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Shukshin at Naples

The 1976 International Encounter
with the Cinema was the most
ambitious to date, befitting the
celebration of its tenth anniversary,
moving from the more intimate
setting in Sorrento to crowded
Naples. Attempting to ‘encounter’
the entire European cinema (15
films in, 14 out of, competition) as
well as to include ‘information’
sections for German and Czecho-
slovakian films and mini-homages
to Lang, Visconti, Bergman and
Rossellini, the festival seemed dis-
concertingly diffuse; an impression
encouraged by the lacklustre qual-
ity of most of the entries. That was,
at least, the case until the screen-
ings began of the films of Vasili
!’Shukshin, the festival’s major re-
- trospective, electrifying the inter-
national press present, playing to
ever-increasing audiences during
the week and justifying the festival
itself.

Although the documentation
provided tended to be rather vague
about Shukshin’s career, this was
evidently the first time the films
had been seen together and the
only time most have been seen at
all outside the Soviet Union. Pre-
viously, Shukshin was not un-
known in the West as an actor; he
was the older protagonist of Mar-
len Kutziev’s The Two Feodors
(1958), but also appeared in more
mediocre projects—dying of a
heart attack at 45, indeed, while
acting in Sergei Bondarchuk’s indi-
gestible war reconstruction 7They
Fought for Their Country (1974).
Shukshin’s own last film, Kalina
Krasnaya (The Red Snowball Tree),
had a limited number of showings
outside the USSR after becoming
the most popular film there in 1975
in a version heavily cut—first
‘voluntarily’ by the director and
then by the government censor.

Although Shukshin was awarded
(posthumously!) the Lenin Prize,
and in spite of the glowing, but
still careful, praises heaped upon

him by the critic for Pravda in an
essay written for the retrospective—
including a tribute to his having
‘put light on the profound social
and existential problems of Soviet
society’—it would appear that
Shukshin was regarded as ‘contro-
versial’ and his books and films as
‘unexportable’ during his lifetime.
Indeed, at the time of his death he
was encountering great difficulty in
obtaining official permission to
make a film about Stenka Razin.

It is not hard to see what might
have caused problems. Shukshin
was hardly an optimist, refusing
either to find easy solutions to pro-
blems or to create an ‘ideal hero’.
In his first film as director-scena-
rist, Zivet Takoj Paren (How a
Young Man Lives) in 1964, his pro-
tagonist, Pashka, 1s a braggart, a
provincial Don Juan who floats
through the countryside driving a
truck at various rural projects
where and when he chooses, drink-
ing, singing and seducing as he
goes. The portraits Shukshin
draws of the people Pashka en-
counters are much the same as
those of the characters in Strannye
Ljudi (Odd Folk) and Vash Syn 1
Brat (Your Son and Brother). No
matter where they are found, in the
cities, in villages or on collective
farms, people are living lives of
quiet desperation.

Although not treated melodra-
matically, suicide, juvenile delin-
quency, crime, influence-peddling,
divorce, violence and drunkenness
are at least suggested as being part
of the common experience. Mos-
cow 1s presented as a labyrinth of
inhuman bureaucracy. In Vash
Syn 1 Brat, a son searches through-
out the city for medicine for his
ailing mother, meeting indifference
everywhere and finally getting the
medicine only through the influ-
ence of his wealthy brother, who
has embraced most of the ‘bour-
geols’ materialistic values. If that
can be read as a critique of those
who have lost their rural roots,
Shukshin presents life in the coun-

Vasih Shukshin’s ‘How a Young Man Lives’

try as little better. Even on the
collective farm all is not well, as in
Kahna Krasnaya: a widow, aban-
doned by her son who has been
incarcerated in a prison camp,
suffers in poverty (unrelieved by
the local officials) and social alie-
nation because of her son’s criminal
activity.

All 1s not unrelieved gloom, how-
ever. Tribulations are often treated
with a comic edge, as in Vash Syn 1
Brat, when a son returns to his
boyhood home to find his father
seated at a table with a bottle of
vodka. ‘“That’s there to finish,” the
old man says. Looking at the vodka
the son replies, ‘Don’t take any
more,” only to have his father softly
correct the impression: ‘Life 1is
there to finish.” If there are only
glimpses of an ultimately unobtain-
able happiness, as in Kalina Kras-
naya, in relationships founded on
mutual affection and respect or in
self-fulfilling labour, there is also
that sense of absurd laughter and
a good deal of at least incidental
joy to be found in fellowship and
in the land itself. As one English
critic remarked, Shukshin makes
one think of the pantheism of
Dovzhenko—although not at all of
his style. One is also reminded of
the mainstream of 19th century
Russian literature, in which the
land sustains and comforts, for in
the films the fields and rivers of his
native Altaj region are almost
always present.

Shukshin maintains a consis-
tency of style in which a special
treatment of landscape figures 1m-
portantly. In all four films—and
one can probably assume also in
the fifth he directed, Peck: Lavock:
(Stoves and Benches), which was
unavailable for ‘technical reasons’
—the structures are episodic. Even
in the more unified Kalina
Krasnaya, the protagonist moves
through the countryside in a series
of ‘encounters’. This penchant
for episodes i1s also present in
Shukshin’s literary work ; he wrote
at least six collections of stories
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with titles like Peasants, Village
Folks, Portraits, and 1s ‘the major
star in the constellation of peasant
prose which includes Vassili) Belov
and Feodor Abramov.” It allows
him to present a cross-section of
people in relationship to a series
of landscapes. Characteristically,
he begins each film with a portrait
of the land before he fills it with
characters.

At moments of dramatic stress,
Shukshin consistently moves his
camera to follow behind his charac-
ters, letting them stop while the
camera continues to move forward
and upward to look beyond them
to the sea, a grove of trees, or most
often, a river. If nature 1s ever-
present as a source of emotional
nourishment, Shukshin refuses to
treat the land sentimentally. His
characters, however, do, especially
in memory. Thus, In Strannye
Ljudi, a young man leaves his wife
behind on the farm to wvisit a
brother in the city. As he becomes
quickly disillusioned there, he ima-
gines his return to the farm in
bright sunshine, his wife greeting
him with smiles in the midst of a
flowering field. Reality would have
it otherwise, of course, as he re-
turns in a cold rain, trudging
through a field of mud only to find
his wife waiting moodily to ask
him if he has any money left.

As Shukshin began his work in
the cinema as an actor, studying
with Mikhail Romm, he seems to
have a particular sensitivity to
actors. In his own films his perfor-
mances are quieter and more intro-
spective than those under the
direction of Kutziev or Bondar-
chuk. But he would seem (at least
onthe evidence of The Two Feodors)
to have learned a great deal from
Kutziev about the uses of the
tracking shot, and also about en-
semble acting, having developed a
Bergman-style repertory company
for his films.

Subtitled prints of Shukshin’s
films are at present distributed only
in Italy. A more complete reapprai-
sal will have to wait until, and if,
the films are distributed elsewhere
as well. Still, even on the limited
basis of a single retrospective, it
appears that a major talent has
been finally uncovered, if not

discovered.
DAVID L. OVERBEY



