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summary

This is a study of Soviet montage cinema and the British

aocumentary movement of the 1930s which brings together two
usually divergent methodologies: postcolonial theory and "new’

film history. The first chapter develops new insights into Eisenstein's
QOctober and Vertov's The Man With the Movie Camera. The second
analyses two less well-known Vertov films, One Sixth of the Earth and
Ihree Songs of Lenin, from the perspective of postcolonial theory.
The third considers Pudovkin's Storm Over Asia and traces its reception
In both the Soviet Union and England. The fourth and fifth chapters
expand general issues and themes raised by the first two, and pursue
specific questions raised by the third. These final chapters resituate the
work of the British documentary movement in relation to the culture

of British imperialism. This shift of focus entails the analysis of the
production and contemporary critical reception of a number

of films which have been marginalised in most retrospective

historical accounts of the movement.

By recontextualising these two groups of films, this study attempts

to demonstrate how their various representations of the non-Western
world are infertwined with and necessarily involve considering other
Issues, such as: periodisation within film history; the "influence" of Soviet
montage on the British documentary movement,; the construction

of authorship; the division between "high" and ‘low" culture; the
relationship between politics and film aesthetics, the postcoloniadl
challenge to Marxism, cinematic internationalism. The first two
chapters also integrate an ongoing critique of certain trends within
post-1968 film theory and criticism, which developed in close
association with a retrieval and revaluation of Soviet montage
cinema and Soviet avant-garde culture of the 1920s. One of the
aims of this thesis is to question some of the assumptions of this work,
whilst at the same time demonstrating that historical research, even
as it attempits to reconstruct former contexts, need not consign its
objects of study to the past, but can be used insteaad to raise
questions relevant to the present. In this respect, the thesis fries 10
remain closer to the spirit of post-1968 than does much of the more
recent, '"new" historical research into Soviet cinema and the British
documentary movement, to which it is nevertheless greatly indebted.



Montage, Modernity And Ethnicity




| Eisenstein in Western Film Criticism

if Walter Benjamin's famous aphorism about the need to
repearedly "wrest tradition away from a conformism that is
apout to overpower it" is to be taken seriously, there can be
NO exceptions, however cherished the tradition and however
painful the process for those who have good reason to
defend it.! The demise of the Soviet Union, along with
postcolonial theory's challenge to Marxism, place a question
mark over even the greatest achievements of the world's first
revolutionary cinema. These now stand in need of radical
reassessment, a wresting away from conformism which is both
crifical and at the same time demonstrates the
contemporaneity of the issues they broach. This chapter will
analyse two of the most ambitious examples of Soviet
montage cinema: October (Sergei Eisenstein, Sovkino, 1928)
and [he Man With the Movie Camera (Dziga Vertov, VUFKU,
1928). Insofar as they bear directly upon these films, the
theoretical writings of their directors will also be considered.
These two films have been selected in order 1o demonstrate
the centrality of orientalism to the Soviet montage canon,
and to show how and why Western criticism has hitherto

refrained from exploring this dimension.

For a variety of reasons, to be examined in the second half of
this thesis, the Western film-theoretical tradition canonised
Fisenstein with precipitate haste. He has subsequently been
served back and forth like a tennis-ball; the target for lucia
polemics, and the object of passionate defences. The
ferocity of the debate suggests that more than just the

reputation of a single director was and still is at stake. What
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lan Christie has described as Victor Perkins' 1972 ‘roasting" of

The stone lions in Potemkin provides a convenient point of
departure,?

Rotha/Roger Manvell/Ernst Lindgren advocacy of montage
as the pasis of film art. The stone lions animated into
movement through editing at the end of Potemkin's Odessa
oteps sequence are refuted on several counts. In contrast to
fThose Hollywood films which achieve both "credibility and
significance”, Perkins argues that this instance from Potemkin
faills because the lions are not drawn from the diegetic world
of The fiction, and that the only reason for their presence in the
film is to achieve an overtly contrived effect. Moreover, the

meaning they are intended to convey is not clear; an arbitrary

choice of imagery results in vagueness.3

Interestingly, although it derives from a different philosophical
packground, Jean Mitry's slightly earlier Esthetigue et
Psychologie du Cinema, which extends and develops lines of

argument opened up by Bazin's comments on Soviet cinema,
arrives ar very similar conclusions with regard to October. For
Mitry, many of the more "intellectual” sequencesin the film
constitute an illegitimate use of the medium. They offend
against cinema's nature, which he defines in rerms of @
dialogue between analogical representation of reality and
aesthetic consfruction, by veering too far towards the latter.
Since film is first of all a "concrete art’, levels of meaning

should only be developed "to the side" of the narrative and

not independently of it. Cinema cannot sustain the same type
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Or degree of logical, abstract argumentation that spoken or
written language can. October overreaches itself in this
direction, and Eisenstein's unrealised ambition to film Marx's

Capital would only have proceeded further into a dead
end.4

Mitry adheres to the grand tradition of mMaking essentialist
jJudgements on what is appropriate or intrinsic to the medium
of cinema per se. Film as Film seeks to avoid normativeness
ana 1o judge different categories of film by establishing
criteria appropriate to each. It therefore contravenes its own
recommenaations by applying aesthetic standards to Soviet
montage cinema which elsewhere in the book are
developed almost exclusively in relation to Hollywood films.
Perkin's critique is more valid of the prescriptive English
Theoretical tradition which formed around Soviet montage
cinema than of that cinema itself. Potemkin's stone lions are
censured for failing to achieve what they did not set out to
ao,

More recent scholarship, utilising the wider range of materia!
which has since become available in translation, has sought
to delineate the exact nature and purpose of Eisenstein's
films. Critics working within the radicalised post-1968 tradition
of film scholarship, most notably Jacgues Aumont and Peter
Wollen, have "faken Eisenstein at his word" and attempted to
explicate his aesthetic from within.2© Montage as a theoretical
concept never simply or solely involved editing, but rather was
always about achieving a carefully directed overall
intellectual and emotional affect through the coordination of

different cinematic elements. Conflictual relations within and

3



oetween shots are privileged at the local level inasmuch as
they serve this purpose. The construction of a coherent
diegetic world is of secondary importance, or even
something explicitly to be avoided. Eisenstein's and most
other Soviet montage films were not designed as fictional
narratives. They refer to histories, information, arguments,
anecdotes, colloguialisms, slogans, and aspects of Soviet
ideology which it was assumed, perhaps incorrectly, their
audiences would already be familiar with, 1o a greater or
lesser degree. Amplification is the aim, and therefore
Potemkin's stone lions, which literalise, as Perkins observes, the
Russian expression "the very stones roared" (equivalent to "all
hell broke loose"), are valid insofar as they are vivid. Their
orimary function here is to agitate the spectator, to further
'"sump up" emotions which will already have been pointed in
the "correct" direction by the preceding massacre on the

steps. Certainly, Eisenstein is not a subtle director; in his work

there is always, quite purposefully, a level of directness which
does not need to be deciphered. The aim is fo energise the
spectator, not to contemplate the significance of o fictional
world. If the shots of the stone lions are at fault, it is only 10 the

extent to which they fail to contribute to this goal.

Given this recourse to explication from within, the post-1968
reaction against critiques of Eisenstein developed certain
blind spots of its own. As David Bordwell has recently pointed
out, the era which announced the "death of the auteur’ also
permitted a high degree of unmediated intentionality to live
on and even prosper in critical assessments of avant-garde

directors' work.0 Eisenstein and Vertov in particular were rarely

subjected to the indignities of structuralist or symptomatic
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crificism. In part, Bordwell's point must be qualified by taking
INtO account the history outlined above and the often very
different production and reception contexts surrounding
avant-garde as opposed to Hollywood cinema.’/ In addition,
"founding fathers" were required in order to ground and
legitimate the practice of contemporary avant-gardes. The
post-1968 wave of criticism was also linked to a continuing

pedagogic need to outline the intentions which inform

relatively unfamiliar types of film practice,

Now, however, a new threshold has been reacheaq,
precipitated as much by developments outside as by
developments within the discipline - insofar as the two can be
separated. Put simply, Soviet cinema can never again be
seen in quite the same light after the dissolution of the Soviet
Union. Aumont and others have proviaed the necessary
explication from within the Eisensteinian system, as have
Annette Michelson and Viada Petric for Vertov.8 However,
establishing the relevant "internal" criteria for a film practice,
based largely in this case on stated authorial intention, is only
ever a first step. The implications of film practices for the widaer
social situations within which they originate and subsequently
circulate also need to be considered. Only by pursuing such
questions, which are simultaneously political and historical,

can criticism fully do justice to the Soviet montage traaition

today.

October has been well served by recent historical criticism.
Richard Taylor has researched Soviet responses 1o the film
and transiated documents which trace the critical ana

vopular reaction to its release in 1928.9 Concern over its
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perceived inaccessibility led to October almost inevitably
being dragged into the controversial debate around this
Issue at the 1928 Soviet Congress on Cinema. Questions
raised there, as to whether the film was inherently inaccessible
Oor pernaps could have found a wider and more appreciative
audience given better distribution, different exhibition
formats, and a longer-term commitment by those in positions
of power to the type of cinema October represented, require
further detailed exploration. Yet since the main issue here is
subsequent Western critical response to the film, it could
justifiably be argued that a great deal has been done,
orimarily by post-1968 critics, to finally render this filmm more
accessible. This is indeed true, but it is precisely because of
the prestige October now enjoys that the question Of
accessibility needs to be reformulated. Within Western

Furopean and American film studies the film has, in a sense,

become almost too familiar, too accessible. A close tfextual

analysis, one sensitive to the now partially occludea

discourses and intertextual references it activates, can help
To whom

elucidate October's precise mode of address. Whe-exacily,

and on what basis, does it grant full access to its vision of
modernity, and is this modernity ultimarely predicated on the

exclusion or marginalisation of others?



Il Russia, Modernity and Asia

Marshall Berman's long discussion of the "modernism of
underdevelopment" in All That Is Solid Melts Into Air provides @
preliminary starting-point for this kind of investigation.
importantly, and unusually for Eisenstein criticism in the West, it
sifuates October within the distinctive cultural tradition
associated with Russia's erstwhile capital, St. Petersburg. For
Berman, October represents a temporary, triumphant high-
point In the endless cycle of human self-development
INnaugurated by the global process of economic and social
modaernisation. The film charts and recreates for its viewers the
Most affirmative aspect of the cultural experience of
modernity; the passage, on a mass scale, from autocratic
sfagnation and "modernisation from above" (represented in
the opening segquence by the strenuous labour in armaments
factrories, workers enslaved to machinery creating further
machines of oppression) 1o "modernisation from below";
ordinary citizens seizing control of the modern environment
and determining their own destiny. Russian culture, argues
Berman, offers an unparalleled insight into these themes
because of its peripheral situation throughout the nineteenth
and early twentieth century in relation to capitatist

development in Western Europe and America. This leads to:

The modernism of underdevelopment..forced fo build on
fantasies and dreams of modernity, to nourish itself on an
intimacy and a sftruggle with mirages and ghosts..IT furns in
on itself and tortures itself for ifts inability 1o singlehandedly
make history - or else throws itself into extravagant arremprts

to take on itself the whole burden of hisfory..the bizarre reqlity
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from which this modernism grows, and the unbearable
pressures under which it moves and lives..infuse it with a
desperate incandescence that Western moadernism, so much

more Qr home in its world, can rarely hope to match. 10

Berman's discussion is important because it underlines the
need 10 relate October to pre- as well as postrevolutionary
Russian culture. He locates the fiim within a tradition which
stretches from Pushkin's The Bronze Horseman (1833) to Bely's
Petersburg (19216), its immediate predecessor. It offers a
oroadly historical and persuasive way of accounting for the
alternately agonising and exhilarating intensity of so much
modern Russian high cultural production. Yet it remains @
somewhat skewed, Eurocentric approach by failing to
develop any connections between the struggle for modernity
It celebrates and another, concurrent tradition also closely
associatred with St. Petersburg: the modern Russian quest to
formulate a national identity, inescapably defined in terms of
an identification with or relationship to Asia.

Asia is essential, implicitly or explicitly, to definitions of Russic
for several reasons: the long history of Mongol and Tartar
domination during most of the Middle Ages; the close
geographical proximity of Russia to its nineteenth and
twentieth century Asian colonies; the country's own perceived
"backward" or borderline status in relation to the rest of
Furope. Hence the vividness and prominence or underlying
structural centrality of notions about Asia In
conceptualisations and representations of Russia and its
destiny provide another reason as fo why Russian modernism

might seem less "at home In its world" than its Western

counterparts.



Milan Hauner, in What is Asia to Us?, discusses The encrmously
diverse range of Thinking produced by Russian intellectuaqls
concerned with this question. One possible answer was 1o
Make a virtue out of the supposed affinity between Russia
and Asia; for example in the work of Nikolai Fyodorov (1828-
1903) and Sergei Yuzhakov (1849-191 0) British imperialism is
condemned as usurious and detrimental to those it exploits;
The necessary antidote is Russia's more benign type of
gradual overland expansion which fosters a natural. Organic

aliance between the Russian peasantry and its Asian

equivalents, based upon similar agrarian and communitarian
fraditions. Dostoevsky's pronouncement in 1881 on what

needas 10 be done regarding Asia is less concerned with
justifying expansionism in terms of mutual benefit: "In Europe
we were hangers-on and slaves, whereas to Asia we shall go
as masters. In Europe we were Asiatics, whereas in Asia we,
T0O, are kEuropeans...Build two railroads: begin with the one to

Siberia, and then to Central Asia, and at once you will see the
conseguences.” At the furthest extreme stands the work of
Viadimir Solovyov who, returning to the theme of Russia as the
threatened barrier between East and West in poems such as
Panmongolism (1894), and his last essay The Antichrist (1200),

predicts a new Japanese-led Mongol invasion of Europe. ! |

Despite the diversity of these positions, all relate to Russia's
emergence as an imperial power in the nineteenth century:
the first two as parft of a depbate over the nature and purpose
of that development; the last to the threat Japan's
ascendance posed to that status. They also stress the
singularity of Russia: caught in a neither/nor zone between

Furope and Asia and experiencing elements of attraction to,

9




identification with, or repulsion from both, This dilemma of
national self-definition problematises Berman's schema of
nistorical development through cultural modernism, and
further explains why it is played out with such intensity within the
Petersburg tradition. Petersburg, founded in 1703 by Peter |,
also symbolically and literally epitomises and incarnates the
problems and contfradictions resulfing from the effort,
launched by this great Westernising as well as modernising
monarch, to open a "window 1o Europe" and catapult Russia
out of its "backward", semi-Asiatic past. Berman's argument
relies upon a notion of endless cultural hybridisation as the
motor of historical self-renewal. The modern city is seen as the
supreme locus for this process, where the meeting and
merging of all kinds of differences undermines all prior
assumptions and generates new modes of existence.
However, his sole, univocal opposition between alternating
periods of oppressive, forced "modernisation from above’,
and spontaneous, positive 'modernisation from below”, does
not adequately take into account the possibility that the
connections and positions of domination and subordination
inking various social groups may not be reduciole to this
bipolar axis. Berman's argument is imited by prior assumptions
of its own: power is defined as an instrument, sometning which
can only be accrued, seized, or lost, rather than as A set of
shifting interrelationships. His discussion shares in the more

overt denial by the Russian orientalists surveyed above of any
right to truly independent (or equally interdependent) self-
development by dominated areas of different cultures,
including peasant and regional cultures, which exist both
inside and outside the metropolis, and within Russia as well as

in the colonies which surround it. Economic modernisation

10



may well be, as he argues, an irrevocably global process, but
Berman's notion of "modernisation from pbelow"

overgeneralises and ignores the hierarchies, antagonisms

and incommensurable experiences which can persist or

develop during even its most progressive phases.
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October: Cultural Transformation

One way of broaching these issues in a more detailed way is
through a comparative analysis which situates October in
relation to the Russian Symbolist culture that preceded it and
which Eisenstein grew up with. As Yuri Tsivian has recently
pointed out In his ground-breaking essay on this topic, "almost
all analyses of October tend to regard the film as a closed
textual entity, with litfle or no attention being paid to whatever
extratextual connotation a parficular sequence might
have."l2 His work draws attention to a whole range of
citations which hitherto went unnoticed or were designated
as obscure by Western Soviet cinema specialists. This
oversight, deriving to some extent from post-1968 Eisenstein
critics' bias towards explication from within his own theoretical
system, also forms part of a larger process wherepy
intellectual and cultural trends with pre-1917 roots have peen
repressed to the same extent that those frends which were
ascendant in the immediate post-Revolutionary period have
been exalted. For example, Alexander Blok, the outstanding
Symbolist poet, arguably commanded a wider audience
than Mayakovsky, atf least until his early death in 1921. Andre
Bely, author of Petersburg, a novel Eisenstein was very familiar
with, was also an eminent Symbolist who emigrated in 1he
early 1920s but later returned to Russia and was intermittently
active until his death in 1934, October itself demonstrares

some of the many direct and indirect links between

Symbolism and later waves of the avant-garde. 13
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AS several scholars have noted, Asia became an almost

obsessive theme for the Symbolist generation. Bely's novel,

which unfolds over ten days in the turbulent year 1905, links
Nallucinatory Asiatic imagery to apocalyptic forebodings
about the imminent collapse of Russian civilisation and the
rse of seefhing, anonymous revolutionary masses. Blok's later
poetry also shares similar concerns, culminating in his
valedictory The Scythians (1918), which reworks themes and
imagery derived from Solovyov. 4 Both writers, and
Petersburg in particular, constitute part of October's
iIntertextual frame of reference, and this was noted by certain
contemporary Soviet critics. Adrian Piotrovsky argued that
These expressed ideological as well as stylistic instabilities, He

wrote:

It Is clear that in the fiim there is a lack of co-ordination
between three or four essentially different stylistic
devices..[one of which is]..aesthetic symbolism (when the
statues, the porcelain and the crystal become the cenfre of
the picture). This stylistic diversity is not just a marter of form,
ft is rooted in various artistic tradifions and the world-view
that they each conceal.we are reminded noft just of the
symbolism of the Tsar's palace and of qutocratic Petersburg
that derives from Blok and Bryusov bur also of the ciosely
related line of Russian aestheticism that is associared with the
World of Art group. Thus, beneath the Consfructivist exterior
of @ materialistically conceived October there lurk the
vestiges of the decadent and outdarted sfyles of our art. 19

Piotrovsky's comments shed new light on the fiim's audacious

and multivalent opening sequence. The toppling of Tsar
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Alexander lli's statue announces and underlines October's
methods and many of its major thematic concerns. It
demonstrates that the film which is going to be projected on
The screen is the result of the constructive process of
montage. Perceptual and emotional affect, produced by
conflictual relations between shots and elements within them,
as well as by the exhilaration of depicted destruction, is
accompanied by a deductive chain of logical reasoning. The

film's critique of aufocracy, of religion, and its association of
The old order with statuary begin here.

INn aqadifion to replicating an image from an early Vertov
newsreel, thereby cheekily contributing to their debate about
the permissibility of filming stfaged or reconstructed events,
this opening aiso refers to the conclusion of Alexander Blok's

play The King in the Square (1906).16 The sequence is
famously protracted, establishing a pattern which s

developed throughout the first half of the film: material Is
interpolated, often of an "intellectual’, commentative nature,
resulting in what Russian Formalist theory would descrioe as a
severe and highly noticeable "retardation” of the narrative. 1 /
In October this has a dual effect; it heightens anticipation and
suspense whilst at the same time downgrading the diegetiC
coherence of the actions narrated. The narrafion CoONsIructs
events which are ultimately neither fictional nor
'"documentary": rather, they are presented as exemplars of a
historical process and lessons in how to make history. Hence
Fisenstein's famous remark about "the emancipation of

closed action from its conditioning by time and space".!8

14




Qctober attempts to go beyond either fictional or non-
fictional modes of spatial construction. Rosalind Krauss has
argued that "there are in [the film], in almost metronomic
alternation with the "documentary' spaces, spaces that are
igorously, even fanatically artificed or formalised."19 She
fraces in detail the oscillation between these two types of
fiimic space up to the "raising of the bridge" sequence, the
first major setback for the revolutionary process peing
narrared by the film and also the first point at which the

narrative itself seems to have reached a structural impasse.
She concludes:

In The image of that upended bridge, the modes of

documentary and formal (or constructed) fim space,
befween which the preceding whole sequence has
alrernatedq, are finally collapsed..and condemned. To the
exrent thart the field of planking puts one in contact with the
actual object, the shot carries the weight of "documentary”,

and 1o the extent thaft the bridge's surface is made to appear
synonymous with the surface of the screen, the shot's impact
IS simultaneously “formal”. But the content of the shot - the
bridge as a barricade preventing escape - carries with it
Eisenstein’s criticism of both those modes of filmic vision,
insofar as they stand for the ferms of historical perception...
The rest of Ocrtober is a gradual movement foward the
reqlization of the Bolshevik position: that the exercise of
power belongs to those who go beyond what is given - who
act fo seize power and to hold it. And the greaft fiimic
equivalent thar Eisenstein wanted o draw was pefween fthe
leap of revolutionary consciousness which transcends the

limits of the reql 1o open up access fo the future, and the

— 15




leap of visual consciousness which goes beyond the normal

bounds of a film space understood either as the reqlity of
documentary or the reality of "art" 20

Whether or not Eisenstein's aesthetic strategies were

successful is a fopic which has provoked much debate. What
s remarkable is the extent to which Symbolist or orientalist
references in October proliferate whenever a particularly
important moment in the process of attempting to leap
roward revolutionary consciousness is arrived at. It is as if,
iINntferwoven with the attempt to move beyond predefined
moaes of filmic representation, October is also striving to
excise remnants from pre-Revolutionary culture which seem to
hola back or threaten the progress of the Revolution and yet
seem Indispensable to its narration, Tsivian, contrasting the
currently available versions of the film with a recently
discovered working script, clarifies some apparent opscurities
by elucidating the symbolist references contained within it.
This script confirms that October involved a proauctive
dialogue with Russian Symbpolism which attempted 10 move
beyond its positions and principles; for example, by beginning
where Blok's play concludes. Nevertheless, Isivian stresses
that:

You can control your message but it is more difficulf 1o
control your vocabulary, which is something you absorb from
your cultural milieu before you are capable of criticising IT.
The October Revolution was not the first Russian Revolution
but the third, the first being the Revolution of 1905. In 1905
the Russian literary scene was dominated by the Symbaolists

and it was they who established the basic symbolic

—
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vocabulary for this and for any subsequent revolution.
cisenstein was not a Symbolist as far as his message was

concerned, but he used Symbolist vocabulary to formulate
his message. 2]

An image from the Symbolist lexicon appears shortly before
the "raising of the bridge" sequence, when a stone sphinx is
seen In the background of a brief shot introducing a young
Bolshevik protecting a banner who is subsequently stabbed
10 death by a group of bourgeois women wielding razor-
sharp umbrellas. The end of this sequence is intercut with the
peginning of the "raising of the bridge”, toward<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>