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The Merya people, a branch of the Volga Fins, are an indigenous 
group of Finno-Ugric people living in Russia. Whilst they still exist, 
their culture and language have mostly atrophied, having been 
consumed into the dominant Russian culture that exists around 
them. Aleksei Fedorchenko’s Silent Souls (2010) is a dreamlike 
meditation on grief and ritual. The plot follows best friends, Miron 
and Aist, as they undergo their culture’s ancient funeral rites for 
Miron’s dead wife.  

Shot in the wet, old and misty expanses of the western Russian 
countryside, Mikhail Krichman’s cinematography provides an 
ethereal, and strangely sad, interface for the film. Krichman is 
best known for his partnership with Andrei Zvyagintsev, and 
has collaborated on all seven of his films with him. The duo have 
won multiple awards, and Krichman has become internationally 
recognised in his field. His lens is invaluable to Silent Souls. He 
treats the challenging subject matter with dignity, beauty and 
transforms the unnerving into haunting images. In one of the film’s 
early scenes, we witness Aist and Miron prepare Tania’s body for 
burial. It is, of course, unsettling to see two men moving motionless 
limbs, but shot from a low angle and combined with the devoted 
sincerity of Aist and Miron as they attend to their task, a new more 
dignified message is quickly conveyed. Aist explains the ritual 
in a voiceover, they are treating the body as one would a bride. 
This includes plaiting colourful threads through the pubic hair and 
adorning the body with silk and lotion. When compared to a bride, 
it is easy to see the beauty in this delicate and joyful ritual. It is rare 
in western culture now, to be intimately or physically involved with 
the process post-death. It is often something that is deferred to 
morticians, in spite of death’s inevitability we shy away from the 
reality of a body. This challenge to the viewer is an enormous part 
of Fedorchenko’s film, but it is a gentle question as opposed to a 
provocation.  

Despite being the point of reflection, in a film that configures 
nudity and intense discussion about the individual, Silent Souls 
does not objectify its leading lady. Against all odds, she is the film’s 
subject as opposed to its object. Even in flashbacks she is largely 
silent, but her image looms over the film, and her personality is 
conveyed through the men’s love for her. As the pair travel to 
Miron and Tania’s honeymoon spot, which turns out to be relatively 

near their area, it is obvious she was a woman of good but simple 
taste. The spot in itself is stunning, but it is a natural place, a 
location which is truly elemental. There is a focus on the simple 
parts of life in this film, a wooden bridge that swings low over a 
lake; and empty valley and two little birds tweeting in a wooden 
cage between the driver and passenger seat. Everything is deeply 
symbolic, but in a way that is so holistic and natural it appears 
embedded and unpretentious. Early in the film, Aist states that his 
father, a now dead poet, once told him, ‘If your soul hurts write 
about what you see around you.’ There is undoubtedly an element 
of playing close attention to the sensory and the surroundings, in 
a work that visually translates that heightened and yet clouded 
sensation of grief. 

Sex is one of the film’s major themes, and it is inextricably bound 
up with physicality, memory and joy. It is not presented as 
romanticised or glamourised. The bodies of normal people are 
shown in a stark light, and with a refreshingly cavalier approach. 
In one scene Miron reminisces on his and his wife’s first time 
together. Shortly after Tania’s funeral, Aist and Miron have sex with 
who women they meet at a department store. In a highly unique 
sex scene, to convey the act, the two women lie next to each other 
and pantomime sex as though a man was there. Fedorchenko 
strips all actions back to the physical, and simultaneously 
transcends them. 

Kino Kultura stated that the rituals depicted in the film are nearly all 
made up. However, this is both not the point and exactly the point: 
the conveyed beauty and dignity of the rituals is symbolic, whether 
or not they actually occurred historically; and in a film about a lost 
culture, made up rituals seems incredibly apt. As the pair drive to 
the funeral, Miron works through his memories, and Aist is solidly 
there, perfectly present for all of them. In so many ways, memory 
is an act of defying death and Silent Souls seeks to remind us of 
raw power of remembrance, and the potential for dignity in death. 
It was put best by a New York Times Reviewer Jenneat Catsoulis, 
‘Populated by memories and dappled with desire, Silent Souls is 
part folk tale, part lesson in letting go. In its quiet acceptance of 
the passing of time, this unusual film reminds us that to die is not 
always the same as to disappear.’
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