[image: image1.wmf]    CINE-FILE.info

Chicago Guide to Independent and Underground Cinema   Feb.18, 2011

[image: image2.wmf]       [image: image3.wmf]       [image: image4.wmf]
The Bodyguard                                  Triptych                             I Remember You    

CRUCIAL VIEWING: Uzbek Rhapsody: The Films of Ali Khamraev –  (USSR/Uzbekistani Revivals) Week One -  Gene Siskel Film Center 

Considering how little U.S. viewers see, much less know, of Central Asian movies, this touring retrospective of Ali Khamraev's films constitutes a major discovery. 

According to scholars, Khamraev was one of the first directors of his region to advance a distinctly personal (as opposed to Soviet-imposed) style, which he developed across a range of projects that includes realistic dramas, fanciful art films, and "Red Westerns." He occupies a central place in the filmmaking history of his region, as he was able to make full use of the Soviet film industry (which had established studios across the 'stans during World War II and maintained for more than thirty years afterwards) while at the same time enjoying the relative artistic freedom brought about by the cultural thaw of the 60s and 70s. In the words of Olaf Möller, in an essay he wrote for Film Comment in 2003, "Khamraev has a great sense of genre, for working with the sheer essence of story, an approach that favors movement instead of reflection... His strength is a tangible, restless sensibility with a taste for bold directorial strokes and, later, dense, expressive color." This latter quality is preeminent in the first film of the series, MAN FOLLOWS BIRDS which is one of the director's most critically acclaimed works. 

In Möller's words, it "follows an innocent young poet on a quest for beauty in a war-ravaged medieval Central Asia. Now that's Khamraev's kind of story: the ambiguities of reality threatening a morally stable universe." (Barbara Scharres, in the Film Center's program notes, compares MAN FOLLOWS BIRDS to the ethnographic fantasias of Sergei Paradjanov.) Also playing this week is Khamraev's first feature, WHITE, WHITE STORKS. 

To cite Möller yet again, it is "a quiet drama about an extramarital affair in a small town, a subject rarely dealt with directly in Soviet cinema." For all the harsh realism to enter BIRDS and STORKS, the most transgressive—as well as the most edifying—film to play this week may be WITHOUT FEAR, a stark history lesson that's considered one of the greatest of Uzbek films. Jared Rapfogel wrote about it several years ago at Senses of Cinema, in a piece worth quoting at length: 

"WITHOUT FEAR, which takes place at the very beginning of the Soviet period, vividly conveys the tragic consequences of forcing progress on a people profoundly traditional in their cultural and religious beliefs. It is the story of the ethnic-Uzbek Red Army officer responsible for implementing the changes ordained by his leaders, in particular the process of encouraging the women of the village to throw off their veils and embrace a new equality of the sexes. Khamraev and Andrei Konchalovsky (who co-wrote the film) never simplify the complexity of the situation: their protagonist is decent and well-meaning... but his wife, and many of her fellow women, are just as decent and believe just as deeply in the customs they've known all their lives... Despite his good intentions, despite the seemingly obvious benefits of these new ideas, [the officer's] efforts end in violence and tragedy, a result of the attempt to impose progress rather than cultivate it.
If the first week of this retrospective was any indication, Ali Khamraev was a filmmaker of high emotion and hurtling pace, a director who could generate excitement from even the most arcane material. 

He was also a master of the widescreen frame, consistently finding drama in the arid, almost lunar-looking steppes of his native Uzbekistan. Because of his tendency to ditch exposition and plunge viewers directly into a story, Khamraev's films aren't always readily accessible if you're unfamiliar with the history of Central Asia. (Full disclosure: Before writing this capsule, I knew next to nothing myself.) But this self-contained quality may be appreciated by adventurous viewers as a hidden benefit: These films are not "Uzbeki History 101," but impassioned works that diffract the culture through the lens of art. See, for instance, THE BODYGUARD, an entry in the adventure genre referred to, alternately, as the "Sov-Eastern" and the "Red Western." The film is set against the backdrop of the Basmachi Revolt, the violent resistance of Muslims and Turkic nationals against the Russian colonization of Central Asia, which lasted from the 1910s through the early 30s. The story—less of a historical epic than a period action film—concerns a hunter hired by the Red Army to transport a captured Basmachi leader across the steppes while the prisoner's comrades follow behind, seeking to reclaim him. Marty Rubin, in his summary for the Film Center gazette, compares the film to Anthony Mann's great Western THE NAKED SPUR, which implies that Khamraev's brilliant location work plays a significant role here in developing suspense. Also playing this week is TRIPTYCH , a drama about the struggle of three women in the aftermath of World War II. Each conflict is the result of traditional chauvinism as well as historical circumstance: In one episode, for instance, a woman widowed by the war is forbidden to build a house because Uzbeki law restricted this right to men. Khamraev often addressed in his films the national oppression of women, and TRIPTYCH is considered one of his most upsetting to deal with that subject. According to Eleanor Mannikka's summary for All Movie Guide, the film caused a row with State officials; it should remain worth seeing as a work of political resistance. Rounding out this week's program is I REMEMBER YOU , which details a man's journey across the Soviet Union to learn where his father, who died during World War II, is buried. This is purportedly more sentimental than viewers expected from Khamraev's films; seeing, however, that the supervising editor was the great, subversive Russian director Kira Muratova (THE AESTHENIC SYNDROME, CHEKHOVIAN MOTIFS), one should expect some strange undercurrents. BS


