
The Scarlet Flower is a 1952 Soviet adaptation of a 
story by the same name by Sergei Aksakov – itself 
like many other Soviet fairy tales, an adaptation of a 
Western classic, in this case Barbot de Villeneuve’s 
Beauty and the Beast. As was often the case, the 
original plot was altered in the process of adaptation, 
in order perhaps to emphasise for communist 
audiences the anti-materialistic credentials of the 
central character, young Nastenka. Before going on 
an overseas journey, a merchant father asks his three 
daughters what they would like him to bring back for 
them. The eldest asks for a golden tiara, the middle 
asks for a magic mirror in which her face would always 
appear young; Nastenka, in contrast, asks her father 
to bring her a beautiful scarlet flower which she has 
seen in her dreams. Unbeknownst to her, however, the 
flower belongs to a horrible beast. 

In the ‘50s, Lev Atamanov was focused on creating 
epic national fairytales with fully-fledged characters 
reminiscent of Disney films. The exquisite animation in 
The Scarlet Flower was created using the painstaking 
“rotoscoping” method. (The Soviets called this method 
“éclair” after the manufacturer of the animation 
equipment used in the procedure). Voice actors would 
be filmed as if in a live performance, with makeup and 
costume. Then, this film footage was transferred to 
celluloid and rendered into frame-by-frame drawings. 

The main roles in Atamanov’s film were played by 
some of the most famous theatre and film actors 
of the time. The merchant was played by Nikolay 
Bogolyubov, who had been a pupil of the Vsevolod 
Meyerhold. The monster was played by the great 
Mikhail Astangov, famous for having played Hitler 
in The Battle of Stalingrad, and who wore a pillow 
on his back to imitate a hump. Art director Leonid 
Shvartsman and his team of 11 animators worked 
day and night to retrace every single movement of the 

talented actors, and the results are as delightful today 
as they have ever been, aided by the smooth cutting 
of veteran animation editor Lidia Kyaksht. Nastenka’s 
song “At this time at home...” (V etu poru v rodimoi 
storonushke) was performed by the famous chamber 
singer Victoria Ivanova. She often sang for animations, 
most famously the refrain in The Little Mermaid.

Many of the state animation studio Soyuzmultfilm’s 
most beloved films were based on folklore from 
different countries: The Snow Queen and The 
Enchanted Boy draws on Hans Christian Andersen; 
The Bremen Town Musicians reimagines the Brothers 
Grimm; The Adventures of Mowgli is based on 
Rudyard Kipling’s Jungle Book. However, Soviet 
animators were rarely allowed to leave the country to 
do any character studies or background research; thus 
they relied primarily on the materials available at the 
Lenin Library in Moscow, which necessarily limited 
them to those materials that had made it through 
censorship. That the characters who emerge are so 
rich and engaging is testament to the particular magic 
of rotoscope animation in combination with acting 
brilliance. 

For some films, the animators were allowed to do 
research at locations within the Soviet Union. For 
example, The Snow Queen’s Nordic backdrops are 
based on the landscapes of Tallinn. The Scarlet Flower, 
on the other hand, took Villeneuve’s French fairytale 
and transported the action to medieval Moscow; the 
backdrop in the film includes shots of the city’s central 
Kitay-Gorod and Hitrovka districts as well as other 
famous Moscow streets. Artist Aleksandr Vinokurov 
recalled that he read half of the Lenin’s Library’s 
collection on architecture, botany, and oceanology 
when it came time to create the backdrops for the 
scenes of foreign lands.

www.klassiki.online

The Scarlet Flower
LEV ATAMANOV

1952


