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Article type: Andrei Tarkovsky is one of the most influential artists in cinema history who was born

Research Article and raised during the period of materialist philosophical dominance in the Soviet Union.
However, by adopting his personal approach to art, he created works that were anti-
materialist in both structure and content. In this research, considering the materialist
philosophical background of the Soviet Union during Tarkovsky's lifetime, we have
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enumerated the anti-materialist aspects of Tarkovsky's cinema in both structural and
thematic sections using a descriptive-analytical approach to his works. The result is that
Tarkovsky's cinema can be considered structurally possessing components for
transcending matter to meaning, and thematically can be divided into two periods: life in
the former Soviet Union with a negative view of materialist philosophy, and life in
Western Europe with a positive view of spirituality, faith, and even religion. This study
examines five major films from Tarkovsky's seven feature films: Andrei Rublev, Solaris,
and Stalker from his Soviet period, and Nostalghia and The Sacrifice from his Western
European exile period. The analysis demonstrates how Tarkovsky's philosophical stance
against materialism manifested in his distinctive cinematic techniques—including
extended takes, minimal editing, use of color, and integration of nature—and in his
narratives featuring protagonists who pursue transcendent ideals through sacrifice and

suffering despite material circumstances.

Cite this article: Motamedi, Ahmadreza, Rezaei, Ali, Motamedi, Shima (2026). The Capacities of Tarkovsky's Cinema in

Promoting Anti-Materialist
http//doi.org/10.66224/erfan.17.1.228

© The Author(s).

Thought. Journal of Islamic Mysticism, 17 (1), 228-249. DOI:

Publisher: Scientific Association of Islamic Mysticism of Iran.

DOI: http//doi.org/10.66224/erfan.17.1.228



https://orcid.org/0009-0005-7357-574x
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-2885-1475
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-1018-3195

Journal of Islamic Mysticism, Volume 17, Issue 1, 2026 229

Extended Abstract
Introduction

The opinions of materialist thinkers such as Feuerbach and Marx, combined with Hegel's philosophical
dialectic, built the theoretical foundations for the Russian October Socialist Revolution of 1917, which
led to more than seven decades of communist rule based on dialectical materialism theory over a vast
expanse of Asia and Europe. Despite the growth of Soviet cinema with the emergence of greats like
Eisenstein, Pudovkin, and Dovzhenko initially, gradually the brightness of cinema based on Marx's
dialectical thought dimmed. With the beginning of the second half of the twentieth century, despite the
peak of the political and social power of the Soviet Union in the global arena, this country's cinema
witnessed the emergence of distinguished filmmakers with important works criticizing the materialism

dominating the cultural and artistic living space of this country.

Andrei Arsenyevich Tarkovsky (1932-1986) was born in the Soviet Union during the era of materialist
philosophy's dominance. His father was a renowned Russian poet and member of the Soviet Writers'
Union. Tarkovsky's works emerged not only as an antithesis against the culture inspired by the
materialist atmosphere of that era but also, in their positive aspect, launched a new vision of faith and
transcendence with poetic language into the sphere of world cinema, such that he can be considered the

most prominent herald of spirituality in contemporary cinema.
Research Findings
Tarkovsky's Filmmaking Theory:

In Tarkovsky's view, truth is more important than anything else. For him, telling the truth means, above
all, going toward life. Truth in Tarkovsky's perspective is connected with personal thought—a lofty
meaning that the director has received and seeks to have understood by audiences through cinema art.
The condition of truth-telling is being in the position of truth and reaching a personal view in the position
of proximity to truth.

Tarkovsky believed that the director needs intuition and inner understanding of the idea of the film being
produced. In fact, truth as an idea is a finding, not a construction. The idea is inspired in the heat of life,
not something logical and formulatable through rational calculations. This is exactly opposite to the
materialist view that holds the idea enters the director rather than the director producing the idea.

Analysis of Major Films:

Andrei Rublev (1966): This film portrays the relationship between the artist and his times through the
story of a 15th-century icon painter. Tarkovsky contrasts Rublev with Theophanes the Byzantine, who
represents a logical, philosophical, and materialist view. What the materialist perspective brings is
understanding the world based on existing reality, while Rublev pursues his ideal in conflict with
existing reality. Tarkovsky's view through Rublev is an existence wholly in pain and concern,
contrasting with the passive acceptance of fate promoted by materialist philosophy.

Solaris (1972): Based on Stanistaw Lem's novel, Tarkovsky's adaptation explores the relationship
between ethics and science. The film depicts a space station where scientists encounter manifestations
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from their memories. The protagonist Kelvin, initially a materialist psychologist, gradually discovers
that what he perceives as his deceased wife is not a physical entity but an imaginal and abstract form.
The Solaris station represents a world of forms without matter—what Islamic philosophers like Ibn Sina,
Suhrawardi, and Ibn Arabi described as the barzakh or intermediate realm.

Stalker (1979): This film examines the conflict between idealism and materialism through three
characters entering a forbidden Zone: a scientist, a writer, and the Stalker guide. Both the scientist
(representing empirical science) and the writer (representing humanities) prove to be pessimistic
representatives of the materialist world who have lost faith in God and self. The Stalker, like Tarkovsky's
other protagonists, represents unwavering idealism based on faith rather than material logic.

Nostalghia (1983): Created during Tarkovsky's exile in Italy, this film addresses the theme of spiritual
exile and the search for return to authentic origins. Tarkovsky moves beyond critique of Soviet
materialism to explicitly discuss religious concepts like faith, miracles, and return to foundational
principles for humanity's salvation. The film depicts religious imagery and miraculous events,

suggesting that modern humanity's salvation requires deep-rooted faith in truth and original authenticity.

The Sacrifice (1986): Tarkovsky's final film presents religious concepts of voluntary death and sacrifice
as solutions to contemporary civilization's crises. The protagonist Alexander, facing news of nuclear
catastrophe, makes a vow to God and ultimately sacrifices all his possessions and attachments. The film
critiques modern rationalism and technological civilization while proposing religious thought and inner

transformation as the path to salvation and escape from the crises of self-founded materialist civilization.
Conclusion

Tarkovsky's cinema is anti-materialist both structurally and thematically. Structurally, he works in such
a way that the audience moves from viewing concrete objects and matter to meaning and spirituality.
The purpose of showing the extension of nature or human action is to guide viewers from seeing the

visible and its extension in time to the invisible.

Thematically, what can be recognized as Tarkovsky's anti-materialist cinema during his first filmmaking
period in the Soviet materialist system is the predominance of the negative aspect of anti-materialist
thought. The second period of his filmmaking in Western Europe highlights the positive aspect of
Tarkovsky's thinking, where religious and spiritual elements—including origin, resurrection, human

nature, sacrifice, vows, and return to one's true self—become prominent.

Tarkovsky's confrontation with intellectual materialism manifests in his religious cinema, which does
not depict Christ or God directly but shows a world where the unknown exists not in distant lands but
right here, in this building, in this room. His final message to contemporary humanity suggests that
salvation requires moving from material obsession to spiritual awareness, from external action to inner

transformation, from rationalist certainty to faithful surrender.
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