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			For Kazakhstan—the most hospitable of lands.

			

	 
		

	
		
			

			EISEN

			

		 
		

	
		
			THE CIRCUS

			 

			World, poor world, I call you to battle!

			Dziga Vertov

			 

			 

			 

			His heart exploded at the very moment his foot, clad in a yellow American shoe, flew up for the next pas. Pain splashed from his burst thorax, flooding the room: the fiery red carpet, the crystal chandeliers, the wind and string orchestra. Clutching the waist of his partner—a well-known actress with a proper Soviet face—he slithered down: along the slippery velvet of her dress, onto the slippery parquet of the floor. And then further. Faster, more painfully.

			“Sergei Mikhailovich!” the actress cried, her voice reaching him from far off: just under the plaster sheaf-of-wheat ceiling medallion. “Sergei!”

			The waltz unraveled into discordant notes and broke off. The world grew unfocused and melted away, like celluloid film burning. Before his eyes was a carousel of faces, also famous and very proper, now losing their features and merging into a single gelatinous mass.

			“Call a doctor!” Sounds burbled around him. “Move back! Give him air!”

			This gelatinous mass of Stalin prizewinners—it was even amusing. He wanted to crack a joke. He was adept at it—always joking, caustic and relentless, outdoing all others. Now he had forgotten how. He seemed to have forgotten how to breathe, too. Like a fish, he opened his mouth, grabbing the air with his teeth—but you can’t grab air! Now, that was funny.

			Two bright blue circles cut through the liquid mass. Haloes? No, just the crowns of caps. Security police.

			“Stretcher, over here!”

			Fuck you all! I won’t surrender. Shoving off with his heels, his elbows, his knees, he raised himself somehow from the wax-scented floorboards, and stood up on feeble, cotton-wool legs. The floor careened under him like a ship’s deck in a storm.

			“No you don’t!” a voice gurgled nearby. Lie down immediately!”

			Wincing at the effort, he balled up his fingers into his cold palms—wet for some reason—forming two tight fists, and launched them towards the blue caps. They fell short. Then, holding his guns high in the air and shuffling along the gold-edged, crimson-red carpet on half-bent legs, he hobbled to the exit.

			 

			* * *

			 

			He managed to get to the Kremlin hospital on Vozdvizhenka without help. Luckily, it was only a ten-minute drive from the House of Cinema. It required all his effort to turn the steering wheel, and he could barely see the road in front and on either side of him. If it hadn’t been for the NKVD security police that preceded him, driving their black Volga “Emka” and warding off oncoming cars with flashing lights, he would certainly have crashed into someone or landed in a snowbank.

			He crawled out of the car himself, too. Medics and doctors, alerted by anxious calls from the very top, were already flying towards him across the front courtyard. Breathing out milky puffs of steam as they ran, they hadn’t even had time to throw on a fur coat over their lab coats. He wanted to rush to meet them (and away from the rumbling Black Maria nearby), but he only managed to take one step before leaping—not into the snow, as it seemed he might, but into someone’s warm arms, smelling of iodine and camphor.

			 

			He woke up in a spacious hospital ward for one. His gaze probed the interior of the room—checkerboard tiles on the floor, a window with multiple panes, a dark invalid’s chair on wheels in the corner—until it landed on a table and bentwood chairs, painted white, evidently for visitors. A prison hospital was unlikely to have Viennese modern furniture—so he was still in the Kremlin, and the black Volga had flown back to where it came from, without its prey.

			Nothing prevented the security police from returning at any time of day or night to whisk him off—to prison? to the firing squad?—maybe even sitting him down first, for the sake of convenience, in this same black leather wheelchair. He imagined how they would roll him up to the red brick wall, pockmarked with countless bullet holes. A salvo—and he slumps down to the ground like a limp sack. Another salvo—and the empty chair keeps shuddering, its wheels spinning frantically under the rain of bullets.

			The black wouldn’t look good in the frame.

			“Is there another wheelchair, a lighter one?” he said point-blank to the nurse in a starched kerchief, who had just entered.

			She had to lean down very close to make out his mumbling.

			“You still have a long way to go before you can sit in that chair,” she answered sternly.

			 

			* * *

			 

			At dawn, an absurd woman with the drooping face of a bulldog appeared. She had most likely spent the night in the emergency room, demanding to see the patient. But the Kremlin doctors stand guard like Cerberuses. They know their business. The patient’s sleep is the highest priority. Only toward morning did she get her wish. The violet-red flames of the February dawn had hardly licked the window, but the woman was already bustling around the ward with a proprietary, domestic air, moving the table and chairs closer to the head of his bed, unpacking things and arranging them, then making a place for herself—clearly planning to stay for the duration.

			“Yulia Ivanovna, go away,” he ordered, raising his voice to its limit.

			But his voice was inaudible over the scrape of the furniture and the clip-clop of high heels.

			“I don’t want to see you. You make me feel worse,” he announced, after quiet had set in.

			Even in the silence, his voice couldn’t be heard.

			He realized he was opening his mouth, but no sound was coming out. 

			The woman noticed that the sick man was alert, and, she thought, preparing to speak.

			“You must get better, Rorik,” she said with emphasis, her mouth moving expressively in its scarlet-red lipstick.

			He wanted to frown—because of the intolerable scarlet lips and the clip-clop of the heels, but also from the long-forgotten nickname “Rorik.” But his facial muscles wouldn’t obey him. The only thing left for him to do was to close his eyes tight and pretend he had fallen asleep again.

			The woman jumped up and covered him fussily with the blanket, tucking it in on all sides. She thought this was just how a concerned mother should behave.

			Trying not to breathe in her perfume—and why would she have doused herself with it when she was going to see her son in a hospital ward?—he waited until the woman sat down again in the chair.

			She was, indeed, his mother. About this, he felt nothing less than astonishment. Though, he might just as well feel regret, since he was completely at her mercy here in the hospital. 

			“I’ll nurse you back to health, Rorik. I’ll read aloud to you again—like before; like always.”

			He was forty-eight years old, but he was defenseless against her well-meaning assaults.

			“I’ve brought you everything you need. I know it will help you more than medicine.”

			How often she still used the pronoun “I”! He had long ago learned not to get irritated by this. Now, when he was laid out in a hospital bed, such egocentrism even awakened a sort of tenderness in him.

			He diligently kept his eyelids shut, and lay without moving a muscle. But the woman wouldn’t stop talking.

			“I will read to you even while you sleep. Those psychiatrists so dear to your heart claim that a sleeping person still hears things, without being aware of it.”

			“When was the last time I read to you, Rorik?” This he heard under the rustle of pages being turned. “About twenty years ago? I can’t remember.”

			His mother always forgot unpleasant things—once and for all. She cut out inappropriate moments from her memory like a film editor deletes undesirable frames. But he remembers for both of them. The last time she read to him was in November 1927. He was finishing up October just then, and had spent several weeks in the editing room trying to distill the necessary four-thousand meters from the fifty-thousand meters he had shot.

			He didn’t succeed. He went blind from the effort. The doctors prescribed a mole’s habits for him: whole days and nights in darkness, preferably with his eyes covered. His mother rushed down to Moscow from Leningrad on the “Red Arrow” night-train (at that time they still lived in different cities)—and he recovered, then set to work finishing the pre-montage editing. She returned home, her eyes red from crying. During their short time together, they had quarreled like there was no tomorrow. That had been eighteen years ago. Since that time, she hadn’t read aloud to him. The doctors thought it was the rest that had cured him. He knew it had been the reading.

			Before that, his mother had read to him in ’26, when Battleship Potemkin had premiered in Germany without him. He had wept for days, unable to get out of bed. And even before, back in 1924, when his last stage play had flopped, and he was on the verge of giving up directing.

			Those were times when his mother’s reading had helped. True, those times were from another life—before he had really become himself. Now, trying to cure him in the old way was just as ludicrous as calling him by his pre-revolutionary nickname: Rorik. But this was who he was now—an overweight, balding satyr with necrotic heart muscles. He was the best-known Soviet film director in the West, cultivated for export, but forbidden to leave the country himself. He had twice won the Stalin Prize, but his old films had been destroyed, and he was banned from making new ones. A foul-mouthed pornographer and pederast, who could at any moment, maybe tomorrow, be sent up for sodomy. Or even today; they’d always find a reason.

			If they came to arrest him, would she really witness it?

			“Rorik, I’m starting.”

			He was still lying in bed with his eyes closed, but he could clearly imagine the large album, its pages open, on the table in front of his mother. Clippings from newspapers and magazines crowded the cardboard pages. He had pasted them on the pages himself, starting in 1921, with the opening of a play featuring his set décor, and ending with the triumph of Alexander Nevsky, before the war. The album was swollen with so many clippings that the covers could barely contain them. It looked like a gigantic ledger. It would only stay closed with the help of a leather belt, purchased in the men’s haberdashery department. As soon as the belt was undone, the album burst open of its own accord, like something alive that wanted to show its contents to the viewer. Notices, playbills, daily production reports from film shoots, reviews—everything that mentioned or discussed the creative activity of Sergei Eisenstein in the press (even the most insignificant, provincial little papers, like Red Tundra Life or Kolkhoz Mates)—was extracted and immortalized on the white cardboard.

			Not everything was preserved, only what was good and worthy. There was no place in the album for notices about the eminent director that appeared in the biting feuilletons of Ilf and Petrov, for example, or the heaps of scathing reviews about Bezhin Meadow. Only good reviews, as well as the excellent and the stellar, filled the archive. This was not only praise, but evidence and testimony: Eisenstein exists as an artist and has the right to create. And he displayed them not for others, but for himself. Earlier, he had paged through the album often, sometimes daily, to induce sleep, rather than taking a soporific; or he had asked his wife to read from it. After the start of the war, he stopped. The last pages—on the evacuation of Mosfilm to Kazakhstan and its return to Moscow, and the filming of Ivan the Terrible—had been added by Pera. He had not yet learned these articles by heart. And it was doubtful that he ever would. Reading about himself had lost its former allure.

			His mother started reading out loud—not from the first page, but sensibly omitting several double-page spreads. The early, theatrical period of his life had unfolded under the auspices of the Teacher—the peerless Old Man, the magnificent Meyer, who before the war had already been pronounced an enemy of the people, and had perished in the Lubyanka. Recalling Meyerhold today was highly inopportune. So, the reading began from March of 1924. That was when Eisen had first taken the editing scissors in hand and had redeployed from the camp of theater arts to the camp of cinema and motion picture production.

			 

			* * *

			 

			This occurred in the cutting room of Kino Moskva, located on the corner of Tverskaya Street and Voznesensky Prospect.

			He was twenty-six. He was hungry for art, and as yet unsuccessful. Neither his studies under Meyerhold at the State Higher Theater Workshops, nor his stint as a designer and director in the Proletcult Theater, had brought him fame. There were many negative reviews, and few spectators at the performances. He comforted himself with the thought that each of his failures was so brilliant it could almost have counted as a triumph.

			

			The same could be said about his relations with women. They loved him, and he loved them—at least, it may have seemed that way. He looked at each of them as though at any moment he might fall in love. Several love affairs even sparked into flame; but, alas, they remained without a distinct finale. They were so vague, in fact, that neither he nor the objects of his emotion were certain whether a finale had taken place.

			His external appearance was deceptive. His former stoutness and high, thin voice suggested a weakness of character; but within seconds of meeting him, Eisenstein’s interlocutor was bewitched by his charisma. He was jocular without restraint. He raged and fumed in the most colorful language. He joked impudently. And he played the fool unabashedly. Every morning, he combed his luxuriant mane into an unruly crest and trained separate locks to stand out by wetting them with water. Even without that effort, however, his shock of hair floated above his head, the curls twisting like a petty devil’s crown, increasing the man’s modest stature.

			He had visited the cutting room of Kino Moskva out of curiosity (so he made himself believe). He wanted to find out how this newfangled cinema was made—recently proclaimed (by Lenin) to be “the most important of the arts.” In fact, he had visited out of despair. Three theater seasons had yielded no fruit; or the pickings had been very slim indeed, leaving him both hungry and angry. He felt the need to devote himself to something. To visual satire, perhaps—should he do caricatures for the newspapers? He was a good draughtsman, and biting caricatures were in high demand. Or, maybe, motion pictures were the answer?

			Cinema in Russia was just getting underway. Not more than two dozen films were made each year. There was a dearth of almost everything—scripts, directors, and, mainly, filmstock itself. Movies were purchased eagerly, however. Foreign films were significantly cheaper than domestic ones, and the costs were paid off in a month or two. The champions of furnishing these “celluloid dreams” were Germany and the USA. German movies were distinguished by their technical perfection, American movies by their chases and stunts.

			In their original state, though, these films were hardly fit for distribution and were even harmful. Of what use could a story about vampires or millionaires be to a moviegoer in the back-of-beyond—say, in Kazan? A movie that, no matter how wildly it was received, was ideologically empty? Foreign films were “Sovietized”—thoroughly refurbished, with the seams taken in and the cuffs turned, and sometimes even “baptized” anew. The acknowledged virtuoso in this art was film editor Esfir Shub. 

			Black-browed, with a mass of curls, a beauty like Esther, her Biblical namesake, she sat in the editing room for days and nights on end, pulling celluloid from the reels and mercilessly hacking away at it, subjecting the impoverished fantasies of the Capitalist screenwriters to the demands of Marxism. Moira of the art of cinema, Ariadne of Soviet ethics, her eyes seemed to be lined with kohl—but no, it was just her eyelashes that framed them. Between her teeth, like a cigar, she held a chemical marking pencil.

			Does every man fall in love with you on the spot, or only every other one? Eisen felt the urge to ask, even before greeting her.

			He had known her for ages already; she had worked as a secretary in the Theater Department. They became friends. As someone given to impulses and outbursts, torment and passion, he was always attracted to women like Esfir—women who seemed cast in iron. She worked long and hard—like a proletarian. She spent up to fifteen hours in the cutting room, sometimes longer. Sleeping at the editing desk was uncomfortable, so she ran home to sleep in her diminutive apartment. There, too—Eisen saw it with his own eyes when he visited her—an editing desk and projector took up half the space. Sometimes, she continued her montage work instead of going to sleep. Esfir had been called by fate to work in cinematography; her only choice was to obey.

			Now, Eisen wanted to try his hand at it. He came to assist in the rebirth of a newly purchased German film—in its Soviet hypostasis. And if it didn’t pan out—who knew? Maybe he would strike up a romance with the notorious new art of cinema.

			And so, here was the German film: twelve tin boxes lying on the table in front of the omnipotent Esfir. On top of each was a label with the name neatly etched in ink. The creators had named it eponymously, after the main character: the demonic villain Dr. Mabuse.

			“To hell with Dr. Mabuse!” Esfir said. “The name must speak for itself. Not simply speak—but inspire. Fear, disgust, hatred—for them. Ecstasy and devotion—for us.”

			And it was true—all the exploits and swindles of the main character take place in high society. Allowing them onto the screen was only possible with a prompt: explaining to the spectator from the beginning how to relate to the half-naked show dancers, or the lavish spreads on restaurant tables.

			“Shall we call it Decay of the City?” he suggested. “Living Corpses? The Putrid People?” 

			“Not bad,” Esfir said. “But art must not just inspire aversion. It should also entice. It must not only inspire hatred, but also pique curiosity. The name must grab someone by the gills and drag them into the movie theater. Once in the theater, after buying a ticket, let them shudder and fume to their heart’s content.”

			“Decay and Gold?” he said, trying out more tantalizing variants. “Gilded Sins?”

			“Gilded Decay,” she said, summing it all up.

			And that was what they called it.

			Working with the contents of the movie was not easy. Four and a half hours of screen action had to be cut down to two or three. The theme of capturing a dangerous criminal had to be revised as the unmasking of an imperialist society.

			The biggest complication was that the director, a certain Fritz Lang, had been so enamored of scenes in seedy places—vaudeville shows, casinos, and restaurants—that he forgot completely about the life of the city’s poor. Thousands of meters of film showed the resplendent interiors of palaces and hotels, stock exchanges, and gambling houses, while only a few episodes played out in the poor quarters of town. How were they supposed to prove the inevitability of global revolution with this footage?!

			But Esfir smiled. She had managed more daunting tasks than this. She looked quizzically at Eisen, as if to say: Well, what do you suggest, colleague?

			“Adding frames to it from another film?” he floundered. “Splicing in a newsreel about the Volga famine?”

			“Again, not a bad idea at all,” Esfir nodded. “But the moviegoer is buying a ticket to a picture that is, in the first place, German; and, in the second place, fictional. We can’t deceive them by offering life instead of fantasy. Persuading, cajoling, frightening them—all right. Gripping the soul, hooking them with bait—all right. Deceiving them—never.”

			

			“Well then, how about telling them about the life of the oppressed classes in words? After each savory episode, splicing in a frame with: “Meanwhile . . .” And informing the audience about how many peasants in Germany are going hungry, how many workers live in poverty?”

			“Once again—not a bad idea. However, that device is an emergency measure. In cinema, only the image works. Show a trip to the moon, or even a three-headed dog—and they’ll believe you. But if you tell them about it in subtitles, they’ll laugh at you. Words in cinema are but servants of the image.”

			Discussing the essence of her favorite subject, she looked so pretty that Eisen wondered yet again whether he should fall in love with her. Esfir was married, and her spouse was not a filmmaker, however surprising that may have been. She was married to an alcoholic and Constructivist, who was very radical in both capacities. Her married state would hardly present an obstacle; but a little affair would no doubt put an end to the friendship that had grown up between them. Eisen averted his eyes reluctantly from her lips.

			“Well, what should we do?”

			“Montage.”

			The blades of the scissors flicked open and shut rapaciously. The creation of the director, a certain Fritz Lang, scatters in scraps of celluloid on the floor, onto Esfir’s sturdy men’s shoes.

			They worked for almost a week. She snipped and cut; he marked the script with his pencil, one moment allowing himself to admire her lovely face, the wavy tresses of her hair, the next moment restraining himself.

			He entertained his workmate as well as he knew how (and he knew better than many!) He treated her to jam—bilberry, bought from the speculators on Sukharevka Street, after which their mouths turned vivid purple, as though smeared with lip pomade. He cracked nuts and sunflower seeds with his teeth, standing on the broad windowsill and spitting the shells at the editing lamp. He drew portraits of Dr. Mabuse—salacious, down to the most intimate detail. These depictions set the virtuous Esfir laughing, and she began flinging at him pieces and scraps of film, with endless shots of this doctor.

			Thanks to, or despite, the efforts of Eisen, their task went swimmingly. They smoothed out the convoluted plot, removing not only particular scenes and episodes, but several characters, as well. Trying to reduce screen time by half is no joke. At the same time, they plumped up the narrative line of a secondary character, a cocaine aficionado, emphasizing once and for all his pernicious vice. They also stigmatized the casino cum vaudeville show cum restaurant—for the most part verbally, with subtitles, such as: “In the daytime, the imperialist leech drinks the blood of the Proletariat, and in the evening, champagne” and “In this palace, the cries of hungry children in the factory quarters cannot be heard.” A down-at-heel woman—in the original, the accomplice of a criminal gang, guarding a cache of counterfeit dollars—is transformed into a suffering mother, who sacrificed her sons to war.

			Esfir shredded the film wildly; but she showed her true brilliance in the montage of the final minutes. The culmination of the film wasn’t the capture of the criminal Mabuse (as the director, a certain Fritz Lang, had tritely conceived it), but the citizens, pouring into the street in fury: burning eyes, wide-open mouths, fists raised to the heavens—accompanied by shouts (in subtitles) of “To the barricades!” and “Onward in struggle!” and “Under the banner of the Revolution!” Alarmed, the Capitalists in their top hats stare at the protesters, and several of them cry out in fright . . . But the enraged crowd, as well as the top hats, were all in the original: the Capitalists (at the very start of the movie) were terrified by the prospect of the stock-market crash, and the citizens (closer to the end of the movie) wanted to rescue the prisoner from the clutches of the law. Spliced together into a single episode by Esfir’s firm hand, and furnished with subtitles, however, two different plots engendered a third—the necessary, revolutionary plot. 

			When the transformation of the film was nearing its end, Esfir handed him the scissors.

			“Try it.”

			And he did.

			Chopping up the celluloid, cutting out chunks of someone else’s work to make it his own, was captivating. So many things were suddenly at his fingertips: actors, whose figures flickered in the squares of the frames, scattered under the table like so much rubbish. Moviegoers, with the prospect of watching the film still ahead of them, and the director, faraway Fritz Lang—all of them submitted to the stroke of his instrument.

			Snip! He’s like a surgeon with a scalpel.

			Snip! You are at my command.

			Snip! The film is ready.

			All in all, it wasn’t so much that it had turned out well, as that it was easily digestible. The montage proved to be far from perfect. A pair of protagonists appeared, then disappeared instantly in a leapfrog of whittled-away scenes. Several moments or events remained jigsaw puzzles with missing pieces. The movie had a brisk appeal, though, and was able to be served up for the kindly disposed viewer’s pleasure.

			And served up it was. Gilded Decay hit Soviet screens in the spring and summer of ’24. The poster for the film was designed by Kazimir Malevich. In the opening credits, just after the name of the director, appeared the names of the co-authors: montage—Esfir Shub; subtitles—Sergei Eisenstein.

			He watched the film eighteen times—not so much for the sake of the film, but to watch the spectators during the showing. After entering the cinema, he hid behind a column or in the box nearest the stage, and examined their faces. He noticed when they would laugh, when they would frown with contempt or yawn. He listened to how they read the subtitles and legends aloud. It was their habit to read them loudly, sometimes in a chorus. From their intonation, he could gauge whether the picture inspired them or bored them. He listened to what the young boys shouted during the intermissions—their judgments were merciless.

			He came to understand which frames should be edited differently, and which texts needed to be rewritten. He also understood that a love affair with the new art of cinema had begun—from his side, at least.

			 

			* * *

			 

			During his first twenty-six years of life, two romances had claimed him. These were not love affairs with women, requiring long-term maneuvers for the sake of short-term satisfaction. They were cases of genuine true love—the kind that change a man and his vision of the world, and sometimes even the trajectory of his fate.

			The first of these loves was drawing. He preferred to call it a love for the line.

			The second love was theater. He called this a love for play.

			The line first revealed itself to him on the green field of the billiard table. A friend of his father’s made drawings on the felt with the cue chalk. The electric spotlights illuminated the tabletop like a stage, and the space around it was inky black. Now and then a hand, its fingers pinched together, appeared out of the darkness, and hovered above the surface, scattering animals about—alive and breathing, as it seemed to the five-year-old Rorik. He stood with his chin resting on the table’s polished side rail, and, without blinking, watched the miracle of birth unfolding before his eyes. After a minute, the creatures perished—wiped away with a dry cloth. And Rorik peeled away from the table and vanished into the darkness, bearing away the toads, rabbits, and rats in his tenacious memory.

			Afterward, he tried to give them a second life—now on paper in sketchbooks. The attempts weren’t always successful. But he knew a secret for making it work: drawing louder. If you want to be heard—shout. And if you want a drawing to be a good likeness, overemphasize the features: the ears on a rabbit, the belly on a pig, a crocodile’s teeth. Let the drawing shout out loud—it will be impossible not to recognize what you’ve drawn.

			His mother always understood what the figures in her son’s scribbles represented and smiled over every creation. In fact, she always smiled, even when her voice trembled in fury.

			His father accepted his son’s talent as only fitting. He was the City Architect, and the prosperous Albertstrasse was lined with houses he had designed and built. Moreover, the façades were so lavishly decorated—with lions, sphinxes, caryatids, atlases, and Greek masks—that they all but shouted. Some people liked it and called Albertstrasse the jewel of Riga.

			Rorik also read avidly. But books were like bread to him: something vital and quotidian, moreover, available to all. Drawing, on the other hand, was always a miracle. The lines ran across the page, depicting the sky and the earth, pouring light and casting shadow, sowing grass and trees, giving birth to heavenly bodies and every sort of living creature.

			At first, he hardly ever drew people. They didn’t turn out well—so he drew animals in people’s clothes. Rhinos (stupid, of course); herons (usually shy); toads (invariably impudent and bold); and a whole menagerie of vivid characters culled from fables. Gradually, the characters multiplied and were arranged, at first in scenes on stage, and after that in extended, hand-drawn stories of many episodes. When he finally began to draw figures resembling people, they looked like the same animals—but with noses rather than snouts, or feet rather than hooves.

			They were funny—Filya, the governess, and Papa both laughed. And the guests smiled, as did the card players. He couldn’t observe his mother’s smiles; she and his father had divorced. She had left Riga and returned to St. Petersburg. But he sent her pictures in his letters, trying to make his drawings as amusing as possible. She replied, rapturously: “I laughed till I cried! What talent the boy has . . .”

			The teachers at his gymnasium did not share in the general mirth. Young Sergei did not receive marks above four (out of five) for drawing; and sometimes his grade slumped to a shameful three. He didn’t know how to copy plaster vases and plaster noses. But what were these marks, compared to the way Papa’s mustache wriggled in pleasure when he saw the newest caricature? Or the way his bosom buddy Max Strauch guffawed and grabbed him by his shoulders in delight? (They spent every summer together on the Baltic Sea and were inseparable for those three months.) That was true pleasure: the smile or laugh of another, and a grateful touch.

			It was power, too. When he was drawing a line on paper, he was already imagining Filya’s eyes growing round with amusement, or Max’s hilarity. The foretaste of another’s joy filled him, the artist, with joy, too. And observing those who witnessed his creations afforded him special pleasure—if, of course, the viewer fell under the charm of one of his drawings. If it was met with indifference, Rorik took away the drawing and tore it up. He doused the scraps of paper in water, turning them into mush. He didn’t dump it into the toilet (which would have been simpler) but descended surreptitiously into the dusty coal cellar and trampled it underfoot. Afterward, Filya gasped when she saw Rorik’s shoes, completely covered in soot, and couldn’t understand how her pupil’s shoes had gotten so soiled on Riga’s pristine streets.

			A simple black line could not only make someone laugh, but also inspire fear. This aspect of its power was something he discovered only later. In his father’s library, which was always open and at his son’s disposal, he discovered a collection of engravings called Famous Executions. Criminals were covered in tar and boiling lead. They were forced to wear “Spanish boots” (leg screws made not of soft wood, but of metal lined with hobnails and spikes). They were dismembered and quartered by horses (the description, with terrifying illustrations, told of a novice torturer who forgot to cut the condemned man into sections, thus drawing out the process by several hours). Rorik pored over the book for days on end, examining guillotines and quarter sections of human carcasses. At night, he dreamed about the Place de Grève, the most menacing and enticing spot in Paris, where justice had been meted out.

			He tried his hand at depicting an execution and showed it to Filya—who burst out laughing, as always. And how could one not laugh on seeing the bumbling little oaf of an executioner, who planned to decapitate a convict three times his height, and three times fatter than himself? 

			The drawing perished in the coal cellar. As did the next one (the quartering of piglets resembled too closely the preparation of a Christmas ham). And the next, as well (pouring hot brimstone into the mouth of a babe was mistaken for feeding it milky pabulum). His hand, already used to coaxing the comical out of virtually anything, was incapable of showing things otherwise.

			He decided to set his sights on Biblical subjects (he always received the highest marks in religion). But Christian motifs also resulted in fiasco. He wanted Saint Sebastian, his body pierced with arrows, to inspire sadness; instead, the impression was satirical. St. Agatha appeared playful. St. Ignatius, being thrown to the lions, looked more like a lion tamer than a martyr. He didn’t show these sketches to anybody; they were immediately condemned to the cellar. It seemed he wasn’t up to anything tragic or fearsome.

			And the beautiful?

			All the while shuddering at his own ineptitude, he spent three days trying to capture the likenesses of literary beauties in his sketchbook. But each of them, whether Juliet or Esmeralda, seemed to be grimacing on the page—faces so ugly and unappealing that he might as well have shown them to the boys at school, to increase the general merriment.

			

			He was forced to admit that his talent was limited. His drawings shouted like buffoons in a show booth. Anyone could understand them, and everyone laughed at them. But a more nuanced register of feeling—sadness and grief, hope, compassion, and love—remained, alas, out of reach. Buffoons were incapable of a more exalted performance.

			He told no one about this. His relatives went into raptures about the natural gifts of the “future artist.” He accepted the praise with resignation. His father predicted he would become an architect, his successor. He consented. In her letters, his mother mused about how he would enter the Repin Academy of Fine Arts in St. Petersburg. He consented to this, as well. But he himself was thinking about a career as a caricaturist.

			Of course, “artist” sounded much more flattering than “cartoonist,” but also more insipid. And who gave a hoot about the hundreds of graduates of the Repin Academy who were already, and would be in future, holed up in attic rooms in Petersburg, painting genuine art?! But the latest cartoons by Gulbransson in Simplicissimus—everyone was eager to see them. And no sooner had Daumier’s caustic drawings appeared in Caricature than scandals broke out, immediately etching themselves in the annals of political history. These drawings also commanded attention. Government ministers, deputies, bankers, and King Louis Philippe himself—all of them lived in fear of Daumier.

			This was how Rorik persuaded himself. He knew how to do it. And as his final argument—let me shake your hand, Daumier!—he produced a whole pile of caricatures of European monarchs in a single night. The resemblances turned out to be very striking, and very evil—as never before. The most successful of them were even good enough to publish in a satirical journal. The First World War had just begun, and the demand for political caricatures had surged. The drawings were accepted for publication—without enthusiasm, and only one or two—but they were accepted, nonetheless! Wasn’t this a nod from fate?

			His mother sought a different fate for her son, and looked for different signs. On her insistence, the boy brought a dozen of his most impressive works with him to the newly christened Petrograd1. Pale with excitement, Maman showed them to a friend of the family—a painter, graphic artist, illustrator, and teacher at that very Repin Academy. In short, a true maestro. “Not worth a copeck,” the master said, sighing. “The boy doesn’t see a thing—he draws from his head.” Fate insisted: he would not become an artist, but a caricaturist. There was no gainsaying the verdict.

			While his mother bemoaned this verdict, unable to reconcile herself to it, Rorik wrapped the underappreciated pictures in paper, dribbled some sealing wax on it, and tossed a copper coin on top. “Sealed the deal with a copeck!” They all laughed—the maestro genuinely, Maman through tears. Rorik always knew how to make people laugh. When guests visited, he took a pencil and drew a portrait of the maestro—a kind of second-class, idiosyncratic devil: with the brilliant baldness of a hippopotamus, as well as the ears, a goatee, and tiny, myopic eyes behind spectacles. Rorik, now alone with himself, laughed—also genuinely, and also through tears. The irrepressible laughter poured out of him along with his sobs.

			Such were the workings of his strange soul: he amused everyone and sometimes laughed louder than all of them. But when he was left alone, he wept—over the same things he mocked in the presence of others. Sometimes the sobs merged with a smile; but they were most often bitter and unadulterated. It was impossible to share these tears with anyone—not with the good-hearted Filya, nor with Max Strauch, nor with his school pal, Alyosha Bertels. These tears were the price of his ability to make people laugh. They came unbidden and left him in the same way—reeling like a punching bag, exhausted, his throat convulsing.

			Long ago, at the circus—he must have been no more than five—he saw two clowns: a white one, and a red one. One of them howled, his eyes like fountains, spraying the front rows with tears. The other one scoffed and romped around, pulling off stunts, not even pausing to catch his breath. Within the very first moment, Rorik understood that he wanted to be both of them. Or, perhaps, he already was both of them, simultaneously? This recognition was so stark that he went home and painted his face like a clown with gouache—half his face pale, and the other half in vivid color. He fluffed his luxuriant curls into a ball around his head, scaring Filya half to death when she came in to put him to bed.

			Most likely, both clowns—the morose one and the audacious one—had been living inside him up till then. But after the memorable trip to the circus, Rorik began to feel their presence in him more palpably. The bold and cheeky clown in him caused a commotion by setting a pigeon free under the skirt of his mother’s friend, who screamed. That clown also dropped a whole birthday cake on the divan (“I swear, it was an accident!”). During a walk, that one fell into a puddle—but so clumsily that he splashed everyone around him. And when Rorik was tired of the fun, he went off to the nursery by himself—and the other clown appeared. And wept inconsolably, like Pierrot, forgetting that he had just been cutting capers like Harlequin.

			When he was a bit older, Rorik discovered that he didn’t always have to clown around in public and cause harm to spectators. His chief pastime became a home theater, with a troupe of leaden toy soldiers, Chinese dolls, and carboard cutout figures from Ogonyok magazine. Max Strauch usually performed some role or other, and Rorik took on all the rest, no matter how many there were. Rorik acted in all the school and vacation plays, without exception, although he was usually assigned female roles (Pavlova, the ballerina; the Sutler-woman in Schiller’s Wallenstein’s Camp). His thin, girlish falsetto would not allow him to do anything else.

			Playacting became his other passion, on par with drawing. He forced people to watch him with delight onstage, albeit dressed in a ballerina tutu—just as he had rapturously watched others onstage not long ago in the Komissarzhevskaya Theater production of Turandot. The theater afforded him the same kind of power that drawing did—the power to fasten the gaze of another on himself and keep it there. It was the sweetest power on earth. 

			But the narrowness of his talent was evident here, too. He was a consummate mimic. He delivered his lines loudly, as though he were somersaulting in the middle of a circus ring, rather than treading the boards of a stage. All his antics were impossibly droll (hail, insolent clown!). He wasn’t entrusted with dramatic or tragic roles; for, no matter how hard he tried, he inevitably turned them into farce (die, insolent clown!).

			He dared not think about a career in theater. Papa might still somehow or other reconcile himself to his pursuing the profession of graphic artist or painter. But the prospect of a future as a comic actor—very unlikely. Rorik playacted in life with great relish. He was assigned many roles, the number of which only increased as he grew older: a good boy at home; a diligent pupil in the gymnasium. Papa’s pride in Riga; Maman’s pride in faraway Petersburg. And Rorik played much more convincingly in life than on the stage.

			The best actress he knew, of course, was Maman. There was no hypocrisy whatsoever in her; she believed absolutely in whatever she was playing. He came to understand this finally as an adult. But as a child, when they still lived together as one family, he only observed how swiftly and profoundly her lovely face could change—smiling sweetly when she communicated with him; then displaying a haughty iciness towards Filya. Courteously obliging towards Papa; timid, and at the same time anxious, around other men. She had many masks. They alternated like pictures in a magic lantern show, repeating over and over without end. In family photographs, Yulia Ivanovna always looked better than everyone else—full of happy dignity.

			People close to them, however, knew that this dignity evaporated when darkness fell. At night, Papa and Maman fought like cats and dogs, kicking up a real row. Little Rorik fled to Filya’s room to hide, burying himself under the covers so he couldn’t hear their shouting. His father ran hither and thither through the corridor, brandishing a revolver and calling his mother a strumpet. His mother, wearing a brightly patterned dress, her hair disheveled, ran hither and thither through the corridor, threatening to throw herself down the stairs. Rorik lay still, pressing his face into the pillow, trying to persuade himself this this was only theater. He was good at this.

			The nighttime spectacles stopped after a decision by the court regarding a divorce (still a rare event in those days). As the guilty party, the wife left the husband’s home, and the son, still a minor, remained in the custody of the father. Afterward, he and Maman corresponded in letters, and saw each other during vacations. Rorik would travel to Petersburg to visit her, in a house on Tavrichesky Street. And each time, he felt surprised. Yulia Ivanovna, his mother, behaved as though nothing untoward had happened. She smiled as she always had—a smile almost sickly sweet. She was vivacious, and spoke many tender words to him, especially around other people. She often embraced him, especially around other people. She whispered in his ear that he was the most important thing in her life. And she never said a word about the divorce, or the reasons for it, as if it had never happened at all.

			And he smiled in response, as though, indeed, nothing had happened. And embraced her tenderly, especially around other people. And joked with his mother’s guests, amusing them, and making them laugh. And felt guilty for everything. Towards his father, for wanting to be with his mother. Towards his mother, for not knowing how to respond to her feelings of adoration, but only how to pretend to be an affectionate son.

			Two great loves—for drawing and for the theater—filled his childhood and his youth. Two great sorrows—his mother’s betrayal and his lack of talent—filled them as well. Two clowns—one who laughed, and one who sobbed—coexisted in his soul: the first for outward show, and the second only for himself.

			And if the sobbing clown was prepared to accept that his gifts were meager or inadequate, the laughing one—never. In his diary, Rorik’s hand traced a thought, somewhat garbled in form, but bold in meaning: “Napoleon did everything he did not because he was talented. He became talented so he could do everything he did.”

			 

			* * *

			 

			“Sergei Eisenstein, Co-Author of Gilded Decay, Urged to Film His Own Motion Picture.”

			A fine phrase for a newspaper headline, bold and promising. He had thought it up himself, for fun. There was no newspaper article. But for several weeks already, the resonant wording had been knocking about in his brain. And, indeed, those were the facts of the matter. Well, almost.

			Granted, he wasn’t the co-director, but the author of the subtitles. Granted, he wasn’t being urged by anyone else. He himself had come up with the idea, which he presented first to Pletnev, at the Proletarian Cultural Organization, Proletcult; then to Mikhin, at Goskino, the State Committee for Cinematography. And, granted, he proposed not to film it himself, but to try his hand as a director—a trial run. But those minor details didn’t change the essence of the matter. On the first of April 1924, Eisen signed a contract to produce the motion picture The Devil’s Nest (renamed Strike, during production). 

			The original concept was broader in scope. (In some things, perhaps, he was lacking—but in grandiosity of conception, never!) It was a cycle of eight films, resoundingly titled Toward Proletarian Dictatorship, and recounting the entire history of the worker’s movement in Russia, from the first underground circles, up until the Revolution. For the time being, they had agreed on a single episode: a factory strike.

			“Where did you celebrate the Revolution?” Mikhin asked him, before putting his signature on the document.

			“Right in its cradle, in the city of Petrograd,” Eisen said, smiling. “You might say I was present at the birth. Or maybe during labor.”

			He wanted to make a joke about the star of Bethlehem turning into the five-pointed red star; he looked up to see the stern portrait of Lenin that adorned the wall, and thought better of it.

			A test shoot took place on the first of May. It ended in disaster.

			Eisen took a notion to end the film with a newsreel of the May Day demonstration on Red Square. For four hours, throughout the procession, Eisen ran behind the cinematographer, Ryllo, prompting him and issuing instructions. “Film as loudly as possible.” “Tilt the camera up to the clouds.” “Shoot comrade Trotsky’s face in fragments: first the mouth, when it’s wide open; then the eyes, so they glitter like lightning; then his profile, so that it floats above the crowd.” Ryllo, who was highly experienced, was silent. He uttered a single phrase during the whole shoot, albeit several times: “You’re getting in my way.” In the evening, Eisen went to see Mikhin, to demand another work partner. There he ran into Ryllo—who had requested to be freed from the obligation of working with Eisen.

			Preparing the filmscript was also a disaster. Mikhin gave the director two hefty volumes: Techniques of the Bolshevik Underground. The memoirs of old Party members, impressive in both mass and weight, were supposed to be the foundation of the movie version. It was not mere chance that the title of the book included the term “Techniques.” It was meant to aid the cause of underground printing houses in other countries—just as Strike was meant to be a primer for workers’ strikes, in their cinematic version. Everything contained in the two volumes was the honest truth. But how dull this honest truth was! Every article spoke of illegal printing presses, leaflets, proclamations, manifestos, papers, and still more papers . . . 

			“We’ll do it all differently,” Eisen announced, handing Mikhin a school notebook with a draft of the script.

			Mikhin opened the notebook—and froze.

			A rich lady—with pretty legs that would be filmed in a separate shot, in the middle of the frame—was bathing in a swimming pool filled with champagne. Men in tuxedoes, sitting around her, scooped out the champagne with the palms of their hands and drank. Dwarves were dancing the tango on the tabletop. Diamonds sparkled. (What do you say, so far away, Fritz Lang?!) A factory worker was killed on the job in a furnace of molten metal. He sank slowly, his hand the last thing to disappear in the bubbling lava. His comrades buried the skeleton, stiffened in the metal. (Such an ingenious, idiosyncratic death, and such an unusual funeral, had never been depicted in art—even in Famous Executions!) The strikers threw bricks and poured boiling water on the policemen. In the final episode, the mutineers, now on bended knee, were brutally mowed down.

			“Have you ever once been to a factory? In Kolomna, or Nizhny Tagil?” Mikhin, after recovering his ability to speak, asked Eisen. “Where on earth, or at least in Nizhny Tagil, would a dwarf come from? Or a swimming pool of champagne?”

			“What’s important in cinema is the image,” Eisen retorted (almost as peremptorily as Esfir once had). “If you show them, they’ll believe.”

			And Mikhin believed the impudent upstart, his hair like an unruly bush atop his head.

			Goskino demanded that the author of this phantasmagorical nonsense be fired. Mikhin defended him. Then Goskino demanded that Mikhin be present at every shoot, and he agreed. The only question was: What kind of cinematographer would dare work with such a notorious novice?

			Finally, a candidate was found for such a match—a very young fellow, and, according to hearsay, a good soul. He had just returned from an expedition somewhere in the back of beyond (the Urals? Altai?) and had not yet caught wind of the brouhaha surrounding Strike.

			“Let him come to my play, first,” Eisen suggested. “If he doesn’t flee after the first half hour, we’ll make a good team.”

			It was a sound idea. His staging of a piece at Proletcult was making waves. The play was called Too Clever by Half, and it attracted many devotees of Ostrovsky and other edifying masters of the stage. These fans had no idea that neither hide nor hair remained of Ostrovsky’s original—not even the names of the characters. Names, dialogue, plot, and meaning—the energetic director thoroughly plowed up the venerable ground of the play, leaving no stone unturned. The resulting “Montage of Attractions” (such was the promise on the poster), like a theatrical amusement park, featured smatterings of the author’s text, along with burning issues of the day. It inspired storms of both ecstasy and indignation, including charges of “hysteria.” Everything about the play could have passed as loud. The plethora of tricks, primarily of the circus variety, made spectators’ heads spin, eyes pop out of their heads, and bellies nearly burst from laughter, often to their own chagrin. Many people rushed out of the theater long before the end of the performance.

			They hadn’t decided on a day for the visit. Perhaps Mikhin truly suspected that the cinematographer might slip away from the theater during the show; the director didn’t necessarily need to know about this. Or perhaps the candidate for the job was very busy and was hard-pressed to choose a day. Whatever the case may have been, Eisen had no idea what his potential partner looked like, or when he might come to the play. Every evening, he scrutinized the faces in the audience more closely than ever. Was tonight the night he would show up?

			Eisen always paid attention to faces in the audience. He stood behind the curtain and watched them. He absorbed their gazes, their expressions—when they laughed, when they were afraid, when they were surprised or enraged. He suffered physically, until his stomach twisted in pain, when they were bored or left the hall. He suffered so much that he was prepared to brain every nitwit, or even leap onto the stage himself and do somersaults, just so they would turn back and stay a minute longer. Stop! Don’t go anywhere . . . But leaping onto the stage was impossible; it was forbidden territory for him. His idiotic falsetto hadn’t dropped or grown more manly over the years, and this had put an end to his stage career.

			He dreamed of a theater in which the director turned into a conductor. Sitting under a cupola, he would look at the audience in the hall and signal to the actors, increasing the comic temperature onstage to amuse a listless public, or augmenting the drama to elicit tears. The gestures of his hands would manipulate invisible strings, forcing the actors to perform more pensively (adagio, andante), or more briskly (moderato, allegretto), or urge them to gallop around like Punch-and-Judy characters (presto! presto!). And he would become—no, not a puppeteer, as Max Strauch, his erstwhile stage-play comrade at the Riga seashore, now an actor at Proletcult and a devoted friend, once accused him of being. He would be like an organist! A conductor of theatrical symphonies. A conductor who would make all the spectators’ wishes for an ideal play come true.

			He had picked up the notion of “director-conductor” in the lectures of Meyerhold. Meyer flung ideas around like a sower of seeds, occasionally giving birth to a precious idea in the middle of a story, then promptly forgetting it. But Eisen didn’t forget.

			Today, observing the multifarious members of the audience take their seats, he already knew who would leave prematurely. Observing them was easy. Stage scaffolding, specially designed for the “Montage of Attractions,” had been lowered onto the floor of the hall (the former ballroom of a merchant’s mansion), transforming it into a horse-riding arena: a circular space covered with a red carpet. The seats for the audience ringed the arena like an amphitheater, forming a deep bowl, and every spectator was visible to him, each of them sitting in plain sight. Here were some fine ladies, dressed to the nines and wearing cloche hats decorated with flowers and feathers—they would most likely leave within the first hour. There was a dandified gentleman in a three-piece suit. He looked like a foreigner who had unaccountably ended up in a proletarian theater, in a front-row seat, no less. He would leave, too. And the old-timer intelligentsia types—they would also leave early. 

			The performance began, as usual, with the clash of cymbals and rousing music. The circus artistes—in the playbill, they were called, collectively, “circus staff”—were professional acrobats; they leapt and turned somersaults like the best of them at the Moscow Circus. After half a year, the actors, too, had become highly skilled; few spectators were able to distinguish them from circus professionals. The costumes of all the characters were ordinary clown suits, but with such outsized derrières and gigantic collars that Eisen had to sew them himself. The theater tailor refused to waste his skills on “caricatures.” The protagonists leapt into the arena out of a black trunk and disappeared back inside after they had finished their acts. Pointed jokes and political barbs—about Symon Petliura, the GPU, cadets, and Lord Curzon—were strewn about generously, but lost in the thunder of the percussion and brass . . . 

			At first, the audience was stunned by the pandemonium. When Columbine, the beauty, jumped into the laps of the men sitting in the front rows, the audience came to life. When a circus clown almost dropped a tray covered with cans of condensed milk onto the spectators, and the cans, which were attached to invisible wires, hung midway in the air, the audience livened up still more, giggling and snickering. But when firecrackers started exploding under the spectators’ seats, the loud squeals and guffaws drowned out not only the actors’ cues, but the orchestra, too. 

			Among the first to leave, as Eisen had predicted, were the old-timers of the intelligentsia. Having suffered through no more than half the acts, they pressed their straw hats against their weak chests like shields and tried shoving their way to the exit. This was not easy. The lovely Columbine had just shrieked: “I’ve lost my wits!” and started shedding her multiple layers of clothing, thus bringing nearly all the men in the audience to their feet. They whistled and stamped, egging her on; and the old geezers, still trying to reach the exit, were unable to make any headway. But the sly Columbine, in all innocence, it appeared, managed to utter the line: “You can’t touch me with a ten-foot pole!” And, then and there, a ten-foot gymnast’s pole materialized—attached to the belt of the hero, clearly burning with passion. The clown-girl scrambled up the pole, showing off her considerable strength, dexterity, and surefootedness, as well as her considerable beauty, by that time having completely divested herself of her colorful silk trousers and her cape. Still trying to make their escape, the granddads deployed their elbows to the best of their ability; but youth prevailed. Not one of the older generation managed to reach the exit. Luckily for them, however, and to the chagrin of all the other men, Columbine was carried off behind the curtains on top of the pole. Suddenly, another actress appeared, dressed in a voluminous cloud of crinoline. A little door opened up in the nether reaches of the crinoline, from which someone shouted to the entire hall: “In-terrrrrrr-mission!”

			After the intermission, the action soared to fever pitch. A man in women’s clothes did a tap dance, while electric lights blinked on and off like fireflies on his brassiere, signaling the throes of love. Now and then a mullah made his appearance in the ring. He belted out little ditties, always off-key:

			 

			Anything can happen; Christ died, and more.

			He rose from the dead—what an encore!

			 

			Then the man of faith raised a tablet that read: “Religion is the Opium of the People,” and exhibited it to all four sides—for those who were slow on the uptake.

			The audience had dwindled after the intermission. But those who remained were truly enamored of all that transpired. They sang along with the mullah’s little ditties and hooted in unison with the blinking fireflies on the brassiere. The fine ladies in fancy hats, whom Eisen had expected to leave before the second half of the show, were still in their seats, as was the dandy in the front row.

			The camel did the ladies in.

			It appeared in the second part of the play—an actual camel with two humps, its powerful body covered with a shaggy, russet coat of fur. The camel’s name was Byron, and there really was something haughty, presumably English, in his protruding lips. The animal was brought to the performance from his home in the Moscow Zoo, lured hither by salt and onions. One of the villains in the play (dressed in a tuxedo and top hat, naturally) rode on his back and circled once around the arena-stage. Then the camel and rider would disappear again behind the curtain, as though capitulating before the shouts and slurs of the public, by that time already warmed up and eager to participate directly in the performance. The camel’s head was adorned with plumage. 

			It so happened that this plumage bore an uncanny resemblance to the feathers on the hat of one of the fine ladies. It was, in fact, an exact likeness—the number of feathers, their colors, and even their particular fluffiness. On seeing the animal, the lady rose from her seat. After pausing for a moment in astonishment, she rushed toward the exit. Her girlfriends followed after her, all in a flurry. But the fine lady paused a bit too long; her high heels clattered a bit too loudly. Her escape had been noticed.

			“Make like a bird and fly, featherhead!” someone, overcome with class enmity, piped up.

			

			After that, others started hissing and jeering, too. Alarmed by this vociferous reaction, Byron reared up and threw off his rider.

			“Atta boy! Dirty scoundrel.” The hall was delighted. “Trample him good! Imperialist scum.”

			The well-drilled artistes continued the play. Harlequin, played by Grisha Alexandrov, the idol of the female spectators, walked three meters above the rows of seats, without a safety cord or balance bar, balancing on a tightrope, 

			In the meantime, unable to understand who the target of the bloodthirsty taunts was, the camel lost its bearings—so it headed for the exit, just in case.

			“Byron!” the zookeeper shouted from behind the curtain.

			“Down with the Capitalists!” the hall raged. “Down with the Lords and Sirs! Down with the Curzons and Byrons!”

			The terrified camel collided with a stanchion—the stanchion listed to one side, then collapsed, dragging part of the scenery behind it, smashing one of the spectator’s seats (luckily, unoccupied) to smithereens. It was the seat next to the dandified gentleman in the front row. The audience gasped in unison; but the gentleman remained unperturbed. His neatly arranged legs did not so much as stir.

			Before the audience had time to draw its next breath, the tightrope above their heads snapped, and Grisha Alexandrov plunged to earth . . . 

			. . . and landed on the ground in the middle of the ring—like a true aerialist. The audience went wild with applause.

			In the meantime, the camel, trembling and hiccupping in fear, was caught and led backstage. No one bothered to pick up the scenery or finish the play—and no one noticed that the plot had been interrupted.

			The applause was deafening and protracted. One person was so filled with joy that he took to doing somersaults on the carpet of the arena. Another person promised to come to the next performance and bring the whole factory brigade with him, down to a man. The artistes embraced one another backstage: this was success!

			Finally, everyone in the hall had left, except for the dandy in the front row. Waiting till the last ecstatic spectator had vanished, he stood up. He turned out to be very tall, and very elegant. By some miracle, his suitcoat didn’t have a single wrinkle in it. His shirt didn’t show a single speck of dirt, despite all the mishaps of the last moments of the play. From the breast pocket of his shirt, a handkerchief peeped—the same color as his tie.

			With the easy gait of an athlete, the dandy crossed the arena and approached Eisen, who had just emerged from backstage into the shambles of the scenery.

			“Do you happen to be Sergei Eisenstein, the director?” he said amicably, looking directly into his eyes, and suppressing a smile.

			His expression was slightly bashful, like that of an adolescent. The contrast with his foreign air and impressive height was amusing.

			“And do you happen to be Eduard Tisse, the cinematographer?”

			The hiccupping Byron was just being led past them, on his way back to the zoo. His humps were strewn with tinsel.

			“And are you the one who wants to make the movie about a proletarian strike?” Tisse asked, the third question in a row, hardly able to contain himself.

			Then he gave up trying and laughed out loud, showing his gleaming white teeth.

			“I am!” Eisen said, and burst out laughing in his turn.

			 

			* * *

			 

			What did Rorik Eisenstein, son of an urban architect, know about proletarian strikes? Or even about the Russian Revolution? Admittedly, almost nothing.

			His childhood had consisted of Kinderfest matinées and performances of the Riga Opera, riding horseback in the Czar’s Forest, summers at the seashore, winters marked by true German Advent and Christmas celebrations, and all the gifts accompanying them.

			The only worker in a profession Rorik had thought much about was a blacksmith—not a real one, but a character from a film. In the movie, one produced by Pathé, the smithy branded his wife’s lover with a scorching-hot iron. The punishment was shown so graphically, at such a foreshortened angle, that the stench of burning human flesh seemed to waft from the screen. This scene had seared his brain.

			The only revolution his mind had ever tried to grapple with was the French Revolution. He learned about it through the engravings and illustrations in books: “liberté, égalité, fraternité,” struggles on the barricades, the guillotine, men armed with bayonets, women in hats like umbrellas . . . Perhaps among the strongest impressions of his childhood.

			In 1905, the first Russian revolution reached the Baltic shores. But seven-year-old Rorik was too young to understand the adult conversations he overheard, and there were no large-scale pogroms on the street of Riga. Moreover, Maman and Papa decided to take their son to Paris for the whole summer, to shield him from the turmoil and preserve his emotional calm.

			He experienced the second revolution, the main one, in 1917, when he was a student. At his father’s insistence, he had enrolled in the Petrograd Institute of Civil Engineering. During his studies, he went to live with his mother and found himself at the center of the transformation of the world. But neither the fall of the Russian monarchy, nor the collapse of the empire, moved him. Rather, he was gripped by the world of the theater. It was Evreinov, Tairov, Meyerhold—and not the Romanovs or the Ulyanov-Lenins—who enthralled him. The Alexandrinsky and Mariinsky theaters—not the marvelous palaces: the Winter Palace, where Kerensky held forth, and the Tavrichesky, where the Central Committee of the Soviets (next door, as it happened, to the apartment house of Rorik and his mother, Yulia Ivanovna). In fact, Rorik had slept through the October Revolution. At bedtime, he looked over the notes he had made recently in the Public Library about 18th-century French engravings; and, in the morning, he woke up in a different country—one conquered by the Proletariat.

			Of course, living in the very heart of it, it was impossible not to notice the signs of the Revolution. And notice it he did—but with the gaze of an artist crazy about the theater. Gripped by the fever of unrest, Petrograd appeared to be a gigantic stage set, against which an outsize drama was unfolding.

			Here is one of the leaders—someone, it seems, by the name of Trotsky—fulminating in a circus arena, his words rousing thousands of workers. Here are the inflamed workers, now protesting, now guzzling pilfered wine from the cellars of the Winter Palace. There are the soldiers: they light bonfires on the streets, and shoot. And other city folk: they run from the volleys of shots, dropping their pocket watches and pince-nez on the paving stones. Someone is left prostrate, lying next to the lost things. And here are other characters: the monarchs. A necklace of vodka bottles adorns the breast of the statue of Catherine the Great, in the small city park named after her. Alexander III, on Znamenskaya Square, is holding red flags in his hands. Nicholas II—not yet in his own person, but as a portrait by the artist
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