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Sharipa Urazbayeva was working in local Kazakh television 
in 2018 when she was dispatched to cover the story of 
a middle-aged woman named Meruert Sabbusinova. A 
resident of Zhanash, a village 400 kilometres from Almaty 
in the remote reaches of the steppe, the tale Sabbusinova 
had to tell was striking, even cinematic: her husband had 
disappeared without a trace. He had left their home to 
travel to the nearest town with his brother; several days 
later, the brother’s body was discovered, but there was no 
sign anywhere of the husband. Sabbusinova was left alone 
with their four children in a house with no running water or 
electricity, unable to claim financial support in the absence of 
a body proving her partner’s death. 

The story deeply affected Urazbayeva, a graduate of Kazakh 
and Portuguese film schools who had made a number of 
well-received short films in the preceding decade. She felt 
compelled to turn Meruert’s experiences into a feature film 
– so much so that she claims to have written the script and 
begun pre-production on the project within a week of having 
met Sabbusinova. 

At least one crucial aspect of the film – the casting of the 
central role – took care of itself. Urazbayeva was certain that 
the only possible choice for the role of the mother in her film 
was Sabbusinova herself. The intensity of her experiences 
and emotions would not otherwise be replicable. “She 
wouldn’t need to act,” Urazbayeva has said. Soon, the 
director and her skeleton crew, led by cinematographer 
Samat Sharipov, decamped to Zhanash and the harsh 
conditions of midwinter on the expanse of the Kazakh 
steppe. 

The casting of Sabbusinova has numerous precedents in 
recent post-Soviet film. Kazakh directors working outside 
of the country’s officially mandated studios often turn to 
non-professional talent. In Russia’s Sakha Republic, the 
current boom in local film production was driven in part 
by the performances of local, untrained actors whose 
understanding of the source material and the rhythms of 

life in the remote region were valued by directors without 
budgets to spend on established talent: Stepan Petrov in 
Eduard Novikov’s The Lord Eagle, for instance, or Alexei 
Ustinov in Dmitry Davydov’s The Bonfire. But those roles 
were entirely fictional. The remarkable, singular aspect 
of Sabbusinova’s performance in Mariam is that she is 
replaying scenes from her own life, albeit in an adapted 
form. The blurring of the lines that results between fiction 
and documentary, “character” and performer, is what makes 
the film so engaging and unnerving.

That tension, between obfuscation and revelation, which 
sits at the heart of the film is reflected and augmented by 
Mariam/Meruert’s taciturn personality in the face of tragedy. 
Although she is submitted to unimaginable stress, she only 
gradually lets her emotions rise to the surface; meaning 
that when they finally break through her reserved facade, 
they are all the more piercing. Urazbayeva combines 
this subtly inflected personal journey with a degree of 
social commentary that has proved controversial within 
Kazakhstan. The conditions of life in remote villages such 
as Zhanash; the pressures of motherhood in a deeply 
patriarchal society; the incapacities and indifference of 
official organs – all this and more is captured either directly 
or allegorically through Mariam’s struggle for survival. The 
country’s record when it comes to missing persons cases 
leaves much to be desired, and Urazbayeva has intimated 
in interviews that an underground slave market may be a 
factor in disapeparances such as that of Meruert’s husband. 

Not that Mariam is a wholly bleak film by any means. 
Urazbayeva’s focus on the banal intimacies of everyday 
family life allows plenty of room for the tenderness of 
the maternal bond to emerge. It is in these moments of 
tenderness, indeed, that the strength of the single woman 
becomes clear. That her husband’s eventual reappearance 
ends up creating more problems for Mariam, pushing 
forward the narrative in its closing moments, is a neat 
irony and an astute comment from Urazbayeva on the 
predicament of women forced to adapt to a hostile world. 
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