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‘You are the son of the photographer and your memory is only 
showing film’ - Joseph Brodsky, In A Room and a Half 

Andrei Khrzhanovsky, a filmmaking veteran and dazzling animator, 
came to the attention of international audiences with A Room 
and a Half (2014). In a reimagining of the internal life of famous 
author and émigré Joseph Brodsky, Khrzhanovsky blends past 
with imagined present, live-action with animation, in a spectacle 
where timelines merge and break apart as they mimic an internal 
world of memory, hope, loss and longing. Early on in the film, a 
paraphrase of the aforementioned quote appears. What transpires 
is a series of 45 written photographs which re-imagine episodes 
in Brodsky’s life, some real and some imagined. But for all of the 
delicate whimsy of Khrzhanovsky’s film, it speaks too a number of 
dark and serious themes relating to disembodiment, exile, housing 
issues and totalitarianism.

Brodsky was part of a spate of exiles from the intelligentsia in 
the Soviet Union and then became of New York’s most famous 
immigrant sons. Aged only 24 he was exiled for ‘social parasitism’. 
This was an alleged, endemic crime. One which sent many of the 
great minds of the time westward bound, where largely they were 
forced to remain dislocated from their countries and families. Of 
the many references to Brodsky’s prose and artistic works that 
proliferate through the film, providing a backbone of images and 
narrative insights that underpin Khrzhanovsky’s exploration, the 
major reference is to the essay, In a Room and a Half, from where 
the film takes its’ name. It is a piece that was originally written 
in English. Brodsky, a poet that Wikipedia describes firstly as 
American, secondarily as Russian, gave his answer for this, ‘But 
English grammar at least proves to be a better escape route from 
the chimneys from the state crematorium, than Russian. To write 
about them in Russian would be only to further their captivity.’ 
Khrzhanovsky’s film reclaims this piece, re-contextualising 
the title that Brodsky himself noted was ill-fitted to English, ‘If 
not in English, this measure make sense of space.’ By using a 
retranslation of an ill-fitting English construction derived from 
a Russian phrase, Khrzhanovsky, with prime self awareness, 
imagines his Brodsky on a returning trip. 

Richard Brody for the New Yorker picked up on the thorny issue 
of the Russian languageness of the film: ’The mere fact that 
Khrzhanovsky turns Brodsky’s text into Russian:  whether in 
flashback sections that feature Russian characters speaking to 
each other in Russian, or in the sections featuring a fictionalised 
Brodsky himself making a return trip to Russia and music 
autobiographically in Russian:  and doesn’t allude too Brodsky’s 
linguistic aversion is problematic.’ This reading of the situation is 
somewhat limited, both from a linguistic perspective and from a 
cultural perspective. The film is an act of self-aware wish fulfilment 
that serves to explore the real and traumatic issues Brodsky had. 
The juxtaposition of the animated sequences, home-coming and 
journey into a  nostalgic childhood interior making more real the 
reality of exile for the poet and forced severance from home and 
family. This is reflected in the gorgeous, ephemeral animation 
sections which range from childlike visions of a cat flying, to 
silhouettes of the intelligentsia dancing. It strives to answer a deep 
question, one without a clear answer, what do exiles mean to their 
native culture and vice versa? Does their association and affiliation 
stop with the rupture?

In an interview with Nick Bradshaw for the BFI, Khrzhanovsky 
expressed a deep and enduring love for Brodsky’s poetry, born 
around the same time and with similar memories of communal 
apartments and shared friends. The poet and the animator were 
part of the same vanguard. In spite of Brodsky’s forced departure 
from the nation, his legacy was kept alive and lived on within. 
Khrzhanovsky mentioned, ‘I read a lot of his poetry, even before 
they began to print it in Russia- which they only did after the 
USSR collapsed. People used to copy and distribute his poems by 
hand; I recently found some copies in my own handwriting from 
half a century ago.’ 

Ultimately A Room and a Half (2009) is an act of daring 
remembrance, to a troubled, but wonderfully creative past. It is 
also an act of establishing and celebrating Brodsky as a Russian 
voice. It both places him in the pantheon and brings to focus the 
basis of the poet’s life. It is one he was forcibly removed from, but 
that still resided strongly in his art. 
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