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The ethical debate surrounding representations of violence 
unsurprisingly has no consensus. There are a myriad of 
contradictory opinions, and certainly no established framework 
for how to approach the disturbing topics that proliferate through 
our society. This is such a stalemate that in many ways trigger 
warnings have become a strange post-fact apology, ‘Don’t engage 
if you do not want to.’ However when considering a film as darkly 
challenging and polarising as Angelina Nikonova’s Twilight Portrait 
(2011), it is necessary to view the film through a critical lens and 
question, is the film’s existence justified?

On the one hand, stylistically, the film is an example of low budget 
filmmaking that auteurs should refer to. Directed by Nikonova and 
written by her and the film’s lead, Olga Dychovichnaya the pair 
created this darkly powerful film on a shoe string budget. Shot on 
a handheld Canon camera, in a world of high production budgets, 
it is a testament to execution and creative flair’s edge over money.  
The whole film is shot in an unnerving faded light, there is no 
brightness anywhere and the twilight portrait camera feature that 
becomes the film’s leitmotif is reflected in its own production  in a 
case of limited budgets acting as a strength and not a weakness. 
The confident, but probing view from the handheld pertains to a 
dark and grotty realism, this is further exacerbated by the bleak 
visions to Rostov on Don, the film’s location. Dyochovichnaya’s 
performance is phenomenal, her character is perversely compelling 
through an unending maze of disturbing sequences. Dan Fainaru 
for Screen Daily commented on the film’s remarkable production 
and use of amateur actors, ‘The entire film seems to be shot at 
dusk, even the sun has a chilly edge to it. Nikonova never loses 
control of a cast made up mostly of non-professionals who light up 
such secondary parts as the hostile waitress in a local restaurant 
or the disgruntled woman cop claiming the victim is the one to 
blame for being robbed.’ 

The film begins with a brutal rape committed by three policeman. 
In a dehumanising and horrific sequence, two wait and casually 
chat whilst the woman is violently violated by the other. Marina, 
the protagonist, hears the woman’s screams from her dacha, a 
horrific precursor of her own fate. Physical violence aside, the film 

is full of the disturbing apologies for violence and latent anger. The 
aforementioned policewoman who refuses to believe that the theft 
of Marina’s purse was not her own fault is one and the mother 
of a daughter who is sexually abused by her father but refuses 
to act on this terrible information is another. The film continually 
makes the point that it is not only the perpetrators that are guilty: 
we are all playing into a perverse mainframe of feigned ignorance, 
indifference and illicit perpetuation. In Nikonova’s film, people are 
hungry for the pain of others.

Even Marina’s occupation as a social worker is ambiguous, 
seemingly part social conscience and part voyeurism, she  admits 
at a birthday party it is her privilege to do such work; it is poorly 
paid and she has a wealthy husband. It is a statement that puts 
her motives under the magnifying glass, and when she begins a 
strange sexual relationship with her rapist, one wonders whether 
in some ways she feels it to be a strange fixation with society’s 
underbelly that has bled out of her professional life and into her 
personal life. As well as her sexual relationship with him, she 
spends a huge amount of time at his dilapidated apartment, 
gleaning information about his tragic childhood and life from his 
drug addled brother. When they have sex she says she loves him, 
which almost invariably results in him hitting her. It is compelling 
despite its abject horror, as viewers we are never fully sure 
whether it is a behavioural expression of trauma, a strange game 
of cat and mouse or almost an expression of Christian martyrdom 
and forgiveness. 

In a literary showdown between two provocative authors, 
David Foster Wallace accused Bret Easton Ellis of pandering 
‘Shamelessly to the audience’s sadism for a while, but by the 
end it’s clear that the sadism’s real object is the reader herself.’ 
This off-hand comment has proven to be a fertile framework 
for considering the ethics of violent depictions. Challenging and 
upsetting though it is, Nikonova’s film is a powerhouse that takes 
us through the harsh reality of sexual violence and trauma deeply 
underpinning our society and ultimately to a place where hope 
lightly glimmers.

Twilight Portrait
ANGELINA NIKONOVA

2011


