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Trial on the Road (1971)
by Aleksei German
World War 2, or as it is known to Russians, The Great Patriotic
War is one of the few conflicts where we can attribute clear
moral judgement. Most international conflict carries
ambivalence, it is hard to unpick which side, or indeed sides,
are ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. The general consensus on WWII has led to
a conception of heroes and villains, which has penetrated
national and historical consciousness across Europe for the
better part of a century. The Soviet death toll stands, according
to a 1993 study by the Russian Academy of the Sciences, at
26.6million. The intense strength of pride and remembrance
that still resonates through the region today is equivocal to
the magnitude of the tragedy. However, whilst most of us can
confidently say that Nazism and fascism were terrible forces,
and that the war was largely just, this says nothing of the
murky morality and desperate choices that individuals were
forced to make during the conflict.
Alexei German’s film is shot in the wintery terrain in which the
war was lost and won. It does not deal with grand battle
scenes, or even speculate much on the aims of the war. There
are no clear heroes or villains: the protagonist, Lazarev is a
defector who fought with the Nazis. With utter stoicism, he
surrenders to the partisans and begins to fight with them.
Mistrusted by the partisans but considered a miracle, for at
this point he had survived frost and hunger, his depiction
challenged the moral absolutism that occurred in the Soviet
Union post war. The numerous men, who had been captured
and forced to fight for the Nazis in exchange for their lives
were imprisoned in Gulags on returning home to Russia.
German’s film, is based on Operation New Year, a short story
written by his father, esteemed author Yuri German. It was
filmed in 1971. Denise Youngblood has commented on the reevaluation of principle that began to appear in the 1970s: ‘The
thematic gap between the war films intended for a popular
audience and those for the intelligentsia narrowed
significantly. None of the films were heroic in a conventional
sense. All emphasised ordinary people stumbling blindly
through the waking nightmare of war’. Yet in spite of this
burgeoning understanding and nuance, German’s depiction of
Lazarev, a man who ends up literally caught in the crossfire,

proved too challenging for the authorities. The film was
shelved for 15 years.
The ambiguity that starts with Lazarev certainly does not end
with him. When imprisoned by the partisans, his cellmate is an
18 year old boy and a fellow defector. Lazarev’s commanding
and stoic screen presence is the perfect counterbalance to the
boy’s desperation. As the young man cries of his desolation
and regret, Lazarev says nothing, although he definitely
understands. It is a heartbreaking scene, one which shows the
way trauma envelopes individuals, and leaves them unable to
extend comfort to themselves, let alone to others. There are
many scenes of this nature in German’s film, characters
breakdown and their sorrow is met with silence. Lazarev asks,
‘Was it me who let the Germans in?’ The partisan commander
brushes the question away, replying simply that he has heard
many similar stories. A peasant woman screams at the partisan
leader, saying she would denounce for rations. He endures her
speech uncritically, but offers no help. When a German troop
sets fire to a town the villagers flee, a woman wails over the
body of her son and no one tries to comfort her.
The success, nuance and artistry of the film does not simply lie
in its complex and challenging characterisations, or its
philosophical ruminations. Trial on the Road is a sensory and
visceral affair. The shots are often long, or at midrange,
accentuating the hopelessness of the characters who are
either emblazoned against the wide and lonely whiteness of
the harsh winter, or in desolate surroundings. The film employs
a point of view technique on numerous occasions, which mimic
the perspective of a sniper. Not only does this allow for
viewers to place themselves in the visual position of a
gunman with ease, it also shockingly, shows us humans akin to
prey. There is often an eerie silence in German’s film, you can
hear the crunch of snow underfoot. All too frequently, this
silence is abruptly interrupted by bullets, which tear across the
screen and break the unsettling reverie. As Lazarev’s
redemptive tale plays out, the philosophical collides with the
sensory. German asks us whether humanity can withstand
inhumane conditions. Whilst he leaves us with no answers, he
pays respect to remorse and grief.
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Aleksei German
Aleksei German (1938-2013) was born in Leningrad, to Yuri German, an
author of considerable note. A highly respected filmmaker in his
lifetime, he and Andrei Tarkovsky were considered of similar stature,
and his films eagerly awaited. His film education began under the great
Grigori Kozintsev, and after working in theatre he went on to join
Lenfilm as an assistant director. His films were often set during WWII,
or in the Stalinist era directly after. However, aided by the Thaw and the
increasing delimits on censorship he subverted the previously held
narratives on these eras. Notably his films ‘Trial on the Road’ (1971),
‘Twenty Days Without War’ (1976) and ‘My Friend Ivan Lapshin’ (1984)
all deal with moral relativism and ambiguity. Remembered for his
challenging perspectives and distinctive aesthetic, his films remain
powerful and timeless in quality.

About Red Front
Marking VE Day and the end of the war on the Eastern Front, May 9th,
this season of remarkable and rarely screened films includes
works from famed directors Aleksei Germann and Andrei Konchalovsky,
contemporary director Sergei Loznitsa, female director Tatyana
Lioznova, as well as Yuri Norstein, widely considered to the be greatest
animator of all time.
Screenings will take place online every Tuesday and Saturday, from
Saturday 9 to Saturday 30 May 2020. Reframed in short order, since
cinemas have gone dark, Red Front is a unique co-operation between
Kino Klassika, the Institut français du Royaume-Uni and partners and
directors of cinemas and studios in the UK and Russia. Supported by
the Russian Embassy in London, Lenfilm, Soyuzmultfilm, Gorky Film and
others, it replaces a planned cinema season in London, Bristol,
Manchester and beyond.
WWII had effects that range well into this century, but the level and
extremity of the loss suffered by the Soviet Union had significant social
impact. The films we are showing are made by innovative, modern
directors across various genres. We have included a diverse range of
style and narrative to show the various ways film has been used to
commemorate, remind and heal. Our mission is to shine a light on
these rarely seen, contemporary masterpieces in an act of
remembrance for the past and recognition of the present. As always
with Kino Klassika screenings, each film will be accompanied by
specially commissioned programme notes.
If you are enjoying what we do, please spread the word by sharing our
posts on facebook, twitter and social media.

Support Us
Kino Klassika is a UK registered charity (1150791). We rely on the
generosity of our supporters. If you want to encourage education and
engagement with classic Russian language, Eastern and East European
film, please support us by making a donation.
Our bank details are as follows:
Account no. 69358087
Sort code 60-15-33
Or please donate at our website:
www.kinoklassikafoundation.org

About Kino Klassika Foundation
Kino Klassika creates programmes of film restorations, publications, art
commissions and events to educate audiences about classic Russian
language and Eastern cinema. This includes a 2-year programme to
spotlight the pioneering work of filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein, our first
restoration projects including Hakob Havnatanyan, Arabesques on the
PIrosmani Theme and Jirtdan (1969). We have recently completed
Melodia! Discovering Musicals from Russia and the Caucasus, a screening
season in partnership with the British Film Institute, Institut Francais,
Bristol Watershed and Broadway Nottingham. The program celebrated
the diversity and complexity of Soviet, Russian and Caucasian musicals.
It gave UK audiences a unique opportunity to explore an undiscovered
musical tradition.
Kino Klassika’s trustees are Professor Ian Christie, Daniel Jowell QC,
Roger Munnings CBE and Justine Waddell. The patron of Kino Klassika
is Ralph Fiennes.

The Kino Klassika Team
This screening could not happen without the unstinting support of the
Kino Klassika team: Joseph Andreyev, Nathan Dampier, Tatiana Isaeva,
Zoryana Mischiy, Olja Mlljevic, Seraphina Paisey and Talitha Piggott.
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