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Note on Transliteration and Translation

Transliteration from the Cyrillic to the Latin alphabet presents many problems and no system will resolve them all. Perhaps the most important is the difficulty of reconciling the two principal requirements of transliteration: on the one hand the need to convey to the non-Russian-speaking reader a reasonable approximation of the original Russian pronunciation, and on the other the necessity of rendering for the specialist an accurate representation of the original Russian spelling. There is a further complication in that some Russian names have a non-Russian origin or an accepted English spelling that takes little heed of the two requirements just mentioned. We have therefore used two systems of transliteration in this edition. In the main text and in the index we have used the generally accepted spellings of proper names (such as Alexander Nevsky) or the spellings that reflect their linguistic origins (such as Meyerhold, Strauch and, indeed, Eisenstein), whereas in the endnotes we have attempted to cater for the needs of the Russian-speaking specialist. There the names listed above will be found as Aleksandr Nevskii, Meierkhol'd, Shtraukh and Eizenshtein. There are inevitably some inconsistencies in this practice but we hope that the system we have adopted will clarify rather than confuse the issue.

Eisenstein was unfortunately not always consistent in his use of key terms and the reader should bear this in mind. In this and other volumes the editor and translator have offered a particular version of a particular term but some degree of ambiguity, if not downright confusion, must always remain. When talking about 'plot' Eisenstein, like other Russian writers of the time, distinguishes between fabula and syuzhet, which we have normally rendered as 'story' and 'plot' respectively. Naum Kleiman, consultant editor on this edition, has offered the following distinction:

fabula: a Formalist concept, the structure of events, what actually happened, the facts.

syuzhet: everything connected with the characters, all the associations, motivations, etc. Formalist critics also used the term to include technical aspects of film-making, such as lighting, camera angle, shot composition and montage.

Other problematic words include the following, and the reader is strongly advised to bear the alternatives constantly in mind:

kadr: shot or frame

kusok: piece or fragment or sequence of montage

material: material or raw material

montazh: montage or editing, the arrangement of the shots, frames or sequences through cutting. In Eisenstein's view, as in the view of others, it was montazh that distinguished the specificity of cinema as opposed to related art forms such as theatre, literature or painting.

To minimise the risk of confusion, the original Russian word is occasionally given in square brackets thus, [...], in the text.

Lastly, Russian does not have either an indefinite or a definite article and it is a moot point whether one sometimes needs to be supplied in the English translation. We have preferred The Strike to Strike as a translation of the title of Eisenstein's film Stachka, The Battleship Potemkin to Battleship Potemkin for Bronenosets Potemkin, and so on. We have done this in the hope of clarifying the meaning of the original Russian title for the English-speaking reader.

Documents 1–12 were translated by Richard Taylor, 13–17 by William Powell. Minor alterations have been made to some of the previously published versions. Eisenstein's own comments are rendered as footnotes with editorial comments as endnotes.


Eisenstein: A Soviet Artist

Richard Taylor

The master

'I lived, I contemplated, I admired.'

Eisenstein, 19441

Eisenstein has become a myth. He has been acclaimed as a genius, as the greatest film-maker of all time, as the maker of the greatest film of all time (The Battleship Potemkin), and as one of the great philosophers of art of our century. More has been written about him than about any other film director and he himself wrote more than any other film director both about his own work and about cinema as a medium and as an art form.2 It is the purpose of this collection to bring together in a single affordable volume the key shorter film-related writings that illuminate the background to his films. For reasons of space the longer writings on montage contained in the second volume of the BFI Eisenstein edition, Towards A Theory of Montage, including those relating specifically to his later films, have had to be omitted.

Because of his prominence, if not his eminence, Eisenstein has also been virulently attacked: most notoriously as a formalist and dilettante in the Soviet Union of the 1930s,3 and as a Party hack or 'red dog' introducing the bacillus of the Bolshevik plague into the United States of the 1930s4 – a fear that was obviously rather widespread at that time, because Eisenstein must have been expelled from more countries than any other European artist of the 20th century.

But he has also been attacked on artistic grounds for the perceived 'totalitarianism' of his montage theory, most notably by Andrey Tarkovsky, who in Sculpting in Time remarks:

I reject the principles of 'montage cinema' because they do not allow the film to continue beyond the edges of the screen: they do not allow the audience to bring personal experience to bear on what is in front of them on film ... Eisenstein makes thought into a despot: it leaves no 'air', nothing of that unspoken elusiveness which is perhaps the most captivating quality of all art, and which makes it possible for an individual to relate to a film.5

In this Introduction I want to try to rescue Eisenstein from both his most fervent hagiographers and his most virulent detractors by tracing, as far as I can, the developing relationship between his writings, his films and his life as a leading Soviet artist, widely acknowledged by his colleagues through the epithet 'the Master'.

The little boy from Riga

Sergei Mikhailovich Eisenstein was born in Riga, then part of the Russian Empire and now capital of independent Latvia, on 23 January 1898.6 His father was the cityarchitect and engineer Mikhail Osipovich Eisenstein, of German-Jewish descent. Eisenstein came to associate his father with all forms of repression. None the less it was from his library that he discovered Victor Hugo, Alexandre Dumas, Emile Zola and Honoré Daumier. His mother, Yulia Ivanovna Konetskaya, came from an established St Petersburg merchant family who felt that she had married beneath her. When they divorced in 1909,7 she returned to St Petersburg and it was there that Eisenstein discovered her unusual taste in other authors – the Marquis de Sade, Octave Mirbeau and Leopold Sacher-Masoch8 – who were to help to liberate his own imagination and eventually to free him from the dominance of his father.

As a child, Eisenstein attended the German Realschule in Riga, which was at that time a predominantly German-speaking port. He spoke German before he spoke Russian, and he never spoke more than a few words of Latvian, which was then scarcely recognised as an official language. In some senses he was a child of the colonial class, an outsider in an outpost of German culture in a Russian state. As the only child of a broken home, his sense of isolation was intensified. His escape route lay in books,9 above all those that he had discovered in his parents' respective libraries, which opened up the world to him so that, while he may have been then, and remained later, in many ways an isolated outsider in his own country in his own time, he also became an intellectual citizen of the world, drawing his inspiration now from Freud or G. K. Chesterton, now from Chinese theatre en travestie or Japanese watercolours, now from so-called primitive images of the deity or Mexican notions of religious ecstasy, both Christian and pre-Christian.

In 1915 Eisenstein graduated from school with his best marks in religious studies. Making use of his childhood talent for drawing,10 and still following in his father's footsteps, he enrolled as a student at the Petrograd Institute of Civil Engineering, while at the same time living with his mother in her apartment. This 'double life' continued for two years, and it was only the October Revolution of 1917, with the final overthrow of the ancien régime and the subsequent closure of the Institute,11 that gave him the decisive opportunity to escape from what he perceived as the oppressive influence of his father, 'a pillar of the Church and the autocracy':12 some of his drawings at the time depict Saturn devouring his own children. As his father volunteered for the Whites, so his now no longer so 'obedient child'13 enrolled in the Red Army, devouring, as it were, the memory of his own father.14 It was during this military service in the ensuing Civil War of 1918–21 that Eisenstein first began to work regularly on stage, largely as a designer of sets and costumes.15 It was also then that he jotted down a note in his diary asking himself why he always felt it necessary to 'wear a mask'.16

He never forgot this debt to the Revolution, even during the time of troubles that overshadowed the last decade and a half of his life. These and many other influences informed his films and his writings, and indeed his approach to both, from his first published article in 1922 to the very moment of his death twenty-six years later.17

From stage to screen

The draughtsmanship that took Eisenstein into set design in the Red Army also enabled him to find similar employment in the newly established Proletkult Theatre in Moscow when he was demobilised in 1920.18 His first design for Proletkult was for a stage adaptation of Jack London's The Mexican: the costumes were Cubist and for one scene the theatre space was converted into a boxing ring.19 During this production Eisenstein was studying with the innovative theatre director Vsevolod Meyerhold, whom he was later to describe as his 'spiritual father'.20 He took Meyerhold to see The Mexican and 'teacher' approved. For a time Meyerhold's studio occupied the same building as the workshop grouped around Lev Kuleshov and this proximity helped to expose Eisenstein for the first time to Kuleshov's pioneering work on montage as the element defining cinema's specificity and its autonomy from theatre. It also exposed him to the 'films without film' methods of the workshop and to the notion of the naturshchik or 'model actor'.21

Eisenstein was part of a general influx of young people into post-Revolutionary Soviet cultural life: the October Revolution not only broke down the old social, economic and political order, it also overthrew the traditional notions of art and of the arts. The torch was passed to a new generation who took new revolutionary content for granted and were therefore primarily concerned to seek out new forms with which to express that revolutionary content: it was the primacy of this concern that was later to lay them open to the charge of 'Formalism', of being more interested in form rather than the revolutionary content that they took for granted.

If one thing characterises the avant-garde Soviet artists of the 1920s it is the relative ease with which they moved from one art form to another, from literature to scriptwriting, from painting to set design – in Eisenstein's case from sketching through set design and stage direction eventually to film-making – and this in turn helps to explain the ease with which they drew upon the techniques of those various art forms to enhance the effectiveness of their own activity in one particular art form. It was Eisenstein's association with the Petrograd-based Factory of the Eccentric Actor (FEKS) that convinced him of the utility of circus forms.22 In the FEKS manifesto of 1922 Grigori Kozintsev demanded 'art without a capital letter, a pedestal or a fig-leaf',23 while Leonid Trauberg denounced 'serious people in galoshes' and argued:

The slogan of their time is: 'Revolution brings tasteful art out of the palaces and on to the streets!' ... From the streets into the palaces with the revolution! The streets bring revolution to art. Our street mud is now circus, cinema, music-hall, Pinkerton.24

These preoccupations are reflected in Eisenstein's first published article, written in November 1922 with Sergei Yutkevich.25 They held up the techniques of the circus (Eccentrism), of the detective story (Pinkerton), and of Chaplin as models for emulation: indeed, it was Chaplin who was credited with having given cinema 'the eighth seat in the Council of the Muses', of having, in other words, 'moved from the streets into the palaces with the revolution'. The streets had indeed brought revolution to art.

The influence of Eccentrism was just as strong in 'The Montage of Attractions', Eisenstein's first major theoretical work, published in 1923 while he was working on The Wise Man, his stage adaptation of the classic Russian drama which included his first film, the short parody Glumov's Diary.26 Although Eisenstein's concern here was with the methods by which theatre could be made more effective, many of the arguments deployed were later to be applied to cinema, when theatre's limitations had proved all too apparent. He argued that 'the moulding of the audience in a desired direction (or mood) is the task of every utilitarian theatre'. Hence Tarkovsky's critique mentioned earlier. But, whereas in the FEKS manifesto Kozintsev proposed a hegemony of the new 'low' art forms to the exclusion of the traditional 'high' forms, encapsulated in the slogan, 'We prefer Charlie's arse to Eleonore Duse's hand's,27 Eisenstein was prepared to use whatever was most effective, and this flexibility helps to explain the continuing development of his montage theory over the next two decades:

all the parts that constitute the apparatus of theatre (Ostuzhev's 'chatter' no more than the colour of the prima donna's tights, a roll on the drums just as much as Romeo's soliloquy, the cricket on the hearth no less than a salvo under the seats of the auditorium) because, despite their differences, they all lead to one thing – which their presence legitimates – to their common quality of attraction.

The concept of attractions was central to Eisenstein's early montage theory and was to recur in different guises throughout his later career. The ends justified the means and for Eisenstein the end was always ultimately ideological (in the broadest sense of conveying an idea), even if it was frequently expressed in aesthetic terms:

An attraction ... is any aggressive moment in theatre, i.e. any element of it that subjects the audience to emotional or psychological influence, verified by experience and mathematically calculated to produce specific emotional shocks in the spectator in their proper order within the whole. These shocks provide the only opportunity of perceiving the ideological aspect of what is being shown, the final ideological conclusion.

The attraction was 'an independent and primary element in structuring the show': it derived its coherence from the perception of the 'final ideological conclusion' that it facilitated. He was later to describe the 'attraction' as 'the mathematical calculation of . . . effect', reflecting the influence of his training with Meyerhold and the notion of 'biomechanics'.28

Eisenstein, like his FEKS colleagues, was, however, becoming increasingly frustrated with the limitations of theatre: his final drama production, of Sergei Tretyakov's Gas Masks in the Moscow gas works during working hours, has been described by Yon Barna:

... the final scene was timed to coincide with the entry of actual night-shift workers, who took over from the actors and set about lighting their fires as a grand finale to the show. The pitfalls soon became all too evident, however: not only was the work of the gasworks being seriously disrupted, but the audience did not take kindly to the effects of the evil-smelling gas.29

Eisenstein himself later recalled this transition from theatre to cinema, which he described as 'the next dimension of means of expression':

The broadening of the palette, the inclusion of real objects, of genuine elements of reality, was one of the key tendencies of the time. Setting a play in a gasworks was naturally to move across to a means of expression such as a gasworks, and not just a gasworks but also its surroundings, and the street, the town and the country in our [theatricalised] spectacle. [Hence] it provided a perfectly natural exit to another means of expression - to cinema, which could seize the gasworks by the scruff of the neck and shove it wherever it was needed, without any stink of gas.30

Eisenstein therefore 'crawled out of the whole mess of potage and on to the screen'.31 From then on 'The Montage of Attractions' became essentially 'The Montage of Film Attractions'.

The montage of film attractions

Eisenstein's first full-length film was The Strike, made for Proletkult in the course of 1924. A dispute over the authorship of the screenplay led to an acrimonious divorce.32 While the film was in production, Eisenstein reiterated the purpose of the attraction in the second document in this collection, 'The Montage of Film Attractions', which was not published until after his death:

An attraction ... is in our understanding any demonstrable fact (an action, an object, a phenomenon, a conscious combination, and so on) that is known and proven to exercise a definite effect on the attention and emotions of the audience and that, combined with others, possesses the characteristic of concentrating the audience's emotions in any direction dictated by the production's purpose.

Without this overarching purpose, the independent and primary elements would fall apart, as Eisenstein felt they did in the work of Dziga Vertov and the Cine-Eyes, which he characterised at this stage as a mere 'montage of separate sequences'.33 Each montage element, each attraction had to contribute towards the total effect of the work. These attractions worked on the audience's psyche through their associations and through chains of such associations: the effect of each attraction depended to a great extent on its montage context, on the relationship between each individual shot and its internal associations and between those and the associations of the shots that surrounded it. Eisenstein chose the slaughter sequence from The Strike to illustrate his point.

In 'The Montage of Film Attractions' Eisenstein also broached the problem of the role of the script in film-making. Given his experiences in making The Strike and those he was shortly to have with The Battleship Potemkin, it is perhaps hardly surprising to find him describing the script as 'a "prescription" that summarises the general projected emotional effect on the audience and the pressure that will inevitably be exerted on the audience's psyche' and arguing:

More often than not, given our scriptwriters' utterly feeble approach to the construction of a script, this task falls entirely to the director. The transposition of the theme into a chain of attractions with a previously determined end effect is the definition we have given of a director's work. The presence or absence of a written script is by no means all that important, (p. 41)

The script was justified only if it performed a useful function in furthering the effectiveness of the film, in facilitating the communication of its ideological purpose.

This too was the actor's role and Eisenstein judged the concept of the naturshchik or model actor associated with Kuleshov accordingly. In so far as the model actor succeeded in exposing the underlying motivation of a character through the expressiveness of his external movements, his technique was justified. Eisenstein discerned a productive conflict in the model actor between the desires of the actor and the inertia of his body: this notion of conflict contained the germ of the idea of the centrality of conflict to art that Eisenstein was to develop later. It also presaged the perception of montage as a means of resolving such conflict through the Marxist notion of the dialectic (even if it had come down to Eisenstein in a rather functional, perhaps even mechanistic, version through Engels and Lenin): thesis – antithesis – synthesis. The test for all the various elements employed in cinema was then, as it was to be later, its efficiency in communicating the purpose of a film:

An idea expressed in its completeness is photogenic; that is, an object is photogenic when it corresponds most closely to the idea that it embodies. (A car is more photogenic than a cart because its whole structure corresponds more closely to its purpose of transportation and so on.)34 (p. 51)

The montage of attractions in cinema was justified by its utility, just as it had previously been justified in theatre as long as it had been effective in that medium.

Eisenstein had completed The Strike by the time that he wrote 'The Problem of the Materialist Approach to Form'. He claimed that this film represented 'an ideological victory in the field of form' because of its

discovery of the manufacturing logic and the exposition of the technique of the methods of struggle as of a 'living' current process that knows no inviolable rules other than its final aim and the methods that are varied and devised at a particular moment according to the conditions and the balance of forces at that particular phase of the struggle, (p. 53)

Here again, the purpose was the overriding consideration. Before The Strike, he argued, cinema had absorbed 'the external characteristics of "neighbouring arts" ' but the 'revolutionary quality' of The Strike lay in the fact that its 'renewing principle' was a 'directly utilitarian' one and, more specifically, an industrial one. Eisenstein denied a conflict of interest between form and content but argued instead that revolutionary form would derive from revolutionary ideology, just as the locomotive had derived from the discovery of steam as a motive power:

It is not by 'revolutionising' the forms of the stage-coach that the locomotive is created but through a proper technical calculation of the practical emergence of a new and previously non-existent kind of energy – steam. It is not the 'research' for forms that correspond to the new content but the logical realisation of all the phases of the technical production of a work of art consonant with the 'new kind of energy' – the ruling ideology – that will produce the forms of revolutionary art.

The decisive factor 'for art in general and revolutionary art in particular' was 'the maximum intensification of the emotional seizure of the audience' and 'a formal approach that is correctly conducted in Marxist terms [and that] results in an ideologically valuable and socially useful product'. Eisenstein argued that formal effectiveness was impotent if it was not thematically effective and in this context he renewed his attack on the work of Vertov and the Cine-Eyes as 'primitive Impressionism'. He compared art, a 'tractor ploughing over the audience's psyche', with Vertov's position, the 'reductio ad absurdum of the technical methods that are valid for newsreel', and noted the different effect of 'the abattoir that is recorded in Cine-Eyes and gorily effective in The Strike'. He attributed the difference to the method by which in The Strike he had snatched 'fragments from our surroundings according to a conscious and predetermined plan calculated to launch them at the audience in the appropriate combination, to subjugate it to the appropriate association with the obvious final ideological motivation' (p. 57).

Eisenstein accused the Cine-Eyes, with their view of cinema as 'life caught unawares', of 'passionless representation', of 'the fixing of phenomena that goes no further than fixing the audience's attention' rather than 'ploughing the audience's psyche'. By implication he was here engaging in the same kind of critique of the Cine-Eyes as those who were later to accuse them of empty Formalism. Their work certainly had form, but it lacked ideological direction: 'It is not a "Cine-Eye" that we need but a "Cine-Fist." '

The pride of Soviet cinema

In January 1926 Eisenstein's second feature-length film, The Battleship Potemkin, was given its premiere. Potemkin is one of the most important films in the history of cinema and it was the film that brought Eisenstein international acclaim. It was not popular with Soviet audiences who had been reared on the same diet of popular and unchallenging Hollywood films as their counterparts in the West, despite an advertising campaign describing the film as 'the pride of Soviet cinema'. But, when it reached the West it created a sensation amongst the intelligentsia and a succès de scandale in the press because of attempts to censor or suppress it altogether.35 Eisenstein became an international celebrity and the principal ambassador abroad of Soviet culture. He went to Berlin, his first visit abroad as an adult, to promote the film and it was there that he first tasted the delights of the Western way of life. His comparisons between film-making in the Soviet Union and in Germany were conveyed in an interview with the Berliner Tageblatt entitled 'Eisenstein on Eisenstein, the Director of Potemkin', where he reiterated his view that 'by "film" I understand tendentiousness and nothing else'.36

Why was Potemkin so much more popular in Berlin than in Moscow, where paying audiences preferred to see Douglas Fairbanks and Mary Pickford in Robin Hood?37 The censorship scandal was only part of the reason. Germany had a highly developed network of workers' cinemas and cultural organisations affiliated to a powerful and growing Communist Party and sympathetic to the Soviet model as an alternative to the 'bourgeois' realities of the Weimar Republic. For them, and for left-inclined intellectuals, Potemkin came from the Soviet Union like a message from an unknown, exotic and hopeful world, in which everything seemed possible – this was the cultural milieu of Bertolt Brecht, George Grosz and John Heartfield, among others. But there was also a more down-to-earth reason for the success and that was the remarkably powerful score composed by Edmund Meisel, the Austrian-born first violinist of the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra. Eisenstein saw his film performed with this score in Berlin and the impression was instrumental in the formulation of his views on the contrapuntal use of sound expressed in later articles.38 As a result of this encounter Meisel also composed a score for October.39

It was Potemkin
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