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Perhaps an anti romantic comedy, Winter Cherry (1985) is a 
portraiture of people’s thirties, a tender tale of disillusionment 
and hope that gets to the heart of real people’s emotional 
struggles. Olga is beautiful divorcee, she is dignified, intelligent 
and hopelessly in love with her married colleague. Her life in 
many ways, is full of female camaraderie and love. She shares an 
intimate and supportive friendship with two women that live in the 
same apartment block, different though they all are in lifestyle and 
perspective they form a wonderful group, in a film that is a daring 
invitation to move your focus away from love.

Olga’s long standing affair with Vadim has become one of the 
great tragedies of her life. Despite having risked everything, 
and lost her own marriage, he will not leave his wife. The heart-
wrenching tale of a mistress is as old as time, and yet Igor 
Masslennikov’s film deeply touched the Soviet people with its 
raw power and honesty. This is in part due to the truth the film is 
built on, Vladimir Valutsky the scriptwriter, was having an affair 
for 14 years with famous Soviet actress and singer, Nadezdha 
Repina. This longstanding suspicion was eventually verified in 
Repina’s book, in which she revealed that her romance with 
Valutsky comprised of the film’s basis.  However, whilst Repina’s 
life was one of relative glamour, the character based on her’s is 
wonderfully ordinary.  Olga is a research scientist, who spends her 
days caring for her young son, with her close female friends, at 
work at the institute or pining for Vadim. Elena Safonova plays her 
character wonderfully and embodies her with sympathy, despite  
the dramatic emotional vagaries that come with being ‘the other 
woman’, Olga remains likeable. Perhaps because her performance 
reminds us of an old adage, you can’t choose who you fall in love 
with. 

In one touching scene, the illicit couple go to the dacha for a rare 
lengthy weekend of quality time. The cinematography in this 
sequence is phenomenal, displaying the bucolic solitude of the 
Russian countryside with its cultural specificity and its delicate 
beauty. Soft light fills the wooden interiors; fresh picked flowers sit 

on the table and in the wild stretch of countryside they are free to 
be in love. Olga in her happiness suggests they get married. Vadim 
sighs angrily and asks her, ‘Why are you like this?’ Safona plays 
this elegantly, pain palpable whilst she attempts to collect herself. 
This depiction of difficulties of romantic relationships runs deep. 
Valya, one of Olga’s close friends is in an abusive relationship. She 
leaves the apartment with a black eye, desperate, and runs to 
Olga. Her partner comes looking for her, and in spite of Olga and 
Larissa’s attempts to stop her she runs back to him. When Olga 
watches them walk up the stairs, Valya begging for forgiveness 
and her partner treating her with derision, it is clear from the look 
in Olga’s eye she understands why Valya continued to run after 
him. 

When Herman arrives in her life it feels like a fairytale, even 
Larissa, who is largely disenfranchised by the concept of romance 
and has been the film’s sceptical voice, encourages her to go after 
it. In a scene that gives the film its title, she tells Olga that she has 
everything she needs: intelligence, experience and even a child. 
But her coldness and fixation on unrequited love has left Herbert’s 
offer of love frozen, ‘like cherries in a store in the winter.’ She 
implores her to go to Herbert, not hesitate, to spit and forget about 
female independence. For a while Olga heeds her advice, she 
engages in her fairytale with Herbert, and even plans to move to 
Moscow with him. But when Vadim reappears, she returns to him 
and he perpetuates the same sorry cycle as before. 

Romantic love in Winter Cherry (1985) is a source of pain, as 
opposed to joy. All three women, have their own backgrounds 
and trauma but they are all bound by the cruelty of having loved 
the wrong men. At the end of the film, Olga puts on a record, 
its refrain in English means ‘Hold me’. She listens to this as she 
walks listlessly around her apartment, alone once more. But when 
she goes outside, her friends wait there, ready to continue their 
morning routine. They sing as the bus they use for the school run 
pulls away, love can be found in unexpected places.
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