
The House on Trubnaya (Dom na Trubnoy)

In Brief

Boris Barnet scored a popular hit with The House on Trubnaya, which reworks
the old saw about a country bumpkin coming to the big city in distinctly Soviet
fashion. Its naïve heroine is exploited by indolent employers until she joins the
worker’s union, which not only improves her lot but punishes her bosses, too.
Barnet wraps this moralizing tale in a bright cloak of crazy comedy that captures
the make-do tumult of
1920s Moscow, even
poking a little fun at the
gap between
revolutionary ideals
and citizens’ messier
everyday realities.

USSR | 1928 | 64 minutes

Future director Boris Barnet (1902-65) began as a Kuleshov protégé, but they
parted ways after Barnet nearly killed himself doing a stunt in the role of the
cowboy in Mr West... Soon he had a successful career as a director in his own
right. Barnet’s fourth film, The House on Trubnaya (1928), a witty social satire on life under the limited capitalism allowed by the New
Economic Policy, made him famous abroad as well. Written by a stellar quintet that included the formalist critic Viktor Shklovsky, The
House on Trubnaya deals with one of the favorite topics of the era: the Moscow housing shortage. As thousands of peasants flooded
into the capital, they resorted to all sorts of ruses to find a place to live, crowding into communal apartments that provided ample
material for domestic comedy. Barnet uses an open staircase in an apartment building for lots of up-and-down action. “Chopping
wood on the staircase is not allowed!” warns a poster, but some of the brawny barechested residents do so anyhow. Parasha (played
with physical gusto by Vera Maretskaya), the country girl who has come to Moscow in search of her uncle, ends up as a domestic
servant to a pretentious bourgeois hairdresser. But he gets his comeuppance when she joins the union and asserts her proletarian
rights.

Barnet uses lots of entertaining visual tricks and puzzles: stop-frame with reverse motion, reflections in puddles and mirrors, even a
car seeming to move in a full circle with small stop-motion jumps. A scene of a workers’ march through the city streets becomes a
symphony of flags and flagpoles floating disembodied in the sky. Unlike most Soviet films of the period, The House on Trubnaya
illuminates human feelings and foibles within an ideological framework, in a manner reminiscent of Ernst Lubitsch. A highly original and
versatile talent, Barnet later made spy films that have been favorably compared to Hitchcock’s. 

From Cineaste magazine, Landmarks of Early Soviet Cinema

Boris Barnet, a graduate of Kuleshov's workshop, tops his teacher with The House on Trubnaya Square (1928), a slapstick odyssey of
a naive peasant worker from the provinces who comes to the big city hired, gets hired as a maid in a madcap rooming house and
learns about the glories of unionization between comic adventures. ...this is ... a hilarious comedy filled with entertaining caricatures,
inventive comic set-pieces, a narrative that playfully and cleverly bounces through time and between storylines and a zippy style that
tosses in slow-motion, freeze frames and reverse motion, all while maintaining a palpable affection for his kooky community. The
fabulous three-story rooming house set, with characters running up and down stairs and
treating the landings like backyards (one man on the top floor shakes the entire house as
he chops wood), introduces the melting pot of a community with a screen crammed with
activity and sight gags. Barnet's embrace of montage filmmaking is less about ideas than
rhythm and momentum, often resorting to rapid intercutting merely to whip up energy.
Yet at other times he constructs a visual poetry through movement and image, as in a
prologue of the city waking up for the day. His montage of shots along empty trolley tracks
creates a sense of movement along the tracks by camera movement along with nary a
train in sight, recalling Berlin: Symphony of a City and anticipating Vertov's Man With a
Movie Camera. Between this film, the serial Miss Mend (released by Flicker Alley last year)
and Outskirts (available from Image), Barnet proves himself an artist not yet given his due. 

 From TCM.com
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