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Tracing the life of a renowned icon painter, Andrei
Tarkovsky’s second feature vividly conjures the murky
world of medieval Russia. Over the course of several selfcontained episodes, the filmmaker follows Andrei Rublev
through the harsh realities of fifteenth-century life, vividly
conjuring the dark and otherworldly atmosphere of the
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age: a primitive hot-air balloon takes to the sky, snow falls
inside an unfinished church, naked pagans celebrate the
midsummer solstice, a young man oversees the casting of
a gigantic bell. One of Tarkovsky’s most revered films, the
masterwork Andrei Rublev is an arresting meditation on art,
faith, and endurance.
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PRODUCTION HISTORY
In 1962, as his first feature, Ivan’s Childhood, was achieving
international acclaim, director Andrei Tarkovsky sought a new
project that would allow him to put into practice his expanding
concept of the aesthetic possibilities of cinema. Meanwhile, the
Soviet Union, in the midst of its post-Stalin thaw, was embarking on
a campaign of Russian nationalism and seeking historical figures to
champion. In 1960, the USSR held a celebration of the life of Andrei
Rublev, a fifteenth-century icon painter renowned not only as an
artist but also as a humanist and philosopher—a kind of Russian
version of Leonardo da Vinci. Amid this revival, many icons became
dubiously credited to Rublev when, in fact, only the Trinity icon can
be attributed to him with complete certitude.
Around this time, during a walk in a forest near Moscow, actor
Vasily Livanov told Tarkovsky and his frequent collaborator,
screenwriter Andrei Konchalovsky, of his idea for a biopic about
Rublev (pronounced Rublyov in Russian). Livanov eventually moved
on to other projects (although he probably did want to star in the
film), but Tarkovsky and Konchalovsky made a deal with Mosfilm
and proceeded to write the first draft of the screenplay, which they
submitted, as The Passion According to Andrei, at the end of 1962.
From the beginning, Tarkovsky had in mind an unconventional
formal structure. “Right now, Andrei Konchalovsky and I are
working on the screenplay of a new film, Andrei Rublev,” he wrote.
“To some degree, this continues our line of poetic cinema, which
we began with Ivan’s Childhood . . . Although the great artist Rublev
lived in the fifteenth century, our cine-story about him should be
contemporary. After all, the problem of talent, the question of the
artist and the nation, are not obsolete in our own day. In this work,
we want to reject a unified plot and narrative. We want the viewer
to see Rublev with ‘today’s eyes.’”

Perhaps because of the screenplay’s unusual form—a dreamlike
series of episodes, in many of which Rublev himself seems
relegated to the background—it was not until the end of 1963 that
Mosfilm accepted it, and it was not until mid-1964 that production
was approved. Even then, the budget of one million rubles was
not sufficient to shoot the film as written, necessitating cuts from
the shooting script. Still, Tarkovsky angered Mosfilm officials
by going well over budget. No doubt the primary reason was his
famous insistence on controlling every detail—for instance, the
huge stack of logs in the yard of the Andronikov Monastery had
been aspen, until Tarkovsky insisted on using birch instead—
while constructing a film made up primarily of very long and
complicated takes. Tarkovsky’s insistence on a “contemporary”
film, one devoted to what he would later call “physiological
truth,” meant that he used real locations as much as possible. For
instance, Andrei’s prologue, featuring the flying peasant Efim, was
shot at the Church of the Protection near Bogolyubovo.
For Andrei Rublev, Tarkovsky relied on many of the same crew
members who had worked on Ivan’s Childhood: Konchalovsky, of
course, but also cinematographer Vadim Yusov, editor Lyudmila
Feyginova, and composer Vyacheslav Ovchinnikov. (Aside from
Ovchinnikov, all would go on to work again with the director.)
Tarkovsky also reunited with several actors from his first feature,
including Nikolai Burlyaev, who had played the protagonist Ivan—
he was cast as the young bellmaker Boriska, a pivotal figure in the
film’s final episode. A new collaborator for Tarkovsky was Anatoly
Solonitsyn, who plays Rublev. The actor wound up being almost
as exacting in his pursuit of authenticity as his director—before
shooting the final scene, Solonitsyn went a month without talking
“to find the right intonation for a man who speaks after a long
silence,” as Tarkovsky put it.

THE VERSIONS
Tarkovsky finished the film in mid-1966 at a running time of
205 minutes under the title The Passion According to Andrei. Perhaps
due to frustration with the film’s formal experimentation or
its budget overruns (or both), the State Committee on Cinema
demanded a list of changes, which Tarkovsky made, resulting in
about fifteen minutes of cuts. However, in the meantime, the film was
denounced publicly in a newspaper article titled “. . . And the Cow
Caught Fire” (something that famously happens in the 205-minute
version of the film), and as a result the committee drew up a new list
of changes—“monstrous, illiterate demands [that would] murder the
picture,” according to Tarkovsky, who refused to make them.
But over the next two years, in addition to the earlier cuts he had
made, Tarkovsky did go on to remove another five minutes from
the film, and in 1969 a premiere was held for the final, 183-minute
version, with a new title: Andrei Rublev. A print was sent to Cannes,
where the film showed out of competition and, to the horror of
Soviet officials, won the critics’ prize. Later that year, Andrei Rublev
had a successful theatrical run in France. It was finally released in
the Soviet Union in 1971.

The cuts that were made between Passion and Andrei were largely
to the duration of shots, the average length of which went from
thirty-one seconds to twenty-eight. Also cut were some of the more
graphic and cruel images: gouged-out eyes, the lancing of a horse,
the famous burning cow. Scholar Robert Bird identifies thirty-six
shots that were removed between the two versions, and eighty-five
that were “considerably abbreviated” or split into two takes.
Whether or not Tarkovsky made these cuts under duress
from the demands of the committee, he came to defend the
183-minute cut of Andrei Rublev—the version of the film presented,
in a new restoration, for this theatrical release—without
reservations. “Nobody has ever cut anything from Andrei Rublev,”
he said. “Nobody except me . . . And I declare and insist that in my
sincere opinion the latest version is the best, the most successful,
the most beautiful in the way I understand that word . . . I do not
regret at all that the film has been shortened to its present length.”
Bird does note, however, that when Tarkovsky wanted to show the
film to the composer on his next film, Eduard Artemyev, he showed
him the 205-minute version.

TARKOVSKY ON ANDREI RUBLEV
“Rublev celebrated the great ideals of humanity in his works. The idea of
brotherhood, the unity of the human family, will be the most important one
for the film. Truly great art becomes more and more precious as time goes by.
How many people’s thoughts, emotions, and hopes must have impregnated
Rublev’s paintings over the centuries! I would like to transport those hopes to
the screen.”
“The idea of the film has occurred already during my work on Ivan’s Childhood,
and I admit the idea wasn’t mine. We were strolling through a forest on the
outskirts of Moscow once: myself, Konchalovsky, and the film actor Vasily
Livanov . . . Just then Livanov proposed that the three of us should write a
screenplay about Rublev, and he mentioned he would really love to play the
main role. But later the circumstances prevented Livanov from joining us in
writing the screenplay. In the meantime, we found ourselves unable to give up
the project which enraptured us completely. We were progressing quite fast:
after one year (a little over), we had three screenplay variants ready.”
“The actor in the title role had to be a man never before seen in film. To play
Rublev, whom everybody imagines differently, one could not take a person
reminding us of his other roles. That’s why we selected an actor from a
theater in Sverdlovsk who had until then only played small episodes. [Anatoly]
Solonitsyn, having read the screenplay published in the monthly Iskusstvo kino,
traveled to Mosfilm at his own expense and declared that nobody could play
Rublev better than him. After the screen test, I became convinced that he was
indeed the best for the role.”
“A biographical film? No, this film does not belong to the genre as no chapters
of anybody’s biography are being reenacted on-screen. It wasn’t my intent to
reconstruct Rublev’s life, but as I mentioned before, I’m interested mainly
in the human being and also the atmosphere of years past. But this doesn’t
mean it’s a historical picture. In my opinion, historical accuracy does not mean
historical reconstruction of events; the important thing for what we want to
show is that it should possess all attributes of plausibility. So-called ‘historical
films’ are frequently too decorative and theatrical. It was my conscious decision
to avoid all exoticism.”
“For years, cinema has depended upon the dramaturgy of theater; now
cinematic art is getting closer to poetry. I can see a very close relationship
between explorations in poetry and those of modern cinema. I like using
allegories, metaphors, and similes. I like seemingly impossible confrontations.
Confronting subjects which appear to escape cognizance stirs up within me
deepest thoughts filled with images. More and more films are being made based
on the logic of the poetic image.”
“I’d like to point out the film ends with an image of horses in the rain. It is a
symbolic image as the horse for me is a synonym for life. When I’m looking at a
horse, I have a feeling I’m in direct contact with the essence of life itself. Perhaps
it’s because the horse is a very beautiful animal, friendly to man, and is moreover
so characteristic of the Russian landscape. There are many scenes with horses in
Rublev. Take the scene in which a man dies after an unsuccessful attempt to fly. A
sad-looking horse is a silent witness to the scene. The presence of horses in the
last, final scene means that life itself was the source of all of Rublev’s art.”

The above statements by Tarkovsky, translated by Robert Bird, appear on nostalghia.com.
The production history of the film draws upon Bird’s book Andrei Rublev.

