
      

Anton Chekhov’s much loved play is a meditation on regret. 
Famously Sonya, the professor’s daughter, comforts her uncle 
with the idea of the afterlife: ‘It’s our fate. We will work until 
we are old, until we die… We’ll rest, we’ll hear angels.’ This 
resignation is heartbreaking, let alone from one still so young. 
Whilst Vanya nears the end of his life, enshrined in bitterness 
and fixated on what could have been, Sonya simply gives up 
hope. Andrei Konchalovsky’s adaptation of one of the greatest  
works of the 20th century gently renders the raw pain and 
ennui to film. In the theatre this moment is so often played 
centre stage, under a spotlight. In Konchalovsky’s film, the 
camera stays with them for the first half of her speech until it 
begins pulling out. The camera fades out a couple of times, as 
if to show the passing of time.  Eventually Sonya and Vanya 
are two small figures, only visible through a couple of 
doorways. The film ends with Sonya repeating, ‘We’ll rest,’  in a 
voiceover and an aerial shot of the countryside.  

It is hard to work out who is the most pitiful of the nine 
characters in Chekhov’s beloved play. Everyone emerges as 
contender. Konchalovsky, able to use the camera as a 
seemingly objective ‘eye’ and not reliant on a stage and the 
necessity to perform to a live audience, communicates the 
depth of each character. Whilst he holds many cards the 
Professor is revealed to be a bitter fraud. In spite of his 
phenomenal influence over the lives of others he is a scared 
and unhappy man. Konchalovsky displays this wonderfully.  

The film switches between sepia and colour. The moments of 
colour in the film are lighter, more jovial. The sepia scenes 
tend to be of a serious nature, and focus on the various 
characters’ emotions. There is an abrupt change from the 
colour of the living room and exterior shots of the countryside 
to a scene of tension, filmed in sepia. The film turns sepia and 
enters Vanya’s room. Vanya jumps up, obviously from a 
nightmare. Konchalovsky uses diegetic sound: the unnerving 
ticking of the clock, the hourly chimes and the conversation 
between the professor and Yelena filter through into Vanya’s 
room in a cacophony of noise to show his upset and 
discomfort. Vanya begins to eavesdrop on the married couple, 
both contextualising the professor as the reason for Vanya’s 

fixations and displaying the professor as an unhappy 
character in his own right. The eavesdropping serves as the 
transition from Vanya to the Professor. When in his room and 
filmed in sepia, the Professor’s fragility is more apparent than 
his power.  He talks aggressively to his wife: ’When Ivan 
Petrovich or that idiot Maria Vasilyevna speaks everyone 
listens. If I say so much as a word, everyone feels unhappy.’ He 
accompanies this with a humourless laugh, and one that takes 
no responsibility for his behaviour. Konchalovsky’s directing 
gives the actors as much visibility as possible. The camera 
remains in the room, and turns and develops into a close up of 
whoever is talking and wherever the action is. His camera is 
like a fly on the wall, one that makes the viewer feel intimate 
with the action.  

Whilst it is easy to see the Professor as a catalyst for the 
destruction of others, including his wife, daughter and 
brother-in-law, Konchalovsky’s film appreciates a deeper 
reading of the situation. He treats the characters 
compassionately, and without contempt. Doctor Astrov,  whilst 
prone to riding waves of self pity with Vanya, also plants trees 
for future generations. When he and Vanya play snooker, he 
borrows Telegin’s guitar. The sound reaches Sonya in another 
room who smiles out of her love for him. Vanya and Astrov 
sing a tender ballad together and rain falls around the house. 
In this twilight scene, the humanity of all these characters is 
exemplified in a way that only film can achieve. The scene 
ends in a midshot of Vanya staring out of the window, taking 
Chekov’s ‘theatre of mood’ off the stage and onto the screen.  

A review of the film described it as largely true to Chekhov’s 
intent, ‘With the exception of some very Soviet-sounding, 
things-to-come sort of music, the sounds of the film are pure 
Chekhov, those of bored conversations, sudden explosions of 
anger and silences framed by the echoes of distant thunder or 
trains or the barking of dogs. Uncle Vanya has been 
remembered by the filmmakers with deep appreciation and 
taste.’ Fundamentally, Konchalovsky has summoned up that 
aching sense of regret that Chekov’s beautiful tragic-comedy 
evokes and brought it effortlessly from stage to screen.  
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Andrei Konchalovsky 
Andrei Konchalovsky (1937) was born into an aristocratic family of  
writers and filmmakers. His brother is Nikita Mikhalkov of  Burnt by 
the Sun fame and his father, Sergei Mikhalkov was a satirical author.   
As a talented pianist, Konchalovsky initially trained in Moscow’s 
conservatory. But in 1960, he met filmmaker Andrei Tarkovsky and 
ended up co-scripting the great Andrei Rublev (1966).  Early in his 
career he favoured adaptations, his filmic versions of Ivan Turgenev’s 
A Nest of Gentle Folk (1969) and Andrei Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya (1970) 
are much lauded. A few years later, he released the epic Siberiade 
(1979). Internationally acclaimed this film facilitated his move to the 
United States. Since then he has been involved in popular Hollywood 
releases such as Runaway Train (1985) and Tango and Cash (1989) as 
well as continuing to make films in Russia.  

About Klassiki 
Klassiki is an opportunity to experience online a weekly curated 
selection of the best of Soviet, Russian, Caucasian and East European 
cinema.  Championing director led work, each week’s offering chooses 
a relevant film of a great director to introduce audiences to the 
director’s work and give biographical, social and political context to 
each film in the form of specially commissioned and downloadable 
informative program notes.  
This is the birth of Klassiki, our planned free streaming platform, 
which will allow you to stream great cinema from the region, literally 
on the hop. If you would like to support our endeavour to showcase 
the best of East European, Russian and Soviet cinema please share 
our work on your social media channels using the tags we have 
added to this program page or consider supporting us with a 
donation.  Thank you.  

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 Red Front, a screening season in partnership with 
the Institut Francais and media partners Bristol Watershed, Home 
Manchester and others to highlight 75 years since the end of World 
War 2. This follows on from previous screening partnership with the 
Institute Francais and the British Film Institute to screen a season of 
little known musicals from Russia and the Caucasus. Each film season 
gives UK audiences a unique opportunity to explore an undiscovered 
film 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, Tatiana Isaeva, Zoryana 
Mischiy, Olja Mlljevic, Seraphina Paisey and Talitha Piggott.  

Upcoming Klassiki Screenings 
Klassiki will screen a new film in our weekly curated series, every 
Tuesday from 2pm. Please check in with us on social media or via our 
website to access each week’s new screening. And please share the 
news with your friends!  

#kinoklassika #cinemaonthehop #kinoklassiki 

@kinoklassika   

@kinoklassika 

@kinoklassikafoundation 

Klassiki is supported by both Film Feels Connected and funds from 

the BFI Film Audience Network (FAN), which are made possible by the 

National Lottery.  
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