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More than any other east Asian state, the history of 
Mongolian film, is closely bound up with that of their Soviet, 
and then Russian neighbours. Although Mongolia was never 
a Soviet republic, and never under direct Russian dominion – 
although its close cousin, Tuva, entered into the protectorate 
of the Russian Empire in 1914 and remains a Russian 
subject – it was a socialist state for much of the twentieth 
century, and the Soviet regime exerted close control over 
the Mongolian People’s Republic from the moment of its 
foundation in 1924. In recent years, there have been critical 
breakthroughs in reassessing the history of Caucasian and 
Central Asian cinemas from a non-Russocentric perspective. 
But Mongolian film likely remains a distant frontier for even 
the most internationalist of cinephiles. 

Its history is closely intertwined with developments in its 
dominant northern neighbour, Soviet Russia. The first films 
widely screened in Mongolia after its socialist revolution were 
Soviet productions; the national studio, Mongol Kino, was 
established in 1935 with Soviet assistance; its first fictional 
feature was co-directed by the Russian Ilya Trauberg and 
the Mongolian Demberel Baldan. The collapse of Eurasian 
communism hit Mongolian cinema particularly hard, with the 
majority of cinemas closing quickly after 1990. A number 
of homegrown auteurs, though, have slowly re-established 
a domestic audience, and Mongolian cinema is now 
increasingly present on the international festival circuit. 

Byamba Sakhya has been at the forefront of this quiet 
resurgence. His previous feature before 2020’s Bedridden 
was Passion (2013) – a documentary that spoke directly to 
the struggles of the post-socialist Mongolian auteur. That film 
follows Binder Jigjid, himself the son of a celebrated Soviet-
era director, Jigjid Dejid, as he traipses around the country 
to screen his own films – a common practice for directors 
who have to step into the gap created by the collapse of 
the People’s Republic’s high-end distribution infrastructure. 
Passion was screened, and widely praised, at a number 
of Asian festivals, suggesting that the interest is there for 
Mongolian film, if it can find its way back to viewers. 

Sakhya himself has spoken of the growing pains of post-
socialist Mongolian film, exacerbated by the nation’s sudden 
embrace of the free market. “We are still going through a 
huge transition – political, social, economic, and of course a 
values transition,” as he put it in one interview. “Many people 
are still struggling to survive in this chaotic period. Everyday 
needs dominate our lives. Our politicians make extremely 
populist promises and our policy makers make short-term 
economic decisions. All these actions are taken just to 
survive, to be the winner on the day. Filmmakers are just a 
part of this society.”

Those money troubles might explain the seven-year wait 
between Passion and Bedridden. While it is aggravating 
to know that a talented and ambitious filmmaker can be 
forced into this kind of gestation period, a film like Bedridden 
justifies the wait. Indeed, the film takes the image of the artist 
cut off from the world, forced in his isolation to perfect his 
craft, and dramatises it as existential parable. An unnamed 
young writer (Battulga Ganbat) decides to take to bed 
with his MacBook until he finally finishes what he imagines 
is his masterpiece. The consequences of this decision on 
his relationships with, respectively, his girlfriend Tsolmon 
(Ariunchimeg Tumursukh), his wealthy father (Dorjsuren 
Shadav), his mother (Oyunzul Dorjderem), and his younger 
half-sister Namuu (Oyun-Erdene Batbaatar) are allowed 
to play out at an unhurried pace as our hero’s resolve only 
grows stronger. 

There is little in the way of conventional plot to speak of, 
something that Sakhya has inherited and skilfully adapted 
from the eponymous source novel by Gunaajav Ayurzana. 
The film’s deadpan delivery, elusively non-linear chronology, 
and dream sequences externalise the inner absurdity of the 
protagonist’s revolt against everyday expectations. Ably 
abetted by Tuvshintugs Bardal’s wide-aspect, monochrome 
camerawork, and Ariunsaikhan Davaakhuu’s tellingly 
minimalist sets, Bedridden is further proof that there is life in 
the Mongolian industry yet. 
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