
In the cultural canon of youthful rebellion, Ivan Menshikov cuts 
a figure who has more in common with Holden Caulfield of 
Catcher in the Rye than Jim Stark of Rebel without a Cause. He is a 
young man who eschews all social convention: high society, 
office culture and even protracted coolness feel his wrath. 
Spouting a head-spinning mixture of outrageous lies and 
absolute honesty, his behaviour holds a mirror to pretension, 
vapidity and the disillusionment felt by so many during the 
experience of Perestroika.  

Karen Shaknazarov’s cult film is undoubtedly a product of its 
time: Katya is clad head to toe in Adidas, Ivan’s friends 
breakdance and one girl claims to understand Paris from her 
time in Belgrade. The social capital of western products, both 
physical and cultural, are flung across Moscow of the 1980s. This 
western fixation effects Ivan in a way that is unspoken but 
apparent. At the birthday party of one of Katya’s friend’s, he 
pointedly drinks the host’s father’s expensive French cologne.  
His private dreams often feature the Masai, a symbol of a 
culture far removed from Soviet and Western social capitals.  

Ivan’s rebellion transcends class war. He rails equally at the 
upper class, the working world, his mother and his friends.  It is 
an anger that feels pure in quality, and one that leaves him 
alienated from every social strand. Cutting, provocative and 
incisive, his cruelty tears away facades. Ivan, in the face of a 
moral oration by Semyon Petrovich, Katya’s father, boldly tells 
him that he can escape the necessity of hard work if he seduces 
and marries his daughter: ‘You’d buy us an apartment and get 
me a comfortable job. You would not want your only daughter’s 
life to be miserable.’ He is rude to his own counterculture friends 
and Katya’s upper class company. At the office, he is openly 
derisive of banal chat. When asked what his dream is, he replies 
‘For communism to triumph across the world.’ It is a fascinating 
moment, the disillusion characteristic of the 1980s means it is a 
statement no one believes, and yet the spectre of Communism 
looms large enough for no one to challenge his sarcasm.  

The specificity of Courier as a product of 1980s Soviet malaise,  
informs the universal pathos and present day relevance of 
Shaknazarov’s film. Whilst Ivan’s concerns are representative of 
his era, his character feels strangely contemporary. Ivan, for all 

his rage and lies, is honest and kind: a dichotomy present in 
most dreamers and idealists. On several occasions he exhibits  
behaviour that is vulnerable and childlike.  He plays guitar and 
sings with his mother, through a popular 80’s song about 
watching the world from space that illuminates and connects 
their disparate pain. At Semyon Petrovich’s dinner party, he opts 
to sing the classical song ‘Nightingale’ when Katya refuses. 
Exposed, he stands in front of an unfamiliar crowd and sings 
with no accompaniment. His vulnerability prompts a guest with 
an operatic singing voice to harmonise with him and incites 
emotion in the middle aged guests. Shaknazarov uses these two 
famous songs, one classical and one modern, both about 
yearning, to show Ivan and the Soviet Union’s parallel 
disillusionment.   

Whilst Ivan’s anger is all encompassing, it is undeniably 
legitimate. Dealing with the fall out of his parent’s divorce, he 
lives with not only his mother’s heartbreak but her failed 
ambitions. Whilst the generational battle throughout the film 
showcases Ivan’s antagonism and apathy, it also exposes the 
disillusionment of the older generation. Semyon Petrovich’s 
dinner guest breaks down about his own son’s behaviour, talks 
idealistically of the childhood beatings he himself received and 
angrily demands to know what Ivan dreams about. Ivan 
frequently finds his mother crying and the inevitability of 
military service looms large. 

When Ivan is asked about his desires, and he often is, he 
responds with sarcasm or provocation. To Semyon Petrovich he 
claims that he wants a great car and an apartment. However, his 
private imagination is fantastical and symbolic. Fixated on the 
Masai, naive music and an escaped leopard, it is evident that he 
has depth and sensitivity. He gives his friend Bazin his coat, so 
he can ‘get some better dreams’. Ivan, despite the decay and 
disillusionment around him, longs for something real and pure. 
The tragedy is, he sees no evidence of it existing.  
Understandably uninspired by the options open to him, his 
actions are self aware. He knows that the echoes of his 
provocation fundamentally reverberate back to him alone. This 
is displayed in the silent stare of identification between Ivan 
and the returning soldier at the end of the film.  
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Karen Shaknazarov 
Karen Shaknazarov  was born in Krasnodar in 1952. His long career has 
spanned both the Soviet and Russian studio scape. Starting out as a 
young, and provocative director during the 1980s he made We are from 
Jazz (1983) and Courier (1987), two films that celebrated youth culture 
and obliquely criticised the USSR. A talented screenwriter as well as 
director, his films have explored multiple genres and topics. From 
mystery films such as Zero City (1988), to period films such as The 
Assassin of the Tsar (1991) his imagination is prolific. Having 
consistently been awarded on the festival circuit, and having met with 
critical acclaim for his releases, he became the director of Mosfilm in 
1998. His most recent films have adapted to increased funding and to 
wider commercial appeal. In 2012 he made White Tiger, a fast moving 
action film which was submitted as the Russian entry for Best Foreign 
Language Oscar.  

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.  

This is the birth of Klassiki, our planned free streaming platform, which 
will allow you to stream great cinema from the region, literally on the 
hop. 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 
Melodia!  Discovering Musicals from Russia and the Caucasus,  a screening 
season in partnership with the British Film Institute, Institut Francais, 
Bristol Watershed and Broadway Nottingham. The program celebrated 
the diversity and complexity of Soviet, Russian and Caucasian musicals. 
It gave UK audiences a unique opportunity to explore an undiscovered 
musical 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 of the 
Kino Klassika team: Joseph Andreyev, Nathan Dampier, Tatiana Isaeva, 
Zoryana Mischiy, Olja Mlljevic, Seraphina Paisey and Talitha Piggott.   

Upcoming Klassiki Screenings 
Klassiki will screen a new film in our weekly curated series, every 
Tuesday from 2pm. 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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