
The post-Stalin “Thaw” of the late-50s to mid-60s was one of three great 

blossomings of relative creative freedom in Soviet cinema, following on 

from the 1920s and preceding the perestroika years. Many of the country’s 

greatest ever films were produced and released in this period — but it 

still offered only partial, mediated, and abrogated possibilities to directors. 

In that sense, Marlen Khutsiev’s I Am Twenty is the quintessential Thaw 

film, blending excitement and disillusionment, questioning authority and 

inheritance clinging to the certainties of the past. It marked the maturation of 

one of the true auteurs of the Soviet years, and simultaneously the point at 

which his career took a turn towards creative malaise.

Like so many Soviet classics, I Am Twenty is about the war – not the glory, 

though, and not quite the tragedy. Khutsiev is concerned instead with the 

trauma, with the long process of reckoning. The characters in Khutsiev’s 

film are the fatherless children of the heroes of earlier militaristic epics. By 

immersing us in the lives of the first generation to come of age after both 

the conflict and, crucially, the death of Stalin, Khutsiev captures the peculiar 

sensibility of the 1960s, in which a world built on great personal and 

collective sacrifice has descended into moral confusion. Khutsiev himself tried 

to enlist, but was turned down due to poor health. As he himself put it, by 

being deemed unfit for service, he “took on a lifelong debt.”

 

Khutsiev frequently encountered the scorn of official rhetoric that was still 

decidedly martial, even as the existential threat of the war rapidly faded. 

In a foreshadowing of the treatment meted out to I Am Twenty, his 1958 

film Two Fyodors, another Thaw classic, was attacked by the influential 

critic Yakov Varshavsky for failing to furnish the “moral armaments” needed 

to conquer the “fronts” of life. In this determinedly pessimistic reading, the 

dissolute lifestyle afforded Twenty’s trio of male protagonists, Sergei, Slava, 

and Kolya — playing football, dancing to jazz and rock-and-roll, chasing girls, 

pontificating on park benches — was a sign of the threat of Western-styled 

individualist decadence.

When he began working on the film, then called Ilych’s Gate, in 1960, 

the 35-year-old Khutsiev sought out Gennady Shpalikov, a 23-year-

old poet, to collaborate on the script. Shpalikov, who would later work 

with a number of luminaries and direct a single film of his own, brought 

authentic looseness and wit to the 3-hour original cut. Margarita Pilikhina’s 

innovative cinematography swoops in and out of the details of life lived at 

street level, a prime example of the Thaw style that came to be known as 

“documentaryness”, informed by Italian neo-realism and French cinema vérité. 

Many of the street scenes in this and other Khutsiev films are unstaged, 

captured by Pilikhina on hidden, hand-held cameras.

The “lifelong debt” of the war casts a long shadow, though. In the second 

half of the film, the boisterous, dynamic world of the three friends is overrun 

by internal tensions. The gap between ideals and reality starts to gnaw as 

Sergei. In the original cut of Ilych’s Gate, Sergei is visited by the ghost of 

his war casualty father, who confesses that he now cannot advise his son 

on how to live his life — after all, he was killed in combat at the age of 21, 

younger than Sergei is now.

This scene of communion, and its explicit staging of the broken line of 

authority running through the heart of modern Soviet society, represented a 

step too far from Khutsiev and Shpalikov. The duo had enjoyed the support of 

the Minister of Culture, Ekaterina Furtseva, but Khrushchev, an anti-modernist 

at heart, saw the director’s cut in 1961 and hated it. In March 1963, he 

invited 600 artists and writers to the Kremlin and singled out Khutsiev’s film 

was singled in a speech later made public: “Do you want us to believe in 

the truthfulness of this episode? Everyone knows that even animals don’t 

abandon their young [...] These characters are not the sort of people society 

can rely upon. They are not fighters, not remakers of the world. They are 

morally sick people [...] The filmmakers think that young people ought to 

decide for themselves how to live, without asking their elders for counsel 

and help...” Ilych’s Gate was shortened to 90 minutes, recut with reshot and 

rewritten scenes, and finally released in 1965 as I Am Twenty. This version 

sees Sergei’s father reassure, rather than “abandon” his distraught son. The 

version of the film on Klassiki bears that later title, but is not the censored 

version; it is a third version altogether, reconstituted by Khutsiev in the 1980s 

using a mix of the old and new footage. 

Khutsiev had staged the post-war generational rift at the point when it was 

most pointed, before the drift into 70s stagnation. The ghost is an obvious 

echo of Hamlet — “time is out of joint,” as Shakespeare put it, when fathers 

are younger than sons — but unlike the Danish prince, Sergei isn’t burdened 

with murderous purpose by the encounter. His tragedy is to believe in the 

promise of the Soviet state, but to have no way to prove himself worthy of his 

inheritance. All he has is his youth. 
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