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How I Ended this Summer(2010)
by Alexei Popogrebsky

In one of the film’s bitter arguments, Sergei accuses the
younger meteorologist Pasha of being a tourist to the barren,
dangerous Arctic. He compares him to a school boy, simply
trying to write his essay on how he spent the summer. The
film’s title, a reference to this moment, is a deliberate
misdirection, suggesting a coming of age story rather than the
intensely dark work to follow. The younger and older man
initially cooperate and coexist before tragedy, latent in the
poisoned island, strikes and the plot devolves into a thriller
and a survivalist stand off.
At the 2010 Berlin Film Festival Grigory Dobrygin and Sergei
Puskepalis, Pasha and Sergei respectively, shared the award for
best actor. Undoubtedly, the acting in How I Ended this Summer
is revelatory. Very few actors could keep an audience
compelled over what is essentially a two character script and
long moments of on screen silence. But beyond this, the
generational divide between the two characters informs
deeper themes and the way Pasha and Sergei interact situate
them as two sides of the same coin. Pasha plays video games,
listens to pop music and knows how to work the computer, a
source of tension between the two men; Sergei is measured,
suspicious of new technology and his only source of joy seems
to come from fishing. In one moment, Sergei throws an
analogue alarm clock at Pasha as a gift. When Pasha says he
has one in his digital watch, Sergei replies laughing, ‘This one
will wake the dead.’ Together this unlikely pairing engage in
their research, the purpose of which is unclear but the
methods of collecting of which are simultaneously tedious and
incredibly dangerous. The men wait for sync ups, and
constantly recite seemingly meaningless strings of numbers to
the radio. All the while they must defend their lives, in an
island which is clearly a contaminated radiation zone, and
survive the harsh realities of the arctic. Philip French, in his
Guardian review stated, ‘They seem like the last survivors in a
post-post-apocalyptic world and in a sense, they are.’
The beautiful imagery of the white nights in the far north, the
shifting pastels of the sky and the naturalistic beauty that
surrounds the men is contrasted by the dilapidated huts and
the stark technological structures. The two men’s surroundings

almost seems to become a character in its own right. The
virtually untameable nature and the radiation crackle with
energy. The two men are often shot from a distance, enveloped
simultaneously by the claustrophobia of the island and the
lonely expanse of nature. It is a visually stunning film and one
that earned Pavel Kostomarov’s cinematography an award for
outstanding artistic achievement at the Berlin 2010 Festival.
Kostomarov’s cinematography is exemplary beyond the
aesthetics. He uses the camera to imbue the imagery with
foreshadowing and create analogies. At one moment, Pasha is
shot emblazoned against the sky, taking readings and circled
by barbed wire. He looks almost exactly like a target in one of
the first person shooter games he plays. When Sergei teaches
Pasha to gut fish, the blood on both their hands is focused on;
a hint to where the plot will go. When the lines of fish are
hung up, as Sergei tells Pasha of his wife’s pregnancy and
cravings, the associations with death across generations are
made. These visual clues, alongside Popogrebsky’s writing and
direction make for an eerie atmosphere. Sergei frequently
launches into speeches on the history of the island and how
things have been. He talks menacingly about the danger of
polar bears and the madness that the island generates. During
the argument that gives the film its title, he tells Pasha about
the other hut in which one man shot another. Pasha goes to
look at the bullet hole through the ceiling and almost falls
sick with the same madness and cabin fever as his decisions
begin to be motivated more by suspicion and survival instinct
than logic.
The theme of nuclear radiation is central to the plot. The irony
is that the island’s natural, nearly inhabitable state is not the
killer, instead it is the man made poison that lurks within it.
Fundamentally, this is a film about human nature and the dark
night of the soul. Popogrebsky has said in interviews, that his
fixation with polar explorations began in urban Moscow, ‘I was
afraid of the dark and mesmerised by the way that some
people were committed to going into the darkness… I
imagined what I would do in that situation - would I stand up
or would I crumble?’
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Alexei Popogrebsky
Alexei Popogrebsky (1972) is a Muscovite and son of screenwriter Pyotr
Popogrebsky. He studied psychology, and graduated from Moscow State
University in 1995. Initially in his foray into film, he worked closely with
Boris Khlebnikov, his collaborator on two documentaries and his first
feature film Roads to Koktebel (2003). Popogrebsky’s films are intensely
psychological and delve into the depths of human nature. The much
lauded Roads to Koktebel won a Golden Lily at Go East Festival, and
brought the directorial duo great acclaim. The story follows a boy and his
father’s journey to the sea and distinctively incisive psychological
portraits. His second film, Simple Things (2007) was similarly received.
Popogrebsky won a Golden Eagle for best screenplay. This plot too, deals
with dark internality as a dying actor requests a doctor to assist him in
suicide. How I Ended this Summer won even more awards than the prior
two, and has established him as a major voice in world cinema.

About Klassiki
Klassiki is an opportunity to experience online a weekly curated selection
of the best of Soviet, Russian, Caucasian and East European cinema.
Championing director led work, each week’s offering chooses a relevant
film of a great director to introduce audiences to the director’s work and
give biographical, social and political context to each film in the form of
specially commissioned and downloadable informative program notes. If
you would like to support our endeavour to showcase the best of East
European, Russian and Soviet cinema please share our work on your
social media channels using the tags we have added to this program
page or consider supporting us with a donation. Thank you.

Support Us
Kino Klassika is a UK registered charity (1150791). We rely on the
generosity of our supporters. If you want to encourage education and
engagement with classic Russian language, Eastern and East European
film, please support us by making a donation.
Our bank details are as follows:
Account no. 69358087
Sort code 60-15-33
Or please donate at our website:
www.kinoklassikafoundation.org

About Kino Klassika Foundation
Kino Klassika creates programmes of film restorations, publications, art
commissions and events to educate audiences about classic Russian
language and Eastern cinema. This includes a 2-year programme to
spotlight the pioneering work of filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein, our first
restoration projects including Hakob Havnatanyan, Arabesques on the

PIrosmani Theme and Jirtdan (1969). We have recently completed Red
Front, a screening season in partnership with the Institut Francais and
media partners Bristol Watershed, Home Manchester and others to
highlight 75 years since the end of World War 2. This follows on from
previous screening partnership with the Institute Francais and the British
Film Institute to screen a season of little known musicals from Russia
and the Caucasus. Each film season gives UK audiences a unique
opportunity to explore an undiscovered film tradition.
Kino Klassika’s trustees are Professor Ian Christie, Daniel Jowell QC, Roger
Munnings CBE and Justine Waddell. The patron of Kino Klassika is Ralph
Fiennes.

The Kino Klassika Team
This screening could not happen without the unstinting support, energy
and enthusiasm of the Kino Klassika team: Joseph Andreyev, Tatiana
Isaeva, Zoryana Mischiy, Seraphina Paisey and Talitha Piggott.

Upcoming Klassiki Screenings
Klassiki will screen a new film in our weekly curated series, every Tuesday
from 12 midday. Please check in with us on social media or via our
website to access each week’s new screening. And please share the news
with your friends!
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Klassiki programming is supported by funds from the BFI Film Audience
Network (FAN) which is made possible by the National Lottery. Klassiki
screenings are also part of Film FeelsConnected, a UK-wide cinema
season, supported by the National Lottery and BFI Film Audience
Network. You can explore all films and events at filmfeels.co.uk
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