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Velya, a young woman in 1990s Minsk, dreams of somewhere she 
doesn’t truly know, Chicago. This dream, prompted by her love of 
house music, imbues her with a terrifying sense of individualism. 
Chicago and house music become a symbol of freedom, one that 
she will stop at basically nothing to achieve.  When she lies on her 
application that she works as a factory manager creating crystal 
swans, a traditional ornament, there is an irony at play. Her utopian 
vision for the future and her journey to the USA has become 
dependent on  her ability to pretend that she creates traditional, 
ornamental swans.  

Belarus had a notoriously difficult time after the fall out of the 
Soviet Union. Alexander Lukashenko has a power stronghold; 
he has held the position of president since 1994 and the 
establishment of the office. And so Belarus has found itself 
stuck within a proximation of the Soviet system so many wanted 
to leave. Many industries remain state owned, and there are 
markedly high corruption levels within the country. Velya’s mother 
bemoans the fall of the Soviet Union frequently throughout the 
film; at least before she had money and a pension. Now they 
live with as little freedom, but with far less money. Beyond this, 
nationalist movements have been quashed and the country’s 
history Russified. As it stands, the Belarusian language today is 
considered a vulnerable language by UNESCO. 

Darya Zhuk’s film was made in 2018, and whilst Velya, situated 
in the chaotic but at least hopeful 1990s, is unaware of the future, 
Zhuk films from the painful awareness of hindsight. The film’s 
opening titles contains archival footage from the time. It is an 
interesting choice, as Velya is largely apolitical in her individualism, 
and yet she cannot help it existing all around her. Velya’s desire to 
leave, and to put all of it behind her, is at least partially prompted 
by the restrictions she feels in Belarus, vs the image of freedom 
that the United States provides. In her desperation, her lie on the 
visa application leads her to a small town outside of Minsk. 

The fake number that she put on the application transpires to 
be the number of a family home, where a wedding is about to 
happen. With no embarrassment or scruples Velya barges in and 
requests that the hosts lie for her on the phone. Her rudeness 

prompts the mother of the groom to deny this request. What 
transpires is an absolute whirlwind of misfortune. The phone is 
disconnected, and Velya pays for it in order to take her phone 
call, yet she remains stuck within the family’s drama, ultimately 
at a high cost and danger to herself. In the town she winds up in, 
patriarchal rules proliferate.  Alina, in her colourful clothing, and 
with her bold nature becomes a target. Her unexpected intrusion 
into their lives challenges the status quo and their dysfunction, 
easy to ignore amongst themselves, quickly becomes highly 
apparent under the eye of another. There is a tension at play, we 
see both Velya’s selfishness and the very real thing she is running 
from. Her methods may be heavy handed, but ultimately no one 
can resent her attempts. Particularly not from our contemporary 
position, knowing it is in fact worse than Velya even suspected at 
the time.

There is a wonderful nostalgic quality to the film, to us modern 
viewers the ability to put down a random number on a life 
changing visa application is astonishing. In spite of Velya 
attempting to get to the phone, in theory lying is very simple 
without google. But, the lack of the technology and immediacy that 
we are so used to today, brings with it another problem. That is the 
liminal problem of waiting and frequent technological failure. As 
she waits for the phone to ring, the phone becomes a wonderful 
symbol. Diego Semerene for Slant Magazine commented on the 
position of analogue  technology within the film. He stated that 
the film is, ‘Rich in analogical pleasures, which are rooted in the 
film’s narrative premise and rife with metaphorical possibilities, as 
in the way Zhuk pays special attention to the materiality of 90’s 
objects and the sounds they make. The entire plot revolves around 
a telephone that will supposedly ring. But when and if it does, 
will Velya be there to answer it? Will anyone by around to hear it.’ 
Similarly he points to the nature of cassette tapes as a ‘potentially 
radical archive’, as if ‘Mundane objects hold the remedies for the 
wretchedness of everyday life. How they work and how they break 
appear as opportunities for daring to seize the possibility of going 
elsewhere and for debunking supposedly irreversible things.’ Yet 
Velya knows better than anyone else, that by selling her precious 
house music cassettes, she may not be guaranteeing her escape. 
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