The evolution of form in Andrei Tarkovsky's films

Filippo Schillaci

1. The centrality of form
The aesthetic theory of the philosopher Luigi Pareystarts from the idea that art consists in the
pure production of forms. The artist is the one who traeslaimself, that is, his own interiority, his
own vision of the world, in the act of producing a form which we namkk of art And since the
content of the work of art is nothing else than the interiority, the vision of the world of its author, it is
in the form that the content resides. Different visions of the world in fact will generate different ways
of creating forms, each of which will be peculiar to the particular interiority that has been translated
into it, and the outcome of which will obviousiyso be different forms. It follows that by walking
along this path backwards we can go back to the author's poetics through the analysis of form.
These ideas apply very well to a director like Tarkovsky who paid extreme attention to the creation of
a cirematographic form of great originality and charm, the analysis of which can give us a key to
reading his poetics. The development of quantitative analysis methods will be of great use in moving
in this direction.

2. The temporal macrostructure
Let's start byconsidering a parameter that is only apparently simplistic: the average duration of the
shots of each film, shown in fig21We see that it gradually and moderately grows up to the 33
seconds oMirror and then shows, froiBtalkerto The Sacrificea futher, and this time considerable
increase that takes it to around 60 seconds. Even the duration of the longest shot (fig. 2) follows e
similar evolution: up tMirror it does not go beyond 4 minutes, while it reaches 7 minutStaiker
and 9 in the lagivo works.
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! Luigi PareysonEstetica. Teoria della formativitansni, Florence, 1974, p. 23 et seq.

2 Here and in the following graphs in fig. 9, 11 and 12 | have excluded the documentary thkesaoh 6 s arfdi | d h
Mirror and, inSolaris the footage of Berton. The sequences constructed on archive m@atesiabt a though they were)
observe in fact different rules of composition from those adopted for the sequences constructed on original takes; in
particular the duration of the shots in the former is much shorter. The conception of time that characterizessihet part

by Tarkovsky therefore seems significantly different from that of chronicled time. Therefore the information relative to the
newsreel shots would have been misleading for this analysis.
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It is clear that something happened betwigkmor andStalker and we can therefore hypothesize the
existence of two distinctly different stylistic phases. The duration of the shots, however, for
Tarkovsky is nota primary parameter; the rhythm, the filmic time is something that is born within
every single take, something that the editing has only to support. We must therefore think that the
change we find in this parameter is an outward symptom of a change@pber cature.

Let's go a step further by adopting a representation of the time structure of films that can tell us
something more, like the one shown in fig. 3 and 4 where we have the progressive numbering of the
shots on the-axis and time on the-gxis.In these graphs, each line of the histogram represents a shot
and its length represents its duration.

Using this type of representation we will obtain for all films upgMioror graphs extended mainly
horizontally, like the one in fig. 3 relating 8olais, that is to say characterized by a large number of
shots of relatively short duration. The last three films, on the other hand, have a structure similar to
that shown in the graph in fig. 4 relatingStalker(film with a duration very close to that 8blaris):

the number of shots has been considerably reduced and their duration has increased, generating
graph extended especially vertically.
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3 Solarislasts 157 minutesStalker149 minutes.
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Tarkovsky therefore seems to tend towards a structure based on long takeqpkmcén French

or piano sequenza in Italian), but to what extent?

To answer this question | used a different type of representatiographls of the duration classaa

which | divided the duration of the shots into six cladsepressing the quantity of sts belonging to

each class as a percentage of the total number of shots. An example of such graphs is that of fig.
relating to the filmThe Weeping Meadoly Theo Angelopoulos, which shows that 4.3% of the shots
that compose it have a duration of betwé&& and 30 seconds, 28.3% between 30 and 60 seconds etc.,
while the class of the shortest shots (between 0 and 15 seconds) is empty.

The films of Angelopoulos' maturity, notoriously structured according to long takes, all have a
structure similar to thaof fig. 5. If we imagine tracing their envelopes, we see that, with few
exceptions, they tend to approximate a Gaussian curve (fig. 6) centred on a "peak class" of rather hig
durations (which, in the case of Angelopoulos, is often 1 to 2 minutes).

The Gaugsian envelope is actually very frequent in films structured on long takes, so we should stop
to consider its meaning. The Gaussian curve represents the probability density of a series of randor
events centred on a maximum probability value. In our casewénts are obviously the durations of

the shots. The fact that in a film structured on long takes they are distributed according to this law
means that the director, despite having opted for this filmic structure, does not plan the duration of

* The breadthof the classes is defined according to multiples and submultiples of 1 minute in order to make reading
intuitive. Furthermore, starting from the-BB seconds class it grows with geometric progression. This is to obtain a better
resolution on shorter duians where even a small difference is significant whereas it is irrelevant in a class of long shots.
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each shothence their random nature); such durations are therefore not a primary parameter but are
derived from other stylistic choices. On the contrary, any deviation from the Gaussian curve can be
interpreted as the deterioration of pure randomness, that igteaveintion of the director's will on the
duration of the shots.
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|l f we now consider the same graphs obtained f
we obtain clearly different structures. WpAndrej Rubléwhe envelope is the typical one for edited
films, that is approximate to a hyperbola (fig. 7), with the peak located on the shorter duration class.
In Solarisand Mirror t hi' s structure tends to becomgly Ahy
frequent use of long shots; this hybridization manifests itself in the form of inflection points in the
envelope, located in the zone of the intermediate durations where it presents a first hint of convexity.
The envelope thus tends to approximaterithiet side of a Gaussian curve.

With Stalkerthe areas of the graph corresponding to medium and long duration shots are filled up
considerably but at the same time the class of shorter shots remains dominant. ONlgstatbhia

and The Sacrificedoes thdeft part of the graph tend to empty as it approaches the structure of long
takes without ever reaching it however. Tarkovsky was therefore not "the champion of long takes"
although no doubt he had set out along that path. Rather, he tended to useogiragrhit language

in all its depth (for examplé’he Sacrificecontains both the longest and the shortest shot of his entire
filmography).
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For a more peciseunderstanding f t hi s aspect of his stylistic

deviation, illustrated in fig. 16. We note that, like tlwerage duration of the shpis moderately
increases up tMirror and then increases drasticallyStlker andNostalghig and even more ifhe
sacrifice This means that the increase in #verage duration of the shdtst we have seen starting
from Stalkeris not a symptom of a rigid shift up toward longer durations of the takes but rather of
their distribution over a wider interval, as the graphs of the classes of duration enabled us to
gualitatively observe previously.

Standard deviation
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Fig. 16

Anyway, that Tarkovsky was attracted to long take filmic form is already shovBtadger whose
hybrid structure we haveeen in fig. 13. Let's start again now from the shot duration graph in fig. 4
and make the moving average at 5 points, obtaining the graph in fignifwe see a succession of

°A parameter that expresses the size of the interval in which the values of a statistic variable are distributed, itheur case
duration of the takes.

® As is known, the moving average makes it possible to highlight the general trend of a parameter, purifying it of local
oscillations. In the graph in fig. 16, thehi value is obtained as the arithmetic average of the shot durations-2réori i+

2 of the graph in fig. 4.
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large areas in which the structure with long shots prevails, separasbdibynterludes with an edited

film structure. Furthermore, after shot 108 the duration of the takes increases considerably (up to tha
moment the average duration was about 50 seconds, from that moment on it goes up to about 10C
This change occurs inoorespondence with the Professor's phone call, that is, starting from the
moment in which the three characters arrive in the vicinity of the Room, the place where Truth is
fulfilled, the heart of the Zone and the destination of their journey, the threshaeltlich, as we

know, they will not cross. From this moment on the film takes on the structure of long takes, with one
last exception in the sequence of the return to the bar, structured according teoevesiset shét

whose two sides are the worldsynolose to separating forever, of the familySitlkerand of his

two travelling companions.
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3. Internal structure of the shots
Let's now take the next step, which is to enter the takes and analyze their internal structure. |
concentrated on dagnthis mainly for the camera movements, adopting the graphic notation shown in
fig. 18 regarding the symbols | used for the panning shot, the still camera and the tracking shot
(including zoomingin the latter).
| also considered a scale of five valuestfe speeds:

VS Very slow
S Slow
N Normal
F Fast
VF Very Fast

Figs. 19 and 20, relating telirror (a fragment of the initial sequence and the barn fire), show a
dominance of the panning shot (alone or combined with simultaneous tracking shas)era c
movement that involves a continuodynamicchange of direction of the gaze. All of this disappears

" But with shot durations that are in any case much extended compared to the conventigeabss®shot.

8 strictly speaking, zooming is not exactly like a tracking shot along the visual axis because in the former there is a gradual
variation in the depth of the perspective. The approximation that we thus introduce is however acceptable for the purpose
of this study where, as we shall see, we want to highlight the passage from a dynamic structure to a static one of the filmi
space.
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in the second style: fror8talkerto The Sacrificefig. 21, relating to the initial dialogue between Otto
and Alexander) the dominant camera movenetomes the (real or optical) tracking shot, therefore
an orientation of the gaze fixestatically in a certain direction while the panning shot takes on a
purely secondary role, never describing space

/:'_Z:\' P right —Z5 _m Right tracking shot
'/-‘— N Panning left «— 22 Lefttracking shot
‘\\
/} > Panning upward —»—»  Onward tracking shot
_,-//

|7 Panning downward ~—&~m Backward tracking shot

/
P
. Still camera

Fig. 18

Particularly interesting is the compson between fig. 19 and the clegp of Eugenia during her first

di al ogue wi tNbstalghamffig. 22k tn\the firgst case we have a combined movement of
tracking and panning that gives a plastic and dynamic vision of the mother's face, wales@taond,

its perfect antithesis, we have a prolonged stasis of the camera on Eugenia's face whose image is r
only fixed statically over time, but also detached from any perception of spatial depth.

A rarefaction of the filmic rhythm combines with thrartsition from panning to tracking shots: in the
shot in fig. 20 we have 9 changes in the came
in fig. 21 we have 6 in 9 '4" (one every 90.7 seconds). Normal speed (N) is dominant in fig. 20 while
in fig. 21 it is present only for one third of the duration of the shot; in the remaining two thirds the
movement is instead slow (S) or even freezes in a persistent stasis (the latter is however unusual |
Tarkovsky).

Furthermore, the spatial structure ot thtaging is simplified by being reduced to a straight line
coinciding with the visual axis in the case of longitudinal tracking shots or, in the case of lateral
tracking shots, to two parallel or slowly converging straight lines (the latter is the chge 21)

along which the camera and the characters move respectively. Camera movements are characteriz
by such wellcalibrated regularities as to suggest that the movements of the characters are definec
according to the movements of the camera and inetwersa. In other words, the internal structure of

the shots is such that the clear division between subordinate and independent camera movemen
dissolves.

I n Tarkovsky's wor k, moments in which thi
becomes character are also of particular relevance. They are the moments dominated by th
presence of independent camera movements in the strictest sense of the word, that is, free
from any narrative function. Fig. 23 shows how these movements remain quitstmpde
Solarisand instead take on considerable importancelimor and Nostalghia while their

partial minor presence BtalkerandThe Sacrificecan be explained with the aforementioned
absence in the second style of the separation between sub®raithindependent camera
movements.

° This secondary role is indicated in the diagrams, decreasing the size of the corresponding symbol.
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Speaking of camera movements again, let us now fochersacrifice We can divide the

film into three sections: the morning, the nuclear nightmare and the return tdityorivee
passage from the first to the second section is characterized by a sudden collapse of the tin
pressure at the moment of the break between the strong dynamism of the scene of th
aeroplanesd passage, and t hding over the mdodey of tha a t
house. This collapse is prepared throughout the first section, structured as a dynamic
crescenddhat starts from the rarefied static nature of the long initial long take (fig. 21) and
culminates precisely in the scene of theoaprl anes & passage. The p
movement describing space once again plays an important role in this context as a bearer «
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dynamism; we can in fact see in fig. 24 that the panning shots gradually become denser a
t he sect i omppmaches.n al cl i max

Fig. 21 Fig. 22

4. The editing
At this point in our analysis it will be useful to imagine the visual component of films structured in
three syntactic levels: the first level is the image considered in its figurative values, arfioréhere
according to the visual arts methods of analysis; the second level is the internal structure of the shot
the third level is the set of relationships between the shots, that is the editing. The first level is
essentially spatial and therefore synchcpthe second and third levels are temporal and therefore
diachronic. As we have already mentioned, for Tarkovsky editing is not just a relationship between

shots but something that is born first of all within them. In his vision of editing, therefersgtiond
and third levels interact.
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