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Renata Litvinova has played many parts during her journey 
to becoming one of Russia’s great film icons. From her early 
years as a screenwriter, through her acting breakthroughs 
in the films of Alexei Balabanov and Kira Muratova, to 
her directorial achievements on both stage and screen – 
Litvinova has, in her middle-age, ascended to the level of a 
genuine cultural and stylistic icon, the anachronistic likes of 
which are increasingly uncommon. In this sense, The North 
Wind, which she wrote, produced, directed, and stars in, 
and which is an adaptation of her own play of the same 
name, represents a kind of Renata apotheosis: the purest 
expression of her blend of old-fashioned screen glamour and 
avant-garde oddity. That it is also an instant festive classic is 
the cherry on top of a very rich cake. 

The stage version of The North Wind ran at Moscow’s 
storied Artistic Theatre, famously the site of Chekhov’s great 
collaborations with Stanislavsky; this seems fitting, given that 
Litvinova’s tale of an aristocratic family in decline bears some 
resemblance to the likes of The Cherry Orchard and The 
Seagull. Chekhovian naturalism, though, is replaced here by 
a fairy tale framing that taps into Russian folklore as well as 
the country’s long tradition of New Year festivities. (Another 
female Soviet auteur besides Muratova comes to mind here, 
namely Larisa Shepitko’s absurdist New Year variety film In 
the Thirteenth Hour of the Night.) Unfolding over the course 
of 30 years-worth of New Year banquets, the plot concerns 
a magical, matriarchal clan who inhabit a mansion in the 
eternal winter of someplace called the “Northern Fields”. 
At the heart of the action are sisters Margarita (Litvinova 
herself) and Lotta (Galina Tyunina) and their children. Despite 
the nominally festive atmosphere, these family celebrations 
are in fact marked by loss and decay – most traumatically the 
death in an airplane crash of Fanny (Ulyana Dobrovskaya, 
Litvinova’s own daughter), the fiancée of Margarita’s son 
Benedikt (Anton Shagin). The young man’s attempts to deal 
with his bereavement by marrying Fanny’s sister, Faina (Sofia 
Ernst), drive much of the action.

Not that “action” is necessarily the right word to describe 

what Litvinova concocts here. The North Wind is more an 
endlessly unfolding ritual than a plot-heavy drama. The 
production design is audacious, a constantly redecorated 
stage set populated by lavishly costumed and made-up 
women and men, a richly layered series of mementi mori 
always on the verge of tipping over from opulent to garish, 
even rancid. The costumes for most of the cast were 
designed by the great Nadezhda Vasilyeva, the widow of 
Alexei Balabanov; Litvinova’s own outfits, however, were the 
work of Georgian sensation Demna Gvasalia, the creative 
force behind Balenciaga. In themselves these collaborations 
speak to Litvinova’s ability to mix classically-minded glamour 
with arthouse heritage and contemporary style. 

That avant-garde heritage is nowhere more evident than 
in the film’s indebtedness to the late, great Kira Muratova 
– described by Litvinova as her “cinematic mother” – to 
whom it is dedicated. As Olga Mukhortova has noted, 
Litvinova plays homage to Muratova by resurrecting motifs 
that recurred throughout the auteur’s career: doubled 
female figures in Fanny and Faina, repetitious, borderline-
nonsensical dialogue, the figure of a circus performer. Indeed, 
the very structuring device of the film – the neverending New 
Year feast – is reminiscent of Muratova’s fondness for rituals 
repeated to the point of absurdity; as, for instance, in her final 
film, Eternal Homecoming, in which Litvinova starred. 

Litvinova remains her own woman, however. Her personal 
philosophy, expressed in The North Wind and several 
interviews around the film – that love is the magic quality 
that gives life meaning – is a far cry from Muratova’s own 
acidic anti-humanism. And this latest film represents the 
latest from Litvinova in a series of explorations of the 
relationship between death and beauty, following on from 
The Goddess: How I Fell in Love (2004) and Rita’s Last 
Fairy Tale (2012). In ambition and execution, though, it far 
outstrips her earlier work. Her eye for the baroque and the 
grotesque has never been better. The North Wind is cause 
for celebration. 
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