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The filmmaking sensibilities of Ali Khamraev are determinedly 
eclectic. His 20 fiction features, not to mention his documentary 
work, range across action genre pieces, socially conscious dramas, 
and autobiographical studies. That being said, there are two wells 
to which Khamraev has returned for inspiration repeatedly since he 
began his career in the early 1960s: the strand of Soviet auteurism 
represented by his close friends Andrei Tarkovsky and Sergei 
Parajanov; and the history and culture of his native Uzbekistan and 
Central Asia more broadly. Man Follows Birds represents perhaps 
his most delicate intertwining of these two threads.

Khamraev came to cinema at a time of shifting sensibilities and 
perspectives. Studying at Moscow’s prestigious VGIK film school 
in the early ‘60s, he was part of that cohort of Soviet directors who 
benefited from the cultural licentiousness and internationalism of 
Khrushchev’s Thaw – Khamraev has spoken of how he devoured 
the classics of world cinema while in Moscow – but for whom faith 
in the Soviet system was not a foregone conclusion. Alongside 
Tarkovsky and Parajanov, but also Andrei Konchalovsky, Gleb 
Panfilov, Kira Muratova, and others, Khamraev was thus part of the 
first generation of what have been labelled the “Soviet auteurs” 
– directors for whom the imprint of philosophical and artistic 
individuality took became a vital aspect of their work. The great 
Russian film scholar Evgeny Margolit describes these directors in 
this period as existing in “an anticipation of rarefaction” filling the 
gaps opening up in a transfigured Soviet culture “with their own 
personality”. 

Khamraev has spoken of the extent to which he and other Uzbek 
artists were in conversation, and active collaboration, with their 
more lauded Russian and Ukrainian contemporaries throughout 
his career. But it was Tarkovsky and Parajanov who spoke to him 
most. Tarkovsky was a constant presence in Khamraev’s life and 
work, exhorting him to make his autobiographical masterpiece 
I Remember You (1985), and sending the stars of Stalker to 
Tajikistan for Khamraev’s Red Western The Bodyguard (1979); 
Parajanov once told Khamraev not to forget that he was capable of 
anything, “even making a film of the phone book”. Their influence 
on Man Follows Birds is profound without the film ever lapsing into 
simple tribute or pastiche. 

The story of the medieval poet Farukh, his love for the maiden 
Amandyra, and his adventures across the Central Asian landscape, 
Man Follows Birds is a quintessential story of innocence lost in 
the pursuit of a burgeoning artistic sensibility. Farukh’s encounters 
with seers, warriors, and downtrodden farmers have the quality 
of parables; a quality only heightened by the dreamlike manner in 
which they unfold, the strangely lyrical affect of the screenplay by 
Tajik poet Timur Zulfikarov, and the Morricone-esque synthesiser 
score from Rumil Vildanov. Khamraev was assigned the film after 
its original director was fired – a rare example of the Soviet studio 
system working in his favour – and recognised the project as one 
that offered scope for a truly innovative approach. It would allow 
him to put his formal innovations into practice in service of a 
narrative that would speak directly to the traditions and concerns 
of a Central Asian audience. 

In so doing, he drew on the work of his friends and confidantes. 
In its evocation of childhood, and its impressionistic play on the 
passage of time, the film is redolent of the Tarkovsky of Ivan’s 
Childhood and Mirror. Like Tarkovsky, Khamraev understands 
infancy as the seed from which germinates future artistic 
expression. In its synaesthetic references to other art forms, 
particularly literature, and its deep devotion to the intricacies of folk 
aesthetics (aided by production design by Emmanuel Kalantarov 
and costumes by Rustam Khamadov), the film recalls Parajanov’s 
great avant-garde biopics: The Colour of Pomegranates, Hakob 
Hovnatanian, Ashik Kerib. 

It would be a mistake, though, to reduce Khamraev to his 
relationship with these two directors. One of the great values of his 
work is that it brings us into contact with the history and culture 
of Central Asia in a way that is both deeply idiosyncratic but also 
universal, expanding our sense of the contours of Soviet cinema. 
That dynamic, between personal vision and local tradition, is part 
of what makes Khamraev the equal of his more famous peers. 
He describes the process of making Man Follows Birds as “a 
remarkable journey into the unknown”. By the end of the film, we 
are likely to feel that some mystery had indeed been revealed.
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