
DEAR COMRADES
 RUSSIA, 121 MINS 
 ANDREY KONCHALOVSKIY

The trauma undergone by the Russian people over 
the past 150 years or more is impossible to humanly 
comprehend. It’s like a black hole of suffering and 
dysfunction. Hell, just by saying “150 years” I could be 
lowballing things. The Russian situation is so sufficiently 
monumental that if you ever think you’ve got a handle 
on it, you will be proven wrong in short order.

For instance: the 1962 massacre in Novocherkassk, 
in the southeastern corner of Russia, at which between 
26 and 80 persons were killed for peacefully protesting 
hikes in food costs with no concurrent raises in wages. 
This atrocity occurred in what was supposed to be a 
“thaw” in the Soviet Union, with Stalin’s successor, Nikita 
Khrushchev letting up a little on the repression. And yet 
the event remains controversial in the non-Soviet, still-
dysfunctional Russia of today, with a true reckoning 
complicated by factors such as the secret unmarked 
graves of some of the victims. With frequent latter-day 
collaborator Elena Kiseleva co-writing the script, director 
Andrei Konchalovsky takes an unusual tack in depicting 
the massacre for Dear Comrades.

Yuliya Vysotskaya plays Lyuda, a middle-aged 
Communist Party functionary in the district, who’s 
having an affair with a local KGB op, the handsome, 
glib Loginov (Vladislav Komarov). Like the rest of their 
comrades, they’re annoyed by high prices and such but 
their status means they can cut ahead in certain lines at 
least. Her teenage daughter Svetka (Yuliya Burova) finds 
things at her job a little less cushy. Her job, in fact, is at 

the Electromotive factory, which is where the protests 
leading to the massacre will originate.

Lyuda’s a real piece of work, especially seen through 
Western eyes. She believes everything’s gone to hell 
since Stalin died. No, really. “If Stalin were alive, we’d 
be living under communism already,” she shouts at one 
point. One thing Americans in particular don’t really get 
about supposed “communist” countries like Russia in 
most of the 20th century, and Cuba, is that their systems 
never self-presented as ideally communistic—rather, the 
ostensible “revolution” was a work in progress, the ulti-
mate fulfillment of which would be the much-bruited 
“dictatorship of the proletariat” accompanied by world 
revolution. Because communism doesn’t work in a world 
where capitalism exists.

Svetka and her own comrades are less concerned with 
achieving revolution than eating, and so the walkout 
begins. In Lyuda’s world of party meetings, familiar 
accusations are thrown about: the protesters are hooli-
gans, gangsters, exploiting a “temporary hardship,” and 
ought to be stamped out.

“What am I supposed to believe in, if not commu-
nism,” Lyuda asks. But she doesn’t cry or moan; as frantic 
as she gets on her search for Svetka, she never melts into 
a sentimental puddle. It’s more of a practical question in 
the end. “Dear Comrades” is a fascinating, irony-steeped 
portrait of a soul who’s been hardened by her trauma, 
to the extent that she embraces its architects.  
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