
LOVELESS
RUSSIA 

ANDREY ZVYAGINTSEV

No child should ever know that they are unwanted, or 
unloved. Even in the most dire circumstances, one still 
believes that every child is wanted, however greatly 
or mildly. But this one boy, Alyosha (Matvey Novikov), 
knows he’s not wanted. He heard his parents say so.

Alyosha’s mother Zhenya (Maryana Spivak) is a social 
climber, eternally attached to her phone. She can barely 
be bothered to look at her son; she’s too busy posting 
online. Alyosha cries over breakfast, after hearing her all 
but refuse to keep him during a phone call. Alyosha’s 
mother is trying to get divorced from his father, Boris 
(Aleksey Rozin), and Zhenya can only be bothered to 
angrily ask “are you sick?” to Alyosha in the moment. 
And Boris isn’t giving Alyosha much either. Boris has a 
cowardly sort of presence, disinterested in anything but 
saving his own skin.

Alyosha’s parents are seeking a divorce in 
contemporary Russia. It doesn’t come easy, especially 
given Boris’ Catholic work environment (the bearded, 
shadowy boss requires that all employees be married). 
Neither are willing to actually work to resolve anything. 
Zhenya and Boris are cruel, and utterly incompatible. 
Alyosha should have been sent to an orphanage, but 
that’s not pious. Maybe he’ll like boarding school, pricey 
as it is. “Triumph of the ombudsman,” Alyosha’s mother 
snarls on a rare break from her phone.

Then Alyoshu disappears.
Loveless is plaintive, framed to constantly remind 

us of these characters’ isolation. This family is seen 

against vanity windows, in repetitive office spaces, and 
lost among the branches of a frigid and empty Russia. 
Alyosha doesn’t play with other kids; he’s utterly alone 
with the Russian skyline. Zhenya is so concerned with 
looks and presentation that standing nude in front 
the window after love-making feels less meditative 
than presentational. And Boris is the most head-down 
working man imaginable, scared to make even the 
slightest effort beyond his sustainable routine. 

Zvyagintsev works in the vein of Bergman, Field, and 
Farhadi; this is a thoughtful drama of the domestic and 
the state, allowing for actual reflection and thought. If 
this rings of a series of escalating anxieties, well, yes. 
Be prepared. The plot itself is a long road of loss, as 
Alyosha vanishes, only for his parents to scramble, 
search, blame, and search some more. Zvyagintsev 
protracts the vanishing with one curious, saddening 
inquiry or episode after the next, demonstrating a knack 
for realistically inactive behavior. In his world, no one’s 
M.O. is to soothe or express worry, but rather to point 
a finger (or just scream). It often leaves the viewer at a 
loss, exhausted and fascinated by such anger, and it acts 
to provoke – surely this boy has to be found, in spite of 
such terrible odds.

But maybe this child is lost. Maybe the conditions 
were too hostile for him to be found. Or maybe he 
doesn’t want to be found.
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