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Elza lives in a small town in the Republic of Kalmykia on the Caspian Sea. 
Another year comes to an end, it’s cold and the steppe is covered in a thin 
layer of snow. When her husband, who makes a living from illegal fishing, 
asks her one night what she did during the day, she lies. She wasn’t at her 
mother’s, but at the bus stop. She thought of leaving – to find out what it 
might be to escape the infinite expanse of her dreary small world. But she 
didn’t dare; instead she stays and withdraws into herself, unconcerned by 
who might see. One day, her husband doesn’t return from a dangerous boat 
trip. It is said that a fisherman only returns if he has a woman waiting for 
him and that seagulls are the souls of the missing. At the start of a some-
what unplanned pregnancy, widowed and alone, Elza wanders ever further 
through the city, plotting a path between tradition and the contemporary 
until she’s no longer on familiar ground. In her debut film, Ella Manzhe-
eva gains access to Elza’s inner life through the lens of landscapes, living 
rooms, offices, corridors and roads. In Chaiki, Kalmykia is not a backdrop 
but a state of mind.

Dorothee Wenner
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does not leave him because there is nowhere to go and there 
is no one else to live with. Perhaps it is difficult for a Europe-
an to understand, but in Kalmykia women generally put their 
hopes in men. A man will come and solve all your problems. So 
the most important thing for a woman is to marry. It is some-
thing in the genes, in the upbringing, perhaps… and I am the 
same, regardless of how I may discuss the subject. Perhaps Elza 
is myself, in a moment of my life.

Kalmykia is located in the European part of Russia. It’s the only re-
gion where Buddhism is the dominant religion, as we also see in your 
film. What role did this fact play in the development of your film?

Yes, Buddhism is the main religion in Kalmykia. Our capital, 
Elista, has the largest Buddhist temple in Europe. Were it not 
for Buddhism, I would perhaps not have become a film director. 
Before entering a film school, I went to see a Lama and asked 
him whether I should try to pass the entrance examination this 
year or not. And he answered: do as you wish. I was a bit disap-
pointed – I thought he would make a decision about my destiny 
for me. He just advised me to bring some tea before the divine 
service – this is a ritual to remove obstacles and open the road. 
I entrusted this to my grandmother and went away to try to get 
into film school. Four months later, I passed the examination. I 
called my grandmother to tell her the good news. She groaned 
and said, “Thank God. I am really tired of carrying the tea to 
the temple every day.” She brought the tea in for four months. 
Anyone could pass the examination with such help.

You show what may be typical family structure of the region. If the 
father is no longer present, the eldest son takes care of the family. 
In the end, Elza goes with her husband’s younger brother to her hus-
band’s wake. Is she going to marry him?

Yes. There are many families like this. In most cases, the eldest 
man in the family takes all the family’s problems upon himself. 
Everyone obeys him. But he must live up to this status. He 
must prove that he deserves it. But in reality, all the most im-
portant decisions are taken by the mother or the grandmoth-
er. It’s a kind of hidden matriarchy. Perhaps that is why they 
are so hard to please in their relations with daughters-in-law: 
you can entrust your family only to a person who is most reli-
able and loyal. I think Elza and Ulan themselves do not know 
their future. It’s their destiny. Still, there is a possibility of 
marriage. Their ways of living and thinking are similar. In ear-
lier times, Kalmyks practiced levirate marriage, where a widow 
was obliged to marry her husband’s brother, and a widower his 
wife’s sister. Now it seems strange; we became more European 
in that sense. It is easier to take a baby from a woman than to 
make a relative marry her.

We hear the grandmother singing a song during the youngest sister’s 
engagement celebration. What song is she singing?

It is a song about the family, about the preservation of family 
and the way of life. It is a song of good wishes.

You show wide-angle shots of the foggy waterway scenery as well 
as images of the sparse landscape of the region. It appears in a way 
unspecific, nearly unreal. What was the visual concept behind it?

I wished to make a sensual picture, to grasp the spirit of this 
place, its atmosphere. But our most important reference was 
our protagonist, Evgeniya Mandzhieva. She inspired us with the 

Happiness is within each of us

Chaiki is a parable set against the backdrop of modern Kalmykia. It 
tells the story of a poacher’s wife and takes place in a small town 
on the shores of the Caspian Sea. We often associate our troubles 
and failures with the people around us. By shifting the responsibil-
ity over to them, we justify our weakness, and laziness, our lack of 
willpower and ideas. However, happiness is within each one of us, 
and we are the only ones who can let ourselves be happy, daring, 
free or unhappy. This film is about the energy of life. Slow down. 
Listen. Listen to yourself and you will hear others. When time finds 
its space, there comes an incredible happiness and freedom, free-
dom of the soul. I would like for the viewers to trust themselves 
more, to rely on their own unique experiences and characters so 
that the film’s drama lives on in their minds and everyone is able 
to create their own ending, learn their own moral lesson. I’m not 
trying to convey a particular message by creating this story – I 
simply ask a question. Everyone may respond in their own way.

Ella Manzheeva

“Kalmykia women put generally their hopes in men“

Chaiki is your first feature-length film. What was your starting point 
for this story?

Ella Manzheeva: Everything started from an image of a woman 
who wants to leave her husband. She goes away and comes back, 
and he does not even notice. I thought this over for a very long 
time, perhaps a year. And then suddenly I sat down and wrote 
the screenplay in just five days, all in one go. And only then, 
stepping back, did I see many real-life stories that happened to 
me or to people dear to me, and see the characters from my film.
And then we filmed a trailer and it was a success. It helped us 
arouse the interest of other people. But we were not sure if we 
would manage to realise the film, because not many people in 
Russia were interested in a film about a small ethnic group. The 
last film made in Kalmykia was twenty years ago. Everything was 
difficult and no one wanted to tackle it. In 2013 I participated 
in the Berlinale Talent Campus. Something changed in my head. 
I suddenly believed in myself and became very strong. I saw a 
very clear road in front of me and I understood how I should 
move my idea forward. Perhaps it was because of certain people 
I was lucky enough to meet there, maybe because of everything 
I saw. When I came back, I was a different person. Later I met 
Lena Glikman, my wonderful producer, who simply believed in 
the story I wrote. Around that time, the topic apparently also 
became interesting for the Russian Ministry of Culture. The stars 
were aligned for my project. We got support and made this film.

Elza, the protagonist of your story, seems to be a deeply sad person. 
We sense that she’s not happy with her life, her work, or her hus-
band’s family. The death of her husband doesn’t make her sad; it 
on the contrary, it helps her to change her life. How did you develop 
this character?

Unfortunately, in Kalmykia there are numerous people unhappy 
with their job, their life, their wives, their husbands… and deep 
inside I am one of them. I fight with this every day. It’s just a 
state of mind that might be absolutely independent from any 
real problem. It may sound surprising, but ninety per cent of 
the women who auditioned for the role of Elza told me it was 
their story. Every one of them wants to leave her husband but 
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beauty of her soul. And we managed to convey it thanks to our 
cameraman Alexander Kuznetsov.

Is there a realistic background to the drug trafficking shown in the film?
Yes, it’s quite real; the grass grows in every kitchen garden. But 
it’s not interesting.

Interview: Gabriela Seidel-Hollaender, January 2015
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