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Opha says, ‘I rate this world nil.’ This declaration is based on 
humanity as a whole, children included. She makes a minor 
concession for animals, which she does admit she quite likes. Kira 
Muratova’s three part film is perversely funny. Belonging to the 
milieu of chernukha (derived from the Russian word  for black) the 
film’s absurdity, depictions of the abject and black humour propel 
what is an incisive commentary on humanity’s innate capacity for 
cruelty. The three parts were all written by different people, and 
have totally different storylines, but ultimately comprise one surreal 
noir film. The only narrative aspect the three parts have in common 
is that one would not initially suspect the murderer to be capable 
of such a monstrous act.

The first part, Boiler Room No. 6 begins at the zoo. The image of 
an elephant in an enclosure is the film’s opening. The elephant 
dolefully places its trunk over the barrier. A man, we later find 
out his name is Tikhomirov, squares up to a peacock as it unfurls 
its feathers. The man hisses and imitates the peacock’s attempt 
at intimidation. Then Tihkomirov enters a boiler room where his 
friend Gennady, a poet, works as a stoker. Boiler Room No. 6 sets 
up themes of claustrophobia and entrapment from the offset. The 
boiler room is filthy, small and loud. Muratova is known for her 
experimental use of sound, and this section of Three Stories is a 
testament to that. Machines whir, Gennady yells lines of poetry 
above the noise and a man, described as a slave, sings half naked. 
It is an enclosed world, one in which emotions are extreme and 
humans are directly compared to animals. The man tells the poet/
furnace loader that he is a superfluous man, ‘Just like Pechorin 
and Onegin who we studied at school.’ He says this whilst 
chain-smoking and pacing anxiously. Tikhomirov and Gennady 
exchange tales of enclosed living, Tikhomirov of his neighbour and 
Gennady of his landlady. Tikhomirov’s nervous state reaches a 
fever pitch during this discussion. Cultural thought, a deadly sense 
of entrapment, an inability to ameliorate the practicalities of his 
life and the terrifying aspects of human nature collide: Tikhomirov 
reveals he killed his neighbour.

The second part, Ophelia is the film’s centrepiece and the longest 
of the three stories. It is written by and starring Renata Litvinova 

as Ophelia, or Opha, an exceptionally beautiful and sociopathic 
woman. After the mania and incoherency of Boiler Room No. 
6,  Litvinova plays the role of Opha with a hilarious aptitude 
for the deadpan. At the centre of her deep seated misanthropy 
lies a special distaste for women who give up their children 
for adoption. Opha’s entire life has configured around finding 
revenge for her own abandonment as a small child. Wearing red 
lipstick and stockings, she prowls the hospital wards finding new 
victims. Her greater plan, access to the files which will reveal 
to her her own biological mother’s whereabouts, is also at play. 
When she murders a young woman, who gave up her child for 
adoption, she does it quickly and brutally with a stocking. Behind 
the woman’s dead body, and with no emotion on her face, she 
puts the stocking back on and leaves. Opha finds and kills her 
mother, who is reading Hamlet by the harbour. Opha provides her 
biological mother with a similarly literary death to her own name 
sake and her mother’s favourite character. Afterwards, in a very 
Lynchian moment, she sits on the small dock smoking and setting 
documents ablaze with her cigarette. 

The final part of Three Stories is Death and the Maiden. It is about 
a small girl, who is being looked after by her disabled grandfather. 
In a manner that contains a multitude of role reversals and 
revelations, characteristic of the way small children and the elderly 
interact, the pair argue. Throughout the short, the grandfather tells 
the girl of their history and a housing shortage is touched upon. It 
is said that the little girl and her mother, the old man’s daughter, 
will inherit the house once the old man dies. The dark short ends 
with the little girl poisoning the old man with rat poison. As in 
the other two parts, but perhaps more extremely here, we do not 
expect such a figure of innocence to be a murderer. In a post-
glasnost and and post-perestroika world, chernukha and dark 
narratives proliferated. It was almost as though the floodgates 
had opened and the cynicism and darkness inherent within 
people’s social narratives had burst forth after years of extreme 
censorship. Deborah Young, for Variety noted, ‘Everyday cruelty 
and unchecked madness, in a world where little value is placed on 
human life, form the common denominator of these amoral tales, 
told with Muratova’s brand of sophisticated black humour.’
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