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Andrei Tarkovsky (left) with Vadim Iusov (bottom right)
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The trinity of monks: Daniil, Andrei and Kirill; Andrei Rublev as spectator




INTRODUCTION

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

For us the story of Rublev is really the story of a ‘taught’ or imposed concept which burns up in the atmosphere of living reality to rise again from the ashes as a fresh and newly discovered truth.

Andrei Tarkovsky1

Andrei Rublev is the most Russian of films, emblematic of what everyone finds so fascinating and so maddening in the way Russians do things. In the case of Andrei Rublev the challenges to our complacent preconceptions are extraordinarily strident. For over three hours, the main protagonist does little more than observe. One of his most drastic actions is to take a sixteen-year-long vow of silence, not an auspicious premise for a movie. Its religious subject matter and flaunting of narrative convention bathe Andrei Rublev and its director Andrei Tarkovsky in a rarefied aura of sanctity or of sanctimony. It is seen by its fervent admirers as the ‘film of films’, putting it in the same category as the book of books – the Bible. But how can a film which promises so much possibly succeed – while remaining a movie?

For its first viewers, by contrast, Andrei Rublev was an eagerly anticipated forbidden fruit and a courageous intervention in contemporary ideological discourse. Its miraculous aura stemmed less from the film itself than from the very improbability of its existence in the atheist USSR, and it was the stubborn controversy over its release which contributed most to Tarkovsky’s image as a suffering artist. In 1970, after five long years of struggle with the authorities over Andrei Rublev, Tarkovsky began a diary which he entitled ‘The Martyrology’. Here he recorded his personal trials and cases of divine intervention on behalf of his films, which enjoyed a charmed life even as the Soviet Union of the post-Stalin Thaw gradually froze over again under Leonid Brezhnev. Tarkovsky twice recalls the miraculous recovery of the only copy of the screenplay of Andrei Rublev which he had left in a taxi: ‘Hours later the taxi driver saw me walking along the street, in the crowd, at the same spot, and he braked and handed me the folder. An unbelievable story.’2

While it has ended up deflecting attention from Andrei Rublev as a work of art, the film’s aura of sanctity originated precisely in its aesthetic impact, and the controversy was caused more by Tarkovsky’s startling manner of storytelling than by his ideological position. Tarkovsky’s formal innovations established him both as one of the most distinctive young artists in world cinema and as a major threat to the standard artistic discourse in the USSR. While Tarkovsky invariably displayed a pragmatic flexibility in his public statements about his films, the success of Andrei Rublev confirmed his fiercely independent approach to his art. For him, any compromise was a profanation. In this respect, Andrei Rublev was Tarkovsky’s laboratory; what he discovered and developed here became the foundation for his subsequent films.

One major discovery – and another miraculous intervention – was the film’s star Anatolii Solonitsyn (1934–82). In 1964 Solonitsyn was an inexperienced stage actor in distant Sverdlovsk (now Yekaterinburg) when he came across the screenplay of Andrei Rublev and exclaimed, ‘This is a role I could give my life for!’ Rushing to Moscow in the dead of winter, Solonitsyn underwent a battery of auditions and was cast in the title role instead of several more accomplished candidates.3 In the end, Solonitsyn essentially did give his life for the role insofar as he would always be associated with Rublev and Tarkovsky. He was even used as a model for the statue of Rublev which graces the Rublev Museum in Moscow. He appeared in all of Tarkovsky’s subsequent projects up to the director’s emigration, including a 1977 stage production of Hamlet. Even in death they were bound; Solonitsyn’s death in 1982 of lung cancer was a premonition of Tarkovsky’s own succumbing to the same disease four years later.

Another decisive discovery in Andrei Rublev was the cinematic potential of the Orthodox icon, which would be a mainstay of Tarkovsky’s films right up to the last one, The Sacrifice (1986). One of the ‘synchronicities’ of Solonitsyn’s casting was his physical similarity to the image of Christ in Rublev’s icon, Saviour in the Wood. The three angels in Rublev’s The Old Testament Trinity provided the pattern for the mysteriously inseparable threesomes in Andrei Rublev and Tarkovsky’s later films, Solaris (1972) and Stalker (1979).

Rublev’s Trinity is deceptively simple and transparent. The three figures bow to each other in graceful acknowledgment of their shared majesty. Theologians tell us that the angels (based on Genesis 18) prefigure the revelation of the triune God in the New Testament, united in love because their shared nature is love. Artists tell us that space itself, bending obediently around the figures, confirms them as the centre of creation and draws the viewer into their world. Historians treasure Rublev’s image as the jewel which glistened amidst the embers of Russia’s historical bonfire and expressed the nation’s silent spiritual vision. Tarkovsky took inspiration from the icon in all of these respects: in the film’s thematic structure, in its visual composition, and also in his aspiration to give voice to a silenced culture. The central subject of Tarkovsky’s camera is not the threesome of monks, nor even Andrei Rublev himself, but rather the elusive force which holds their world together: compassion, care, vision …

In an essay written during the production of Andrei Rublev, Tarkovsky coined the term ‘imprinted time’ for the invisible medium which unites his films in lieu of a clear linear narrative. I shall return later to his elusive conception of film, but for now it might be taken simply as a description of how the film makes it possible to live for a short while on the pensive rhythms of his world, blinded by its snows and rains, numbed by the grief which weighs heavy even in its light-hearted moments. Tarkovsky’s gracefully tracking camera immerses the viewer in the world of his creation unconditionally, without ironic distance, without the interpretive aid of a clear narrative commentary or reliable characterisation. This is not false piety, rather it is raw intensity. It is a black-and-white intensity which explodes into colour in the film’s finale, a celebration of Rublev’s icons which consummates the halting narrative, retrospectively revealing its underlying logic and transforming its deep textures into glorious surfaces. However, the icon display also suspends the complex weave of dialogue, music and ambient sound in a pious supplication. In effect, it dissolves the film’s heavy temporality in its eternal patterns, as if Tarkovsky were ceding authorship to St Andrei Rublev. Several of Tarkovsky’s subsequent films end in a similar confusion of temporal and spatial planes, a feature which irks some viewers as an ‘easy transcendence’ of the characters’ otherwise tortuous progression across the dolorous earth. However, by extending his searching gaze into the transcendent plane, Tarkovsky is also raising the stakes of his aesthetic gamble. Instead of the certainty of faith, he contemplates the possibility that there can be no true ending, possibly no true story at all, under the weight of time.
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Andrei Rublev, The Old Testament Trinity (c. 1420), Tretyakov Gallery (Moscow)



Tarkovsky’s sparse landscapes, silent protagonists, and discontinuous narrative, punctuated by mysterious vignettes and transformations, make for an uncompromisingly difficult film which seems to repel any attempt at viewer ‘identification’. In this multidimensional world, each life has its own truth. The characters in Andrei Rublev represent various types of spirituality, from the stern but spineless intellectualism of Kirill (brilliantly played by Ivan Lapikov in a vastly underrated performance) to the pagan revellers’ exuberant carnality, to Rublev’s humanist questioning. Andrei’s point of view is privileged only insofar as he remains a spectator alongside the viewer, immune to the allure of action. We are never quite sure what he sees and how he sees it, and so we can neither be sure that we are seeing properly either. Nonetheless we feel an almost ethical imperative to keep watching. Perhaps this is the key to Tarkovsky’s personal aura: that he encouraged beaten and distracted people to look, both at the world outside and at their inner selves. It reminds us of the original meaning of the word ‘martyr’, the one Tarkovsky may really have had in mind when he began his diary: ‘witness’. Tarkovsky’s films bear witness to his world and posit the spectator also as witness.

Tarkovsky boasted of the way his films educate their viewers. After the eventual release of Andrei Rublev in the USSR, he was heartened by numerous telephone calls and letters: ‘Of course audiences understand the film perfectly well, as I knew they would’.4 One doubts the literal truth of this statement. Apart from its inherent difficulties, appreciation of Andrei Rublev has been handicapped by the form in which it has reached viewers, especially outside Russia. Tarkovsky’s film has been repeatedly mutilated under aesthetic, ideological, and commercial pressures
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