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Eisenstein's third feature film was made under the title October (Oktiabr'). It was only when it was released in Germany that the title was changed to Ten Days that Shook the World, after John Reed's eye-witness account which was already well-known both inside and outside the Soviet Union. This was a purely commercial decision.

Of the versions of October currently available in the UK, that on DVD from Eureka is the most complete and has the most consistently high picture quality. However, when the film was transferred to DVD all the Russian intertitles were removed and replaced by translations into American English and the title of the film was inexplicably changed to October 1917. The new intertitles do not match the standard of the visual images and contain errors of translation, spelling and grammar. This is particularly unfortunate as the intertitles in Eisenstein's silent films play an important part in both the rhythm and the montage. For October all the intertitles were rendered in Russian in capital letters: this was partly to aid legibility for a semi-literate domestic mass audience and partly to avoid the question of whether 'God' should have a capital letter! The version that used to be distributed on video by Hendring did contain Russian titles with English subtitles but these are sometimes also inadequate or inaccurate. Wherever possible I have followed the Eureka DVD version, retaining the style and capitalisation but correcting the spelling, punctuation and grammatical errors and pointing out, where relevant, inconsistencies or inadequacies in the translations: in at least one case these are crucial to our understanding of Eisenstein's intentions.

The reader should also note that both versions are variants of the 1967 restoration, made to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the October Revolution by Eisenstein's long-time assistant Grigori Alexandrov, who had also been involved in the making of the original, but whose sensitivity to Eisenstein's original intentions sometimes leaves a considerable amount to be desired, as in the choice of music incorporated on the new soundtrack. A contemporary score for October was written by Edmund Meisel, whose music for The Battleship Potemkin (1925) contributed so much to that film's success in Germany. A 1930 obituary for Meisel claimed that he 'was a musician who in a way composed with his eyes, the only born film musician'.1 Those who have seen either October or Potemkin with Meisel's score in live performance will almost certainly agree with this assessment but the October score has nonetheless not been recorded for any version of the film currently in distribution in the UK. Instead the added soundtrack for both video and DVD versions consists largely of a pastiche of the works of Dmitri Shostakovich. Although Shostakovich was a prolific composer of film music from the 1920s onwards, unlike Sergei Prokofiev, he never collaborated on a film score with Eisenstein.2 Given Eisenstein's clearly expressed views on the role of sound in film, there can be absolutely no doubt that he would have viewed the addition of Shostakovich's music as at best a diversion.3 This soundtrack is not authentic and readers in search of an authentic viewing experience are therefore best advised to view either DVD or video with the sound switched off.

In this book I have tried to transliterate Russian names in a user-friendly way; Russian words are rendered in accordance with the Library of Congress transliteration system.


'OCTOBER'
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Potemkin has something of the Greek temple, October is a little Baroque. There are parts of October which are purely experimental. Methods of intellectual film-making that I think will develop. For me, from the experimental point of view, October is more interesting.

Sergei Eisenstein4

Sergei Eisenstein first came to international prominence with his second feature film, The Battleship Potemkin, released in the Soviet Union in January 1926.5 His reputation, both at home and abroad, ensured that he was one of the directors invited by the official Anniversary Commission in the autumn of 1926 to make a film to mark the tenth anniversary of the October 1917 Revolution. Among the other directors already recruited were Vsevolod Pudovkin (The End of St Petersburg), Dziga Vertov (The Eleventh Year), Esfir Shub (The Great Way) and Boris Barnet (Moscow in October). President Mikhail Kalinin handed Eisenstein a copy of John Reed's Ten Days that Shook the World, 'Here's a good book. Lenin thought highly of it. It might help you.' Eisenstein's assistant, Grigori Alexandrov, later recalled, 'Thus began an incredible cine-storm.'6

The decision to mark the tenth anniversary in this way built upon a long tradition of revolutionary celebration and carnival, dating back to the storming of the Bastille during the French Revolution and beyond – back to the bread and circuses of ancient Rome.7

In the Soviet context these festivals have been described as 'the behavioural dimension of ideology' and 'a means to structure and maintain power relations'.8 In the spring of 1920, Anatoli Lunacharsky, People's Commissar for Enlightenment, argued:

There can be absolutely no doubt that the main artistic fruit of revolution has always been and always will be popular festivals.

Generally speaking, any genuine democracy strives naturally towards popular festival. Democracy presupposes the free life of the masses.

In order to acquire a sense of self the masses must outwardly manifest themselves and this is possible only when, in Robespierre's words, they become a spectacle unto themselves.

If the organised masses march to music, sing in unison or perform extensive gymnastic manoeuvres or dances, in other words, organising a kind of parade – not a military parade but one that is saturated with the ideological essence, the hopes, curses and all the other emotions of the people – then the others, the unorganised masses, lining all the streets and squares where the festival is taking place, will merge with the organised masses so that one can say: the whole people is manifesting its soul to itself.9

Specifically, one major inspiration for Eisenstein's own re-creation of October 1917 was the November 1920 re-enactment of The Storming of the Winter Palace, directed by Nikolai Evreinov, to celebrate the third anniversary of the October 1917 Revolution.10 Evreinov later described some elements of the spectacle:

Silhouettes of those locked in battle were visible through the lighted windows of the Winter Palace ... The crackle of gunfire and rifle shots, the thunder of artillery guns ... two to three minutes of continuous din ... then a rocket soared up and everything instantly subsided only to be filled with the new sound of the 'Internationale' as sung by the forty-thousand chorus. As the lights in the windows were being extinguished, five-pointed red stars lit up and a huge red banner was raised above the Palace itself.11

The 8,000 participants in the 1920 spectacle far exceeded the number of people who had actually occupied the Palace three years before and, although rain reduced the size of the audience to around 100,000, this still represented a quarter of the city's population at that time. The audience was placed in Palace Square in the middle of the action and 150 spotlights were mounted on the roofs of surrounding buildings to highlight the action on two stages. When these lights were switched on, the power supply to parts of the city had to be switched off.

In practical as well as artistic terms, The Storming of the Winter Palace was to act as a model for October. Both offered a distillation of the same historical event, both contributed to the development of the foundation myth of the Soviet state. Crucially, both improved upon the original event for both artistic and political reasons, and neither Evreinov nor Eisenstein laid any claim to documentary authenticity or precise historical accuracy. As the libretto for the 1920 re-enactment put it:

The tone of the historical events that serve as the raw material for the making of this spectacle is here reduced to a series of artistically simplified moments and stage situations. The directors of the current spectacle did not give any consideration to a precise reproduction of the events that took place in the square in front of the Winter Palace three years ago. They did not, and indeed could not, because theatre was never meant to serve as the minute-taker of history.12
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The Storming of the Winter Palace: the 1920 re-enactment



Festivals like this were designed to create a sense of identification between the audience and the event re-enacted through the spectacle itself and the act of collective memory that it both embodied and provoked. But, as James von Geldern has argued: 'A festival is not a neutral or "transparent" system; it is an artistic system in and out of itself, with its own rules of aesthetic construction that it imposes on the material at hand. In this process remembered events are changed.'13 This is especially true when the memory of remembered events acquires its own momentum in what he calls a 'reformation of recollection'. One of the consultants for both re-enactments was Nikolai Podvoisky. He had been one of those in charge of the occupation of the Winter Palace in 1917 and in 1927 was to be both the chairman of the Anniversary Commission and a consultant for Eisenstein's film. Yet Podvoisky later admitted that he 'could not remember how [he] crossed the barricades'.14 This is scarcely surprising, since he had not done so. Furthermore, Eisenstein himself was not present in Petrograd in either October 1917 or November 1920, although he would have read newspaper reports of both the Revolution and its
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