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Stanislav Rostotsky’s White Bim Black Ear (1977) details the 
relationship between Bim, an unusually coloured white and 
black setter, and Ivan Ivanovich, a WWII veteran played by the 
phenomenal Vyacheslav Tikhonov. Unsurprisingly the film is a 
family favourite. As a children’s film, it excels beyond its genre: 
White Bim Black Ear was nominated for an Oscar in the Foreign 
Language Category in 1979 and  recognised as the Best Film of 
the year by Soviet Screen magazine. 

The chemistry that exists between Bim and Ivan is natural and 
immediate. The puppy is destined for a sad end, because of his 
unusual colouring, but a chance meeting at the breeder leads to 
Ivan falling in love with the puppy and saving his life. What follows 
are short-lived scenes of purity and bucolic beauty that would melt 
even the hardest heart. Ivan takes the dog home. His loneliness, 
whilst not discussed, is apparent from his empty house and a 
series of black and white pictures that hint at serious loss. Bim 
pulls out these pictures by accident and Ivan gazes at them sadly. 
The unspoken communication that exists between dog and owner 
is displayed wonderfully here. Bim intuitively knows his owner 
needs comfort without anything being said at all, and it is clear 
from Ivan’s reaction that his dog’s presence makes him braver and 
more able to face the past. For a few moments there is comfort in 
Ivan’s life. Bim becomes his constant companion for all things, trips 
to the supermarket, hunting. He even keeps a constant watch over 
his owner whilst he writes his memoirs. 

These scenes are bathed in sunlight, and the natural beauty of the 
area atmospherically responds to their fragile bubble of happiness. 
As the film progresses, and Bim is separated from Ivan, winter 
descends as well as the separation, loneliness and struggles faced 
by the pair. We see Bim literally attempt to weather the seasons, 
in one moment we watch the small dog run alone up a path in 
Autumn. The red leaves surround him and his vulnerability is 
abundantly clear, once accompanied by Ivan, he is now absolutely 

alone in a huge and terrifying world. Ivan and Bim are deeply 
entwined, beyond their relationship. Bim, a dog born the wrong 
colour, was destined for the slaughter in the same throw away 
manner that veterans are treated. Before his hospitalisation, 
Ivan is concerned that he will not be able to obtain pedigree 
documentation for Bim because of his physical irregularities.  
When Ivan’s illness, the splinter that comes back to haunt him,  
occurs, it becomes apparent that reminders of the imperfect are 
not celebrated in society. Ivan despite having sacrificed a great 
deal for his country, has become an unwelcome reminder of 
much harder times. His pain is misunderstood by the younger 
generation and this loneliness is made worse by the natural urge 
to manipulate or exploit the lonely man. There is a fixation on the 
arbitrary measure of ‘perfect’ in society, and neither man nor dog 
fit this form, which is how they both find and lose each other. 

Tikhonov, famous for his extraordinary performance in 
Seventeen Moments of Spring, is one of the Soviet Union’s 
great heartthrobs. Typically his roles have been assured and 
masculine. The casting in this film is excellent, however, to see 
an actor and icon of masculinity in such a tender and vulnerable 
role is incredible. Fundamentally, it fortifies the social discourse 
happening throughout the film. As Bim journeys alone to find 
his owner, he encounters a multitude of strangers along the 
way. These strangers vary in personality, some are kind and 
loving; some are close to evil in their cruelty and some are merely 
indifferent. This is another key theme in Rostotsky’s film: the 
culture of cruel indifference that proliferates through society. This, 
when counterposed  with scenes of Ivan lying in the hospital, 
reminds us of  the huge sacrifices made by so many in war and 
highlights general society’s carelessness. The film’s tragic ending 
is heartbreaking, and it is fundamentally a situation created by 
humanity in its cruelty and carelessness. At the film’s end, Ivan 
lies to the children to save them from the terrible truth, he does so 
because, ‘Lies are sacred too and life only goes on with hope.’ 
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