
Kira Muratova’s critical reputation – entirely deserved – as one of 

Russian-language cinema’s most original, radical, and altogether 

vital filmmakers is largely premised on her late career works. The 

standard Western take posits the string of caustic masterpieces 

from The Asthenic Syndrome (1989) onwards as Muratova finally 

free of the censorious grip of official Soviet disapproval, giving 

full voice to her cacophonous and absurdist take on the human 

condition. Yet by the time Syndrome was released at the tail 

end of perestroika, Muratova was almost three decades into a 

directorial career that had begun with a pair of features co-

directed with her then-husband Alexander Muratov in the early 

‘60s. Brief Encounters, her solo feature debut, is both a time 

capsule of a budding creative sensibility that was never allowed 

to develop, and also a key to unlocking the remarkable aesthetic 

vision that arrived seemingly fully formed in the ‘90s. 

Muratova was one of that unfortunate cohort of Soviet 

directors (alongside Alexei German, surely her only contender 

for the position of post-Soviet film’s premier auteur) who 

came to filmmaking too late to enjoy the relative freedom of 

Khrushchev’s Thaw, but too early for the full flush of Gorbachev’s 

perestroika. The late ‘60s and early ‘70s saw a number of 

directorial debuts that were denied distribution by the studios 

and only seen by Soviet audiences for the first time in the late 

‘80s, as part of perestroika’s great “unshelving” of previously 

censored cinema: Brief Encounters and its follow-up The Long 

Farewell (1971), German’s Trial on the Road (1971), Alexander 

Askoldov’s Commissar (1967), and many others. 

Where the likes of German, Tarkovsky, and Elem Klimov tackled 

grand metaphysical questions, however, Muratova had her feet 

firmly planted in the messiness of petty human affairs; she once 

said that “grand cinema” bored her because it lacked barbarism. 

Hewing close to the sights and sounds of her native Odessa, she 

populated it with her unique brand of desperate and dissolute 

characters. 

In Brief Encounters, that desperation is quieter than in her 

later films, melancholic rather than choleric, but still unsettling. 

Described by the director as a “provincial Chekhovian 

melodrama”, it tells the story of a love triangle: local bureaucrat 

Valentina (played by Muratova herself) and simple country 

girl Nadia (Nina Ruslanova, at the start here of her own 

powerhouse career) are both in love with the absent Maxim, a 

roguish geologist played by iconic musician and actor Vladimir 

Vysotsky. Nadia has come to Odessa to find Maxim, but a 

misunderstanding sees Valentina take her on as a maid, each 

unaware of their secret connection to the other; they circle 

around one another, and around their own memories of Maxim, 

presented in fragmented flashbacks. 

Maxim is never seen in the “present”, becoming instead a 

structuring absence. With this narrative device, Muratova 

conveys something of the late-sixties spirit of exhausted 

optimism. “In Brief Encounters, every character is waiting, 

waiting, waiting for something,” writes critic Zara Abdullaeva. 

“Muratova captures a time not of hopes, but of expectations.” 

And while it would be a reach to describe Muratova as a 

committedly “feminist” filmmaker, her framing of Maxim as the 

object of these two women’s fixation does work to subvert 

the assumptions of what film theorists have long diagnosed 

as cinema’s “male gaze”: we know Maxim only through 

the recollections and idealisations of Valentina and Nadia, 

experiencing along with them the sensation of losing grip on this 

elusive, erotic figure. “Don’t put me under your microscope,” he 

warns Valentina at one point, “I am not a worm.”

Brief Encounters had a curtailed release, garnered widespread 

critical disdain, and was promptly shelved: too individualistic, 

too unmotivated, too petty-bourgeois, as censors loved to 

say. Muratova’s first real statement of personal intent landed 

awkwardly. “In Muratova’s film, the general line is not simply 

missing, but it’s as if the author never tried to construct it in 

the first place!” one critic lamented. Looking back now, we can 

appreciate anew the crooked line that Muratova was setting 

out with this film, and which she would follow, at great personal 

expense, for years to come. 
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