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Vitaly Mansky’s Gorbachev.Heaven is the director’s second 
documentary centred around the former leader of the Soviet Union 
(the first being 2001’s Gorbachev.After Empire). Although the two 
documentaries are not strictly connected, together they present an 
evolution in the way Mikhail Gorbachev and his place in history are 
seen within post-Soviet nations, and reflect the critically-acclaimed 
documentary maker’s profound interest in Soviet and Russian 
political leaders. 

Mikhail Gorbachev, now 89 years old, was the eighth and last 
leader of the Soviet Union, General Secretary of the Communist 
Party from 1985 until 1991 and the only Soviet leader still 
alive. His efforts to democratize the country’s political system 
and decentralize the economy contributed to the downfall of 
communism and the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. 
Under his policy of glasnost (“openness”), a major cultural thaw 
took place: freedoms of expression and of information were 
significantly expanded; the press and broadcasters were allowed 
unprecedented candour; and the country’s legacy of Stalinist 
totalitarian rule was subject to renewed critique and repudiation. 
Under Gorbachev’s policy of perestroika (“restructuring”), attempts 
to democratize the Soviet political system were undertaken, 
with transparent multi-candidate elections and the secret ballot 
introduced in elections to party and government posts. This led 
to the first democratic presidents of the Soviet Republics being 
elected, among whom was Boris Yeltsin, later the first President 
of Russia. These reforms were one aspect of a broader historical 
sweep that Gorbachev could not control, precipitating the full 
dissolution of the empire he was charged with leading. 

In part because he ended the Soviet Union’s post-war domination 
of Eastern Europe, Gorbachev was awarded the Nobel Prize for 
Peace in 1990. However, Gorbachev’s life after the Soviet Union 
collapsed was a peculiar one. Trying to make ends meet he starred 
in TV commercials and talk shows as well as many documentaries 
and films about himself, including in recent years Werner Herzog’s 
renowned Meeting Gorbachev (2018). 

Now the former world leader receives Russian-Latvian filmmaker 
Vitaly Mansky at his large residence just outside Moscow. The 

spacious yet eerie house was awarded to him by the Russian 
government as a lifelong gift, to be reclaimed after his death. This 
creates a strange atmosphere of grandiose yet impersonal space 
filled with staff and nurses. The filming was originally planned to 
be a short series of meetings spanning a month, but in reality took 
place over two years as the pandemic hit and Gorbachev was 
in and out of the hospital. The conversation revolves around the 
political events of the ‘80s and ‘90s, the choices Gorbachev had 
to make when the Soviet Union collapsed before his eyes, and 
how conscious they were. Throughout the film, the TV plays in the 
background, often showing Vladimir Putin, as Gorbachev explains 
his allegiance to communism and his opinions about the new 
political order.

It may seem surreal to the viewer to see the head of the old Empire 
still alive and reflecting on his past life as Putin’s new Empire 
reaches its peak. The bond of friendship between Mansky and 
Gorbachev is evident as Mikhail Sergeevich jokes, spontaneously 
interrupts questions, or suddenly remembers folk songs and 
poems. Gorbachev also talks about his inseparable bond with his 
late wife Raisa, as he often does, sat in his chair surrounded by her 
portraits. 

The film has an obvious agenda: to show how entirely forgotten 
and overlooked Gorbachev is in Russia. The awkwardness of his 
historical position is in a sense understandable: Gorbachev was 
both agent and onlooker in the collapse of the Soviet Union, which 
his policies were intended to prevent. Gorbachev’s rule was not 
perfect, and it is fascinating that the Russian people have chosen 
to – or been encouraged to – forget rather than to idealize or 
demonize him. It seems that there is no space in contemporary 
Russia’s political narrative for Gorbachev’s betrayal, his greatness, 
his heaven and his hell; perhaps his legacy of dissolution and 
flawed idealism sits too uneasily in a modern state now 20 years 
into an ossified regime. Perhaps, when change does come to 
Russia, its citizens will reflect on Gorbachev’s rule and either erect 
monuments to him and museums or memorialize his wrongdoings. 
Until then, Gorbachev lives out his days in his residence which has 
never belonged to him, the figurehead of a state which no longer 
exists. 
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