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         General Editors’ Preface

     
         Cinema has been the predominant art form of the first half of the twentieth century, at least in Europe and North America. Nowhere was this more apparent than in Russia and the former Soviet Union, where Lenin’s remark that ‘of all the arts, cinema is the most important’ became a cliché and where cinema attendances were until recently still among the highest in the world. In the age of mass politics Soviet cinema developed from a fragile but effective tool to gain support among the overwhelmingly illiterate peasant masses in the civil war that followed the October 1917 Revolution, through a welter of experimentation, into a mass weapon of propaganda through the entertainment that shaped the public image of the Soviet Union – both at home and abroad for both elite and mass audiences – and latterly into an instrument to expose the weaknesses of the past and present in the twin process of glasnost and perestroika. Now the national cinemas of the successor republics to the old USSR are encountering the same bewildering array of problems, from the trivial to the terminal, as are all the other ex-Soviet institutions, while Russia itself is now the world’s sixth largest area for distribution. The present volume demonstrates that there was life in Russian cinema even before the 1917 Revolutions and that Soviet cinema did not come from nowhere.

         Cinema’s central position in Russian and Soviet cultural history and its unique combination of mass medium, art form and entertainment industry have made it a continuing battlefield for conflicts of broader ideological and artistic significance, not only for Russia and the Soviet Union, but also for the world outside. The debates that raged in the 1920s about the relative merits of documentary as opposed to fiction film, of cinema as opposed to theatre or painting, or of the proper role of cinema in the forging of post-Revolutionary Soviet culture and the shaping of the new Soviet man have their echoes in current discussions about the role of cinema vis-à-vis other art forms in effecting the cultural and psychological revolution in human consciousness necessitated by the processes of economic and political transformation of the former Soviet Union into modern democratic and industrial societies and states governed by the rule of law. Cinema’s central position has also made it a vital instrument for scrutinising the blank pages of Russian and Soviet history and enabling the present generation to come to terms with its own past.

         This series of books intends to examine Russian, Soviet and ex-Soviet films in the context of Russian, Soviet and ex-Soviet cinemas, and Russian, Soviet and ex-Soviet cinemas in the context of the political history of Russia, the Soviet Union, the post-Soviet ‘space’ and the world at large. Within that framework the series, drawing its authors from both East and West, aims to cover a wide variety of topics and to employ a broad range of methodological approaches and presentational formats. Inevitably this will involve ploughing once again over old ground in order to re-examine received opinions, but it principally means increasing the breadth and depth of our knowledge, finding new answers to old questions and, above all, raising new questions for further enquiry and new areas for further research.

         The continuing aim of this series is to situate Russian, Soviet and ex-Soviet cinema in its proper historical and aesthetic context, both as a major cultural force and as a crucible for experimentation that is of central significance to the development of world cinema culture. Books in the series strive to combine the best of scholarship, past, present and future, with a style of writing that is accessible to a broad readership, whether that readership’s primary interest lies in cinema or in political history.

         
            Richard Taylor & Birgit Beumers
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         Introduction


            
            Rediscovering early Russian cinema: the story so far 

         
            [Evgenii] Bauer has died, but his work is alive and will live on for many years to come. Bauer is dead, but for many years to come his pictures will be shown and shown again on Russian screens; more and more copies of them will be made; they will finally find their way overseas and will gradually appear in all corners of the world. For a long time to come young directors will learn from the models of Bauer’s creations, and many years in the future some cinema writer will extract his frayed films from the archives and use them to study closely the Bauer era of cinema, the mystery of his pictures’ charm and the secret of their success with the general public.

            Extract from an article published in Cine-Gazette [Kino-gazeta] in January 1918.1

         

         The rediscovery in the late 1980s of 286 pre-Revolutionary Russian films at the Soviet State Film Archive [Gosfilmofond of Russia] and the screening of a selection of them in the Silent Witnesses programme of the eighth Giornate del Cinema Muto Festival, held at Pordenone in October 1989, are events of fundamental importance in the history of Russian and Soviet  film. Before that year, the accepted picture of Russian film-making during this period was fragmentary. Unable to view these films for themselves, film scholars had to content themselves with reading about them in the very few academic studies that were dedicated to this period of Russian film history.

         In 1945 the size and shape of the early Russian film industry had become clearer, however, with the publication of Veniamin Vishnevskii’s filmography of pre-Revolutionary cinema.2 A monumental volume that identifies 1,716 Russian feature films made between 1907 and 1917, Vishnevskii’s study remains an invaluable reference work for scholars of the films of this period. It is, however, by its very nature as a filmography, limited to reporting key facts about the films it enumerates: it gives their titles and subtitles, the names of the people who worked on them, those of the actors and the roles that they took, states the release date, if known, and identifies the production studio that made each film. Information about the films’ content is by necessity, however, sparse or non-existent, restricted to the occasional brief sentence about a film’s subject or its plot. As we would expect in a filmography, there is no attempt at critical analysis.

         It was not until a decade and a half after the publication of Vishnevskii’s volume that the first critical study of the pre-Revolutionary Russian film industry appeared. In 1960 the American film scholar Jay Leyda, who, as a student at the All-Union State Institute of Cinematography [Vsesoiuznyi gosudarstvenyi institut kinematografii (VGIK)] in Moscow in the 1930s, had been able to view the pre-Revolutionary films held there, published his history of Russian and Soviet film. Thus he became the first Westerner to attempt an informed analysis of Russian cinema before 1917, and one based on first-hand viewing experience.3 As Leyda himself recognised, his account was neither comprehensive, nor unflawed; it was, however, ‘a courageous starting point’.4 The Thaw years also saw the publication of two books devoted to this period of film by the Soviet film historians Romil Sobolev5 and Semen Ginzburg.6 While these works remain untranslated, some of Ginzburg’s observations and conclusions were made accessible to non-Russian-speaking scholars by the French film historian Georges Sadoul, who relied on Ginzburg’s study for the details he included about early Russian cinema in later editions of the third volume of his Histoire générale du cinéma.7 However, as the editors of the catalogue prepared to accompany the films’ screening at Pordenone caution, Sadoul’s account of pre-Revolutionary Russian film is highly subjective, coloured as it is by his ideological prejudices:


         
            Suffice it to remember that Sadoul despised the middle-class society of the tsarist period as well as its cinema, because they avoided ‘the acute problems of that time’, plunged into ‘purely individualistic and often pathological events’, in which he thought that ‘death, passions, crimes, perversions, madness, mysticism, cosmopolitanism [sic], pornography reigned’.8

         

         Sadoul’s study was followed, in 1967, by that of another Frenchman, Jean Mitry.9 Mitry also stressed the films’ morbidity and ‘delight in unhappiness’, but unlike Sadoul he argued that this characteristic atmosphere was in fact a stark reflection of the social circumstances in which these films were made and, specifically, of ‘the social pessimism due to the failure of the revolution in 1905’.10

         And then there was silence. Nothing significant was published on the cinema of late Imperial Russia for almost a quarter of a century. As the British film historians Richard Taylor and Ian Christie noted in 1988: ‘The existence of a distinctive Russian pre-Revolutionary cinema has been recognised at least since Leyda’s preliminary account in Kino, but has still to be evaluated critically’.11

         It is unsurprising, therefore, that the rediscovery of these films and their subsequent screening in the West led – as predicted in 1918 by the anonymous reviewer whose musings on the possible fate of Bauer’s films are cited at the head of this Introduction – to a resurgence of scholarly interest not only in the films of Evgenii Bauer, the acknowledged major film-maker of the period, but also in this whole shadowy period of Russian film-making. The starting point for this evaluation was the aforementioned catalogue produced to accompany the 1989 screening of these films at Pordenone, Silent Witnesses: Russian Films 1908–1919. This encyclopaedic volume lists all the early Russian feature films preserved at Gosfilmofond of Russia and provides, in English and Italian, cast lists, excerpts from reviews and synopses published in contemporary film journals, biographies of the key figures in the early Russian film industry and brief critical notes, authored by the editors, on those films shown at Pordenone. A Russian version of this catalogue was published in 2002.12 It contains additional material from contemporary journals and revised and expanded biographies of the key pre-Revolutionary film-makers and actors, but lacks the film notes written by the editors of Silent Witnesses.

         The years that followed the Pordenone retrospective saw the publication of a growing body of work on the cinema of this period by such scholars as Mary Ann Doane, Jane Gaines, Mikhail Iampolskii, Rashit Iangirov, Viktor Korotkii and Neia Zorkaia. It is, however, the Russian film historian Yuri Tsivian who has emerged as the leading expert on the cinema of this period. Over the last two decades Tsivian has produced numerous books, articles, video essays, voice-over commentaries and a CD ROM on early Russian cinema and its cultural background, and has done more than any other commentator to shed light on the peculiarities and specificities of the early Russian film style and to chart their development and refinement. Too numerous to survey here, Tsivian’s studies will be referred to in detail throughout this book, for his work, which is invariably both instructive and inspiring, has served as a springboard for many of the ideas developed in the present study.

         The early 1990s also saw the publication of several interesting feminist/Freudian responses to the films shown at Pordenone, most notably from the film scholars Heide Schlüpmann13 and Miriam Hansen.14 These have also informed the approach adopted in this study. Towards the end of the 1990s and into the 2000s, several notable American socio-cultural historians with an interest in late Imperial Russia also turned their attention to the cinema of this period. Most of their work addresses the question posed by Richard Stites in his review of the British Film Institute’s ten-volume video anthology of early Russian cinema (1992), that is ‘What do the films tell us about society and life in the twilight years of the empire?’15 Thus, Denise J. Youngblood’s book-length study of early Russian cinema focuses on ‘fact and context, not theory and aesthetics’.16 Another prominent contributor to this rich vein of scholarship is Louise McReynolds, whose most recent article on this subject explores seven Bauer films from a Lacanian perspective in order to argue that, as Mitry had suggested in 1967, the psycho-sexual morbidity of their plots reflects the social impotence and concomitant frustration that characterised the lives of most Russian men in the late Imperial age.17

         
            Other commentators have focussed their analysis not so much on the films’ narratives and plots as on the technical and aesthetic elements of the early Russian film style. Thus, Philip Cavendish, who privileges the role of the pre-Revolutionary camera operator, crediting him with playing a major role in the creation of the films’ visual aesthetics, focuses his analysis of early Russian films on the meanings created by what he terms ‘the poetics of the camera’.18 Following Cavendish’s lead, Natascha Drubek explores Bauer’s aesthetic emphasis on lighting.19 Alyssa DeBlasio similarly shuns the thematic approach and examines instead Bauer’s innovative use of mise-en-scène in the creation of meaning.20

         Thus, just over twenty-five years after the rediscovery of these extraordinary films, our understanding of early Russian cinema is much enhanced. However, with the exception
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