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As a former ballet dancer and VGIK graduate, there is musicality 
and rhythm in Boris Akopov’s debut film. Aside from the pulsating 
soundtrack, there is an element of theatricality and rhythm inherent 
to the film’s major sequences. The film’s dynamic opening, the fight 
between two rival gangs and Anya’s sprint through the woods is 
choreographed wonderfully. The  fervour, violence and bloodshed 
is elevated to a desperate dance, and Akopov’s direction informed 
by his dancer’s eye, knows exactly how to capture physicality. 
Using a wide variety of shots, seamlessly cutting between close 
ups, mid range and long shots; he has a preternatural ability to 
make the raw power and speed of the human body apparent on 
screen. In the opening scene, he intersperses this with Anya’s 
pounding rush through the forest, her speed and the gangs’ fight 
is all underpinned by one ominous, minimal beat. In one scene, 
the gang boxes, and Akopov artfully catches the swift, rhythmic 
movements of their feet and hands. In another scene Anya dances 
after a make over, her elegant and joyful movements filling the 
room with a rare moment of joy. Later, the gang violently raids 
a market, accompanied by an aggressive hit song. The fighting 
becomes grotesquely beautiful when accompanied with music, 
a nod to the fixating power of violence which has assured the 
success of gangster films for decades.

The film has divided viewers, Meduza described it as a 
phenomenon, earning ‘Its share of enthusiastic fans and fierce 
critics.’ The critiques tend to note Akopov’s formalistic use of the 
gangster medium. However, these critiques tend to ignore both 
the obvious mastery the young filmmaker has over the form and 
the authenticity of the representation. Akopov himself grew up in 
the infamous Balashikha in the 1990s, and many of the scenes in 
the film are taken from his own childhood: ‘There is a scene where 
guys play in the streets, hear shots and run into the neighbouring 
yard, where they see a dying man with a grenade in his hand. This 
was shot not without some artistic exaggeration, but it happened. 
We were strolling through abandoned buildings, building a tree 
house, we suddenly heard shots and ran. Of course it’s necessary 
to run in the other direction, but we went straight for the shots. 
We were interested.’ When they reached the source of the sounds, 
they found two dead men. One was his friend’s uncle. Whilst 
Russian gangster films have earned a certain reputation, with 

Aleksei Balabanov’s Brother having become an iconic piece of 
Russian cinema and an emblem of post-Soviet violence and gang 
warfare, it has become easy to reject such pieces as prescriptive, 
or generic. However, it is vital to bear in mind that these films 
mirror a harsh reality and  over twenty years after the release 
of Brother, Akopov boldly reimagines the 1990s with a view 
to entertain the audience and to recall his own history. It is not 
imbued with any ideological leaning, rather it focuses on making 
its characters and their choices larger than life. His technique for 
doing so is to use the grand tropes of gangster films, but none 
the less, everyone still authentically represents the major social 
tensions and avenues available in such a town in the 1990s. 

Anton Bykov, the film’s stuttering lead, is played with a suitably 
dark artifice by Yuri Borisov. We learn that after a stint in prison, 
Anton a small time gang leader, got noticed for his smarts. The 
trouble is, he got noticed by the wrong people. Immediately, 
various tensions are set up in the plot. It is unknown to us as 
viewers whether Anton would have left the life of crime of his own 
accord. But it is somewhat irrelevant, an unforeseen debt has lead 
him straight back into the game, and his motley crew are as stupid 
and impulsive as they are violent. His relationship with the female 
lead, Tania, is one of the film’s most graceful facets. The two 
actors seem to share a genuine chemistry; clearly there is intense 
attraction between the two, but Tania’s bid to get out of their dead 
end town has her engaged to an Englishman. Anton sees through 
her engagement as loveless, but he is unable to weaponise this 
against her. She says to him, with an inscrutable demeanour, ‘I just 
want a normal life and I’ll do whatever it takes to get that.’ It is a 
pragmatic ambition, and one that places her lack of qualms into 
a sympathetic light. Moral dilemmas abound in an attempt by all 
the characters to join a comfortable middle class fantasy. So far 
removed from hope and peace, a life void of external conflict and 
with a medium level of comfort becomes the aim. An aim, which 
produces more great violence, which then ironically begets more 
violence. All this serves to do is draw the characters further and 
further away from their goal. Perhaps it has been done before, but 
Akopov’s revisit to delineates a time which left still apparent scars 
on Russian society today. 
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