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The opening scene of Alexey Kamynin’s sophomore feature, 
Russian Spleen, deliciously sets the tone for what is to follow. 
We are at a party in a late socialist apartment. In the corner 
of the room, the TV drones away, the presenter listing the 
names of Politburo luminaries. A young man (Ivan Yankovsky) 
emerges from the toilet. “Aren’t you Tarkovsky?” a girl in the 
queue asks him. “No,” he replies (though the resemblance is 
striking). This ‘Not Tarkovsky’ – as he appears in the credits 
– proceeds to deliver the elevator pitch for his next film to a 
disinterested girl: “a Lithuanian guy goes to space to kill his 
dead wife.” This, of course, is the plot to Solaris. After another 
visual gag that references Tarkovsky’s Nostalghia, the scene 
dissolves; we are back in the present day, though still in a 
Moscow apartment, and our three heroes, Denya, Vitalik, 
and Lyosha, are being awakened by an incessantly ringing 
doorbell. Back to life, back to reality. 

The comedy that Kamynin constructs around these likely lads 
is saturated with nods and winks, alternatively affectionate 
and acerbic, to Russian cinema past and present. Russian 
Spleen positions itself within a tradition of Soviet boys-
about-town films – Georgii Daneliya’s Walking the Streets 
of Moscow, say, or Marlen Khutsiev’s I A Twenty, now 
available on Klassiki – while also finding time to comment 
on the parlous state of Putinist blockbusters and even the 
Harvey Weinstein affair. The ‘Not Tarkovsky’ character is 
himself doubly referential, since Yankovsky is the grandson 
of the actor who played Tarkovsky’s alter ego in the latter’s 
autobiographical masterpiece, Mirror. 

Like many young directors, though, Kamynin draws on 
more than just cinematic tradition: Russian Spleen is shot 
through with a keen appreciation for the rhythms and rituals 
of social media, television, and advertising. Our protagonists 
are pursued across Moscow not just by drugged-up 
policemen and lascivious landlords, but by text messages, 
Instagram stories, and missed calls. One narrative strand 
follows creatively frustrated director Lyosha as he shoots 
a commercial for air conditioners, making hay from the 
disconnect between his pretensions towards “arthouse” 

status and the vacuous demands of working life. In this 
context, ‘Not Tarkovsky’ is revealed to be Lyosha’s projection 
of his own unburdened creative self. 

The doyen of Russian auteurism becomes a recurrent gag, 
a metacinematic symbol for frustrated artistic ambitions 
that plays into the film’s autobiographical tilt: Lyosha is a 
barely-veiled version of Kamynin himself. The not-quite-
documentary aspect of Russian Spleen doesn’t end there, 
either: most of the major characters are named for and 
based on real people Kamynin knows, and even many of 
the plot points are taken from real-life experiences. In the 
end credits, we see the faces of the “prototypes” behind the 
film’s characters – an oddly touching moment of sincerity at 
the end of a film too busy having fun to settle on much in the 
way of authentic emotion. 

The ensemble cast and the ramshackle nature of the plot 
lends itself to an episodic structure that is only loosely tied 
together by the premise established in the opening scenes: 
that the three flatmates need to get their rent to the landlady 
within a day or face eviction. Some of the sketches land 
better than others – the story of the mute Roma’s attempts 
to collect some weed bought on the dark web feels a little 
crammed in – but Kamynin’s frenetic pacing means that the 
viewer is never bored. 

This is an unapologetically male-centric film, and some of the 
humour on display might invite criticism from Russian and 
international audiences alike: jokes are made about domestic 
violence and pregnancy that would likely find themselves on 
the cutting room floor in contemporary America. Kamynin 
himself, for what it is worth, has said that in post-production 
he realised that the film was really “a comedy about the 
heavy burden of Russian women”. Russian Spleen certainly 
skewers millennial masculinity, its fragilities and excesses. At 
the end of the day, though, this is less a film about boys, or 
girls, or the crisis of Russian national identity, than it is about 
film itself – as its final film-within-a-film reveal makes clear.  
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