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In one scene, the unruly boys run back to the dorms with their 
breakfast. The camera focuses on one, larger than the others and 
rough around the edges,  as he eats at breakneck speed. As soon as 
he finishes he grabs the bowl of the boy next to him and finishes his 
plate as well. In response the second boy grabs the bowl of the boy 
to the right of him. This process continues all the way down the line, 
in a brutal representation of survival of the fittest. The Republic of 
ShKID (1966) does not shy away from the issues of nurture, human 
nature’s ugly survivalist qualities and the complicated nature of 
rehabilitation. Despite the fact boys are provided for, they are unable 
to rid themselves of the rules of the street. The film investigates the 
the psychological impact of instability and hunger in children’s early 
years with humour and realism.

Based on Grigory Belykh and Leonid Panteleev’s cult novel about 
homeless children in the 1920s, Gennadi Poloka brings this much 
loved tale of tension and tragedy to life with realism, and tender 
characterisations. Poloka even went as far as to hire children who 
had experienced similar problems to the characters they were 
portraying. This not only benefits the verisimilitude of the film, as the 
children play their roles with unrivalled authenticity; it is also a nod 
to the autobiographical nature of the original text. Panteleev and 
Belykh drew from their own childhood experiences when writing 
the novel, and Poloka recognised that it would be a disservice to 
the experience of the novelists to direct a film that was inauthentic. 

The acronym ShKID, stands for the Dostoevsky School of Social-
Labour Education and was a well known Soviet institution. The 
deal drawn for the boys, part of a wave of children displaced after 
the sweeping violence of the revolution and the industrialisation 
processes, is that they must attend the orphanage as juvenile 
offenders. There is an interesting tension here, as children were part 
of the new Soviet nation’s utopic vision: the youth would be born 
free of the classist and inequal values held by their predecessors. 
In theory, children would be born into Soviet system and become 
its unblemished upholders. In reality, structural and social issues 
proliferated, and children were born into a life of crime and violence. 
There is enormous disconnect between the social values imposed 
by the state and its pedagogical aims and the real needs of the 

boys. The literature teacher, Pavel Ivanonovich, seems to intuitively 
understand this, and instead of forcing his hardly literate class to 
read the Russian classics, instead sings folksongs with them as a 
gateway to education. This is misunderstood by the headteacher,  
Viktor Sorokin,  who fires the literature teacher. In response the 
children band together and riot, a riot that would ‘Rival anything 
the school had seen before.’ Viktor sees the children’s upset and 
intuits a need for a different kind of understanding. He realises the 
boys love music and after reprimanding them plays a song on the 
piano. The boys crowd around him, moved by the song and their 
memories of it. 

The montage of the boy’s riot, and the subsequent scene where 
they sing with Viktor are very interesting cinematically. Poloka 
employs a variety of cinematic techniques: the camera work 
alternates between constant tracking and movement to static at a 
fast pace. The patterns and rhythms of the editing and camera work 
are unusual, taking a different approach scene to scene and creating 
a sort of ruptured quality. It works wonderfully alongside the boys’ 
frantic, changeable energies and emotions. Poloka commented on 
his approach, ‘In a work of art, movement is one of the components 
of cohesion. When I plan each episode, I look for the point of surprise 
and shock. I am always thinking of how to find it, through a close 
up, or a long shot; with a slow approach or a quick one. The camera 
becomes movable, it allows you to go anywhere.’ 

The film gives a rounded and honest approach to rehabilitation, 
and this complex subject is dealt with wonderfully with cinematic 
language. Poloka’s numerous techniques serve the breadth 
of emotions represented well: from the moments of hope and 
camaraderie; to the moments of violent disappointment. As the 
boys fall prey to their own survivalist and capitalist instincts inside 
the school it questions both human nature and the Soviet project. 
Ultimately, the film’s ending is fittingly tragic and realistic, an 
indication that whilst you may leave the streets its problems still 
wait for you just outside the door. What we are left with, however, 
is the small sense of hope that teachers such as Viktor Sorokin are 
taking on the gargantuan task of educating thousands of misplaced 
and forgotten children. Certainly, no one seems posed to do it better. 
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