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"Show me one person in Russia who doesn't have a criminal record," a subject 
rhetorically challenges in Alexander Gentelev's Thieves by Law, a smart and fascinating 
peek inside the Russian mafia via three middle-aged "businessmen" old and wise enough 
to have both survived, and to be able to explain without bombast, the inner workings of 
the post-Perestroika underworld. And in a country that allows convicted criminals to run 
for government office, the guy's got a point. Like Matteo Garrone's Gomorrah, which 
would make a great narrative companion piece to this doc, Thieves by Law forgoes broad 
sensationalism for the riveting details of the matter-of-fact mafioso life. 

From an opening sequence that quickly grounds the Russian mafia as an international 
issue (through news reports from around the world about its operations in various 
countries), to its catchy Russian tunes and swift editing, the movie moves as deftly as its 
globe-trotting subjects. Though Gentelev's prison footage, like the historical narration 
that fills in gaps for Western audiences, is a bit dry and bookish, this is fortunately kept to 
a minimum, as his talking heads know from whence they speak. Thieves by Law is one of 
those rare cases in which the interviewer intuits exactly which questions to ask (even the 
most obvious one that too many filmmakers are terrified to broach: "Why are you doing 
my movie?") so that simply leaving the camera rolling on the characters is enough. 
Especially when you've got access to such diverse, engaging personalities. 

Gentelev has cast his net wide. There's the creepy mobster who resembles John 
Malkovich and who says that honor requires that he "must respond to words with deeds" 
while he coldly reminisces about a particular murder as he cues up at a pool table. His 
opposite is a big Uzbek teddy bear-type that wears embroidered slippers reading that he's 
"made it in life." Then there's the seen-it-all Interpol agent and the mafia lawyer who 
helped 12 honchos escape jail time—only to have all 12 later killed on the outside. 
Perhaps most intriguing is Russia's first millionaire, an oligarch who immediately went 
into business with the Chechens when he hit it big (since the "thieves by law"—the term 
used for Russian mafiosos—are scared of Chechens). Together they paint a picture of the 
Russian mafia not as the "other," but as something embedded deep within Russian 
society, part of the very fabric of life.  



As communism collapsed banking became the most dangerous job in the '90s because 
those first banks were criminal enterprises (and the police extorted banks). The criminals 
who "milked" the oligarchs became the "protégés," explains one guy with a nearly two-
decade prison record. And as the criminals grew older their organizations inevitably 
matured too. Racketeers began investing in new businesses and became legit. The 
Russian mafia is not so much organized crime now as it is legitimized crime. (One 
subject even calls the word Mafia an "artificial" term.) "I'm a law-abiding Russian 
citizen," the loveable mobster emphasizes in frustration. And according to post-Soviet 
logic, it's absolutely true. 

Once this Russian mindset becomes clear, everything else falls into place. Indeed, 
Gentelev's subjects seem nearly weary that they have to explain such mundane things as 
the organization's "mutual aid funds" or its answer to parliament, the "Conference of 
Thieves." After all, those gruesome gang wars that occurred in the '90s were really just a 
civil war. The crime bosses fled to Israel only because the passports were easy to get and 
there were no money-laundering laws on the books. They were Eastern opportunists 
simply looking to take advantage of Western laissez-faire attitudes. No different from the 
Malkovich lookalike funding his violent indie movie himself since his organization has 
"no appreciation of the world of art"—or using guys who owe him money as the extras 
that get knocked around. Which is also no different from the Russian bishop in France 
citing Gospel to justify his taking over half a million from the oligarch for his Cannes 
church. In a world ridden with hypocrisy, Gentelev's film refreshingly exposes the 
respect-worthy honesty of Russia's state-sanctioned thieves 
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Thieves by Law 
Ganavim ba hok (Germany-Israel-Spain)  
By RONNIE SCHEIB 

A LE-Vision Film and TV Prods. (Germany)/SMS Prods. (Israel)/Chello Multicanal (Spain) production, co-

produced by ZDF/Arte, SWR, Reshet TV, Odisea. (International sales: Cinephil, Tel Aviv.) Produced by 

Simone Baumann, Sasha Klein, Maya Zinshtein. Executive producers, Pedro Lozano, Anat Shafranek. Co-

producer, Roberto Blatt. Directed by Alexander Gentelev. 

  

(Russian, Hebrew, French dialogue) 

   

Simultaneously hilarious and horrific, Alexander Ge ntelev's extraordinary docu 
"Thieves by Law" offers a clear, concise and shocki ngly candid account of Russian 
gangsterism as told by the shamelessly high-living,  self-contented crooks 
themselves. Interviewed in opulent Mediterranean vi llas, four-star restaurants and 
luxury hotels, three all-powerful Russian crime lor ds -- with the help of a trusted 
henchman, a Russian crime-fighter, an Interpol agen t, a Mafia lawyer, a millionaire 
businessman and an Israeli general -- matter-of-fac tly trace the evolution of organized 
crime from Stalinist gulags to the global present. Surefire audience-grabber definitely 
merits Stateside distribution.   

While it is tempting to call Gentelev's film an "expose," the label implies a forced uncovering 
of activities that perpetrators want kept under wraps. Yet Gentelev's kingpins display mind-
blowing pride in their accomplishments, participate enthusiastically in the film and believe 
their shadow government has attained greater legitimacy than the real one.  

Gentelev's trio of criminal bosses form a study in contrasts. Genial, expansive expat Leonid 
"Mackintosh" Bilunov, comfortably ensconced in France and briefly glimpsed playing tennis, 
amiably escorts the filmmaker through his Antibes villa and Paris townhouse, equipped with 
bulletproof glass and reinforced doors that open only to his touch. President of the Cannes 
Church Society, Bilunov credits God with putting him on the right criminal path, easily 
reconciling religion with his avowed murderous practices.  

Alimzhan "Taiwanchik" Tokhtakhounov, alone among the interviewees, maintains his 
innocence, asserting that the role of thief resembles that of a member of Parliament: He 
helps people! Indeed, he is charged by Interpol with "helping" to bribe a French ice-skating 
judge in the 2002 Olympics -- an allegation he vigorously denies. Chafing against restrictions 
imposed by his wanted status, Tokhtakhounov goes so far as to claim that Russian 
organized crime doesn't exist.  

But the scariest of the three mobsters, shown methodically playing pool and ice-fishing, is 
the black-clad Vitaly "Bondar" Dymochka. Some 20 years younger than his two 
sexagenarian compatriots, Dymochka seems far more fanatical in his allegiance to the 



thieves' code and the notion of personal honor. Engaged in making a quasi-autobiographical 
film in which much of the violence is real, he casts people who owe him money as victims.  

Bilunov and Dymochka explain the laws that once governed these "Thieves by Law," the 
elite criminal classes, marked by tattoos that spell out rank and identity (shades of David 
Cronenberg's "Eastern Promises"). The thieves' code demanded that adherents have no 
family, no job, no fixed abode and no private money, and that they demonstrate profound 
hatred and distrust of authorities.  

Perestroika upped the stakes considerably, as the rise of small businesses and self-made 
millionaires gave ascendancy to no-nonsense protection rackets that milked businessmen for 
untold riches. (Dymochka's minion explains how they instilled fear in recalcitrant execs: They 
abducted homeless people, dressed them like businessmen and chopped off their heads in 
front of prospective targets.) Profiteering went through the roof as firms were directly 
hijacked by criminal consortiums. To paraphrase Bilunov, all you had to do was off the CEO 
and everybody else sold their shares for a pittance. Gangsters went mainstream, bought 
homes and raised respectable families.  

But untrammeled greed led to runaway violence and six years of internecine warfare, leaving 
few standing. As Dymochka puts it, coolly lining up his billiard shot, "People were earning the 
kind of money worth killing for. So we killed."  

Dark, grainy archival footage of Soviet-era prisons is presented in stark contrast to the 
gleaming surfaces and discreet lighting of Israel Freedman's present-day lensing. 

Camera (color, HD), Israel "Sergei" Freedman; editor, Alek Baskin; music, Avi Benjamin, Philipp E, Kumpel, 

Andreas Moisa; sound, Andre Bartsch, Andre Barikin, Maxim Lisov, Jose Ignacio Arrufat. Reviewed at 

Tribeca Film Center, New York, April 9, 2010. (In Tribeca Film Festival -- competing.) Running time: 91 MIN 
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