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The Sakha film phenomenon has deep roots – in Soviet cinema, in 
native theatre traditions, in pioneering post-Soviet experiments like 
recent Klassiki favourite Summer House – but if there is a single 
film that can be said to mark the point of origin for the recent wave 
of critical and commercial success, it is Dmitry Davydov’s 2016 
feature debut, The Bonfire. Other directors were of course working 
in the republic before this point, but there is a symbolic weight to 
Davydov’s success that, in retrospect, has the air of inevitability. 

As in so many recent Sakha hits, the film’s narrative plays out like a 
parable. Ignat (Alexey Ustinov) is a withdrawn old widower living 
in a remote settlement. Tragedy strikes when his son kills another 
young man in a drunken accident and, unable to bear the guilt, 
commits suicide. Ignat is ultimately able to work through his grief 
when he kindles a surrogate parental relationship with the wayward 
child of local alcoholics; however, Mikhail, the father of Ignat’s 
late son’s victim, cannot relinquish his violent rage at what has 
transpired. This tale of a close-knit community rent asunder allows 
Davydov to explore his central themes – guilt and redemption – with 
impressive clarity. 

Its obvious artistic merit aside, what makes The Bonfire such a 
landmark in the Sakha film story? Its director’s background, as 
well as the circumstances of its production, certainly fit into the 
burgeoning mythos around the republic’s industry. Davydov has 
no formal film training. His introduction to the medium arose out 
of his job as a teacher in his remote home village –a job he only 
recently left – where he ran a video club with his students. In 2014, 
as the first stirrings of the new Sakha film culture were being felt, he 
realised that he wanted, in his own words, “to shoot something that 
could be watched on a screen, something that people would come 
and see, intelligent, well-made cinema.” 

As is so often the case, these worthy ambitions were not paired with 
a hefty budget. Without the money to hire trained actors, Davydov 
turned to the people he knew best – the local rural population. 
His work in The Bonfire with non-professionals like Ustinov and 
the young Radislav Kudai-Zakharov is remarkable, especially for 
a first-time director, and speaks to both the community spirit that 
feeds Sakha cultural production, and to Davydov’s particular gift 

for achieving the fine balance between overt performance and 
naturalism so often lacking in untrained actors. 

More broadly, the film is marked by a refusal to bow to the 
limitations under which its inexperienced crew was working. There 
is a stylistic bravado to Davydov’s directing here, the social drama 
at the film’s core enlivened by slow motion, a rich score, imaginative 
editing. Like all Sakha filmmakers, Davydov draws on local beliefs 
to enrich his narrative. The recurring symbolism in the film of the 
horse, for instance: in Sakha folklore, the horse is a sacred animal, 
closely bound up with notions of independence, sustenance, and 
happiness. Ignat’s offer of his own horse to Mikhail is thus loaded 
with significance, as is the subplot of his youthful failure to capture 
a mare. Elsewhere, there is the symbolic resonance of the knife that 
Ignat gifts to Mikhail. Sakha tradition demands that the peaceful 
gift of a knife be recompensed with a token amount of money. That 
Mikhail accepts the weapon from Ignat but does not offer anything 
in return thus primes Sakha audiences for the tragedy to come. 

The budget and the climate forced Davydov and his crew to speed 
through the filming process; once that was completed, on the other 
hand, these factors, in combination with the fact that the director 
was quite literally teaching himself on the job, brought proceedings 
to a halt. The Bonfire was shot in just 14 days, but post-production 
took almost two years. By this point, Davydov had incurred 
significant personal debt. That investment seemed to pay off when 
the film won the Best Drama award at the ImagineNATIVE festival 
in Toronto, even if poor sales within Yakutia meant that Davydov 
thought his one shot at a film career had ended before it began. 
Happily, the growth of the industry in the intervening period meant 
that he was offered the chance to return behind the camera a few 
years later, and he has not looked back since.

Community involvement, a miniscule budget, practical obstacles, 
and the delicate issue of balancing international and domestic 
audience expectations: The Bonfire ticks all the boxes for recent 
Sakha cinema. It is only fitting that it played the role it did in bringing 
attention to the most exciting centre of filmmaking in contemporary 
Russia. 
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