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It is hard initially to know what to make of Sergei Loznitsa’s My Joy. 
It is the first fiction film from the renowned documentary filmmaker 
and so it is the film that established him as both a provocative 
and unique voice in fiction direction as well as a powerful and 
unflinching documentarian. Loznitsa, is perhaps best known for 
his 2014 documentary, Maidan, which detailed the tragic events 
which took place in Kyiv’s Independence Square in 2013-2014. 
Viewers who know him for this work, may be taken by surprise 
upon viewing My Joy, a strange road film set in the strange, 
mystical wilderness of the western Smolensk region.

One question viewers may have on their mind is how does a 
filmmaker, whose career has focused on a pursuit of truth and 
delineations of human character, create a film based around 
archetypes, dark spiritual forces and subverted religious 
iconography? Even without viewing Loznitsa’s other works there 
is no doubting the perverse power of My Joy, nor the blackhole of 
amorality the film’s protagonist, Georgi, is pulled deep within. But, 
unlike many tales of decline, there seem to be no laws at play and 
no one has any real autonomy. Instead there is merely a strange 
throb of dishonesty, violence and selfishness that underpin the 
lawless lands Georgi finds himself within. 

The film opens with the unceremonious burial of a body under 
cement. It is a haunting and contextless image of cruelty, one that 
is never given any real explanation but which provides a seat of 
unease and danger that carries on throughout the film. Strangely, 
the industrialised process of burial makes the situation more 
unnerving and more haunting: it is horrifying to see a human body 
become statuesque before disappearing, but it is also strangely 
beautiful. However as we experience more of Loznitsa’s film the 
meaning becomes clear. He masterfully paints an indirect portrait 
of Russia as being built on a bed of murder and exploitation post-
war. The body under the ground is a symbol for all those who have 
become fodder for the restructuring of Russia. 

As we wander through My Joy, and here use of the word wander 
is more apt than journey, due to the film’s splicing of timelines 
and ultimate degeneration, Loznitsa draws a parallel between 
the present day and WWII, suggesting a state of chaos, panic 
and individualist survivalism that has never truly elapsed in the 

decades since. The first man Georgi, a truck driver, carrying a load 
of flour, meets on the road is a talkative old man who tells him 
a sinister tale. In a flashback, Loznitsa takes us to WWII where 
the unnamed old man, then a young soldier, has his presents for 
his bride to be, the most beautiful girl in the next village, stolen 
by an officer in an abuse of power. As he pulls away on the train 
the soldier shoots the officer. Georgi asks him if he ever found his 
bride, the old man replies, ‘I lost my name and I lost my bride.’ 

The next person Georgi meets on his trip is a young prostitute, one 
who is undoubtedly below the legal age of consent. His attempts 
to give her money, without soliciting her services are met with 
fury, ‘I’ve met men like you before. What are you? Saviours? Will 
you come back tomorrow and give me more money?’ As she 
throws the money back in his face, we see her dark but deeply apt 
point. How does one solve a problem so deep? A quick injection 
of money or kindness is nothing against the unfair structural 
machinations that keep people in that brutal state of survival and 
necessity. 

However, in spite of its brutality and disturbing ending, My Joy is 
an enthralling and bleakly beautiful viewing. Manohla Dargis for 
the New York Times commented on the discordance between 
the content and enthralling power, ‘The world of My Joy is grim, 
though the experience of watching it and piecing together 
its fragmented story strands is anything but. It’s suspenseful, 
mysterious, at times bitterly funny, consistently moving and filled 
with images of a Russia haunted both by ghosts and the living 
dead.’ Perhaps it is the cathartic quality of seeing human beings 
enter such primordial, mythical states, especially noticeable 
when Georgi becomes a virtually mute prisoner. It is these 
exaggerated somewhat mythological tales which created the 
basis of the western canon of art, so it makes sense that we 
would be fascinated when that lens is placed upon unsolvable 
present day problems. Or maybe Loznitsa compels  us with his 
artful and surreal depiction of human nature. Either way, in spite 
of its darkness, My Joy is a seriously joyful viewing. Perhaps it is 
inexplicable, but it still very much is.
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