
www.klassiki.online

At this point it is almost a truism amongst Russia-watchers 
(and watchers of Russian film) that one cannot understand 
the state of the country today without accounting for its 
experiences in the 1990s. The appeal of Putinist stability, the 
oligarchic economy, the persistent links between organised 
crime and business – the roots of all this can, for many, be 
traced back to the chaos that engulfed a newly unmoored 
Russia after the Soviet Union dissolved. Multiple financial 
crashes, elections perverted by American interference, 
currency devaluations, drug and other health epidemics, 
combining to produce the greatest recorded drop in peacetime 
life expectancy; in film, the shuttering of most cinemas, 
economic disaster for established studios, and historic lows in 
production. It took the Russian economy – and film industry – 
until well into the 2000s to recover. 

With all this in mind: what would it mean to be nostalgic for 
that time? In English, they are usually known as the “wild ‘90s”, 
but the adjective commonly used in Russian, “likhie”, means 
something closer to turbulent, boisterous – even thrilling. That 
sense of the libidinal thrill that accompanies a collapse in moral 
order, and the long hangover it can produce, is what motivates 
Anastasiya Palchikova’s directorial feature debut, Masha. 

Palchikova already has considerable pedigree as a screenwriter 
for first television and then film, including collaborations with 
Valery Todorovsky (Bolshoi, 2016) and Vladimir Mirzoev (They 
Called Her Mumu, 2015). It had long been the suspicion in 
Russian producing circles that she would move on to directing, 
and as an opening salvo, Masha has certainly made its mark 
– it won Palchikova the Best Debut prize at Kinotavr, the most 
reliable weathervane for domestic Russian fare. 

Our eponymous heroine is a 13-year-old girl somewhere in 
provincial Russia in the middle of the ‘90s (Palchikova grew up 
in Saratov, and has said that the film contains “a great deal” 
that is autobiographical); this challenging role is startingly filled 
by Polina Gukhman is what could well be a star-making turn. 
Her uncle happens to be “Pops” – his Russian name, Krestny, 
literally means “Godfather” – the patriarch of a local mob run 

out of a boxing gym, gloweringly brought to life by veteran 
heavyweight Maksim Sukhanov. As a result, young Masha’s 
life is a lurid daydream, doted upon by violent criminals whose 
true nature sails over her head. Eventually, though, the gunfire, 
extortion, and sex catches up to her and her mother; the film is 
bookended by scenes of the adult Masha, long since escaped 
to Moscow and living out her dream as a jazz singer, only to be 
forced back into contact with her past.

Palchikova’s Kinotavr win mirrored that of Boris Akopov and 
his 2019 debut The Bull – another film from a young director 
that delved into the grit and grime of the criminal ‘90s. Critics 
in Russia have been quick to point out this parallel, and 
to note that many millennial filmmakers are turning to the 
decade of their adolescence long after their older cohorts had 
disregarded it as old hat: Kantemir Balagov’s Cannes-lauded 
Closeness (2017), for instance, or previous Klassiki Pick of the 
Week Crystal Swan, from Belarus’s Darya Zhuk. What has 
provoked this turn to the past from the future stars of Russian 
directing? The veteran critic Nina Tsyrkun suggests that these 
artists “see in the past something shockingly similar to the 
present, a typological cyclicality that makes itself felt through 
reproduction… The history of the country rhymes with the fate 
of individual provincial lads and adolescent girls, so typical of 
that time.”

To her credit, Palchikova is well aware of the potential pitfalls 
of unreflective nostalgia. She brings all her screenwriting nous 
to bear on a narrative that plays knowingly on the conceit 
that Masha’s innocence is paid for with the blood of others; 
when she has her protagonist don literal rose-tinted glasses, 
it is clear that Palchikova knows what she is doing. There is a 
vicarious thrill to be gleaned from her film, but she does not 
shy away from ugliness. Palchikova herself has described the 
‘90s as Russia’s “hymn to the patriarchy” that now need to 
be superceded. One of the criminal mottos that Pops is fond 
of repeating is: “whoever is alive is in the right.” Spoken like a 
true product of Russia’s turbulent recent past, yes – but hardly 
words to build a future by. 
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