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    Preface

  


  I have chosen to translate Kino-Eye, Kino-Pravda and kinok as Cine-Eye. As a result readers will have to determine from context and italics whether I am
  referring to the film (Cine-Eye), the method, the movement (Cine-Eye) (all kinoglaz) or its members (Cine-Eyes) (kinoki). For reasons of consistency and so as not to confuse
  the reader I have correspondingly altered my quotations from Julian Graffys and Kevin OBriens translations of these terms to Cine-Eye and Cine-Pravda.


  In the text I have used familiar and more reader-friendly transliterations of Russian names and terms: Mayakovsky rather than Maiakovskii, Koltsov rather than Koltsov. In references to
  Russian terms, in the endnotes, and in the bibliography, I have consistently used the Library of Congress system for transliteration. All unattributed translations from Russian or French are my
  own.


  In the endnotes I have given titles or descriptions, years and (where necessary) authors for materials quoted from anthologies and from Vertovs archive (RGALI Collection 2091) so as to
  retain a better sense of the evolution of Vertovs views and the critical climate. Similarly, I have supplied English translations, where they do not already exist, for the titles of
  Vertovs written works.





  
    Introduction: Dziga Vertov  Defining Documentary Film

  


  This is the golden age of documentary. But what distinguishes it from other films? Is it devalued by bias or editorial manipulation? Can it capture the unperformed? What gives
  a film-maker the right to pry and show? These questions, still central for study of the form, lie at the heart of the thought and films of Dziga Vertov. Yet Vertovs reputation as director of
  a lone masterpiece, Man with a Movie Camera, does not reflect his deep commitment to exploring issues of structure, film activism, surveillance, the status of recording and performance. In
  fact, the true nature of his engagement with these concerns emerges only from a study of the whole body of his films and writings. That Vertov was the creator of a sizeable body of innovative and
  distinct films is a fact recognised by retrospectives at recent film festivals in Cambridge and Pordenone. However, as yet there exists no work in English covering his whole career. Dziga Vertov
   Defining Documentary Film will fill this gap, enabling a broad swathe of readers to link the familiar and less familiar aspects of his film-making and thinking in a cohesive
  narrative.


  At the same time this study challenges dominant views of Vertov solely as avant-garde artist and film poet,1 showing instead how Soviet journalism inspired his creative transformation
  of newsreel into the new form of documentary film. While documentary has long been said to borrow from journalism,2 this dimension of Vertovs work has never been adequately
  explored.3 Yet the example of the Soviet press enabled him to turn newsreel from the illustration or recording of events into an overt attempt to persuade through images. Vertov
  nevertheless insisted upon intervening minimally in what he filmed, striving for a balance between recording and reworking. Claims that Vertov obviated performance in his films by exclusively
  employing hidden cameras are likewise an exaggeration. He, in fact, also used reconstruction but evolved methods to combat the tendency to pose.


  Vertovs greatest works combine unstaged footage ingeniously so as to unleash a tremendous rhetorical force. They distil the sensibilities of newspaper column and Futurist poem into
  non-fiction feature films of incredible power and sophistication. In other words, they are classic documentaries, as the book seeks to demonstrate. Yet the sheer novelty of documentary perplexed
  Vertovs contemporaries. Critics either would not accept their creative use of newsreel footage or denounced the apparently perverse rejection of acting. Vertovs struggle to make
  films, to describe and defend his film-making practice, was the struggle to define documentary as such.


  The sense of documentary as a combination of recording and argument is a point that has to be made repeatedly when discussing documentary, even in the present. The assumption that a documentary
  must strive for balance and eschew political bias has led some of the most prominent historians of Soviet cinema to claim that there is a contradiction between documentary and the Communist
  world-view,4 or to condemn Vertovs lack of objectivity: a false virtue he had neither claimed nor desired.5 These same sorts of views still colour
  reception of contemporary documentaries, leading some to argue that the partisan approach of Michael Moores Fahrenheit 9/11 [USA 2004] meant it could not be a
  documentary.6


  Vertovs achievements in documentary were soon under threat. Towards the end of the 1920s, and more markedly by the early 1930s, Soviet journalism and documentary began to subordinate news
  to commemoration and the cults of the hero and the leader. Soviet film criticism now began to attack the whole notion of a distinction between documentary and fiction film, insisting that the only
  point of a film was its ideological stance regardless of the means used to achieve it. Journalism and imaginative writing, documentary and fiction film became largely indistinguishable. After
  initially criticising these shifts in Soviet cinema and journalism, Vertov ultimately responded by making a cultic film that nevertheless strives to fulfil his own documentary agenda in Three
  Songs of Lenin. Yet this film earned him little or no recognition, because, despite its retrospective, folkloric and commemoratory character, it still espoused an original aesthetic and
  documentary authenticity alongside the articulation of a required message. Despite further attempts to accommodate, ultimately the only work Vertov could find was at the main newsreel film studio,
  editing compilations almost devoid of any recognisable individual style, as predictable and bland in their own way as the films he had reacted to when he began his career. With Vertovs
  defeat came the dissolution of documentary as a distinct film-making tradition in 1930s USSR, a situation changed only by the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941.


  Marginalised by the Soviet film-making community, Vertov looked abroad for sustenance in the early 1930s. However, where documentary film had developed in the West, it accepted reconstruction
  and staging to a far greater extent than Vertov. As a result, while his films served as important technical manuals for film-makers in the West, for many years he had few direct disciples here
  either. It was not until the 1960s that his more rigorous form of documentary led to him being rediscovered, both in his homeland and internationally. Curiously, though, the reflexive and overtly
  partisan qualities of Man with a Movie Camera have meant that Vertov is often seen as a gravedigger of documentary, rather than a pathfinder for it.7 Only now is he beginning to
  be seen as a seminal figure of early documentary film, alongside Robert Flaherty and John Grierson.


  This book is not a biography. Its focus is Vertov the film-maker, not the person. While a study of his life might shed light on the subject of Vertovs films, his single-minded devotion to
  cinema meant that he strove most fully to realise himself in his professional life. Analysing his films and writings broadly in chronological order enables us to re-examine Vertovs evolution
  and to challenge the typical view of his career as a steady progression away from journalism towards an ever more individual expressive form, peaking in Man with a Movie Camera before once
  more descending into the anonymity of Stalinist hagiography and newsreel.8


  Jumbling up the messianic manifestos of Vertovs early career with films made later,9 concentrating on a single film or a certain phase of Vertovs career, are approaches
  that facilitate the telling of this heroic story of Vertov, the modernist magician tragically tamed by the Stalinist behemoth. In fact, throughout his career, from the Civil War to World War II,
  Vertov adapts his art to the dominant forms of his time. There is always a compromise between a search for new and more striking visual  and, later, sound  solutions, on the one hand,
  and the need to articulate a message, on the other. Vertov never questioned this propagandist role of documentary and newsreel, seeing it as an inextricable part of the form: from the beginning his
  films exercised a right to see that, ultimately, derived from the state. Moreover, Vertovs later work still forms part of a coherent oeuvre, even if concessions to dominant stylistic
  and productional norms mean that the traces of his distinct approach became ever more rare. The later work is nevertheless a context aiding our understanding of the earlier films, showing how
  Vertov retains certain elements of style, such as his approach to the use of sound and the song almost until the end of his career.


  While it would be foolish to deny the relevance of the avant-garde, Futurism, Constructivism, Productivism and the Left Art Front (LEF) to understanding Vertovs work, and much of it is
  clearly structured according to the norms of music, rhetoric and poetry, the atmosphere and generic conventions of journalism are no less germane. In revealing Dziga Vertov the documentary
  film-maker, rather than Vertov the modernist seer, there is a necessary distortion, one required by the need to redress the imbalance in views of this seminal figure. Yet momentum is gathering for
  the wider appreciation of Dziga Vertov, and its culmination will be the rewriting of the history of documentary film-making, with Vertov as either unacknowledged trailblazer or cartographer of
  the path not taken.10


  Histories of documentary have typically referred to Vertov as a pioneer of the form who stands outside its main tradition, or belongs to no single strand of it.11 Yet there is a
  growing sense that Vertovs reflexive and partisan films are of great relevance to an age more suspicious of documentarys implicit claims to objectivity, but ever more attracted by the
  promise and possibilities of the form, as witnessed by the recent success of a number of documentary films. Rewriting the history of documentary film to allot Vertov a greater place, entails
  determining what he understood by documentary, and how the society in which he worked defined and interpreted it. To reinsert Vertov into the history of documentary requires a profound insight into
  the nature and development of documentary in the Soviet Union in the period, into the polemics surrounding Vertovs development of the form. At the same time, writing a competent history of
  Vertov means retaining the implicit frame of reference of the rest of documentary film, developing separately, but often inspired indirectly by Vertov.


  Dziga Vertov  Defining Documentary Film shows Vertov to be a distinctive film-maker with a consistent style and approach, who shaped both Soviet and documentary film. By pursuing
  the uniquely illuminating angle of Vertovs position in the development of documentary film, it is the aspiration of this book to balance original research and contextual insight with
  interpretations of the films that engage their first-time viewer.
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