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In Nantes, the delightful rediscovery of Ali Khamraev, 

a versatile director. Melodrama, western, historical drama, the Uzbek has explored all the genres. 

The High Place of the French film buffs, the Festival of 3 Continents in Nantes opened on  Tuesday, November 23, the festival ends a week later on the note of conquest and a sense of a great achievement. On this last point, it suffices a tribute to the director Ali Khamraev - one of the most amazing film re-discoveries in recent years. Born in 1937 in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, one of the central Asian republics of the former Soviet Union, he graduated VGIK (National Institute of Cinematography) in Moscow. This filmmaker has written scripts of 21 feature films . Five of them were presented this year in Nantes, based on presented work Khamraev can be compared to the brightest representatives of the Soviet thaw:  Tarkovsky, German, Paradjanov and  Iosseliani. Some trends in his films  emerge from the eclectic genre, a style also inspired by the art of editing than in pictorial composition, the struggle for the emancipation of women, the taste of the lightning strike insurgent, and his full proof humanism. 

Freedom of mind

Between the hammer of Soviet socialism and the anvil of a traditional patriarchal Muslim Khamraev always chooses the freedom of spirit, the holding of the show, the formal elegance. This gives a melodrama of love prevented revives the splendor of the silent era (White, white storks, 1966), a social drama about the ambiguous struggle against the Soviets burka (Fearless, 1971), a western to Sergio Leone between an idealist and a red desperado polygamous (The Seventh Bullet, 1972), a medieval tale of initiation in stunning dreamlike (Man follows the birds, 1975), a sleek, modernist evocation of three female fates (Triptych , 1978).

How such a filmmaker who still gathered 22 million viewers for The Seventh Bullet, has been so long ignored in the West? Programmed in dribs and drabs in retrospectives devoted to Central Asian cinema, his films were never released in Europe. His latest drama from 1998, some thought he was dead. Present at Nantes, he is yet alive, fresh as a roach, charming sessions devoted to it by an inexhaustible gift for storytelling.

Here is a man who says with a smile how he has accommodated a Soviet propaganda that has regularly censored ("a film for them, a film for me"), which illuminates your mind on the diversity of its palette ("I wanted to prove that I was not a camel"), or who tells you out of the blue why Andrei Tarkovsky married his second wife ("she was an assistant to a ferocious efficiency"). Let us not wait for him, who has done more than any other,  to celebrate the beauty of Uzbekistan, an identity claim. Son of a Tajik and a Ukrainian mother, is a fundamentalist Khamraev of universalism: "The revolution was not all bad. The Russian language has been for me a passport to world culture.  Soviet Empire also allowed some artistic cosmopolitanism. The power today is much more insidious and unforgiving: it involves money, business favors obscenity leads to illiteracy. It's the return of the feudalism. "

Put together by Alla Verlotsky, a native of USSR American producer who has worked on the restoration of eight of his films under the auspices of the the Russian archives Gosfilmofond and Marjani Foundation.  Films of Ali Khamraev will soon be a retrospective at Lincoln Center in New York , Boston, Washington and Abu Dhabi among other cities. This world tour is indeed  a return of Khamarev’s work to the world, it has begun in Nantes.
