Tale of Tales is a mysterious animated film, tough and delicate, that has won prizes at international festivals since it first appeared in 1980, culminating in prizes in both Los Angeles and Zagreb (in 2002) as the best animated film of all time. It was made in Soviet Russia by Yuri Norstein, who was not allowed to travel to receive any of his awards, and who was almost prevented from making, and then from showing, the film at all. It is a film that immediately changes the memory - mine at least - of all other films. It is immediately apprehensible, and needs to be seen again and again, because it remains puzzling, both as to its form and as to its meaning. 
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Clare Kitson has written an exemplary book about her own fascination with it, and her own need to understand it. She has seen it "at least 50" times, and has learned Russian in order to talk to its makers. The tale she tells sheds light on the origins and making of the images, on their relation to Norstein's life and to Russian culture, to other works of art (poems and paintings) and to the troubled culture of censorship. She illuminates, and deepens the mystery, leaving the power of the images intact and strengthened, which is what good criticism should do. 

The original proposal for the film, Kitson tells us, began: "This is to be a film about memory. Do you remember how long the days were when you were a child?" 

The film as we have it opens with three images, an apple in the rain, a large breast with a baby suckling, and a little wolf looking on, with huge eyes in a face at once wondering and apprehensive. The apple is heavy, and a perfect pale green-gold, at once a golden apple of a lost paradise, a real apple full of juice, and a closed and perfect shape. The story has no narrative coherence. Groups of characters appear and reappear. There is a little thin girl skipping in a rope held by a melancholy Picassoesque bull. A mother trying to peel potatoes and rock a pram, which the girl helps to do, with a bad grace. There is a poet who can't write, and his skimpy cat, dreaming a monstrous fish in the sky. There is a house, dark and closed and in bad repair, which westerners would see as a witchy house. It is boarded up, at one point, furniture is piled outside, and burned. Women and men circle under a weak street lamp. Ghostly transparent ranks of soldiers march into the sky. The men vanish one by one, a train roars, scraps of paper float across our vision: "Your son", "Your husband", "his wounds", "Courage", "Died". The tango goes on. There is a feast at a long table whose cloth is lifted and shaken by the wind. 

There are visions of bright light. A woman stoking a furnace in darkness, one hot dark red shimmer surrounded by shadows. The little wolf advancing down a dark corridor towards an open door full of a spreading white brightness. A poem in front of the poet filling with the same light. 

All of this is in muted colours, and gently sketched, drawn figures, full of floating slate greys and snowflakes and barely gold leaves and shining white blossom. The wolf seems to be drawn in very soft pencil, the dark circles of his anxious eyes gone over and over. At one point he seizes the shining poem, rolls it, and runs away into the forest, where it becomes a swaddled baby, wrong way up, which wails furiously. The wolf abandons it, retrieves it (it is now waving extruded feet), and carries it to a cradle under a bush where he rocks it until the wails turn to contented gurgles. The film is based on a Russian lullaby about a wolf who will come and take a child who gets too near the edge. 

There is one comparatively colourful, almost allegorical sequence about a drunk man and a nagging plump woman sharing a park bench while a little boy shares the golden apple with some crows in a snowy tree, and simultaneously eats it on the ground. When they drag him away from the tree, both he and the man acquire ludicrous Napoleonic military hats. Wolf and birds, I imagine, are the old harmony of men and beasts in the forest. The running wolf suddenly finds himself dodging the glare of headlights among sparse tree trunks and stands dazed in their lights. 

I think the film works so deeply because it combines perfectly the way we define childhood memories every time we call them up, and the sense we have of the archetypes of myth - apple, forest, snow, wind, light, fire, water, dark - as part of those memories. One of the film's great beauties is its rhythm. There is a swaying, rocking movement - cradle, pram, skipping rope, and most unexpectedly the wolf swinging himself on the treadle of an abandoned sewing machine, outside the abandoned house. There is a boat rocking on the sea, and the tango rocks. As all these movements are one movement, so all the round solids are one thing - the apple, the breast, and the potatoes that the wolf roasts in a touching sequence in the winter forest. 

In the same way, the floating papers, leaves and petals, are all metamorphic parts of each other. And in a way, the people are part of each other - the wolf and the bull are bipeds, which makes it easier to see them as aspects of the baby, whose wet eyes relate to the apple in rain, and the boy in the tree, staring solemnly at the crows and biting the apple flesh. It is a closed, perfected world. And I would suggest that the sudden flaring white light - at the end of the corridor, emanating from the poem-paper - is perhaps a recollection of the first light we see, opening our eyes for the first time, our first visual memory. 

Kitson shows us how the house is very real - it is the communal apartment where Norstein grew up in the postwar world. She shows us the furniture and the dark passages and the doors. She tells us that the wolf's haunting eyes came from a photo of a half-drowned kitten, and reproduces the photo. She tells how the original proposal was a story about the poet who couldn't write, and how the censors were baffled by a film that bore little relation to the proposal, and grew suspicious. She tells us how landscapes were filmed on a multiple frame, and waterdrops were made to run where they should. She describes Norstein's difficult perfectionism - which is partly of the kind that grew up in Soviet artists under Khrushchev and Brezhnev, who didn't dare expect to see their works reach a public. She reproduces scenes and storyboards that were never made - the funeral of a bird, a seashore walker based on Einstein. She reproduces the poem by the Turkish poet, Nazim Hikmet, which prompted Norstein to plan the film. 
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