
I’ve been waiting to see Ivan’s Childhood on DVD since Criterion first announced their release prematurely in their “Coming Soon” booklet several years ago. While that surely annoyed people (and has led to a policy of only hinting at release possibilities when the product is much further along in development), the results are worth the wait: this is a great film with a gorgeous new transfer, as the depths and subtleties of the picture allow the textured beauty of Vadim Yusov’s cinematography to shine through. Tarkovsky is one of the great visual poets of cinema, and I feel that a part of that credit should go to Yusov, a long-time collaborator of Tarkovsky’s. Even in Ivan’s Childhood, Tarkovsky’s first feature following his diploma film, The Steamroller and the Violin, there are already many observable elements that would later be closely tied to the director’s style, despite the fact that Tarkovsky was hired onto the project during its later stages. After re-writing the screenplay, shooting with Yusov and hiring skilled young actor Nikolai Burlyaev for the title role, he made this film definitively his. 


Ivan’s Childhood is an impressionistic World War II film based around the experiences of a young boy who has been orphaned by the fighting and now finds himself maturing on the front lines, with a trio of tough-but-sensitive army men filling in as surrogate father figures. The film perfectly captures the complexity of young Ivan’s situation; as a child forced to grow up too fast, he oscillates between brave declarations of revenge, where he insists the Russian regiment allow him to be a scout on the front, and the emotional vulnerability more typical of his age, where he dreams of a haunted but happier past. 

The story is not entirely from Ivan’s perspective, though, as several scenes leave him to take in the plight of other characters, particularly the young nurse Masha, and we are forced to recognize that very few soldiers are much older than Ivan. And the film’s ending, which takes place after the costly victory on the Russian front, reminds us that childhood and innocence are the first casualties of war.


Like my favorite of Tarkovsky’s films, Ivan’s Childhood is an effective mixture of narrative and poetic imagery. Not as out-and-out abstract in its structure as The Mirror or Stalker, this film still features numerous scenes as memorable as the best: the dream sequences at the bottom of the well, Ivan’s nightmarish hallucination where he seeks revenge against memories and shadows, and any scene that takes place in the swamp-like river setting as German flares provide streaks of light in the background. Ivan’s Childhood is a sumptuous, beautiful film, and when combined with the weary, pitch-perfect performance by child actor Burlyaev, the result is a film I will not soon forget.


I already mentioned the high-quality transfer Criterion put together for this disc—which suggests to me that whatever problems created the years of waiting have since been handled—but the rest of the presentation shows equal care. Although there is no audio commentary, which is certainly a shame, a half-hour presentation by Tarkovsky scholar Vida Johnson serves as something of a replacement. She moves from a basic introduction to his career and style to a deeper look at the Russian film industry in the late ‘50s and early ‘60s, the production of Ivan’s Childhood and how the film fits into his legacy. I found it to be an insightful and worthwhile addition. There are also two new interviews, one with Yusov and one with Burylaev, where they reflect back on the film and Tarkovsky in general. My only fault with these two is that both interviews, running a total of around ten minutes a piece, are split up into four or five sub-topics that must be chosen individually instead of a “Play All” function. A minor nag, but nevertheless, something I wish they had changed. Finally, there is a very nice booklet with a new essay by Dina Iordanova, a reprinted essay by Tarkovsky, and a poem by Tarkovsky’s father that may have inspired part of the film. The real value of the booklet to me comes from the full-page prints of shots from the film, which if blown up would be suitable for hanging.


Andrei Tarkovsky is universally considered one of the master directors of cinema, and I think the strengths evident even in his debut film show why. Although I cannot profess to enjoy all of his work with equal zeal—I find that I need to be in a very specific mood to fully appreciate some—Ivan’s Childhood frankly took me by surprise, as I think it will to anyone who has found his more symbolic work impenetrable. Like the best war films, it illustrates beautifully the compassion and humanity that exists beside the despair of Man’s darkest hours, even if these temporary moments of relief come only through dreams.
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