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Description


Andrei Rublev Transcendental Style and the Creative Vision By Robert Efird



Director Tarkovsky designed the sets and images of Andrei Rublev in the mode of medieval iconography. Photo courtesy of Photofest. 86



Andrei Rublev



Abstract: This article explores the cinematic representation of the artistic vision in Andrei Tarkovsky’s Andrei Rublev. Concentrating on three key sequences, the author examines the development of the protagonist’s ideas on art and spirituality and the complementary relationship between these themes and Tarkovsky’s distinctive narrative style. Keywords: Andrei Rublev, iconography, Paul Schrader, Soviet cinema, Andrei Tarkovsky, transcendental style Although it is widely considered one of the most important films to emerge from the Soviet Union, Andrei Rublev (1966) remains a difficult and enigmatic experience for many viewers. The elliptical, often disorienting narrative structure of Andrei Tarkovsky’s second feature film resists classification as a historical drama and the title character’s frequent, sometimes prolonged absences from the screen bear little resemblance to standard biographical films, particularly those created under the tight strictures of socialist realism. Indeed, perhaps the only thing Tarkovsky’s film has in common with other Soviet biopics is that the life of the protagonist is almost entirely fictionalized. In the case of Andrei Rublev, however, the creative license the director asserts is due to artistic necessity and not the political demands of depicting a prominent historical figure as the ancient embodiment of Soviet virtues. Of the real Andrei Rublev (ca. 1360– 1430), almost nothing is known save for some brief mentions in historical records and the art that has survived. There is written evidence that he worked in Moscow’s Cathedral of the Annunciation in the late-fourteenth century. Even here, few of the icons and frescoes generally attributed to the artist have been conclusively identified as his work (one example is The Holy Trinity [ca. 1411], currently on display in the Tretyakov Gallery). Nevertheless, the particular style of iconography associated with Rublev, with its astounding portrayals of spiritual peace and tranquility, constitutes a decisive departure from the austerity of standard Byzantine iconogCopyright © 2007 Heldref Publications raphy, particularly that of his mentor,



Theophanes the Greek. The Orthodox Church later proclaimed Rublev’s style to be the model for all icons to follow and the artist was canonized in 1988. Working with such a paucity of biographical detail it is no surprise that, as Tarkovsky readily admitted, the film does not attempt to accurately recreate the life of its subject, nor does it attempt to faithfully portray the history of the period. On the contrary, Andrei Rublev is an intensive examination of the inner creative and spiritual life of the artist and his troubled relationship with the chaot-



Through the imaginative manipulation of memory, we see how the artist synthesizes images from his past with idealized iconic ﬁgures and compositions, ic world around him. Many years after its completion, Tarkovsky described his film as an investigation into the nature of the creative psyche: “I wanted to use the example of Rublev to explore the question of the psychology of artistic creativity, and analyse the mentality and civic awareness of an artist who created spiritual treasures of timeless significance” (34). This reference to spirituality and the transcendent power of art in Andrei Rublev is by no means an isolated instance. In his writings and interviews, Tarkovsky frequently stated his elevated, romantic views on the significance of art; comparing the



87



effect produced by a masterpiece to a “purely religious experience” and likening the artist to a prophet at the service of a cause far higher than himself (41). Such an approach is evident in each of Tarkovsky’s seven features but perhaps nowhere more so than here, where the filmmaker transposes his own feelings on the nature and ultimate purpose of art into the mind of Russia’s most revered spiritual artist. For both the director and his protagonist art is above all the communication of a spiritual experience, an attempt to reach out beyond the physical realm of existence and grasp the transcendent—a task metaphorically represented by the flight of the peasant Efim in the film’s prologue. The cinematic representation of this artistic vision constitutes a critical component of Tarkovsky’s investigation into the creative life of Andrei Rublev, as well as the overall narrative style of the film. Several times over the course of this massive work the narrative immerses itself in the consciousness of the protagonist, providing the viewer a window into his creative process.1 The first two scenes examined in this article—Rublev’s fantasy of the crucifixion and later his contemplation before painting a fresco of the Last Judgment—trace the development of this vision. Through the imaginative manipulation of memory, we see how the artist synthesizes images from his past with idealized iconic figures and compositions, building toward the striking visual details of the surviving icons and frescoes of the historical Andrei Rublev presented at the close of the film. The third scene discussed here, wherein the film shifts to full color for a montage of the artist’s actual icons and frescoes, followed by a shot of horses grazing peacefully in the rain, presents us with the final result of his vision. These serene closing images demonstrate how Tarkovsky’s vision shares the ultimate goal of its protagonist by assuming the fundamental task of traditional spiritual art. In a manner suggestive of the transcendental style described by Paul Schrader in the films of Yasujiro Ozu and Robert Bresson, Andrei Rublev uses the development and ultimate resolution of the creative
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vision as progressive stages in a larger narrative strategy, a means of communicating “an awareness of the infinite” as it strives to become a cinematic equivalent to the icons which close the film (37). The Crucifixion The crucifixion sequence concludes “Theophanes the Greek,” the second of the film’s seven episodes, and marks the most important point in the portrayal of Rublev’s early career. The argument with the elder artist Theophanes by the side of a river, which continues in a voiceover as the setting shifts to an oneiric scene of Christ being crucified against a wintry landscape, reveals much about the young monk’s theological ideals while the vision itself, incorporating elements of Russian iconography and images from the diegetic world of the film, offers an early glimpse into his creative process and ideas on the spiritual mission of art. Although the crucifixion sequence is relatively brief it nevertheless manages to retain the elliptical nature of the narrative as a whole, matching the wandering narrative gaze of the film with the current Rublev’s thought as he attempts to explain his humanistic ideals to Theophanes. Much like the icon itself, Tarkovsky’s representation of the creative vision conspicuously disregards logical depictions of space and time, combining images from Rublev’s past with subtle allusions to future events. The opening debate is contained in a single take which begins with the camera focused on the young apprentice Foma washing brushes in a river. As Rublev defends the Russian people from Theophanes’ bitter condemnation of their ignorance and moral corruption, the camera alternates between the two speakers but eventually comes to rest just behind the head of the younger artist. This placement suggests that the following shot, which shifts the setting from a summer scene beside a forest to snow covered hills just outside the city walls of Vladimir, emerges from the consciousness of Rublev but, as we see shortly, the perceptual source of the vision is slightly more difficult to determine.



From the opening shot, a white towel floating on the surface of a dark river, the camera pulls back to reveal Christ kneeling at the side of the water to take a drink. His stance immediately recalls that of Foma washing the brushes while the floating towel will be matched later in the film with the image of milk pouring into dark water following the blinding of the stonemasons in “The Last Judgment” and the white cloud floating across a stream when the apprentice is killed by a Tartar arrow in “The Raid.” Already we can see images from the “real” world of the film modified to suit the oneiric context of the vision and, perhaps an allusion to the prophetic task



Much like the icon itself, Tarkovsky’s representation of the creative vision conspicuously disregards logical depictions of space and time, combining images from Rublev’s past with subtle allusions to future events. of the artist, compositions foreshadowing future events. In a rather significant temporal leap, the procession of people and angels that passes Christ in this first shot is shown following him in the next as he carries a cross up the side of a hill. Two women step into the foreground followed by a male attendant as Christ, now a small figure in the distance, stumbles and falls. This action continues in the next shot as the cross is taken from him and he attempts to rise. Impossibly, the two women have already ascended the hill and reappear in the procession. Such a distortion of



logical spatial and temporal relationships may initially appear to be simply a case of sloppy filmmaking, but similar anomalies occur with consistent frequency throughout the film.2 Far from being the result of inattention on the part of the director, such distortions reflect the extent to which iconography, with its tendency to compress space and time in the representation of an eternal moment, influence the narrative strategy of the film and the creative vision of the protagonist. As the procession moves through outlying fields in which peasants go about their daily tasks Rublev, in a voiceover, continues as before to lament the innumerable sufferings of the people. Nearing the place of execution, Rublev finally comes to the crux of his argument. He sympathizes with Theophanes’s discouragement and impatience but suggests that the image of God may still be found in the face of the peasant and that the feeling of occasionally meeting a “human glance” is akin to the lightness of the soul following communion. Keeping to this theme he now directly references the crucifixion, explaining that its purpose was the reconciliation God and man, a task also reflecting what he perceives to be his mission as an artist. His words are succeeded by a prolonged silence as Christ leaves the woman clutching at his knees and slowly makes his way to the cross. Although the camera’s focus on Rublev just before the crucifixion sequence and the use of his voiceover suggests that he is the perceptual source for what is presented on the screen, seeing this strictly as a window directly into his creative consciousness is somewhat problematic. In a recent study of the film, Robert Bird suggests that the vision originates in the mind of Foma as he listens to the debate between Theophanes and Rublev, an interpretation supported by the fact that it is to this character the narrative returns immediately following the vision (Bird 78). Indeed, it is with a focus on Foma that the sequence both begins and ends, but certain details indicate that many significant images are drawn from Rublev’s memory of events which occur in



Andrei Rublev



the film’s first episode, “The Jester.” Mounted guards recall those arresting the jester in the first episode, a young girl who appears near the close of the crucifixion sequence bears a striking resemblance to the girl who stares at Rublev in that same scene, and a white horse, standing just to the right of the cross, is similar to the one on which the unconscious entertainer is carried off. Additionally, we can find numerous physical or symbolic similarities between the two scenes. As the guards enter the barn to punish the jester in the first episode, the latter slowly rises and turns to his right. This image is certainly not lost on the young artist Rublev in his observation of the arrest and Christ, in the opening shot of the vision, makes precisely the same turn as he rises from the water, looking to his right with the same troubled expression. A much more obvious link between the two scenes is found in the crucifixion pose the jester assumes just before he is grabbed by the guards and flung headlong into a tree. We may also note the willingness with which the two characters go to meet their fate. This is not to refute the theory that the crucifixion sequence may be perceived by the student Foma, but rather to expand on it. The young man’s intense expression and his absentminded cleaning of the brushes immediately following the crucifixion strongly suggest that the previous scene is the product of his imagination but the aforementioned details and the shot of Rublev’s head just before the narration enters the vision would seem to point to him as the source of what we see. For this reason it may be more accurate to view the crucifixion scene not as the reverie of any one character but a combination of perspectives. It is clearly Rublev’s voiceover narration that guides the formation of the images in the mind of the young assistant; but the familiar figures of the guards, the young girl, and even, in his resemblance to the jester of the previous episode, Christ himself, are all related to images from Rublev’s consciousness, employed here as the raw material manipulated in the creative process to form an artistic vision. Such details then point to the sequence as a



communicated vision, passing from the theme of the crucifixion initiated by Theophanes early in his argument to the scene in the snow envisioned by Rublev and finally absorbed by the student Foma as he listens to the older artists. The Last Judgment Communication, of course, is the fundamental task of all art and it is the difficulty of communicating a revolu-



Communication, of course, is the fundamental task of all art and it is the difﬁculty of communicating a revolutionary perspective on an established tradition that plagues Rublev . . . tionary perspective on an established tradition that plagues Rublev throughout much of the film’s fourth episode, “The Last Judgment.” As he struggles to find a way to articulate his version of the Apocalypse, rejecting the fire and brimstone invoked by Theophanes in the argument by the river and the devils imagined by Daniil in this episode, the narrative is again submerged in the artist’s consciousness. Initially this takes the form of a flashback as Rublev’s thoughts move us back to events of the previous spring. After a few moments back in the present the scene shifts a second time, now to a more purely artistic vision that again manipulates images from the past but now forms a more direct link to the icons which close the film.
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The episode opens within the unfinished Dormition Cathedral in Vladimir as Rublev’s assistants endure the comical reprimands of the sacristan for the slow progress of their work on the frescoes. We quickly move to a summer field as Daniil tries to persuade the blocked Rublev to follow the traditionally terrifying depiction of the scene. The argument is reminiscent of that between Theophanes and Rublev but here the younger artist can only respond by saying he does not want to scare people, giving as yet no indication of what he intends to paint. Back inside the cathedral Foma leaves the group in frustration and as Rublev wanders among the scaffolding and empty walls a voiceover begins to recite a passage from I Corinthians. The voiceover continues as the scene shifts to the previous spring where Rublev plays with the young daughter of the Grand Prince among the charred ruins of a wooden palace. In an instant we move inexplicably to the pristine walls of a newly constructed palace where Rublev now begins to actually speak the words of St. Paul as he playfully chases the young girl. In terms of syuzhet construction this is perhaps the most intricate and disorienting episode of the entire film. The flashback is not immediately identified as such (though we can tell it is the previous spring by the poplar fluff floating through the air and the fact that no one mentions the stalled work on the frescoes) and the white walls of the new palace may be easily confused with the empty spaces of the undecorated cathedral. We follow Rublev’s train of thought as the setting shifts from the new palace, where stonemasons argue with the Grand Prince and the captain of his guard over the work they have just completed, to the artisans’ lunch among the ruins of the old. Their conversation, stating that they are leaving for Zvenigorod to work for the Grand Prince’s younger brother, sets up the scene of the blinding that is shortly to follow. But if this sequence is indeed a flashback attached to Rublev’s consciousness, the accuracy of the blinding scene becomes questionable. This is the only scene of the flashback in which the artist is not present and the opening shot, looking
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down on the prince’s guards from an omniscient perspective high above the events on the ground, suggests that it could indeed be the product of his imagination. Once again, we find images repeated from earlier episodes. The white horse ridden by Stepan, the Captain of the Guards, is the same on which the unconscious jester is placed in the first episode and identical to the ones featured in the crucifixion sequence of “Theophanes the Greek” and the ritual sacrifice of “The Holiday” (in both scenes the horse stands just to the right of the main action.) More striking is the final image of white milk pouring onto the surface of dark water, recalling the towel at the beginning of the crucifixion sequence and once again looking ahead to the death of Foma. By this point in the film such details have come to form an almost invisible structure underlying the narrative. The repetition of these images creates subtle links between outwardly disparate scenes, encouraging the viewer to associate the plight of the artists featured in the film with the sacrifice of Christ imagined in the crucifixion sequence. From the disturbing images of the flashback we return to the present as Rublev flings and then smears a dark substance onto a bare cathedral wall. Though the sequence of events as presented in the syuzhet seem to indicate that this scene immediately follows the blinding of the stonemasons chronologically, Rublev remains in roughly the same situation as the start of the flashback. In terms of conventional narrative logic, therefore, the angry desecration of the cathedral wall seems rather unreasonable if it is a reaction to the blinding of the masons, occurring long after the event took place. But in the flashback we do not see precisely what has happened, only Rublev’s imaginative representation of the event, images that directly affect his situation and thinking in the present. The blinding of the masons is the motivation for Rublev’s desecration of the wall but it is only through an obtrusive disruption of temporal continuity, with the narrative attuned to the logic of the artist’s thought, that his actions become understandable to the viewer. Here the events



of the past are given resonance in the present, creating the illusion that they have occurred almost simultaneously. This illusion, created by the use of Rublev as a perceptual filter, more fully immerses the viewer in the character’s creative vision, breaking down the barrier of time and setting up the oneiric vision that is shortly to follow.



Rublev’s memory thus works as the gateway to his creative vision and in this episode the fusion of the past with the present moment leads to an artistic breakthrough. The desecration of the wall is followed a few moments later by the first appearance of the durochka; a mute simpleton reminiscent of the traditional holy fools common to Orthodox hagiography and Russian literature. Her entrance occurs as Daniil has commanded the young assistant Sergei to read a passage from the scriptures. The boy appears to pick the passage at random but I Corinthians is the same epistle (though a different chapter) read by Rublev in the opening moments of the flashback and seems to relate directly to the young woman that has just entered the cathedral. As Sergei reads, Rublev remains hunched in a corner, but the durochka’s distraught reaction to the sight of the wall eventually pulls him from his stupor. Repeating the movement which initiated the crucifixion sequence, the camera again



assumes a position just behind his head and we move into a fantasy clearly based on events from the first episode of the film. As in “The Jester,” the fantasy finds Rublev traveling through a thunderstorm with Kirill and Daniil, and the choral arrangement is the same heard immediately following the performance in the barn. Unlike the first episode, however, when Rublev’s suggestion that they take shelter under a thin birch tree is laughed at by his companions, the second shot of the fantasy finds the three monks waiting out the rain under the leaves of a large oak. Once again the reality of the past is manipulated by Rublev’s artistic vision, but here we take a significant leap forward in his creative development. The three monks, the tree, the rain, and even the raven Kirill holds as he waits out the storm are all repetitions from “The Jester” cast into an idealized form. The scene thus becomes a transitional point between Rublev’s reception of the diegetic world and the actual creation of art. The three monks offer a clear match to the three angels of The Old Testament Trinity, the most famous of Andrei Rublev’s icons, and the tree, which has transformed from a birch to an oak, is a prototype for the Oak of Mamre standing in the background of the icon. Rublev’s memory thus works as the gateway to his creative vision and in this episode the fusion of the past with the present moment leads to an artistic breakthrough, resolving in a moment the difficulties of actually articulating and communicating his vision. We reenter the present with another shot of the back of Rublev’s head, confirming that the vision emanates from his consciousness, as he begins ecstatically relating to Daniil and the other members of his team a new idea for the fresco. The choice of words here is particularly significant. Rublev describes his new conception of the Last Judgment as “prazdnik.” This is the same word used as the title for the film’s third episode, “The Holiday,” but more importantly it is also the word he uses at the end of the film to describe Boriska’s successful creation of the bell, an event that pulls him from a sixteen-year vow of silence,



Andrei Rublev



rejuvenates his faith in mankind, and marks his return to art. Epilogue Unlike the previous scenes examined in this essay, the epilogue is not a representation of the artistic vision through the perceptual filter of the protagonist but rather an extradiegetic resolution to the preceding narrative. Let us examine events leading up to it. In the opening episode of Part II, “The Raid,” which takes place the following Fall, Rublev is absent from the screen for a considerable period of time. He appears only briefly during the horrific assault on Vladimir to save the durochka from a Russian soldier and then in a lengthy scene at the episode’s conclusion for a second debate with Theophanes. The older artist, now a ghost or the product of the protagonist’s traumatized mind, concedes that his harsh condemnation of humanity in the earlier argument was wrong while Rublev, in the wake of the catastrophic destruction of the city and his own killing of the soldier, rejects his earlier position on the latent divinity of the people. True to his statement in the moments preceding the crucifixion sequence, that he would be unable to paint and hide from the rest of the world if he held Theophanes’ negative views, Rublev retires to the Andronnikov Monastery under a vow of verbal and artistic silence. The following episode, “Love,” takes place four years later and is emblematic of Rublev’s life during this period. He is again absent from the screen for much of the episode and refuses to communicate with any of the other monks, interacting only with the mute durochka and engaging in the apparently pointless task of carrying heated stones across the monastery yard into a barrel of water. The conclusion of the episode finds the woman running away to become the wife of a Tartar chieftain while the silent Rublev remains powerless to stop her. His absence is even more pronounced in “The Bell,” the final episode of the film. Here the narrative centers on the boisterous teenager Boriska as it follows his construction of a bell under a commission from the Grand Prince featured



in “The Last Judgment.” Rublev reappears approximately midway through the episode but maintains his silence up until the very end, functioning primarily as an observer of Boriska’s massive project. Although his role by this point has been significantly diminished, we still find traces of his earlier creative vision. With the bell nearing completion, we again see the three monks from the fantasy of “The Last Judgment” through Rublev’s perceptual filter and in the scene preceding the final raising of the bell Kirill begs the silent artist to return to his work. Although he still refuses to speak his attitude as he hears



These words, conﬁrming the restoration of Rublev’s faith in man and his decision to return to art, are also the last of the ﬁlm and mark the conclusion of the main narrative. the words and Kirill’s knowing glance at the conclusion of the sequence seems to indicate that Rublev may be on the verge of revoking his vow and returning to painting. While these brief scenes perhaps signal such a readiness the final catalyst is the successful completion of Boriska’s task and the triumphant ringing of the bell, the climactic moment of the film. In the final scene of the episode, the teenager, exhausted by his work and the anxiety that he may lose his head should he fail, collapses weeping into the mud as the bell continues to ring over the soundtrack. Rublev,
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who is not shown during the raising and ringing of the bell, suddenly appears on the scene to comfort Boriska. In his first words since the conversation with Theophanes sixteen years previously, Rublev points to the joy Boriska has created for the people with the same words used to describe his conception of the Last Judgment and suggests that they go together to the Trinity Monastery to paint icons and forge bells. These words, confirming the restoration of Rublev’s faith in man and his decision to return to art, are also the last of the film and mark the conclusion of the main narrative. From a shot of burning embers at Boriska’s feet the film slowly transitions from black and white into color as the actual icons of the Russian master begin to appear amid the ashes. The red and orange surfaces of Andrei Rublev’s Christ in Glory, which rise like a fire from the charred black and white logs, mark the transition from the final episode to the epilogue and metaphorically refer to the restoration of Rublev’s spiritual and artistic ideals. Through a series of cuts and pans we are given a detailed presentation of the surviving icons and frescoes, idealized human figures as well as the repetition, in iconic depictions, of such recurring images as the white horse and descending birds. Viewed as an extension of the preceding film, these images form the ultimate result of the protagonist’s artistic gaze, particularly the vision of the three monks standing beneath an oak realized in The Old Testament Trinity, but they also establish a link to the life of the historical Rublev, whom we know almost exclusively from the works he left behind. As this presentation of icons nears conclusion a thunderstorm rolls over the soundtrack and we move from the final icon, The Savior in the Wood, to a shot of rain hitting an empty wooden board. The sound of the storm continues over a dissolve from this image to four horses grazing in the rain. This final shot clearly alludes to biblical descriptions of the Apocalypse, a subject referred to several times in the preceding film, but the absence of riders suggests the peaceful reconciliation of God and man mentioned by Rublev during the crucifixion sequence.
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The hieratic images of the icons and frescoes in the epilogue and the ecstatic music that accompanies their presentation strongly encourage a specific emotional response on the part of the viewer. Again we may refer to Tarkovsky’s view of art as a means of communicating a sense of the numinous, making its audience receptive to a perceived interaction of the material and the spiritual: “The idea of infinity cannot be expressed in words or even described, but it can be apprehended through art, which makes infinity tangible” (39). The icon, the depiction of an eternal reality framed in the temporal, stands as a pinnacle of spiritual art and it is partially from this foundation that the narrative style of the film is formed. Both the protagonist and the filmmaker are engaged in essentially the same task and, as in Paul Schrader’s description of transcendental art, Andrei Rublev “attempts to bring man as close to the ineffable, invisible and unknowable as words images and ideas can take him” (Schrader 8). Applying Schrader’s schemata of transcendental style in cinema to a reading of Tarkovsky’s film, however, is not without certain problems. Andrei Rublev only vaguely manifests the triadic paradigm Schrader constructs from the films of Ozu and Bresson while elaborate camerawork and the often grotesque surface reality of this film might seem to preclude comparison with the sparse means characteristic of the earlier filmmakers. The progressive phases of the everyday and disparity in Andrei Rublev bear little resemblance to the stages described by Schrader in Diary of a Country Priest or Tokyo Story while the third stage, stasis, is given a much more elaborate realization. Nevertheless it is possible, mutatis mutandis, to view Tarkovsky’s film as a unique variation of the cinematic style practiced by these filmmakers. In the films of Ozu and Bresson, the stage of the everyday is merely “the bare threshold of existence,” a cold surface reality stripped of nearly everything expressive (39). The world in which Rublev lives, though certainly cruel and unfeeling, is rarely inexpressive, tending to an opposite extreme with outrageous characters, extraordinary



violence, and sweeping camera movements. Like the films cited by Schrader, it is this reality that is to be transcended in the final moments, but the stage of disparity, “the actual or potential disunity between man and his environment which culminates in a decisive action,” is here, unlike the earlier films, a recurring phenomenon as the surface reality is constantly at odds with the spiritual vision of the protagonist (42). Indeed, Andrei Rublev would seem to actually blur the lines between the everyday and disparity were it not for those moments of more extreme tension that splinter the diegesis. Throughout the film both Tarkovsky and Rublev are at pains to find traces of the transcendent in the everyday, but it is primarily through



We may refer to Tarkovsky’s view of art as a means of communicating a sense of the numinous, making its audience receptive to a perceived interaction of the material and the spiritual . . . the approximations of the artist’s gaze discussed earlier that this is achieved. The visualizations of Rublev’s creative vision mark the highest stages of disparity in the film as each sequence represents “an inexplicable spiritual act within a cold environment” (81). In the progression Schrader outlines, disparity concludes with a decisive act and is then followed by a transformation into stasis. It is here that Tarkovsky’s film not only matches but perhaps even



surpasses those of his predecessors. As a “miracle” taking place in an otherwise cold and unfeeling environment, the decisive act in Tarkovsky’s film is the triumphant ringing of Boriska’s bell, an event made all the more miraculous given the teenager’s confession to Rublev of never actually knowing the secret to bell casting. Transformation is the moment the narrative moves beyond this decisive act and enters into stasis, the final stage of transcendental style. In Andrei Rublev this transition is clearly marked by the presentation of the icons and conspicuously separated, via the use of color, from the diegetic narrative plane. The icons, images recognizable as “real” but clearly beyond the surface reality of the preceding film, do not yet reconcile the presence of the spiritual within the material but, as expressions of the transcendent, posit an alternative reality distinctly removed from the everyday. It is only with the final shot of the film that a paradoxical synthesis of the physical and the eternal is actually articulated. The final move into stasis, “the quiescent, frozen, or hieratic scene that succeeds the decisive action and closes the film,” takes a particularly interesting turn in Andrei Rublev (82). Rather than cut directly from icons to the final image of four horses on a narrow spit of land, the transition here is gradual. As the last icons appear on the screen the ecstatic music accompanying their presentation fades, replaced by the sounds of the storm. For a moment it seems as if the final icon is being doused in the shower as drops of water fall onto an empty wooden board, but instead of an abrupt cut the image slowly dissolves into the color shot of the horses grazing in the rain. It is here that the spiritual world of the icon and the physical world of the film decisively merge. Images of horses, water, and rain are perhaps the most commonly recurring visual and aural motifs of the film, but here we have the addition of color; a flourish that appears only in the presentation of the icons, the overt expressions of a spiritual reality. The introduction of rain preceding the dissolve to the horses drops the veil of the physical back over the transcendent image just before sta-
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sis is achieved. With the use of color and the continuation of the rain in the concluding shot, an image instantly recognizable from the diegetic world of the film, the physical both envelops and is itself surrounded by the transcendent reality depicted in the icons. To return to the filmmaker’s words cited at the beginning of this essay, Andrei Rublev is indeed a vivid exploration into the psyche of Russia’s most revered iconographer. But, somewhat unexpectedly for a film concerned with the life of a visual artist, at no time do we see him working on any particular icon, or even with a brush in his hand. What distinguishes Tarkovsky’s film within the vast catalogue of films depicting the lives of creative personalities is precisely this concentration on the more impalpable aspects of the creative act; the birth and development of art within the mind of the protagonist. This cinematic visualization of the inner creative process, an essential component of the film’s overarching cinematic style, is actually the means to the more ambitious end of synthesizing narrative form



and theme. While we follow Rublev’s struggle to create harmony in the midst of chaos, Tarkovsky’s narrative steadily progresses towards the same goal, juxtaposing the protagonist’s ideals of love and brotherhood with the brutal everyday of medieval Russia before ultimately settling into an image that evokes a much larger reality. NOTES 1. The version of Andrei Rublev examined in this article is the original 1966 cut, actually titled The Passion According to Andrei. For the film’s eventual Soviet release in 1971, Tarkovsky edited a second version under the title Andrei Rublev, reducing the length to 185 minutes, omitting many of the more unpleasantly violent scenes, and reshaping the episodic structure. The choice to study the first version here is made primarily in the interests of accessibility (it is the most readily available version of the film on DVD in the United States from the Criterion Collection) but also due to the fact that the original version offers a fuller (and certainly less confusing) presentation of the filmmaker’s technique at the early stages of his career. 2. Some particularly glaring examples of this type of discrepancy occur early in



the film. In the prologue objective shots of Efim’s balloon flight show him drifting only slightly over the landscape while POV shots show him flying rapidly over the waterlogged countryside. In an early scene from “Theophanes the Greek,” the monk Kirill angrily moves out of the frame an instant before his dog is released to follow him. The following shot takes place outside the monastery as the dog now travels a distance of several hundred meters to catch up with his master. WORKS CITED Bird, Robert. Andrei Rublev. London: BFI, 2004. Schrader, Paul. Transcendental Style in Film. Ozu, Bresson, Dreyer. Berkeley: U of California P, 1972. Tarkovsky, Andrei, dir. Andrei Rublev. Criterion, 1966. Tarkovsky, Andrei. Sculpting in Time: Reflections on the Cinema. Trans. Kitty Hunter-Blair. New York: Knopf, 1987. Robert Efird holds a PhD in Slavic from the University of Virginia and teaches Russian literature at Virginia Tech. He is currently writing an article on the cinematic narration in the films of Alexander Sokurov and a book-length study of Tarkovsky’s first film, Ivan’s Childhood.
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