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“Better drink the blood of the living just once than feed on carrion for 300 years.”

Faithfully based on Alexander Pushkin’s A History of Pugachev and
the novella The Captain’s Daughter, the stirring historical Russian
drama Russkiy Bunt (literal translation is Russian Riot but the film
was released as The Captain’s Daughter) blends a love story
against the backdrop of the Pugachev Rebellion 1773-1775, the final
and arguably one of the most significant revolts against Muscovite
domination and expansionism. Fascinated by Pugachev, Pushkin
traveled to the Urals to gather information about this legendary,
dissident Cossack. Tsar Nicholas I ordered Pushkin to alter the title of
his work from A History of Pugachev to A History of the Pugachev
Rising, and according to Paul Avrich’s wonderful book Russian
Rebels 1600-1800, the Tsar decreed, “a criminal like Pugachev can
have no history” (2). This statement is a rather naked affirmation of
the fact that history is both created and destroyed by the state.
Furthermore, Pushkin was subjected to increasing censorship and
surveillance, and his death in a duel in 1837 was a targeted but
socially acceptable politically motivated assassination.

Russkiy Bunt begins with a scene of Catherine the Great (Olga Antonova) and her courtiers as
she reads a letter informing her that her spouse, the recently deposed Tsar Peter III is dead.While
she reads the letter aloud announcing Peter’s death by “hemorrhoidal colics” the film juxtaposes
this ‘official version’ with the unofficial reality of flashback scenes of Russian nobles strangling
Peter. This opening contrast of the reality of Peter’s violent death against the pomp and luxury of
Catherine’s court sets the stage for the rest of the film. Serfs scurry around to prepare a feast for
the Tsarina and her nobles, staging colorful mountains of perfect fruit displays. As the fruit falls,
symbolically refusing to stay in place, the camera pans downwards silently comparing these
fantastic scenes of lavish plenty and opulence against the scenes of the serfs below stairs toiling
to maintain the luxury demanded by the nobles.

The film then moves on to the story of young Pyotr (Mateusz Damiecki). The son of a nobleman
with 300 serfs to call his own, Pyotr is well on his way to a useless life of decadence and
debauchery when his father decides to intervene and sends him off to the military.While Pyotr
would prefer the glamour of the guards at St Petersburg, instead his father insists on sending him
off to the remote outpost of the Belogorsk Fort. It’s winter. Pyotr and his loyal serf are lost in the
snow when they are saved by a strange, roguish Cossack named Pugachev (Vladimir Mashkov).
This is the beginning of a significant relationship between the young, naïve Pyotr and the
seasoned Cossack leader who’s portrayed with a sense of wild intensity and madness.

Rewarding Pugachev with his red, fur-lined coat, Pyotr continues on to his assignment at the fort
where he promptly falls in love with the captain of the fort’s daughter, Masha (Karolina Gruszka).
But Pyotr has a rival in the sneaky Savelyich (Vladimir Ilyin).

The Russian forces at the fort spend their days drilling and training, and the officers always have
the soldiers (serfs forced into military service) and the peasants to mistreat if they get too bored. In
spite of the sense that they are just waiting for another rebellion to occur, the officers are not
particularly uneasy about the prospect of a bloody conflict. The officers’ complacency towards a
battle with the Cossacks can be explained by the fact that just the year before, the Russians
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squashed another uprising. But as the captain’s wife admits: “Bullets and torture had a short-lived
effect.” Furthermore the Russian officers regard the Cossacks as unruly underlings but not as
serious adversaries.While the Russian forces wait in the fort, there’s a great deal of unrest
amongst the Cossacks, and Pugachev is particularly discontent. Declaring himself to be Tsar
Peter, and using Pyotr’s coat as a tool to establish his legitimacy, Pugachev begins whipping up
fellow Cossacks and demanding that they join forces to overthrow the Russians.

One of the best scenes in this marvelous film depicts Cossacks out on an ice fishing expedition on
the frozen Yaik River. Creating casualties as they travel, a horde of mounted Cossacks conduct the
fishing trip in such a savage fashion that it’s easy to imagine that the rebellion has already begun.
But in this case, the quarry is food—the huge fish that are hauled out unceremoniously onto the ice
and carved open. This is simply an incredible scene, and I suspect a western director could not
attain this level of authenticity. The Cossacks descend onto the frozen ice and slaughter the fish,
carving out the caviar and shoveling it into their mouths while the eviscerated fish gasp for air on
the ice. This scene foreshadows the slaughter to come and depicts the Cossacks as merciless
warriors who will make short work of the effete be-wigged Russian officers. In the middle of this
bloody scene of death, Pugachev arrives at the side of the frozen river and promises the Cossacks
that they will own the Yaik if they join him.

Meanwhile back at the fort, the Russians seem vaguely aware of the trouble gathering just outside
of their walls. The film creates a strong sense of doom as scenes of Pugachev and his forces are
juxtaposed with scenes at the Belogorsk Fort, and finally the Russian troops see the Cossacks
approaching. Even at this point, the Russians don’t seem to grasp the seriousness of their fate….

While the film explores the relationship between Pugachev and Pyotr, it emphasizes the fickleness
of both fate and monarchs. The scenes of Pugachev and his Cossacks are simply phenomenal,
and in the hands of a western director this story would have been subjected to silly Hollywoodisms
and completely ruined. In a Hollywood version, the romance between Pyotr and Masha would no
doubt have been the focus of the film, and a good excuse for some naked action. A top Hollywood
actor would play the part of Pyotr and he would have been depicted as some sort of hero who
performs superhuman acrobatic deeds. In Russkiy Bunt, the romance takes back seat to the
rebellion, and the emphasis is on the violence of the Cossacks and the relationships between the
main male characters. In one scene, for example, Pugachev confronts Savelyich and subdues him
through a wild bloody, drunken bout of Cossack dancing. The film captures the insanity of the
situation as the region passes from Russian control to Cossack control, and people switch
allegiances when expedient. This rapid switching of allegiances assumes surreal dimensions with
the bizarre contrasts of Cossack life with Russian life. The Russian nobility are totally out of touch
with those they rule, and the film draws clear demarcations between the cultures of the serfs, the
Cossacks and the nobles; there’s no romanticism regarding the Cossacks, and both sides are
depicted slaughtering, torturing, and pillaging.

The film doesn’t explore the fact that Pugachev, a Don Cossack, wasn’t the first or the last person
to claim to be Peter III, and at least for part of the film there’s the idea that perhaps even Pugachev
(played with manic insanity) believes his own claim to the throne. Neither does the film elaborate
on Pugachev’s reasons for revolt other than the fact that he hadn’t been paid by Catherine in over
a year. Although he served in the military numerous times, Pugachev was also, at several times in
his life, a deserter.

In Russian Rebels 1600-1800, Avrich describes the social conditions that fed the Pugachev
Rebellion, the fourth major revolt led by a Cossack.While the previous insurrections took place
further west (180), the Yaik Cossacks were mainly descendants of Don and Volga Cossacks who’d
moved further east in an attempt to avoid Muscovite expansion, so this was a group of Cossacks
who’d already tried to actively avoid being incorporated into Russian society and so would not take
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the yoke easily. Peter the Great incorporated the Yaik Cossacks into the Russian state system, and
expansionism continued after his death with forts and outposts established along the Yaik River
(181). Fishing was the main livelihood of the region, so it makes sense that one of the most serious
arguments erupted over government control of this resource (the state demanded huge annual
concession payments), and it also makes perfect, poetic sense to include fishing in the frozen Yaik
River in the film. Also, the film doesn’t make it clear but in 1765, military service became
mandatory for all fit Cossacks, and while some resisted, Russian troops from the capital of the
region, the Orenburg Fort grabbed males by force and hauled them off for military service. Prior to
this, military service was voluntary, and the Yaik Cossacks had their own detachments and their
own elected officers (181). This all changed shortly after Catherine the Great took the throne. By
1768, Yaik Cossacks were inducted into the regular Russian army, and in this fashion, they lost
whatever autonomy they had, and were virtually reduced to the level of serfs. Catherine rescinded
this order in 1770 (182), but the damage was done, and after brutal Russian reprisals against
dissident Cossacks, the scene was set for revolt.

Russkiy Bunt, from director Aleksandr Proshkin is an extremely powerful film showing the
brutality on both sides, the battle at the Orenburg Fort and the excesses of the fickle so-called
enlightened despot, Catherine the Great who was responsible for egregious outrages against the
serfs.We all know what happened to the Russian monarchy, and the film sets the stage for the
1917 revolution that ended more than 300 years of Romanov rule.When captured, caged and sent
to trial, Pugachev tells his accusers that he is just “the fledging” but that “the Raven” and the final
revolt is on the horizon. A raven also appears in the beginning of the film and disturbs a gathering
of Catherine and her nobles. This intrusion of nature into the world of artificiality is an omen of
Pugachev’s Rebellion but also a foreshadowing of the Russian Revolution. Avrich argues that while
Pushkin attributes this prophecy of The Raven and the final triumphant, revolution to Pugachev, it
is more likely that the statement was probably one of the legends that circulated after Pugachev’s
death. At the same time, even if this is just legend, and even if Pugachev didn’t actually prophecy
the downfall of the Russian monarchy, Avrich makes the point that Makhno was legitimized by this
legend when he was seen as the “great liberator whose coming had been prophesied by Pugachev
in his dying moments” (272).

While Russkiy Bunt is an historical epic that recreates events in the eighteenth century, the film
has relevancy for today’s audience. The lavishness of Catherine’s court seems an alien world when
compared to the far-flung reaches of the Russian Empire inhabited by Cossacks, and these very
different cultures clash over the issues raised by the expansion of the state. The Cossacks tried to
escape incorporation into the state system by moving east, but then they could move no further.
Catherine was viewed favorably as an agent of modernism by the intellectuals of her time.
Similarly, the so-called march of civilization continues today through globalization—another so-
called mechanism of modernism.

A short synopsis of earlier Cossack rebellions and the political situation at the time would add a
great deal to the film, and this could have been achieved fairly simply with a brief opening voice-
over statement. As with many Russian films, the subtitles are problematic at times, but the
shortcomings of the subtitles do not detract from either enjoyment or understanding of this colorful
spectacle. The film also boasts a fantastic soundtrack—at once stirring and slightly off kilter,
emphasizing the madness of the few ruling the unhappy many. Catherine maintained an energetic
correspondence with Voltaire and professed belief in the Enlightenment even while she subjugated
the serfs to worsening degradations and medieval punishments including the slitting of nostrils, the
liberal use of the knout, and the shipping to Siberia (at government expense) of any peasants
selected by noblemen for punishment. This is a film of jarring contrasts in its examination of the
collision of the vastly different social worlds of the Russians and the Cossacks and also the
incongruity of a Frenchied, German princess running amok while ruling Russia largely from her
boudoir.
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