
For his third film as director, Yuri Norstein chose a Russian 
folktale. The Heron and the Crane, a tale of indecision, rejection 
and self destruction seems a parable, a warning for children. It 
is also a story that most adults have seen play out in their own 
lives. The beautiful Heron rejects the Crane’s proposal, 
sparking a continual to and fro of rejection, regret and 
possible reconciliation. In Norstein’s depiction, the Heron takes 
on a vaudeville aesthetic, complete with long necklace of 
beads and a shawl. The Crane is a tall, dashing figure who 
flings his blue jacket over his shoulder. Released in 1974, a 
year before the iconic Hedgehog in the Fog, it is possible to see 
Norstein’s distinctive style evolving in this wonderful, 
whimsical work.  

Norstein painstakingly uses a painting on glass technique, 
which articulates flat cut- out figures in stop motion. This is in 
opposition to the animation standards set by Disney, who had 
legions of artists working on cel animation. The success of 
Disney and their films quickly led to cel animation becoming 
the commercial expectation worldwide. However, in the Soviet 
Union animation was less pressured by commercial concerns. 
Animators were paid a state salary and were, by and large, 
more free to experiment with technique. Norstein took the 
painting on glass technique and did so. Using multiple planes 
of glass he was able to create a smoothness and sense of 
depth. This is apparent for the first time in The Heron and the 
Crane. At  moments, the characters traverse back and forth 
over the murky, foggy marsh. The rain falls, seemingly in front 
of the characters who look submerged in its midst, far away 
from the camera and the audience’s perspective. In one 
stunning moment, the heron crouches in her balcony, her 
loneliness  accentuated by the depth of vision. 

Despite its brevity, the artistic style is incredibly varied. The 
characters inhabit a dilapidated place, that suggests a 
previous grandeur. Ivy grows around cracked marble columns. 
The marshes themselves are painted in grey, with brown and 
green undertones. It is simultaneously beautiful, lush and 
bleak. This is a perfect setting for a story of regret. The faded 
regales of their homes parallel their heightened sense of 

selves. But this setting is interposed with drastically different 
aesthetics. Their dreamscapes are bright and vibrantly 
coloured. When the Crane first goes to propose to the Heron, 
he arrives flying, emblazoned against a sea of blue, as birds 
throw bouquets into the air below him. When he arrives, he re-
enters the greying landscape in which they truly live. Similarly, 
when the Heron first decides to tell the Crane she will marry 
him, in her imagination they dance together through lush 
fields of dark green to the score of a romantic waltz. It is a far 
cry from the greying green of their actual home. Again, when 
she tells the Crane that she wants to marry him and he rejects 
her, the camera jumps to  the Crane washing his clothes in a 
grey fountain with his back turned. It is a visually stunning 
spectacle, one in which dreams and reality are beautifully and 
heartbreakingly counterposed. The fog, which would soon 
make Norstein so famous, features heavily in this work. In the 
last minute of the film, the characters are encapsulated in the 
fog, once again seemingly from afar. Only their silhouettes are 
visible. We see the shape of the Crane approach the Heron  
through the fog and rain, holding an umbrella over her head. 
She rejects him once more, he gives her the umbrella before 
walking off and she sadly turns around. It is a perfect visual 
representation of pride and self destruction.  

Ultimately, the most stunning motif and an incredible feat of 
animation is the fireworks display. The Heron and Crane 
remain in their homes and the fireworks break over them, 
human life once again intruding into their world. They watch 
the fireworks separately, but Norstein brings them together as 
light washes over their individual figures, changing their 
colours in quick succession. In a moment of celebration they 
are alone in their mutual destruction. The music, composed by 
Michael Meyerovich, adds meaning. It swells ironically over 
their perpetual game, adding a hint of humour to the self 
aware anti-climax. At the end of the film, Norstein tells us that 
it goes ‘back and forth like this forever’. Fundamentally, he has 
taken a popular fairytale, one which most Russians would be 
familiar with, and created a visual resonance imbued with his 
characteristic whimsy and melancholy. 
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Yuri Norstein 
Russian animator born in 1941 in Penza Oblast and raised in Moscow. 
Best known for his animation shorts, he trained first as an animation 
artist and in the late 1960s started to direct his own films. In 1973, he 
directed The Fox and the Hare, the first of many collaborations with his 
wife, the animation artist Francheska Yarbusova. Then came, The Heron 
and the Crane and finally,  the most loved and famous of the animation 
shorts, Hedgehog in the Fog, which is considered a classic in Russia and 
a favourite of adults and children around the world. Critics have lauded 
another,  Tale of Tales  (1978) as one of the greatest animations ever 
made. Known to be a perfectionist, who is entirely uncompromising on 
quality, he has earned the title, ‘The Golden Snail’. Norstein has been 
working on an adaptation of Nikolai Gogol’s Overcoat since 1981. With 
a distinctive style, his films are masterful and full of depth. Norstein 
uses imagery and the unique abilities of animations to delve into the 
subconscious and cultural memory. 

About Klassiki 
Klassiki is an opportunity to experience online a weekly curated 
selection of the best of Russian, Caucasian and Central Asian 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 Central Asian, Caucasian, 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 
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, 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  @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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