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Aleksei German Jr’s depiction of the space race is multifaceted. 
At the film’s start, we are told that the astronauts’ mission will 
accomplish what no man has managed before, only dogs have. 
There is already a strange tension at play. Using phrases such 
as ‘Man will go to where only god resides’, the film situates the 
mission as an endeavour which speaks more to humanity’s ego 
than as a genuine expression of our desire for progress. In fact 
German’s film is more an exploration of the follies of the human 
ego, than it is about the space race, or about those strange 
restrictive years after Khrushchev’s Thaw. This is deftly depicted 
on both an individual and social basis. Even the film’s title, Paper 
Soldier, which originates from the refrain of a song about a paper 
soldier whose self importance and vanity leads to his demise, plays 
to this theme. When Daniil’s wife Nina and a fellow colleague sing 
the ditty a line jumps out, ‘He kept begging for fire, forgetting he 
was made out of paper.’ 

The film is centred around Daniil and Nina, both are doctors 
working with the Soviet Space Programme in the lead up to Yuri 
Gagarin’s great flight. Daniil has qualms about the project, and 
fears that he is sending men to their death. Despite the glory of the 
Soviet Space Programme, the project has since become shrouded 
in ambivalence and controversy. That ambivalence has entered 
public discourse, both in Russian and internationally, in more 
recent years and Daniil’s fears are displayed as not ungrounded 
within the film, although his expression of concern is mostly 
centred around an unbecoming self pity. It is evident in the film 
that there is a scientific basis for his anxieties, and social concerns 
which relate to the ethics and efficacy of how the programme is 
conducted.

Historically, the legendary death of Vladimir Komarov, so soon 
after Yuri Gagarin’s first spectacular space flight, casts dark a 
shadow over the space experiments in the 1960s, and indeed 
over Gagarin’s own life. Notoriously Komarov, one of Gagarin’s 
best friends, was selected to command Soyuz 1. Everyone was 
aware the space capsule was not safe to fly, but everyone was 
fearful of Leonid Brezhnev’s reaction should they stall or cancel 
the schedule. Komarov fell from space, famously leaving behind 
a recording that blasted the Soviet state. This sorry episode was 

recently commented on in Adam Curtis’ latest documentary series I 
Just Can’t Get You Out of My Head, where the documentary maker 
related the tragic death to the  rampant Cold War fixation with 
power, glory and achieving scientific firsts. Viktor Pelevin, a highly 
successful contemporary Russian writer, has also tackled the 
cruelty and glory-seeking culture of the Soviet Space Programme 
in his 1992 work, Omon Ra. It is vital to consider this film and its 
characters in the context of not only tragic historical events  after 
Gagarin’s flight but to a post-Soviet satirical response to one of the 
Soviet Project’s greatest perceived victories. 

In spite of his own concerns, Daniil is clearly driven by a desire to 
go down in history. This is not explicit but an implicit suggestion. 
Daniil lives in the shadow of his father, and he does this not 
particularly graciously. He is sent into spirals of self loathing and 
aggression when well-meaning colleagues mention his  late 
father’s greatness. It is hard to not consider this character trope in 
light of Aleksei German Jr’s own relationship to his own famous 
father, Aleksei German, one of the undisputed greats of Russian 
cinema. Perhaps it is a self-aware homage to a familiar feeling 
of being overshadowed. So it is both ironic and rewarding to see 
German Jr establish himself in this film as a wonderful filmmaker in 
his own right. We see him take over the same preoccupations with 
history, revisionism and debate that both the works of his father 
and grandfather, the famous writer Yuri German, are shot through 
with, by tackling one of most exquisite examples of the limits of the 
human condition: our first flight to space.

Paper Soldier plays with the tensions inherent in this fertile theme;  
the great leap into the unexplored, unhuman and unknown, and 
the kind of society that is capable of producing such a feat. To 
this end, the spectre of Stalin hangs over the film. It is stated that 
Daniil’s parents were killed in a camp. When Anton Chekhov’s 
play, Three Sisters (1901), is brought up, Nina laughs, ‘Where 
would those sisters be under Stalinism. Dead!’ The millions killed 
under Stalin’s power are mentioned multiple times. Implicitly,  a 
picture is being painted of a state that continues to live under this 
dark heritage of artifice, greed and ruthlessness. Daniil is pulled 
into this, as against his better judgement he works toward an aim 
he fears, one which has the potential to take lives to achieve glory. 
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