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SERGEI 
LOZNITSA’S 
“NEARING 
DISTANCING” 

by Cecilia Sá Cavalcante Schuback 

The Event (2015) pictures the day 
of the failed coup d état in August 1992, 

which later led to the fall of the USSR. 

he presence of fuid images is striking in Sergei 
Loznitsa’s flms. It seems that no communication of 
an underlying message is taking place, at least not 
intentionally. Rather, the image itself is the message. 

The intense contrast and the sound as something which is 
constantly lacking is salient due to the use of celluloid flm and 
non-diegetic sound. What calls us to an uncomfortable viewing 
is a “nearing distancing” that feels quite familiar. The presence 
of fuid images is a presence of distance, a presence of the image, 
of a representation, as such. And it is as such that the image is 
the message. Moreover, the work of editing is not only technical, 
but in fact a political gesture in Loznitsa’s flms that use archival 
and documentative footage such in The Event (2015), Austerlitz 
(2016), and State Funeral (2019). We could recall Brecht for the 
sake of understanding what is at stake politically in Loznitsa’s 
special cinematographic technique. However, I wish to under-
line the fact that if Brecht’s aim was to force viewers into critical 
mindsets by making the familiar strange, then perhaps we can 
fnd a diference in Loznitsa’s flms in that he makes the strange 
familiar. This may sound like a simple wordplay, but there is a 
fundamental and indispensable political diference here that is 

necessary in order to understand our contemporaneity in both 
its positive and its negative aspects. 

Distance is crucial for Loznitsa’s work: Not only because of 
the above-mentioned inverting of Brecht’s determination of 
distance, but also when we see that the flm director himself left 
St. Petersburg, where he lived and worked, for Berlin in 2000, 
precisely to establish a geographic distance to his subject, that is, 
Ukraine-Russian relations and the Soviet legacy thereby implied. 
In this sense, distance is necessary for a certain manipulation: To 
control one’s material so that emotion does not take hold of and 
thus endanger the creative work and its potentials. It is through 
distance that an estrangement from passive acceptance, enjoy-
ment and immersion is possible. As Loznitsa once said himself, 
“one must rather take a step back, presupposing a certain du-
plicity or fracture of personality. In quantum physics we call this 
the principle of superposition”.1 This comparison to quantum 
physics is not vain rhetoric: the principle of superposition, also 
called linear function (which has a temporal accordance to this 
name), states that overlapping of waves in space results in a dis-
turbance equal to the algebraic sum of the individual disturbanc-
es. We can see a sort of analogy in this principle with what has 
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Sergei Loznitsa at 2010 Karlovy Vary International Film Festival. Images from the film Austerlitz (2016). 

been called negative magnitudes that the philosopher Immanuel 
Kant attempted to “introduce” into philosophy.2 Without going 
into detail, Kant attempts to show that what is at hand is an efort 
of the mind of which we are conscious through a feeling, a feel-
ing that is numbed-out because of movements that have as an 
efect the value of coming-out-even. 

The double movement of a conscious efort through such a 
feeling may seem quite contradictory since this feeling would 
rather be one of indiference or apathy. The point is that the forc-
es, the efort, involved never cease even when in a moment of 
indiference. Furthermore, this break-even movement achieves 
more signifcance when a certain temporality is ascribed to it. 
Seeing it as a past-future-present will help us understand Loznit-
sa’s particular technique of rendering the strange familiar, that 
is, an efect of nearing distancing. 

A superposed history 
Loznitsa works with history and time as his material. Time is 
decisive for any sort of flmmaking, but history is particularly 
signifcant to his work. To work with history in flm, which is an 
instantaneous artform, means to work with history not only in 
terms of that particular historical present given in the flm, nor 
the present when the work is carried out, but also in our own 
present in which we are watching the flm as well as the present 
time and generation we inhabit. What is decisive to comprehend 
is, however, that one cannot reach our present only from our 
past: For the past (which was a present) to reach our present, 
one must go through a future. I am not speaking of time-travel-
ling here, but rather of a projection of hopes and fears, hope and 
hopelessness, regarding the future which is transmitted from 
generation to generation. For instance,  in the flm The Event 
(2015) we follow the images of what happened on the day of the 
failed coup d’état in August 1992 instigated by a group of Com-

munist Party hardliners who strongly opposed perestroika. This 
event led to the end of the USSR. In this flm, the superposed 
history is clear. The presence of Soviet history culminates in 
that very event which leads to the end of the USSR, a future that 
is already in motion before the event, the present, itself. There 
are, however, two presents to be kept in mind: the present of the 
time of the event and our watching present. There is also a rela-
tion to the Soviet past in that present of the event and the one of 
our watching present. Likewise, there is a future involved in the 
present of the event as well as in our own. Historical superposi-
tion works thus doubly, in parallel, in this flm. 

The question of a stasis, of an inertia, is also a constant in the 
flm. It captures a certain ambiguity regarding what this particu-
lar event was, overfowing into the ambiguity of what an event 
as such is. What is clear is the contradictory stasis involved in an 
event. An event is something that happens, takes place, which 
is some kind of importance. But in the happening itself we fnd 
its inertia. As that which happens, there is nothing that happens 
since it already is what happens: its being-event annuls its own 
“eventness”. The event is thus numb: eventness is numbness. 
Furthermore, by using the broadcast of Tchaikovsky’s Swan 
Lake instead of news of protestors and the people pouring into 
the streets, the organizers of the coup could conceal the coup 
as an event at the same time as they emphasize the event as 
one. The broadcasts of Swan Lake are a constant in the flm. It 
not only works with a dialectic of concealment and emphasis in 
terms of the footage; it also remits us to the use and conception 
of soundtracks, the accompanying music in flms for a full-on 
immersion without distance. It is here that we can fnd one of 
the most tangible examples of rendering the strange familiar. 
The entire flm is accompanied by this soundtrack that is out of 
place, but which attests its veracity. The flm distances us insofar 
that we never see the event as an event on screen while it is still 
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visibly unseen for us to fnd it. Moreover, we hear and see what 
the people on screen see and hear (recreated by sound direc-
tor Vladimir Golovnitsky) as well as seeing people look straight 
into the camera which seems as if they are looking the spectator 
straight in the eye. We are therefore immersed in a sensation of 
being there where the feeling of uncertainty about the outcomes 
is reproduced. We are in the present of the event, being in our 
own present, feeling its future which is our present – because of 
the past. Time could not be more superposed in a representa-
tion than this. 

The indiference and apathy in the happening of this event 
also remind us of our own contemporaneity: 
the more events, the more happenings, es-
pecially the shorter and more instantaneous 
they are, the more is our indiference and 
apathy. Indeed, this is a coming-out even in its 
more general sense. But when looking at this 
indiference and apathy through a temporal 
or historical lens we fnd more to this indifer-
ence. It is the sensation of future, of a simul-
taneous hope and hopelessness, that is, the 
sensation of future possibilities that is opened 
up and dissected in the flm through our 
watching present. Our present remembers 
this sensation by being completely away from it. Even though 
we have not taken part in this event or the Soviet past at all, the 
transmission and projection of this sensation is too heavy and 
intimate for us to neglect it. Our present sight is the culmination 
of the past and future, the present being a peak of inertia with all 
these temporalities’ forces involved. In this sense, the distance 
of history and future is always nearing us. Nevertheless, for this 
distance to near us, a manipulation is necessary, a manipulation 
in terms of Loznitsa’s editing work. 

“FOR THE PAST 
(WHICH WAS 
A PRESENT) 

TO REACH 
OUR PRESENT, 
ONE MUST GO 

THROUGH A 
FUTURE.” 

Editing and the art of manipulation 
Brecht’s distancing efect states that it is by making the manipu-
lative contrivance obvious, that is, the “fctitious” qualities of the 
medium, that one can attempt to estrange the viewer from any 
passive acceptance and enjoyment of the play as mere “enter-
tainment”. The goal is thus to force viewers into a critical, ana-
lytical frame of mind, serving to disabuse them of the notion that 
what they are watching is a sacrosanct, self-contained narrative. 
This is the distancing efect which makes the familiar strange. 
That is, by making the manipulative contrivance obvious one 
makes the familiar strange. Loznitsa, however, works the ma-

nipulative, manipulates what is manipulated. 
His documentative flms are fundamentally 
artworks of editing. 

State Funeral (2019) shows us the mass 
hysteria and grief that followed the death of 
Stalin in 1953 through hundreds of diferent 
lenses. Rearranging archival and propaganda 
footage, Loznitsa gather “diferent” perspec-
tives in one big perspective or lens which is 
Loznitsa’s work proper. Thus we see Stalin’s 
death and funeral as a culmination of the 
dictator’s personality cult. Through the 
gathered footage we can observe every stage 

of the spectacle of the ofcial obsequies, which was described 
by the newspaper Pravda as “the Great Farewell”, as well as the 
dramatic and absurd experience of life and death under Stalin’s 
regime. Stalin’s personality cult is shown as a form of terror-in-
duced delusion, giving insight into the nature of the regime and 
its legacy, which still haunts the contemporary world. This is not 
to say that Loznitsa is the one who sees Stalin this way. Rather, 
Loznitsa manipulates the manipulative footage that was meant 
to promote and further Stalin’s personality cult to reveal the 
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Images from the film State funeral (2019). 

conditions involved in a personality cult, the religious idolatry at 
stake in such a cult. 

It is clear that the footage used in the flm, with scenes of 
people shufing along to see the obsequies, reading newspapers, 
listening to the broadcast about the dictator’s death, was meant 
for a diferent purpose. Loznitsa shows a solemnity that is zombie-
like, where the people are grieving the death of this personal-
ity, of this idol, following the obsequies as if it was a sanctifed 
procession. Playing with the religiousness of this event is also a 
way to play with the hypocrisy involved in this regime. On the 
other hand, we are intrigued by the flmed faces, where not only 
a repressed anxiety is clearly visible, but also 
something hidden is rendered visible. These 
faces, what they think and feel, are not eas-
ily read. Although the many cameras flmed 
them for a diferent reason, their faces show 
that whatever they are thinking and feeling is 
censored, not only actively by the regime, but 
also by themselves for their own individual 
protection. We are constantly in an ambiguity 
of honesty and suspicion. On the one hand, 
there are images of real grief. On the other, 
there are images of suspicious eyes in terms 
of the camera and the entire spectacle itself. To be in between 
these two states of emotion, we are also being played in that we 
feel with them in both senses: grief and suspicion. At the end of 
the flm, seeing the brief note reminding us of Stalin’s crimes, we 
leave uncomfortable, in a completely ambiguous state. 

What makes us uncomfortable is not only that we may or may 
not feel with the USSR, the people and Stalin’s legacy, but rather 
that we are so easily consumed by the product which Loznitsa 
reveals to us as a product. The consumption of the product which 
was Stalin and the USSR resulted in an idolatry. What is revealed 
to us is not only a product, but a consumption of a product in 

which we also are involved with as spectators. Editing work, that 
is, working with manipulation to reveal truths, aims not only to 
show us a manipulation, but to manipulate us and show us how 
we also manipulate, depending on the view and narrative that we 
have. This aspect of product consumption, and its relation to apa-
thy, is further investigated in the flm Austerlitz (2016). 

“THE 
CONSUMPTION 

OF THE PRODUCT 
WHICH WAS 

STALIN AND THE 
USSR RESULTED 
IN AN IDOLATRY.” 

A nearing distance 
The flm Austerlitz deals with the Holocaust by observing visitors 
at the Nazi concentration camps of Sachsenhausen and Dachau. 
Placing the camera among people, Loznitsa decides to adapt to 

the screen the exterior of the camps, mak-
ing the walls and ramparts the frame of the 
flm’s subject. Loznitsa never opts for move-
ment; he only changes the location of the 
camera. What happens thus happens against 
this framework and imposes an immersion 
in the past without showing the past itself, 
letting the past be a part of the present. He 
then shows the witnesses of this past in the 
present as not actually witnessing the past, 
but rather their present: the visitors to the 
camp are more preoccupied in taking selfes 

than actually visiting the location. The horrors committed here 
are present, but they are present in that they are being overshad-
owed by this obnoxious behavior. 

By choosing to see the present, the past appears as something 
that is becoming a product to be consumed. The flm frst shows 
the entry to the camp, then the duration of the visit of diferent 
sites dividing the camp, and fnally we accompany the visitors 
to the exit. Their unconscious is captured by the camera. Many 
times, the visitors are surprised to see the camera when they 
look straight into it: A surprise that also reafrms their narcissis-
tic obsession. Nevertheless, what is in question is not to see this 
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Images from the film The Event (2015). 

behavior and judge it ourselves, but to realize that we, whether 
we like it or not, as a contemporaneity, behave exactly like this. 
The apathy that is shown awakens us to see the horrors of the 
Nazi crimes within this frame, just as we watch this product-con-
suming behavior in terms of the framework of a Nazi camp. Not 
only does this event become a spectacle, but our own spectating 
becomes an event. What is strange in this image becomes famil-
iar. Moreover, the images we watch are fuid, and in their fuidity, 
they convey their message as images. It is not the content nor the 
form that is at play, but rather the image as it is being watched 
as image. Whatever way we receive the image and interpret it is 
our own way to deal with the message, but the message itself as 
it is to be received. As has been said, what is strange becomes 
familiar, and this is fundamentally Loznitsa’s way of bringing the 
distancing near to us. 

A Ukrainian filmmaker 
Most flms by Loznitsa deals with issues and problems we have 
inherited from the past. He has been celebrated for his experi-
mental flms representing a humanity that is confronted with 
economic, social, and political upheavals, using the tool of edit-
ing to paint his picture. Not only does he approach the Russian 
moral disintegration, but he also has a strong sense of scenery, of 
a stable mise en scène as daring narratives are shown. However, 
while writing this refection on some of his documentary work, 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine has taken its hold. The dimen-
sions of the war and the efect that it has on artists today are also 
relevant in the story of Loznitsa’s work, at this very moment. Ser-
gei Loznitsa was born 1964 in the USSR, the city of Baranovitchi 
in Belarus, but later his family moved to Kyiv where he went to 
school. In 2001 he left St Petersburg, where he had been studying 
and producing flms, and migrated with his family to Germany. 

Loznitsa was quick to condemn the war. He also left the Eu-
ropean Film Academy, because of their initial statement that 

was for him conformist and neutral in regard to Russia. Then 
the director was expelled from the Ukrainian Film Academy 
because he critiqued their overall boycott of Russian artists and 
flms. The Ukrainian Film Academy rejected Loznitsa’s so-called 
“cosmopolitanism”.3 The director, in turn, has written an open 
letter appealing to “keep common sense in this war”, stating that: 

a ‘cosmopolitan’ has been called a person who is open 
to everything new and free from cultural, religious 
and political prejudices […] Speaking against ‘cosmo-
politanism’, Ukrainian ‘academicians’ use the Stalinist 
discourse, which is based on hatred, the denial of dis-
sent, the assertion of collective guilt, and a ban on any 
manifestation of free individual choice. 

He further stresses that he always only represent himself, he has 
never been part of any group or “sphere” or community. Still, he 
stated that “I am and will always be a Ukrainian flmmaker”.4 ≈ 

Cecilia Sá Cavalcante Schuback is a PhD-candidate 
in Aesthetics at Södertörn University. 
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