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Tarkovsky’s The Mirror: The Reticent and the
Poetic Language*

Hsiung Tsung-huei*+

Abstract

The Mirror is the most autobiographical work by the distinguished Russian movie director
Andrey Tarkovsky. He based the movie on his growing up experiences sketched out as an elegy of
childhood memory. In the film, the memory and the reality are mapped onto each other, and the
fantasy, as flowing consciousness, is streaming in there, which made the time and the space
overlap. Andrey Tarkovsky attempts to deal with “the feelings of the memory,” the abstract
emotions conveyed through the visual images, and the images are clear and full of symbolic as
well as poetic meanings, which filled the large gaps between the words left unsaid by the
characters, thus creating a melancholy mood, which words cannot express.

The importance of the hiatus between the words does not only function in the aesthetic sense,
but also on the psychological level. The beginning of The Mirror is a documentary film, which is
about a stuttering patient. After treatment he was able to say with fluency, "I can speak," implying
that the leading character Alexei in the film (and the director Tarkovsky as well) faces the same
problem — psychological “muteness” and “mutism,” that is why he is trying to find a medium as an
exit for expressing the feelings. In the documentary, the patient successfully transferred his
pressure to the hands and spoke out one sentence smoothly; Alexei in the film is trying to solve the
present problems through memories of the past; Tarkovsky thus is using the camera lens to
construct his own cinematic language.

In The Mirror, Andrey includes four of his father's poems, and all the poems are recited by
the poet Arseny Tarkovsky himself. These poems are not only playing a decorative role; poetry
reciting itself is a part of the film’s language, helping shape the childhood memory and home
landscapes, as well as capturing the “feelings of the memory.” In addition, the poetry reading
functions by appropriately conveying the inner feelings of the protagonist in the film, which
captures the psychological “reticent” and “taciturn” states, feelings that are so gentle and moving,
as if whispering in the ear about love, uttering the words that the protagonist for a long time did
not say—the repentance and confession to his mother and father, his wife and child, and all the
people that he has loved and hurt.

Keywords: Andrey Tarkovsky, Arseny Tarkovsky, the Mirror, Muteness, Poetic Language
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