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Yuri Bykov’s third feature film, The Fool, is a continuation of the 
director’s fixation with morality, class division and public capacity 
for extreme cruelty - via the strange path of apathy and distraction. 
The film opens with a scene of blistering violence, a man searching 
for his money in a crowded apartment block viciously beats a 
woman. The pipe behind the violent man explodes and he lets out 
a cry of pain. In amongst the hissing pipes and dark and squalid 
surroundings, it is apparent that this environment is making itself 
known in the reality of people’s lives. This is later consolidated 
when Dima’s mother bemoans their poverty and social condition, 
‘I’m ashamed to look wealthy people in the eye.  Even our health is 
worse than theirs.’

Russian and Soviet housing has historically posed a very specific 
set of urgent questions. Whilst there are embedded structural 
and city planning issues in every country, the unique nature 
of pre-Soviet industrialisation, Soviet city planning and post-
Soviet social restructuring has left modern Russia with a strange 
structural legacy and symbolically freighted relationship to 
housing and buildings. Bykov’s unflinching gaze on corruption and 
inequality provides a challenging but necessary watch, one that is 
fundamentally underpinned by multiple theories on humanity. One 
theory is the deep effect that physical structures have on people’s 
lives. This is seen two-fold in the wealth divide that is explored 
in the film, firstly through the frantic environment, mob mentality, 
substance abuse and pervasive desperation felt by the inhabitants 
of the collapsing building; and conversely, through the moral 
decay, decadent social excess and ruthless nature of the wealthy 
bureaucrats. It is noted, early on in the film, that the government 
building is a stone’s throw from the dilapidated and dangerous 
apartment block. 

Yet these two worlds could not be more different. This is 
exemplified best by the mayor’s birthday party that Dima crashes. 
The mayor and her contemporaries shine with health, and are clad 
in expensive clothing. But despite their finessed exteriors, there 
is a serious and terrible lack of empathy that proliferates through 
their section of society. Nina, the town’s corrupt and imperious 
Mayor, during an address to the town says, ‘A fish rots from the 
head down. If I am rotten then so are you.’ Shaun Walker, for an 

interview in The Guardian with Bykov asked him whether his 
characters only have a choice between moral corruption or self 
destruction. Bykov replied, ‘I hope that maybe people who watch 
the film will think again whether it’s best to build their lives around 
pragmatism and mercenary concerns, or instead think about the 
fact that at some point in your life you’ll realise you’ve betrayed 
yourself and it’ll be hard to live with that.’

It is a powerful message, one that has engaged artists forever. Our 
capacity as humans to turn a blind eye to suffering and follow the 
status quo is an unfortunate characteristic of the human condition. 
Yet Dima, Bykov’s main character, becomes a strange experiment: 
what happens when you drop somebody good into a world of 
corruption and indifference? The outcome is disturbing, brutal 
and unfortunately rings true in its tragedy. The title of the film is 
almost certainly a reference to Fyodor Dostoevsky’s great work, 
The Idiot.  Dostoevsky expressed that his intention with that novel 
was to depict a ‘positively good and beautiful man.’ As The Idiot 
is an exploration of what happens when such a unique individual 
is dropped into the murky and self righteous abyss of human 
society, Bykov, in his interview with Walker stated, ‘Dima Nikitin 
is not really the main focus What’s interesting to me is how the 
people around Dima react to him, to the appearance of this saint-
like being. He makes life difficult for everyone else with his moral 
rectitude.’

It is important to take a moment to consider Bykov’s unique 
position in Russian film. An artist, moral and serious to his core, 
he operates out of his own production studio which he set up in 
order to maintain control of his art. But, this is not a consequence 
of generational wealth or spending ability. Bykov was born in the 
Ryazan region in a trailer, and grew up in a single parent family. 
His position in the Russian film world is hard earned, and his 
pursuit of social morals and artistry leave him unaffected by it. His 
films remain intoned with the culture of the provinces and the voice 
of Russia’s working class. This alongside Bykov’s multifaceted 
role as a producer, writer and actor draws to mind the late, great 
Vasili Shukshin, an auteur who similarly hailed from the provinces 
and whose unique, unbending voice breathed new life, and much 
needed diversity into Soviet film. 
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