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Returned from behind enemy lines, Kolya leaps to welcome a familiar comrade        Source:  The Moving Picture Boy 
 
 

Speelfilm Encyclopedie review: 
 
“Debut feature, crowned in Venice, of the 
phenomenal Tarkovsky.  The death of twelve-
year old Ivan’s family, done to him by the 
Germans at the start of WW2, marks a turning 
point in his life.  Grimly he dedicates himself to 
a group of partisans.  This ultimately costs him 
his life.  The form Tarkovsky has chosen is 

highly unusual.  Not an ordinary war film, not a 
sentimental film about childhood suffering.  
Psychological disfigurement has turned the 
child into a monster bent only upon murder. 
*** ”  
 
 
 
 

Ivanovo Detstvo  



 
Kolya Burlyayev – brilliant but wilful and exhaustive to handle…  
(thus Tarkovsky)  Source:  The Moving Picture Boy  

 
 
Leonard Maltin’s Movie and Video Guide 
2001 review: 
 
“Taut, poignant account of 12-year old 
Burlaiev, whose family is slaughtered during 
WW2, and his plight as he’s sent as a spy into 
Nazi territory1.  Tarkovsky’s finest feature.  
Retitled: "THE YOUNGEST SPY".  *** ” 
 
 
The Good Film and Video Guide review: 
 
“A 12-year old boy (Kolya Burlayev), orphaned 
by World War II, joins the partisans.  The film 
is beautiful:  the soldiers are better-looking, 
more cheerful, and more artistically 
photographed than any since CHAPEYEV – 
and are quite lifeless.  * ” 
 
 
Movies on TV and Videocassette 1988-89 
review: 
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 Misleading  

“Story of a Russian lad whose parents were 
killed by the Nazis and became a spy behind the 
enemy lines.  Good observation of child’s 
thoughts, some poetic sequences.  English-
dubbed.  *** ” 
 
 
The Time Out Film Guide review: 
 
“Tarkovsky’s first feature is in many ways an 
orthodox Russian film of its period.  Ivan is a 
teenage Soviet spy on the German front in 
World War II who undertakes dangerous 
missions behind enemy lines, until the 
inevitable mission from which there is no 
return.  Many of Tarkovsky’s later images and 
themes are already present and correct:  Ivan 
silently wading through still water;  eerily 
immanent forestscapes, the poetry of forbidden 
zones, and life-and-death struggles played out in 
slow motion.  But the glittering black-and-white 
camerawork has a florid, bravura quality that 
Tarkovsky later rejected, as if determined to 
invest this more or less familiar material with 
touches of "visionary" beauty. 



 
The irony is that the generic storyline provides 
a much stronger foundation for his visual 
ambitions than do the religiose and feebly 
philosophical abstractions that ostensibly 
underpin the films from "SOLARIS" onwards.  
The aura of holiness around Ivan registers 
neither as religious bombast nor as patriotic 
myth-making, but rather as an awed respect for 
childhood mysteries.  This is Tarkovsky before 
his peasant sentimentality and sense of self-
importance got the better of him, and it still 
looks hugely impressive.” 
 
 
Video Movie Guide 1993 review: 
 
“The title character is a 12-year old boy who 
works as a scout for the Soviet army during 
World War II.  An affecting study of the 
horrors of war.  Young Kolya Burlaiev is 
remarkable as Ivan.  In Russian with English 
subtitles.  Unrated.  **** ” 
 
 
The Virgin Film Guide review: 
 
“The first feature from Soviet director Andrei 
Tarkovsky, an intense cinematic poem about 
war and childhood, presents the most horrific 
account of war’s ravaging effect on a child’s 
innocence2 since Roberto Rossellini’s 
"GERMANY, YEAR ZERO".  Like Rossellini’s 
Edmund, Tarkovsky’s Ivan (Kolya Burlyayev) is 
a 12-year old man/boy who has known little 
else but war – war that has forced him to 
become an adult and (in the irony of the actual 
translated title) robbed him of his childhood. 
 
When first seen, Ivan might be assumed to be 
an average youngster until he is shown trekking, 
neck deep, through a murky swamp.  This 
swamp is at the enemy’s front line, to which 
Ivan, a member of a WWII Russian intelligence 
unit, has been sent to gather information on 
troop movements.  Ivan has only a cause and a 
country;  his town has been overrun by the 
Germans, his father murdered, his mother shot 
and killed, his sister blown apart by a bomb.  
Although his superiors are pleased with his 
efforts, they protectively transfer him to the 
rear, but Ivan rebels at this and is allowed to go 
on one more mission. 
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 The Virgin critics seem unable to mention children 

without reaching at once for the old clichés. 

Much more than a war film about a young boy, 
"MY NAME IS IVAN" is a pure film 
experience.  Tarkovsky fills the frame with 
beautiful images composed in extreme high, 
low, or tilted angles;  uses an unpredictable 
editing style that alternates between rapid, 
jarring cuts and carefully composed long takes;  
employs a stark black-and-white contrast, which 
often turns natural scenery into abstract 
imagery;  and constructs a soundtrack that is as 
inventive as his visuals.  Complementing 
Tarkovsky’s vision is the performance of 
Burlyayev, whose face expresses both 
determination and tenderness.  Highly praised 
upon its release – it won awards at the Venice 
Film Festival for Best Film, Director and Actor 
– "MY NAME IS IVAN" has found a new 
audience with the rising international 
recognition of Tarkovsky.  **** ” 
 
 
The International Encyclopedia of Film profile 
of Tarkovsky: 
 
“Born 1912 in Moscow, USSR.  Director.  Son 
of the great poet Arseni Tarkovsky, he 
graduated from VGIK in 1961 and first came to 
notice with a semi-experimental short film.  In 
1962 he made "IVAN’S CHILDHOOD", a 
sympathetic study of a young boy involved in 
the Second World War, which was marred by 
over-calculated lyrical and "filmic" effects.  
Then, between 1964 and 1967, he directed 
"ANDREI ROUBLEV".. an ambitious, 
allegorical study of the icon painter whose 
obvious allusions to the fate and condition of 
the contemporary artist (and its many religious 
references), caused it to be frowned upon by the 
Soviet authorities and it received only limited 
screenings.  Although uneven, its epic feeling 
(the casting of the huge bell at the end) and 
passionate re-creation of an historical epoch 
suggested a major talent.  In 1971-72, 
Tarkovsky was engaged on a massive 70mm 
science-fiction project, "SOLARIS", clearly 
intended to be Russia’s answer to "2001 – A 
SPACE ODYSSEY".” 
 
 
The Moving Picture Boy entry on Burlyayev: 
 
“Nikolai Burlyayev was one of the screen’s most 
remarkable child actors.  His best part, 
unquestionably, was as the hero of Andrei 
Tarkovski’s early film "IVAN’S CHILD-
HOOD" – a twelve-year old orphan who sees 
his mother and sister gunned down by 
Germans, and finds a meaning in life by 



infiltrating enemy lines as a spy during World 
War Two. 
 
The frail Ivan is no shrinking violet:  returning 
from an assignment, he demands to be put in 
immediate touch with headquarters, and 
throws an impressive tantrum when lower ranks 
try to head him off.  Only when  his friend the 
captain arrives to confrim Ivan’s star status does 
the boy relax at all.  Burlyayev, skinny, brooding 
and old before his time, is wonderful in these 
scenes, allowing the child in him to peep only 
occasionally through the grim mask of revenge.  
He’s less well suited to the pseudo-idyllic 
flashback scenes of sun, sand and rolling apples. 
 
Tarkovski used him again in "ANDREI 
RUBLOFF" (66), as the youth who casts the 
bell – Nikolia’s personality was just as 
intransigent – and Tarkovski reported that 
though brilliant, he was also wilful and 
exhausting to handle.  Then he was in "OT 
NECHEGO DELAT" (70), and had leads in 

"STIHOVE" (Bulgaria 70), "LEGENDA" 
(Poland 71) and "PROVERKA NA 
DOROGAKH" (71) before playing 
Dostoyevski’s gambler in "IGROK" (72).  He 
played in and directed one episode of 
"POSHEKHON" (75), graduating in the same 
year from the state faculty of film direction. 
 
After some time out of films he reappeared as 
the hero of "VOYENNO-POLEVOI ROMAN" 
(84), and two years later directed himself in the 
title role of "LERMONTOV".” 
 
 
[no listing in “Classic Foreign Films from 
1960 to Today”, “Classics of the Foreign 
Film”. "Halliwell's Film Guide", "The Critics’ 
Film Guide", "Rating the Movies (1990)", 
"The Sunday Times Guide to Movies on 
Television", "TV Times Film & Video Guide 
1995" or "Variety Movie Guide 1993"] 
 

 

 
 
 
Based on the short story “Ivan” by Vladimir Osipovich Bogomolov, who adapted it for the 
screen.  Score by Vyacheslav Ovchinnikov.  The Issue of boy soldiers (like that other Issue: 
child labour) has been moving up the political agenda in recent years, but the boy solider has 
largely been ignored by English-speaking cinema.  While Italy has produced numerous film 
and TV versions of “CUORE”, with its key drummer-boy character, and France many versions 
of “LES MISERABLES” with the valiant boy patriot Gavroche, one is hard-pressed to find a 
comparable iconic boy-of-war in anglophone films.  The popular Victorian boys’ book “Mr 
Midshipman Easy”, for example, has only been filmed once, way back in 1935.  Even the 
classic anti-war story “ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT”, filmed twice in English, is a 
portrayal of German boy soldiers in the First World War, and in both cases the casts were far 
too old for the 16-year olds they were playing.  
 
The Virgin critic drew parallels with Rossellini’s excellent film “GERMANA ANNO ZERO”, but 
the point of comparison is slight (both central figures are under 14).  One film is a study of 
family duty in the catastrophic post-war period, the other portrays a life distilled by the 
atrocities of war to pure crystalline hatred and single-minded purpose.  For one boy the war is 
over, and it is the peace that is unendurable – for the other there is only the war, and he will 
never see the end of it. 
 
That analogy underlines a very stereotypical attitude to what children are, what “childhood” is.  
Both boys, it is suggested, were somehow “deprived” of their “childhood” – that childhood is 
not some arbitrary place in the human lifespan, but is defined by a set of values and rights (or 
more often, the precise absence of both) which can be withheld from an individual.  A child 
put to work or put to war, a child exposed to poverty or sexual awareness, has somehow 
been “robbed” of childhood itself.  A spurious line of reasoning.  Childhood, in reality, is what 
life makes it, and a childhood scarred by horror, cruelty, toil and deprivation is simply, as 
Dickens argued many times, a hard childhood.  No-one has any birthright to a trouble-free 
childhood, and it isn’t a condition which can be stolen away, even by the vicissitudes of war.  
 
The title of this film then, “IVAN’S CHILDHOOD”, is not ironic in the least.  His childhood is 
defined by the monstrous events that have intruded upon it.  It has taken another path, that is 
all.  Ivan’s age is never given, although one officer, trying to describe him over the phone to 
headquarters, guesses at 12 from his stature. 



 
 
  It’s revealed in the dialogue that he joined up with partisans following the death of his family, 
but obviously it’s the Russian army he’s now scouting for when the film begins, not some 
clutch of doughty resistance fighters. 
 
I. Tarkovskaya, who plays Ivan’s mother in the dream flashbacks, is presumably the director’s 
wife. 
 
See subject index under EASTERN EUROPE / SOVIET BLOC, ORPHANS, OSCAR 
WINNERS / AWARD WINNERS and WAR for a sub-section on boy soldiers.. 
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