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The Cranes are Flying 

Mikhail Kalatozov, Director (1957) 
Sergei Urusevsky, Director of Photography 
 

What are we talking about? 
 
In the concluding part of the movie, Veronica is with Boris’ family in Siberia, contending with 
hardships and social constraints. 
 

	

PART II 
 
Getting to know them better 
	

The director continues his parallelism between Boris and Veronica’s experience, opening the next 

scene with the sight and sound of army boots squishing through the mud, as Boris’ platoon marches 

through the woods. 
 

They stop for a moment and the commander orders him to go out on reconnaissance. Boris’ 

assignment is to find the best way to break through enemy lines. Before he leaves, the young man asks 

Stepan to hold on to	his photograph of Veronica. 
 
At home, things are going badly. The scene opens on a close-up of Veronica, with a defeated 

expression. She is seated with the family around the table. Mark announces that the two will marry. 

Irina slams her knife down and storms away. The grandmother excuses herself, too. The couple is left 

alone with Boris’ father who stirs his tea. 

 
The scene ends with another close-up of Veronica, who is biting her lip. She has been raped, and her 

shame is forcing her into this marriage. She says nothing about it to Boris’ father. No dissolve this 

time; the scene fades to black. 
 
During the mission, Boris’s companion is wounded by a shot. 
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Boris refuses to leave him. He carries him on his back. If they can reach the woods ahead of them, they 

will be safe. 
 

They make it. While the wounded man rests on the ground and Boris leans against a tree, the two talk 

and joke quietly. Suddenly Boris is shot. 
 
He dies slowly and we witness it from close by.  
 
A dream sequence follows. Boris is bounding up the steps to Veronica’s old apartment. 
 

He arrives and Veronica opens the door, dressed in a white wedding gown with the veil. Boris is 

wearing a tuxedo. The whole family is dressed up for the wedding, holding champagne glasses and 

laughing happily.  
 
In a dissolve, we see Veronica’s smiling face against beautiful leafy trees, which are transformed into 

the barren trees that actually surround Boris as he dies. 

 
In the next scene, Boris’ sister, Irina, and their father are at a railroad station attending to wounded 

soldiers as they are unloaded off a train. The camera follows	the father as he walks along, until he 

reaches Mark and Veronica. Speaking to them, he mentions that they are now in Siberia; they have 

retreated as far as they can go.  
 
The loudspeaker pages him – he’s the hospital chief – and he leaves them. Mark tells Veronica that 

maybe they’ll find peace in Siberia. She doesn’t respond; she knows that she will never find peace. 
 
The family lives crowded in with other families. The next scene opens in the place where they’re 

staying. Veronica peels potatoes; a mother washes her daughter’s hair in a basin; a man walks through 

carrying logs.  
 

When Veronica leaves the room, the women talk about her. She walks around like a ghost, they say. 

She can’t be waiting for a letter; her husband is right there with her. But Veronica is actually waiting 

for a letter. She sees a woman approaching with the mail and she runs to meet her. But there is 

nothing for her. 
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A sympathetic woman approaches Veronica and asks if she’s alright. “No,” the girl answers, “I’m 

dying. I’ve lost everything.” 
 

Just then Mark comes home. They bicker. He tells her to be polite if his boss, Chernov, comes over. 

She replies that she finds Chernov disgusting. Mark asks her why she’s always so irritable and she 

replies that she wishes he had never been born. 
 
Chernov does come over. As he and Mark talk, Veronica comes down the stairs on her way out to the 

hospital. She barely acknowledges the men. 
 

Chernov asks whether Mark will attend the birthday party that night. Mark says that he will. What gift 

should he bring? It doesn’t matter, is the reply, Chernov has a gift that Mark can offer as his own. But 

now Chernov needs a favor: he wants Mark to ask the hospital chief for medicine. The hospital chief, 

of course, is Mark’s uncle and Boris’s father. 
 
The next scene brings us to the hospital where Boris’ father and sister come out of an operating room. 

Veronica arrives. When Boris’ father asks why she’s come so early, she replies, “The clock is fast.” 

Veronica moves on and Irina tells her father that she will never forgive what Veronica did to Boris.  
 
A new group of patients has arrived and Boris’ father goes to meet them. He initially says that the 

hospital has no room for them, but, ultimately, he relents and agrees to accept 80 men. The rest will 

have to go to other hospitals. We see two wounded soldiers in a van who are wondering if they’ll be 

able to stay at this hospital or not.  

	

We return to the hospital where Veronica is writing a letter as a soldier dictates to her. 
 
One of the soldiers asks Veronica to turn up the music. It sounds beautiful to him. Suddenly another 

soldier, Zakharov, yells, “Turn it off!” It turns out that he got news from home that morning: his 

girlfriend didn’t wait for him. She married someone else. The men begin to talk about such women: 

they’re worse than fascists. They aim right at the heart. They don’t realize that Veronica herself is such 

a woman. 
 
Zakharov wants to die. He starts tearing at his bandages and the other men call for the doctor. 
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Veronica finds Boris’ father; the camera pans to the two wounded soldiers in the van as it pulls away. 

One asks, “Where will they take us now?” His weary companion responds, “There are plenty of 

hospitals in the world.” 
 

The head doctor and Veronica come running back into the hospital room to the sound of crashing 

glass. Zakharov is distraught, but the doctor has no sympathy. “You’re still a soldier in the Red Army,” 

he tells him. And a woman who leaves you for someone sitting out the war isn’t worth your tears. 

Veronica looks down. 
 
The doctor goes on, “It’s she who sacrificed her happiness and that’s what she deserves. You looked 

death in the face and she couldn’t even stand a little test of time. Women like her deserve only our 

contempt! There can be no forgiveness for them!” 
 
Veronica is ashamed. Quickly and quietly, she leaves the room. Only when the doctor finishes his 

morale-boosting tirade does he realize what he’s done: “Veronica …” 
 
We follow Veronica in a low-angle tracking shot: the hand-held camera bounces along with her as she 

hurries past snow-covered trees. Her eyes glint with tears. Staccato music emphasizes the sense of 

urgency. She goes faster and faster, until she’s running through the town, past houses and churches.  
We watch her as she rushes by a fence. The jerky camera movements and awkward angles, at times 

speeded up, convey her agitation.  
 
A train comes and she races desperately alongside it. Low-angle shots of tree tops remind us of those 

we saw during Boris’ death scene. Veronica runs up some steps, incredibly fast. 

	

It appears that Veronica is going to throw herself off the bridge, but the train roars by and she’s still 

standing. 
 
Suddenly the girl hears the screeching of car brakes. A little boy is walking into the street and is about 

to be hit by a military vehicle. She dashes out to save him.  
 
“Whose boy are you?” she asks.  
“Mama’s,” he answers.  
“What’s your name?” 
“Boris.” 
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Back at home, Mark is getting dressed up. Irina asks where he’s going. To a concert at the hospital, he 

says, but she doesn’t believe him. He takes a poster off the wall and uses it to wrap up ... the little 

stuffed squirrel that Boris gave to Veronica. He tells Anna, who lives in the apartment, that he’s going 

to give it to a little boy for his birthday.  
 
Veronica, meanwhile, is walking home in the snow with little Boris in her arms. She looks at him, 

smiling. 
 
When Veronica gets home, Irina asks her whose child he is. The girl explains to her that he’s lost his 

parents. Irina says that she should have taken him to the shelter for lost children. Boris cries 

inconsolably. Veronica hands him over to Irina and goes upstairs, looking for the squirrel to bring to 

the boy. 
 
But the squirrel is not there. Veronica asks if anyone has seen it and Anna responds that Mark took it 

to give to a little boy. Veronica asks where Mark is and Irina replies that he has probably gone to see 

Antonina, who apparently is his lover. 

	

Irina tells Veronica where she can find Antonina and the girl responds, “I have to do something.” Anna 

tells her to wait, but Veronica replies, “I’m always waiting. I’ve had enough!” She heads out for 

Antonina’s place. 
 

The next scene opens at Antonina’s house where Mark is playing piano to entertain the guests.  

	

Antonina beckons Chernov, Mark’s boss, into the other room. She tells Chernov how for her birthday 

in Leningrad they’d drive around the city from one end of it to the other. She wants to take a ride like 

that again tonight to celebrate her birthday. But, replies Chernov, it’s wartime: a car is hard to come by 

and gasoline is rationed. She begs him to find any kind of vehicle. A fire engine, an ambulance, a truck. 

She wants to take a ride against the forces of nature. He agrees: it would be good to do it and forget 

everything else. He says he will try. He takes his overcoat and big fur hat, tells her that he loves her 

and leaves. 
 
There is Veronica’s squirrel on the table. A lady picks it up and dumps the little nuts into her hand. 

“Look, a message.”  
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Antonina happily snatches the note from the lady, thinking it must be for her. Mark looks on 

drunkenly. Reading the note, suddenly Antonina’s face darkens.  

	

Veronica comes rushing in and Mark and Antonina look up, shocked. The girl demands her squirrel 

back and Mark shows her where it is. As she takes it, Antonina tells her, “There’s a note from someone 

named Boris.”  

	

Veronica reads the note aloud: “My only love, happy birthday to you. On this day, you came into this 

world.”  
 
Then we hear Boris reading the rest of the note in a gentle voiceover whisper: “It’s hard to leave you. 

But what can we do? This is war. There’s no way around it. We can’t continue living happily as we did 

before, when death stalks our land. But we’ll be happy yet. I love you. I have faith in you. Your Boris.” 

 
Mark tells Veronica to go home and that he’ll see her there later. She nods, but suddenly she turns and 

slaps him repeatedly before running out. 
 
At the hospital, Chernov is asking Boris’ father for a car. But the doctor responds politely that the 

hospital has none to spare. 
Chernov responds, “It was hard to do what I did for you, but I did it.” 
“What did I ask?” says the doctor. 
“An exemption,” replies Chernov.  
“What exemption?” asks the doctor. 
 
The exemption for his nephew, Mark.  The two realize that Mark lied to them both.  Apparently, he 

had told Chernov that his uncle requested his exemption and told his uncle that he was given an 

exemption because of his talent. The doctor knew nothing of this.  The doctor puts Chernov’s fur hat 

on his head and hands him his coat. He certainly is not giving him a car. 
 
When Mark and Veronica arrive home, they find the doctor waiting for them. 
 
He tells Mark to close the door. Veronica starts to run upstairs, but the doctor stops her. Irina looks 

down at them from the top of the stairs.   
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“Do you think,” the doctor asks, “anyone wants to send his son to war? Do you think others must pay 

for your life with their hands, their legs, their eyes, their lives, and you owe nothing to anyone?” 
“But,” says Mark, “I have an exemption.” 
“And how did you get it?” 
 

At that, Veronica goes up into the room and begins to pack. We see little Boris asleep on the bed. She 

covers him up. As she is leaving, Irina stops her and asks where she’s going. Veronica replies that 

she’ll rent a room somewhere. The doctor says that Mark is the one who should look for another room 

and Mark responds that he’ll gladly leave. 
 
Boris’ father goes to Veronica. “Why didn’t you throw me out in the first place?” she asks.  
“You’ve been through a terrible ordeal,” he answers. “Only someone without a heart could reproach 

you. Stay with us.”  
 
It’s a new day. A soldier comes walking along. We’ve seen him before: it’s one of the men turned away 

from the hospital in an earlier scene. The director shows us a lovely image: trees and smokestacks and 

a fence with clouds in the background. 
 

The soldier finds the family’s house, where Veronica is working at a wash basin. “Could you tell me 

where the Borozdin’s live?” he asks her. “They live here,” she answers. He needs to speak with Fyodor 

Ivanovich, who is Boris’ father.   
 
“Did Boris send you?” Veronica asks. “What Boris?” he answers.  
 

He says that he has come with news: Fyodor Ivanovich’s son has been killed. He takes out a 

harmonica. Now we recognize him: he is the soldier who Boris carried on his back after he was 

wounded and who was with Boris when he died.  
 
He has to find the girlfriend that his dead comrade loved so much. “That’s me,” says Veronica. Her 

hand drops down into the basin. The soldier takes her soapy hand and brings it up to his lips to kiss it, 

out of pity perhaps or to honor her for the hardships that she has suffered. 

 
CAPTION: In one of the many beautiful dissolves in The Cranes are Flying, we see the sad face of 

Veronica, after she’s learned that Boris is dead, fade into a tableau of the family as they talk to the 

soldier, Vladimir. 
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It’s homecoming day. Crowds are out to welcome the soldiers home. A tracking shot follows Veronica 

as she pushes her way through the people. She calls out to a man she thinks is Boris, but of course, it’s 

not him.   
 

But she does see Stepan. They embrace and he gives her flowers. He takes out the photo of her that 

Boris had entrusted to him. She gasps and hides her face in the flowers. So it’s true: Boris is dead. She 

walks away from Stepan. 
 
Sobbing, Veronica makes her way through the celebrating crowd.  
 

Stepan speaks to the crowd: “We shall not forget those left behind on the battlefield. Time will pass, 

towns and villages will be rebuilt. Our wounds will heal. But our fierce hatred of war will never 

diminish. We share the grief of those who cannot meet their loved ones today and we will do 

everything to ensure that sweethearts are never again parted by war, that mothers need never again 

fear for their children’s lives, that fathers need never again choke back their tears. We have won, and 

we shall live not to destroy, but to build a new life.” 
 

As the speech ends, an old man standing next to Veronica tells her, “Give your flowers to the person 

you brought them for.” She gives some to him and then walks away, giving flowers to people she 

comes upon. Heeding Stepan’s words, she is ready to build a new life for herself. 
 
Someone cries out, “Cranes are flying over Moscow!” 
 
Boris’ father has found Veronica. He stands next to her for a while and then takes her home. 

 

 

	

	 	

	


