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Tolya Sidorov is a simple, industrial type, of the sort 
who populate towns all over provincial Russia. He has 
simple, industrial pastimes – like getting drunk with 
his friends. As surely as night follows day, drinking 
beer leads to the need to relieve oneself. Here, Tolya’s 
story takes a turn towards the unexpected: as he goes 
about his business in the snow, he discovers that he 
is able to “draw” portraits with his urine. His son, who 
just so happens to be a failed artist himself, recognises 
that his old man has talent; his grandson, spying an 
opportunity to produce a little mischief and a lot of 
money, takes things a step further and sticks a photo 
online. Soon, poor Tolya is struggling to maintain either 
his anonymity – the lads at the plant will surely not 
take kindly to this kind of pretense – and his dignity, as 
the world of contemporary art speculation descends 
on him in the form of the scheming mistress of a local 
oligarch with big plans for his little town…

From the above outline, one might expect Mikhail 
Kukushkin’s first foray into comedy to be a scabrous 
affair, in keeping, perhaps, with mainstream Russian 
cinema’s trend towards the schoolboy and the 
snickering. The phrase “toilet humour” does come 
to mind. But apart from a few swings and misses, 
The Gift is a surprisingly tender film, especially for 
one about gruff old men in the sticks. As Tolya, Yuri 
Oborotov has the right blend of rueful and gruff, and 
the supporting cast represent a well-drawn set of 
caricatures (in keeping with Tolya’s talents). No one is 
rough or rude for the sake of it. 

Perhaps this sympathetic approach is the result of 
director-writer Kukushkin’s own experience working 
in regional Russian television for several years before 
making the switch to Moscow and the big screen. 
There’s something of the sketch comedy show about 
The Gift, built as it is around a single, crude joke, spun 
out to all of its illogical conclusions. 

If that central joke has a target, it is less small-town 
Russia than the internet-enabled contemporary art 
world and its endless search for fresh and unorthodox 
talent to be metabolised into profit and acclaim. 
Kukushkin manages to sneak in some trenchant 
observations about the relationship between creativity 
and money-making. Tolya himself, accustomed to a 
life of hard labour, considers it shameful to make a 
living from his peculiar hobby; his son, frustrated by 
his own inability to forge a career from his artistic 
efforts, reacts with annoyance and incomprehension; 
his grandson, meanwhile, is of a generation who 
doesn’t yet understand that kind of disillusionment but 
is quick to see the money-making opportunities in any 
given situation and has the digital savvy to get the ball 
rolling. 

Russian critics have noted the melancholic tinge that 
hangs over the film, and some have suggested that 
Kukushkin’s vision of provincial life is a throwback to 
the quasi-B-movies that flooded the nation’s cinemas 
in the middle of the “wild ‘90s”, when newly unleashed 
vulgarity and laddish humour was often combined 
with a sense of desolation and regret at the chaos 
overtaking the country. The absurdity of Kukushkin’s 
premise certainly has a nineties ring to it, from a 
Russian perspective. What distinguishes The Gift from 
those predecessors is that its melancholy and chaos no 
longer threaten to overwhelm the good-naturedness 
of the whole enterprise; in the end, all of its characters 
are reconciled. True, there is an oligarch here, and he is 
the butt of a few well-placed jokes – but you would be 
hard pressed to label The Gift a social stire. 

In the ‘90s, no doubt, the portrayal of three 
generations of provincial men would have been cause 
for a more caustic take on generational conflict and 
dysfunction. Now, filmmakers are happy simply to take 
the piss.  
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