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Lyonya, the film’s 20 year old protagonist, is for the first time facing 
the working world. Hailing from a small town, Myshkin, in the 
Yaroslavl region, his life followed a set path: much like other men in 
his region, he would go to the local factory to work, spend his days 
there and his nights at the local disco. But, shortly after starting the 
factory folds, leaving him and hundreds of other factory workers in 
an unprecedented economic void.

Russia, vast and sprawling, has an excess of regions like Yaroslavl, 
places where outside the major city there is a lack of opportunity 
and the sheer size of the region makes renders travelling to the 
city for work out of the question. However, these stories rarely 
make it to screen. Places that lack the glamour of the city, or the 
romance of the countryside, are wildly under represented. Boris 
Khlebnikov’s focus on a relatively ordinary young man, may at 
first seem like a strange choice, simply a doleful boy picked for his 
comedic potential, but in a hilarious and brutally honest depiction 
Lyonya’s plight speaks to an unglamorous, endemic economic 
experience largely ignored by society. 

The humour with which Lyonya’s apathetic existence is 
represented is phenomenal. In his brief stint at a labouring 
job, Lyonya is forced to spend his days with a small group of 
coworkers. This comprises of their stupid and pompous supervisor, 
who takes deep pleasure in over explaining his tasks and tells 
him he must ‘dig with his soul.’ It is a scene which anyone who 
has been exposed to the phenomenally frustrating reality of self 
important management and strange restrictions of the working 
world, can look on with understanding, catharsis  and laughter. 
One of Lyonya’s other co-workers is a tall and lumbering man, who 
is virtually expressionless. Their subject of fascination is a local girl, 
his machismo co-workers describe her as, ‘pure sex’ with virtually 
no enthusiasm in a display of misogyny motivated by listlessness 
and boredom. 

Lyonya himself is wide eyed, much younger than most of the 
people he now hangs out with, he has crossed over from school 

and into the strange, degradation of work in a place where jobs 
are hard to come by. In one scene he sits on a dilapidated and 
rusting bench and listens to his moronic boss somewhat ironically 
describe him as a moron.  It is a moment that empowers him to 
walk straight back to the job centre and request another job, for 
which he is greatly chastised by the bureaucrat. Despite being 
the protagonist, Lyonya himself says very little, instead he largely 
observes the people around him. A couple of short sentences or 
questions from him is enough to begin tirades, hypothesis and 
criticisms from the people he is speaking to. He stands there a 
listless spectator, life happening to him.

Khlebnikov’s film speaks to the apathy that proliferates when 
people have unsatisfying options. Drinking is a common theme, 
a largely masculine event that takes place in quiet patches of 
countryside or beside dilapidated roads. When the factory 
initially folds, his older colleague tells him, ‘Today everyone will 
get sloshed. Tomorrow everyone is in the gutter.’ In this scene 
the men are drinking on a bench, staring at the river, the camera 
shoots them from behinds and their faces are not seen. Although, 
likely, if they were their expressions would not give much away. 
The conversation continues, the men still shot only from the back, 
they discuss the fact that the factory will be looted. One asks, ‘If 
they shut down the Kremlin, would everybody loot the Kremlin?’ 
Another replies, ‘I would, I’d take a star.’ 

In a heartbreaking scene, Lyonya swims drunkenly in the river, 
talking to his mother out loud and barely keeping afloat. It happens 
late in the film, but it is the first deep indicator of the true and 
dehumanising effect of a dreamless existence. Even the goat tied 
outside a house nearby Lyonya’s is trying to escape the shackles 
of their unfulfilling existence, Lyonya unties him and they both 
simultaneously walk out of shot. In the end, when a barge comes 
Lyonya gets on it. It is the first time we see him smile, floating 
freely up the endless river and far away. It is a fairytale where the 
happy ending is simply getting out.
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