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‘Everybody dies but me’, the three girls, Katya, Vika and Zhanna 
make the precocious statement early on, too encased in youth to 
consider death’s inevitability. Yet, despite feeling separate from 
the phenomenon; putrid, decay and death hang over their lives. 
Set in a charmless suburb of Moscow, the three best friends live 
in the constant dichotomies natural to adolescent minds: romance 
resides next to perversity, provocation is inextricable from childish 
emotions and loyalty is combined with self serving jealousy. 

Katya is the most openly troubled of the three girls, her school 
days are interspersed with demands from the teacher to stop 
behaving strangely and comments from the other students. Her 
parents do not know how to help her, so instead they resort to 
a mixture of physical violence and overwrought affection; which 
may well be the source of the problem. In a very disturbing scene, 
Katya is beaten viciously for getting a piercing. Her father hugs her, 
nearly instantly afterwards. It is a strange blend of violence and 
love, one which Katya herself embodies in her own interpersonal 
relationships. Zhanna’s behaviour too is often perverse. Early in 
the film, they bury a dead cat along with her father’s live goldfish. 
It is a peculiar sight and a perfect analogy for notoriously absurd 
behaviour of teenagers and their propensity for cruelty; in the girl’s 
world everything is eye for an eye, even when it makes no sense. 
When Zhanna’s mother asks her about the whereabouts of the 
fish, she attempts to commit suicide. 

Valeria Gai Germanika’s Everybody Dies but Me (2008), is not  the 
first film to deal with the murky cesspit of adolescent friendships, 
but it is rare in its honesty and ability to capture the disturbing 
nuances in acute detail. It is this electrifying ‘realness’ that won 
the film an award and special mention at Cannes. The mise-en-
scene is stripped back, the school realistically cast in a harsh light 
and the girls’ characterisation is natural. Like many teenagers, the 
three girls make the commitment to each other to be loyal. But, the 
impending disco, and the potential for social possibilities changes 

this. Zhanna coerces the much more amiable Vika into rejecting 
Katya: ‘If we go with Katya, they’ll think we’re crazy too. Don’t you 
want to have a good time Vika?’ Vika, blinded by her affections 
for the school’s baseball bat wearing heartthrob, agrees. Zhanna’s 
talent for manipulation is two-fold, successfully she engineered a 
way to cut out Katya and also managed to make Vika the bearer 
of bad news. Anyone who has had the misfortune to either 
be, or spend a lot of time, with teenage girls will recognise the 
bizarre machinations of cruelty between friends. It is a strangely 
cannabilistic world, less a case of eat or be eaten and more a 
chaotic furore where everyone is taking bites out of each other.  
When Vika tells Katya that they will not speak to her on the day 
of the dance, she goes as far to reprimand her for her emotional 
reaction: ‘It’s really nothing Katya, we’ll be together again the day 
after.’

It is important to question why Germanika has turned her hand 
to such a dark topic. One of a small group of high profile female 
directors working in Russia, her voice is certainly needed, but 
beyond this her films provide an interface that challenge our pretty 
assumptions of femininity. The lens through which we see young 
women is frequently hypersexualised from the position of male 
gaze. Everybody Dies but Me, not only defies this near ubiquitous 
representation, it provides an insight into how it affects young 
women. In one moment, Zhanna tells Vika a story about a gang 
rape with a strange amount of glee and fascination. In another 
moment, Katya uses the one tool she has at her disposal for male 
acceptance and puts a nail in the coffin of her formerfriendship 
with Vika. Germanika’s dazzling talent and penchant for the 
terrible is mirrored in an antagonistic anti-establishment persona. 
When asked on air, why she doesn’t emigrate she replied: ‘To be 
granted permission to become a dishwasher in the world of the big 
men of capitalism, I would have to suck off three commissars in the 
embassy blow the consul, and stand in line at the Kremlin. Instead I 
stayed at home and decided to shoot a television serial.’
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