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 FILM REVIEW

 Prisoner of the Mountains. (Kavkazskii plennik). S. Bodrov, dir. Russia. 1996. Producer B.
 Giller. Script A. Aliev, S. Bodrov, and B. Giller. Cast: S. Bodrov, Jr., O. Menshikov. 151
 min. Orion Pictures.

 The film is based on the 1872 Tolstoy short story, only now it is a modern-day setting-an
 unidentified war of ambushes in the Caucasus, presumably Chechnya. In a straightforward
 linear narrative, the private Vanya (Bodrov, Jr.) and major Kostylin (Menshikov) are taken
 hostage by an old man whose son is held by the Russians and who hopes to strike an exchange
 deal. The captives themselves expect that their fellow Russians will come to liberate them
 soon, but it does not happen. In a subplot, Vanya is falling for the old man's daughter, and
 they exchange shy looks and smiles. Their relationship is condemned, however, as patriarchy
 and cultural difference prevail.

 Vanya's mother arrives to help his release, but is quite helpless. The Chechen's son has
 tried to escape and is shot, thus rendering the exchange meaningless. The father silently re-
 covers his dead son's body in front of the horrified Russian mother. Meanwhile Vanya and the
 major try to escape, but are soon captured. The major is killed, whereas the private mirac-
 ulously stays alive, or does he?

 The film opens like an American Vietnam-era film: nude men undergoing a military phys-
 ical. The backdrop of their ordeal will not be the Vietnamese jungle but the barren heights
 of the Caucasus. Thus Prisoner is not only a continuation of Bodrov's earlier Freedom Is
 Paradise but also of films like Cimino's The Deer Hunter and Kubrick's Full Metal Jacket.

 Like other post-Afghanistan films, most notably Vladimir Khotinenko's Muslim, Prisoner
 of the Mountains is an important contribution to the postcolonial discourse in Russian cinema.
 In a magnificent single shot the camera starts from a full view of the two captives, then cranes
 up for a gliding panoramic overlook of the majestic landscape, and then returns to a medium
 close-up of the two men. The mighty embrace of the earth and the tiny villages built on the
 very edges of an abyss enhance their feeling of displacement. Yet the protagonists do not seem
 too preoccupied with asking themselves what is their mission in these foreign lands.

 The film is supposed to be a critical examination of the Russo-Chechen war, but its ques-
 tioning of the conflict can barely be described as radical. The ethnographic accuracy in rep-
 resenting the aul is a bit overdone. The primitive lifestyles, the archaic daily routines of Muslim
 prayers, threshing, and bread making, would prompt any informed viewer to seriously wonder
 if these areas really remained so untouched after seventy years of sovietization.

 Prisoner of the Mountains played at a number of international film festivals around the
 world. In 1996 it won the awards for best film at Sochi, for best out-of-competition film at
 Cannes, and for European screenwriting at Dublin. In 1997 it was nominated for the Golden
 Globe.

 Dina lordanova, University of Chicago

This content downloaded from 
            146.198.142.77 on Fri, 26 Feb 2021 09:57:46 UTC              

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


