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Anna Parmas made a film about a subject she knew intimately, 
divorce. At the beginning of the 2000s Parmas, the film’s writer 
and director, experienced a painful divorce from her first husband. 
Having moved past the glaring wound, she was able to view the 
difficult subject with comedy, a feat that required time, patience 
and closure to remove the inevitable insertion of self pity. The 
result is a wonderfully warm and funny film, in which characters 
are painted sympathetically, in spite of their glaring flaws, and the 
humour of a relationship breakdown is revealed. 

There is a strange irony in Russian society. Despite, or perhaps 
because, it is a nation with staunch, traditional values, and a strong 
familial culture, it has the world’s highest divorce rate. In 2019, 
per 1000 people, there were 6.5 marriages for 4.2 divorces. This 
statistic, however, tells nothing of the lived experience of this 
social phenomenon and the encompassing desperation invoked 
by divorce proceedings. Parmas, who is best known for her work 
on famous band Leningrad’s comedy music videos, is the queen 
of set pieces. Masha, played wonderfully by the indomitable 
Anna Mikhalkova, is seen fully clothed in a sauna berating her 
husband, drunkenly picking up her children from a police station 
after failing to collect them from kindergarten and nearly setting 
fire to her property after performing a bizarre spell in order to get 
her husband back. These episodes are not only hilarious, surreal in 
their progression but true to the emotions that underpin them, they 
begin an invigorating discourse about gender and maternity that 
undermines the restricting mythology of feminine gentility. 

Masha is introduced as the family’s major breadwinner, a doctor 
working three jobs to make ends meet, her efficacy in her 
profession is matched only by her failings as a parent. It should 
be noted, that these failings would not be picked up on if she was 
allowed the ‘hands-off’ approach society allows fathers. Misha, 
her husband, feels emasculated and let down by this sequence 
of events. Having been the major caregiver and housekeeper 
for six years, he is both resentful of his role, and of her inability 
to remember appointments that are important to the children 

and him. He tells his mistress, ‘I have been a hairy nanny for six 
years.’ But, the beauty of Parmas’ film is that no one is a hero or 
a villain. Misha and Masha are both displayed sympathetically, 
and the breakdown of their marriage is shown as something 
which is perhaps sad, but an unfortunate consequence of time, 
dissatisfaction and the exterior stress of financial and childcare 
obligations. Misha, whilst resentful of Masha, excels in his role as 
caregiver and truly loves his children. Masha, whilst stressed and 
chaotic, is kind hearted and eager to learn. In a society which holds 
patriarchal values dear, it is amazing to see a subversion of gender 
roles on screen. This is taken even further, when Misha accepts his 
natural ability to look after people and decides to move out of the 
field of geo-physics and into running a home for old people. 

Misha’s affair is suitably predictable, enough that it taps into the 
harsh reality of human nature but equally leaves rooms for Misha’s 
own character progression. He is not displayed as a deadbeat 
father with wandering eyes, but instead a kind and sensitive man 
who is in search for his own happiness. However, it is hard to not 
roll one’s eyes when happiness is revealed to be a fitness instructor 
in her early 20s. Having met her at the gym, on a membership 
bought for him by Masha, Misha plies his ‘princess’ with attention. 
The bed they share at her family home has a canopy over it, 
creating an effect that is romantic, tacky and childlike all at once. 
But in her home, he finds himself once on taking on a care role, 
this time with her grandmother. But this time, he takes pride in his 
ability.

Masha, after a series of desperate attempts to regain her marriage, 
settles into being alone. Ignoring her mother’s advice, which 
is centred around finding a new husband, Masha frees herself 
of the expectations and shackles of the older generation. Her 
and Misha continue to support one another, in a truly happy 
ending that redefines the notion of family, he phones her offering 
unending support. She affirms gratefully that she knows he will 
always support her before lying blissfully back on a lilo in a pool, 
wonderfully alone but endlessly loved. 
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