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Canteen waitress Zoya’s only wish is to become a mother, but 
her dreams are suddenly shattered when she is told that she 
will never be able to conceive. Soon after, she finds herself 
awakened in the middle of the night to the faint cries of a 
screaming child, a burning sensation in her chest, and the 
dazzling display of the Northern Lights filtering through her 
bedroom window in the small Arctic town of Kirovsk. It isn’t until 
wet patches begin to form on her shirts that she takes a trip to 
the local pharmacy, where it is revealed that she has suddenly 
begun lactating. While the condition is initially explained as a 
psychosomatic disorder, it soon becomes clear that it is in fact 
a mystical gift induced by Aurora Borealis. From this odd turn 
of events onwards, the film takes a magnifying glass to parent-
child relationships, carefully dissecting both sides across a series 
of painful stories.

Milk, from prolific Russian-Armenian director Karen Oganesyan, 
features an array of eccentric characters: from Zoya’s short-
tempered husband Seryozha, who “rescues” a pair of penguins 
from the local zoo; to a mammalogist who struggles with a 
crippling exhibitionistic disorder. Clearly, Oganesyan’s characters 
are far from perfect individuals. It is precisely through these 
characters, however, that the director flaunts his skill at showing 
the other side of the coin. With incredible sympathy towards 
these imperfect people, he peels away the façade of bizarreness, 
and gets to the core of his Freudian messaging: in one way or 
another, we are all still hurting from pain inflicted upon us in a 
now deeply buried past.

The theme of motherhood clearly plays a central role in the 
film – Oganesyan himself is no stranger to exploring the 
complexities of the family structure and the importance of the 
parent figure. In this light, Zoya’s breast milk serves an obviously 
symbolic purpose – it is the purest and most powerful physical 
manifestation of a mother’s love. Thus, although Zoya can’t 
have children of her own, she finds herself, through this milk, 
embracing the role of a quasi-maternal figure; helping both 
strangers and those close to her heal the still-throbbing wounds 
they’ve long since carried within themselves. The whimsical 
backdrop of Kirovsk’s Northern Lights further highlights the 

importance of the mother figure, serving as a direct reference to 
the concept of Mother Nature.

The night of her shocking revelation, Zoya finds Seryozha awake 
in the living room with a completely empty milk bottle and a thin 
layer of milk coating his upper lip. It quickly becomes apparent 
that his feverish penguin craze and short-fused character have 
suddenly disappeared. Speaking with a strikingly calmer and 
more collected demeanor than in previous scenes, he apologizes 
for his “temporary insanity”.

Having now realised that her never-ending stream of breast 
milk has healing properties, Zoya starts using these newfound 
powers for good, and eventually delivers a bottle of milk to 
Tanya, a student from the middle school she works in, who 
has fallen ill. Eventually, as Tanya and Seryozha, both under 
the soothing effects of Zoya’s breast milk, are transformed 
into emotionally mature individuals, they become capable of 
recognising that their parents’ obsessive behavior comes from a 
place of love and good intentions, as well as placing boundaries 
when these good intentions become suffocating.

In this way, the film is as much a warning as it is an homage to 
a mother’s love. Embracing the age-old adage that the road to 
hell is paved with good intentions, Milk strips away the shame 
and guilt associated with placing boundaries. Indeed, for Tanya 
and Seryozha to distance themselves from the unhealthy, 
codependent relationships they’ve built with their respective 
parents doesn’t mean that they love them any less. Nonetheless, 
Milk toys with the darker side of emotional healing – the notion 
that, for some, reopening old wounds can create further 
pain and suffering in its wake, even if this is on the road to 
redemption.

Riddled with themes of severe attachment, codependency, 
blackmail, and emotional trauma, Milk is both an commitedly 
frank depiction of the often-hidden side of family life and familial 
relations, and a touching appreciation of the unequaled power 
of maternal love, whether “natural” or supernatural, biological or 
surrogate.
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