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Mirror (Zerkalo)

With a pre-recorded introduction by director Matgorzata Szumowska.
Olivier Assayas on ‘Mirror’

What interests me in cinema is not cinema in itself, but what cinema, as an
exploratory tool, catches in its nets. So for me Mirror is not a film, it is something
that goes beyond cinema — to delve into issues of memory and remembrance,
and the relationship between memory and perception. Mirror is a first-person
narration about a man who recounts sensations he once experienced and is
attempting to ‘reconstruct’ them, as Proust would say. And he does so not as a
flmmaker, but as a poet: he uses cinema to create correspondences between
materials, odours, colours, faces. The way poetry, by putting words together,
allows us to reconstruct a particular feeling: Mirror is a sort of dreamlike cinema
verite, based on this idea which is crucial in Tarkovsky’s work — that the object of
cinema is not to film the real, but to film perception.

Can'’t we say it unravels associative structures that demand the presence of a
spectator — for without a spectator, the world thus created wouldn’t exist?

Indeed. What moves me in Mirror is that it sends me back to my own childhood,
to similar feelings | have experienced: this is why | see it as beyond the dramatic
or syntactic structure of cinema. Yet it comprises purely cinematic devices that
are extraordinarily virtuosic and intelligent. It uses the whole gamut of cinematic
resources, richness, even tricks — but it does so to end up speaking in the first
person, to outline a detour through the territory of autobiography. Tarkovsky’s
goal is not to tell a story — not rationally to transmit a message — but to delve into
his past, into the memories of his own childhood. By confronting these memories
with archival documents, but also by reconstructing (beyond the mundane,
abstract situations) the abstract, imaginary world the child then lived in, he inserts
the invisible into the world of the sensuous experience. And, in Mirror, this is
expressed through the albsence of the father. When | first saw it, | thought the
sequence just after the credits was one of the most beautiful things | had ever
seen in the movies. | think of the mother, sitting on the fence, of that man who
walks away, and suddenly of this gust of wind flattening the corn ... ltis a
miraculous moment and this puff of wind indicates the presence of the invisible —
possibly the presence of the father.

Yet by constructing its imaginary world around the absent father, it uses purely
cinematic devices to express the existence of an empty centre.

In Mirror, the presence of the father is manifested through his poetry, read by the
invisible narrator of the film, who is none other than the filmmaker himself. These
poems are magnificent, and | am moved by Tarkovsky’s decision to give the
meaning of the film to poetry, to beauty, to the art created by this absent father.
The father is seen only twice, and one of these moments is quite magical — he
appears after the slaughter of the cock at the house of the healer, as if this
sacrifice was producing him, as a young man, with a stellar beauty, as he was at
the moment of conception of the filmmaker. What is important for me is that the
poetry-reading voice echoes that of the stuttering teenage boy who, in the pre-
credit sequence, finally manages to speak. The film can start after he has
articulated his first sentence — literally, it starts with the voice. The fiim’s goal is to



reconstruct the word, to construct the adult man so the words he utters may give
birth to the world again.

Childhood entails a more sensuous relationship to a territory, and this is a theme
that runs throughout Tarkovsky’s cinema, but never had it been more powerfully
explored than in Mirror. There are moments that convey that truth can only be
expressed through sensations, for example the perception of the rotting wood
you can almost smell — it leads to the sensuous presence of the land, the
greatness of the territory.

Mirror is based on the idea that the truth lies in the duration of things. It is not
driven by montage, but by the juxtaposition of units. And these units draw a
certain legitimacy and truth from the Bazinian elements they contain: respect for
the passing of time, respect for the real, respect for the spectator — it allows you
to feel the pulse of the world. And while it is the jostling together of dialectically
disparate elements that gives birth to an additional idea, the very strength of that
idea is supported by the truth internal to the scenes. Similarly, the sudden
appearance of the father’s face depends on the length of the ritual that brings him
forth. This is a theme that fascinates me a lot right now — cinema as a ritual of
invocation. And watching the film again with you, | became very aware of the
imprints earlier viewings had left in me — for example, the tracking shot following,
then losing, the mother behind the railings when she’s on her way to work — |
realised that it is a shot | have used a lot in my own films, and here | recognised its
unNconscious origin.

In the first post-credit sequence we have three characters — the man, the mother,
the child — and the question is, every time there is a change of camera angle, of
field of vision, of camera position, who is the bearer of the gaze, the bearer of the
discourse?

This sequence never fails to move me. We see a man who appears, but not the
man who was expected, a man who is here by mistake — so there is a missing
man, but it’s not that one; but before disappearing quickly from the diegesis, he
says one thing, that words betray thought, that images and sensations are much
more powerful — while, in the pre-credit sequence that came before, a young man
had just regained the power of speech. And when this man is leaving the wind
starts blowing, and he turns back in the direction of the woman...

When he finally decides to leave, understanding he won’t get anywhere with that
woman, he gazes back at her — not so much with desire as with regret — and,
Immediately after we hear the first poem, a love poem.

Yes, because the voice of the father is the only one entitled to recount the past —
simply because the past was the present of that voice...

At the beginning of Mirror, like at the beginning of Irma Yep, fiction is
gradually generated: it is supported by a first character, then by another, and yet
another.

That’s quite true. Things are progressively revealed — and what interests me, and
can be found in my movies, is that the real is kaleidoscopic, or rather, cubist. | am
convinced that, to be able to approach the real world, you have to show all the
different facets of the same situation. And this is the way things are, but also a
way of approaching this ‘empty centre’ we were discussing earlier: the invisible
that is born out of the conjunction of all the points of view — the object of cinema,
that strange thing that lies in the middle of collective perception.

Olivier Assayas in conversation with Bérénice Reynaud, Sight and Sound, January 1997
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