently sabotaged or suppressed. At the same time, if there were any leftists still sympathetic to the USSR’s ‘actually existing socialism’, a Soviet artist of Tarkovsky’s calibre was a handy rebuke to debased capitalist cinema. Such a figure might also provide a bulwark against pesky post-structuralists proclaiming the death of the author.

It is rare to see Tarkovsky’s films treated as genre movies, to see Ivan’s Childhood (1962) discussed as a war movie, Andrei Rublev (1966) as a historical biopic, or Solaris, Stalker (1979) and The Sacrifice (1986) as science fiction (sf). Such denials of genre result from the hierarchies of taste developed and partly shared by cinephile culture and an emerging film studies, including the privileging of: art films over commercial movies; auteurs over metteurs en scène; auteurs over genres; some genres over others; and varieties of realism over spectacle, excess and fantasy. While masculine-coded genres – Westerns, crime – generally benefited from these cultural prejudices, sf did not. Committed to the fantastic and the spectacular, it was also often targeted at juvenile, adolescent and mass audiences. Consequently, many ‘auteurist’ sf films of this period – Jean-Luc Godard’s Alphaville (1965) and Week End (1967), François Truffaut’s Fahrenheit 451 (1966), Alain Resnais’ L’Année dernière à Marienbad (1961) and Je t’aime, je t’aime (1968) – have been relatively neglected or seen their generic affiliations suppressed.

A similar cultural politics shaped sf studies in the 1960s and 1970s, likewise elaborating upon fan discourses, which cast fantasy and horror as sf’s lowbrow, irrational opposites, and privileged prose fiction over all other media forms. In 1979, Darko Suvin called fantasy ‘a subliterature of mystification’, and claimed that ‘lumping’ it together with sf is not just ‘a grave disservice’ but a ‘rampantly socio-pathological phenomenon’.7 In 1980, sf-writer-turned-literature-professor James Gunn started his essay on how to teach sf film by asserting that ‘there are virtually no good films that are also good science fiction’.8 And no one really objected.

While sf studies has, like film studies, become more self-reflexive about the strategic contingency of these formative hierarchical oppositions, it has not entirely abandoned them. For example, when Peter Swirski, one of Lem’s leading Anglophone advocates, compares the two Solaris films to their source, he has only superlatives for the novel, but is rather ambivalent about Tarkovsky’s film, suggesting that its shortcomings are a consequence of omitting Lem’s thematically central chapters. He contemptuously dismisses Steven Soderbergh’s 2002 adaptation as a meagre travesty – not of the novel, of which it is utterly unworthy, but of Tarkovsky’s film.9 His ranking of Lem over Tarkovsky might seem peculiar to the cineaste, but in it we can see widespread overlapping prejudices about the superiority of older, language-based media to newer, audiovisual ones. It also reflects a tendency to mistake precedence for originality. There are particular, idiosyncratic and relatively unique qualities to Lem’s development of his sf materials, but his novel does also seem like a mash-up of other – equally generic, equally particular – texts, such as Fred Hoyle’s The Black Cloud (1957) and the miniseries A for Andromeda (1961).

So, then, faced with the first of Tarkovsky’s sf films
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