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Praise for Sergei Eisenstein


“A comprehensive and thoughtful biography.”

—The New York Times

“An admirable biography … Bergan is first-rate, [and] his enthusiasm for the man and his work is infectious.”

—Times Literary Supplement

“Excellent, well-researched and highly readable.”

—Evening Standard

“An accessible, cogent biography … Excellent and eye-opening.”

—Sight and Sound

“Mr Bergan’s lucid book is a reminder of both how great a director Eisenstein was and how much greater his achievement might have been, by showing the gap that existed between the magisterial wreckage of his surviving work and the even more astonishing concept of cinema which he was never fully permitted to realise.”

—Economist

“Carefully researched and highly readable.”

—Guardian

“Highly recommended, [an] approachable and jargon-free course through the life and work.”

—Time Out

“Lively and engaging … Always interesting and well-informed … Film buffs should thank Bergan.”

—Sunday Telegraph

“Bergan recreates the freshness of modernism … Full of interesting material.”

—Sunday Times

“An excellent biography.”

—Literary Review

“Well-researched … It is to Bergan’s credit that he brings to us in all his complexity a man he clearly admires and places his work in its historical context as a way of explaining rather than apologising for it.”

—The Observer

“Bergan teases at the many contradictory aspects of Eisenstein’s character and also places his creative struggles firmly within the wide context of … artistic life during the most repressive years of the Stalinist regime.”

—Scotland on Sunday
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For Naum Kleiman


I love to watch children dying.

Do you note, behind protruding nostalgia,

the shadowy billow of laughter’s surf?

But I–

in the reading room of the streets –

have leafed so often through the volume of the coffin.

Midnight

with sodden hands has fingered

me

and the battered paling,

and the crazy cathedral galloped

in drops of downpour upon the cupola’s bald pate.

I have seen Christ escape from an icon,

and the slush tearfully kiss

the wind-swept fringe of his tunic.

At bricks I bawl,

thrusting the dagger of desperate words

into the swollen pulp of sky:

‘Sun!

Father mine!

If at least thou wouldst have mercy and stop tormenting me!

For my blood thou spilled gushes down this nether road.

That is my soul yonder

in tatters of torn cloud

against a burnt-out sky

upon the rusted cross of the belfry!

Time!

You lame icon-painter,

will you at least daub my countenance

and frame it as a freak of this age!

I am as lonely as the only eye

of a man on his way to the blind!’

A Few Words About Myself, Vladimir Mayakovsky (1894–1930)



Preface to the 2016 Edition

It is eighteen years since the first edition of my biography of Sergei Eisenstein was published. Yet so much has happened in the world during that period that Eisenstein’s films and life are now seen from a different perspective, allowing them to gain in relevance. Unfortunately, the violent suppression of dissent (The Strike), the slaughter of civilians (The Battleship Potemkin), the revolutionary desire for freedom (October), the harshness of war (Alexander Nevsky), and brutal and corrupt dictatorship (Ivan the Terrible) are still with us. Although all his seven hugely influential completed feature films (including the long-shelved Ivan the Terrible, Part II), were ostensibly made as Soviet propaganda, they have always been, even during the Cold War, considered auteur films par excellence by perceptive critics in the West and by unfavorable ones in the Soviet Union. But six years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, when I embarked on the biography, much more light was shed on the films and on Eisenstein’s life, including the hitherto taboo subject of his homosexuality. I attempted to repudiate the remnants of the extant stereotypical view of Eisenstein as a didactic theorist whose films ‘lack humanity.’ To quote from the prologue to this biography, ‘For me, Eisenstein, though his films are thoroughly Russian, in content and context, belongs directly in the current of twentieth-century Western art [I should have added ‘modernist’ art] with other “cosmopolitan” Russians like Igor Stravinsky, Sergei Rachmaninov, Vassili Kandinsky, Marc Chagall, Vladimir Nabokov, George Balanchine, and Sergei Diaghilev.’ One must not forget either that he wrote perceptive essays on Walt Disney, Charlie Chaplin, D. W. Griffith, and John Ford. With his profound knowledge of music, literature, architecture, and painting, Eisenstein could well claim that ‘film is a synthesis of all the arts,’ of which his films are perfect examples.



Author’s Note

Each time a book in English is published on a Russian subject, the same theme, albeit with variations, appears in the author’s note: how does one transcribe from the Cyrillic to the Latin alphabet? So, for the purposes of this book, I have followed the (admittedly imprecise) rule that renders well-known Russian names in the form in which they are customarily used in English e.g. Chekhov and Tchaikovsky. I have largely opted for the final ‘y’ – Mayakovsky rather than Mayakovski, though this rule, too, is subject to common usage variations, so that the reader will find Lavrenti Beria and Dmitri Shostakovich. I have also chosen the middle ‘y’, which gives Shumyatsky rather than Shumiatski and Katayev as opposed to Kataev, while leaving Dostoevsky without his ‘y’ as is customary.

Several names which occur frequently in my narrative are accorded different spellings in different sources, and I was left to choose, for example, between Nikolai Cherkasov or Cherkassov, between Pera Atasheva and Attasheva, Dimitri or Dmitri and Fedor or Fyodor. Working on a combination of instinct and common usage, I decided to use the latter versions of these, and other similarly variable names. In short, I have aimed for consistency, though logic might sometimes have suffered.

I faced a dilemma regarding Strike and Battleship Potemkin. These titles have tended to a literal translation since the Russian language takes no article, either definite or indefinite. However, languages which do take articles, such as French, have rendered these great films correctly for their own language (La Grève, La Cuirassé Potemkin) so I have chosen to use correct English as in The Strike and The Battleship Potemkin.

There was a slight problem, too, with the title of The General Line, Eisenstein’s film on collectivisation. When it was completed, Comrade Stalin decided that the policy presented in the film was no longer the Party’s ‘general line’, and made Eisenstein change the title to The Old and the New (sometimes Old and New). Since both titles are used in various texts on the film and by Eisenstein himself, it has sometimes been assumed that these were two different films. I have preferred to use The General Line throughout, except when The Old and the New is used in direct quotation.

For all quotes from the Russian, I have used English and French translations. Thankfully, the translations of Richard Taylor, Michael Glenny and William Powell in the inestimably useful BFI publications of Eisenstein’s writings are generally excellent. Those from other sources are sometimes less so, therefore, in the interests of clarity, I have taken the occasional liberty of altering a word or a phrase. On the whole, however, I have left unchanged those letters written by Eisenstein in English, retaining his spelling mistakes and stylistic idiosyncrasies.

Eisenstein was as much a theorist of the cinema as a director, and I make no apology for quoting liberally from his copious writings, since these bring us closer to an understanding of the man and of the workings of his extraordinary mind. They not only pave a way into his films, but are an essential component of his entire oeuvre. Perhaps he would have written less if he had been more busily engaged in making films, or even directing in the theatre, but his avid impulse to communicate by all means at his disposal resulted in the substantial quantity of drawings, speeches and essays.

I have in Eisenstein, however, a great guide. He wrote, ‘Quotations! Quotations! Quotations! Someone once said, “It is only those who have no hope of themselves being cited who cite nobody.” Quotations! Quotations! Quotations! … I see quotations as outrunners on either side of a galloping shafthorse. Sometimes they go too far, but they help one’s imagination to bowl along two distinct paths, supported by the parallel race. But don’t let go of the reins!’

I have tried to take Eisenstein’s advice, though he proved most difficult to rein in.

Ronald Bergan
London 1997
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Prologue

Yo!


First of all I must warn you. These notes are completely amoral. And I must at this point disillusion anyone who is expecting a series of amoral episodes, seductive details, or indecent descriptions. There is nothing of the sort: this is not Casanova’s diary, or the history of a Russian director’s amorous adventures.

– Sergei Eisenstein from the Foreword to his Memoirs written in May 1946.



P.S. To begin with a postscript … Sergei Mikhailovich Eisenstein died on February 11, 1948, less than three weeks after celebrating his fiftieth birthday. Almost two years previously, following a severe heart attack, Eisenstein wrote, ‘On February 2 this year [1946], a heart muscle ruptured. There was a haemorrhage. (An infarction.) By some incomprehensible, absurd and pointless miracle, I survived. All the facts of science dictated that I should die. For some reason I survived. I therefore consider that everything from now on is a postscript to my own life … P.S ….’1

While recovering in the Kremlin Hospital during this unexpected ‘after-life’, Eisenstein began writing his memoirs in the ‘stream of consciousness’ manner he had learnt, principally, from his reading of James Joyce. He decided to call the book Yo!, the Spanish for ‘I’. Naum Kleiman, the world’s foremost keeper of the Eisenstein flame, suggests that this was to give the memoirs ‘an ironic distance, diluting its “concentrated egoism” … There were echoes of his longing for Mexico, where Eisenstein had really been happy, “himself”, and where he had learned to speak Spanish … He must have thought of Mayakovsky’s poem “I” and his autobiographical sketch “I Myself” …’2

The title of this chapter also refers to the ‘I’ of the biographer, though I affirm that the first person singular outside quotation marks will not reappear until the very last chapter.

Eisenstein’s fragmentary memoirs, which remained incomplete (like so many of Eisenstein’s projects, though this time it was death that intervened), were published in German as Yo! Ich Selbst, and in English as Beyond the Stars, because, according to the translators, ‘we, like Eisenstein himself, believe it [the title] aptly distinguishes his approach to cinema from that of Hollywood.’3 It was Eisenstein who had expressed the wish for a 16th-century engraving of a monk gazing ‘beyond the stars’ to illustrate the dustjacket for a book of his theoretical essays on the cinema, subtly signifying that ‘the book dealt with problems of cinema – everything, apart from the stars and the spontaneous human participants in film.’4

However, this does not mean, as some commentators blindly continue to insist, that Eisenstein was a cold, intellectual artist uninterested in the ‘human participants’ in his films, but only in the theories behind them. The quote above was merely a reference to a particular collection of essays. Among the many Hollywood ‘stars’ that Eisenstein adored were Charlie Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks, Harold Lloyd, George Arliss, Greta Garbo, Henry Fonda and Judy Garland, nor was he unresponsive to Hollywood films, which he watched avidly. One has only to read his perceptive essays on Chaplin, Walt Disney, D. W. Griffith and John Ford’s Young Mr Lincoln to recognise this.

He was also enraptured by the commedia dell’arte, the great actors of the past such as the two 19th-century Frenchmen, the mime Jean-Gaspard Deburau and the Romantic actor Frederic Lemaître, and those of the classical Russian tradition, to whose style he paid homage in Ivan the Terrible. In addition, there was his admiration for the performers he discovered at Stanislavsky’s Moscow Arts Theatre, and for the hypnotic and gaunt Vsevolod Meyerhold, on whom Eisenstein drew for his portrait of Tsar Ivan, as well as a fascination with Mei Lan-fan, the most celebrated of all Chinese actors from the Peking Opera.

Were the eyes of the same commentators who have preached the dogma of Eisenstein’s coldness too blinded by Eisenstein’s dazzling style in The Strike to feel the real pain in the suicide of the wrongly-accused worker, or of the starving child crying beside his empty plate; or to sense the suffering of each individual victim on the Odessa steps in The Battleship Potemkin? Surely The General Line and Ivan the Terrible encompass two of the most extraordinary performances in cinema history, on the one hand by Marfa Lapkina, a simple peasant woman who had never acted before or since, and, on the other, by Nikolai Cherkassov, a renowned actor of stage and screen. And, most frustratingly, is it not impossible to be other than deeply moved by the glimpses of what remains of the boy Vitka Kartachov’s portrayal in the edited version of the rescued stills from the vanished Bezhin Meadow? The notion that the films of Eisenstein lack flesh-and-blood characters is one of the many misconceptions that have clung to his name since 1924 when his first feature, The Strike, appeared.

But the perception of Eisenstein as the calculating, didactic theorist, whose films ‘lack humanity’ still persists. I cannot consider his films without quoting his own words as he gazed on Leonardo da Vinci’s Virgin of the Rocks in the Louvre. ‘Look at it. I know that the sense of balance, harmony and perfection that this work conveys to me comes partly from the geometric arrangement of line and form, from the positioning of the figures and setting … Yet this knowledge in no way diminishes the intense emotion, the feeling of ecstasy that overwhelms me. The logic behind it makes everything clearer, but only after the emotional response.’5

Apart from the stereotyped view of Eisenstein as a cold-blooded montage maniac, his name still provokes knee-jerk reactions such as ‘a Stalinist hack’. But as Professor Richard Taylor explained, ‘The English, unlike their neighbours in continental Europe, have never experienced the trauma of occupation (internal or external) and find it difficult to envisage the day-to-day compromises that may have been made to ensure survival. To reduce Eisenstein to an intelligible cipher carries with it the enormous danger of oversimplification, precisely because the daily choices that people had to make are unintelligible to those of us fortunate not have experienced them for ourselves.’6 In fact, there is a strong case to suggest, as did the English writer Herbert Marshall, a student of Eisenstein’s at the G. I. K. (State Cinema Institute), that ‘Eisenstein deliberately and consciously risked his life and freedom to show the degeneration of Stalin in Ivan [the Terrible] and his oprichniki [his entourage] … No other Soviet film director got away with such a challenge. All other artists were reduced to impotence and silence.’7

Though Eisenstein wrote profoundly about art, science, philosophy, metaphysics and religion, there is little in his writings on either political theory or practice, apart from his mandatory public utterances when he merely mouthed the prevalent orthodoxy. These differed markedly from his private utterances and passions. There is no doubt that, like the majority of his generation, he embraced the Revolution, wanting it to continue in the innovatory manner in which it had begun, and he was forever suspicious of capitalism, but a man of Eisenstein’s wide culture and universal interests could never had condoned Stalin’s regime or the restrictive rules it imposed on art. He remained faithful to the Communist principles that were at the root of the Revolution.

It is what I profoundly consider to be the many distortions of Eisenstein’s life and work that first prompted me to embark on this biography. I also sought to throw some new light on the mysteries and contradictions of his complex character, to put the recently published writings in English into some chronological sequence, and to include newly-discovered material. With glasnost now allowing more access to the archives, I also hope to have thrown more light on his homosexuality, and other elements in his life that no-one else has been able to reveal previously. And there are, of course, the unpublished diaries. Why did Pera Attasheva, Eisenstein’s widow, withhold them from publication? What dark secrets do they contain? Why do they still remain hidden from the public eye?

The diary is the generic term used for a number of scattered and diverse writings, some in notebooks or pads, others on the backs of envelopes, theatre programmes or scraps of paper, begun in 1919 during his earliest days in the theatre at the front in the Civil War. Mostly ‘automatic writing’, they were ideas he jotted down as they came to him, and only sometimes revised. In an even less disciplined manner than the memoirs, his thoughts would scurry off in all directions as they made certain connections, comparable to some of the method behind the dynamic montage in October. (A priest = the bourgeois = Alexander Kerensky = mechanical peacock = vanity = corruption = power = Napoleon … and so on.) For example, he wrote, ‘Yesterday I was at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs where Maxim Litvinov [People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs] introduced me to a young Englishman with whom I discussed Chesterton. There is a description of Chesterton on the threshold of the church where he was converted, that has a charming symbol and internal sense. When he was asked if he had a twopenny catechism, Chesterton searched his pockets feverishly to see whether his customary absentmindedness had got the better of him again. And the first thing he took out and hastily shoved back into the depths of his pocket was also worth two pennies, but it was a detective story not a catechism …’ Eisenstein would then go into the mechanics of the detective story in general, its similarities to the tenets of the Catholic Church, double nature and meanings, moving into Greek mythology etc etc.

At the risk of immediately losing prurient readers, I can confidently state, from what I have seen and learned, that there is virtually nothing in the diaries about his love affairs or emotional life. Unlike his multitude of drawings, many of them bordering on the pornographic, Eisenstein did not use the diaries as a safety valve for his pent-up sexuality, but as a way of elaborating on his ideas of art and life. Many of these scribblings were notes about the theatre, set out in the numbered paragraph style of Spinoza or Kant, and were preparations for his books on directing, which he had started writing in Moscow in the early 1920s.

Yet Pera Attasheva decided to keep the diaries closed. One of her main reasons was the adverse comment Eisenstein made about some of the films of his colleagues. Though they were rarely personal attacks, Pera did not wish to hurt his victims when many of them were still alive. For example, he called Grigori Roshal’s popular family saga Gospoda Skotininy, ‘a piece of shit’ and Yuri Raizman’s Stepan Razin, ‘Stinker Raizman’. (Actually, Eisenstein was very fond of Raizman as a man.) In his diaries, Eisenstein accused some managers at Sovkino of lining their own pockets from the budget of October while complaining that the film was too expensive, and he reviled the hypocrisy of the director Alexander Ivanovsky, who had been a general in the White Army during the Civil War, for saying that October was not Bolshevik enough. Among the writings were also comments that could be dangerously interpreted as ‘anti-Soviet’ (the Russian equivalent of the McCarthyite ‘un-American’), particularly Eisenstein’s contemplation of religion during his stay in Mexico, and one unequivocally negative early reference to Stalin.

There is another problem about publishing the diary in that, like Ezra Pound’s Cantos, it is written in many languages, sometimes three in one sentence. He would start in Russian, then move into German, until he discovered that an English word might be more exact than a German one … and so on.

Before Pera’s death in 1965, she gave the ‘diary’ to a circle of friends, who decided to begin typing it out. By the early 1980s, a manuscript was prepared for a twelve-volume edition. But, as Naum Kleiman explained, ‘Then perestroika came and there was no money for publication. That is the dark side of perestroika.’8 However, nobody needs reminding of the bright side of perestroika, one advantage being that fear no longer hides the truth. There is a warmer climate (metaphorically, most of the time) in which to write a biography of a Soviet artist such as Eisenstein.

For me, Eisenstein, though his films are thoroughly Russian in content and context, belongs directly in the current of 20th-century Western art with other ‘cosmopolitan’ Russians like Igor Stravinsky, Sergei Rachmaninov, Vassili Kandinsky, Marc Chagall, Vladimir Nabokov, George Balanchine and Sergei Diaghilev. But, like Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin, they were able to say, ‘I will leave this terrible state of Russia to have nostalgia in Italy’ (or Switzerland, France, the USA). Though the polymath, polyglot Eisenstein himself suffered nostalgia for the West while remaining in ‘the terrible state of Russia’, he continued, in comparative isolation, to widen his knowledge of the arts and sciences, using everything, including his friendships, personal feelings and desires, which all interconnect his memoirs, diaries, drawings, theoretical essays and films, to form an integrated oeuvre, in which an understanding of one element enriches and illuminates the others. As the Soviet director Sergei Yutkevich remarked, ‘the director, as Eisenstein imagines him, is simultaneously an architect, a poet, a painter, a composer – but above all, a film artist in the most honourable and highest sense of the term. An artist, thinking synthetically, an artist-innovator, tracing out new paths, the untiring discoverer and creator of new forms able to shake the mind and heart, and win the sympathy of the spectator.’9

I began my search for Eisenstein in England, to which he paid a short visit in 1929, where I studiously combed through the Ivor Montagu collection (Montagu was the English Marxist friend of Eisenstein’s who invited him to lecture in London and was with him in Hollywood); the personal ephemera of Marie Seton (a previous Eisenstein biographer), and the Eisenstein Exhibition collection of letters, drawings and other Eisensteinia brought together by David Elliott and Ian Christie in 1988. Then there was a chat to Ian Christie, Russian cinema expert, and a trip to the University of Wales in Swansea to see Richard Taylor, professor of politics, who edited Eisenstein’s collected writings from 1988 to 1996, a picture of Lenin, and a constructivist Soviet propaganda poster behind him in his office. Yet, although I had come closer to Eisenstein intellectually, I still didn’t feel physically very close to him.

I felt just as far away from Eisenstein as I sat in the library of New York University, off Washington Square, where I perused the many folders of the Jay Leyda collection. Leyda, who studied with Eisenstein in Moscow, and was an assistant on Bezhin Meadow, did more than anyone else to defend and maintain Eisenstein’s reputation in the USA. If only I had met Leyda, but he died in 1988, three weeks after the ninetieth anniversary of Eisenstein’s birth, and four days after the fortieth anniversary of his death. I was also denied a meeting with Pera Attasheva’s sister, Zina Voynov, a documentary director and film editor who lived in New York but who, alas, was ill with Alzheimer’s disease.

But in a wintry Gothenburg in Sweden, during a film festival, I met the Russian director Andrei Konchalovsky for the first time. His mother had been a friend of Eisenstein’s. During World War II, they had been evacuated to Alma Ata in Kazakhstan, where Eisenstein was filming Ivan the Terrible. ‘Eisenstein spoke English to my mother all the time,’ Konchalovsky told me. ‘I was only seven years old and I didn’t understand what they were saying. But she had spent some time in the USA, and both of them were very nostalgic about America. Eisenstein showed me around the dark and cold sets of Ivan the Terrible. I remember his big, white hand holding my small one.’ So now, I had, at least, shaken the same hand that had held Eisenstein’s.

In Gothenburg, I was hoping to meet, for the first time, Naum Kleiman, Pera Attasheva’s heir and the man who had spent most of his life preserving Eisenstein’s memory in the Eisenstein Museum (or the ‘scientific-memorial cabinet’ as it is sometimes referred to), a small apartment in Moscow filled with the director’s books and memorabilia, a place I definitely planned to visit. But I missed Kleiman by a day.

In Riga, Eisenstein’s birthplace, I was asked to join a panel of Eisenstein ‘experts’, including Kleiman, after the showing of a Russian documentary entitled Sergei Eisenstein Autobiography. The director Oleg Kovalov claimed that ‘the most important aspect of my film is not Eisenstein’s life, but the mystery he took to his grave.’ For me, the only mystery was how such a film could have been made. As I watched it, I got angrier and angrier, realising that his hodgepodge of images taken from Eisenstein’s films and those of his contemporaries, as well as from newsreels, cut together with no respect for the dynamic or construction of the original shot or sequence, was merely doing the memory of Eisenstein a disservice. It was almost a parody of Eisenstein’s ‘montage of attractions’.

When the lights came up, I was told that none of the other members of the panel had turned up, and I was to address the audience alone. So there I was, someone from England, speaking in English, through an interpreter, to an audience of Latvians and Russians about a Latvian-born Russian film director. I started by making negative comments about the documentary we had just witnessed. The reaction was antagonistic. I was told I didn’t understand that it was meant to be an impressionistic view of Eisenstein’s life and work. I then explained what I felt was my mission as regards Eisenstein in the West: to clear up the misconceptions, to show how accessible he was, how I felt he could have made a wonderful Hollywood musical, and that people have been put off by the myriad theories and theorists surrounding his films. ‘I want to rescue Eisenstein from the academics and give him back to the people!’ I proclaimed. There was a long silence, before a bearded gentleman rose. ‘I am an academic,’ he said, and left the cinema.

Flashback to the 1996 Edinburgh Festival, where there was a showing of Ivan the Terrible Part II, for some reason in the ‘Films of 1947’ section. (It was completed in 1946, and not shown until 1958 after ‘the thaw’.) I was asked to introduce it. The audience, many of them prepared to be bored, filed in solemnly to see what they had been told was a great Russian film classic, about a period of Russian history of which they knew little. The reaction was heartening. During the enthusiastic question-and-answer session that followed the screening, the names of Shakespeare, Grand Opera, Russian icons, Franz Kafka, Charlie Chaplin, Walt Disney, the Hollywood Musical, the Kabuki Theatre, the Peking Opera, the circus, and the homoerotic underground films of Kenneth Anger (an Eisenstein disciple) were all mentioned. It was clear that the bizarre beauty and power of the once-derided film had been appreciated and understood. The modernist Eisenstein was communicating directly to a modern audience, almost half a century after his death. They had not only caught up with Eisenstein, but had caught on to him.

Back in Riga, I visited the Museum of Literature in order to track down some drawings by Eisenstein which I was told were held there. At the top of a winding staircase a little, old woman sat in the dark at the door of the museum. When I arrived, she switched on the lights of the first room. I said, ‘Eisenstein?’. She looked at me blankly and gestured to the first room, the walls of which were covered with paintings and photographs of pompous-looking bearded men. I went into the next room, at the entrance of which was another little, old woman sitting in the dark. She put on the lights of this room. The walls were covered with more paintings and photographs of pompous-looking bearded men. I said, ‘Eisenstein?’ She, too, looked blank and gestured to the next room. I moved through to an identical third room, which was guarded by an identical old woman. Finally, I reached an office, where two teenage girls sat behind a desk doing nothing. They spoke a smattering of English. They had never heard of Eisenstein. I wrote the name down. They looked through their index cards in the files. Eventually, one of them triumphantly produced a card marked ‘M. O. Eizensteins – Architect.’ I nodded vigorously, realising that it referred to Eisenstein’s father. I asked for the material they had on him. They conferred, and I was gestured to wait there, while one of them disappeared. I waited. I waited, smiling from time to time at the remaining girl. An older woman returned. I had to sign a form. She gestured me to wait. I waited and waited. About thirty minutes passed before she re-emerged with a pile of folders. I had to sign a form for each of them before I could open them. Inside were hundreds of sketches by S.M. Eisenstein, the son of the famous Riga architect. These wondrously inventive and witty drawings date from Sergei’s sketchbook of 1915 to sketches he did for the prospective Ivan the Terrible Part III in 1946. Their stylistic range reflected the influence of artists as disparate as Honoré Daumier, George Grosz, Pablo Picasso and Walt Disney. There is a strange couple, an old man with a beard walking with a taller, much younger woman, who seems to be wearing a cat stole. There is a clown, a grotesquely fat Nero, a hunchback, a dandy leaning on his walking stick.

The drawings of the figures of Christ seen on the walls in Ivan the Terrible were taken from Paul Gauguin’s Yellow Christ. Many of the sketches for the film were also derived, as Eisenstein admitted, from the ‘ecstatic angularity’ of the paintings of satanic monks by Alessandro Magnasco (1667–1749). ‘It was his monks, rather than El Greco’s, who stylistically determined how my Ivan the Terrible – Cherkassov – should look and move.’10

Emerging from the Museum, I walked around the city where Eisenstein was a child and adolescent, that most ‘impressionable’ period. People passing me on the pavement in Valdemara Street wondered why I was paying so much attention to No. 6, a rather unremarkable and neglected building. I alone was looking up at the small plaque which reads: ‘Sergets Eisenstein, film artist, was born and lived here between 1898–1916.’ On the other hand, Albert Street is a tourist attraction, especially for the bizarre houses designed by Mikhail Osipovich Eisenstein in the art nouveau style of the fin de siécle, which his son claimed to despise but whose influence, despite himself, is conspicuous in his work.

Mikhail Osipovich, who cast a long, dark shadow over most of his son’s life, died in exile in Berlin in July 1920, when Eisenstein was twenty-two. I sought out this heavy father’s grave in the small Russian cemetery on the outskirts of Berlin. Not knowing where to find the grave, I asked a small, bearded man in a woolly cap, watering some plants, whom I took to be the gardener, if he knew where Mikhail Eisenstein was buried. He told me he was the priest and directed me to the grave. He then indicated the grave of Vladimir Nabokov’s father not far from Eisenstein’s.

The priest then showed me inside the little Russian Orthodox church with the sky-blue onion dome. As he doffed his cap, I took off my fur hat. He crossed himself before entering and then again while kneeling before an icon of the Virgin Mary. He was silent. I wasn’t sure if one was allowed to speak. He broke the silence by pointing out some of the features of the church and the art work, all of which had been smuggled out of Russia after the Revolution. The place reminded me of the church that is vandalised in Bezhin Meadow, though the priest had nothing of the demonic qualities of Eisenstein’s priests.

Also in Berlin, I finally caught up, all too briefly, with the elusive Naum Kleiman. He was very busy in meetings with a German composer who was writing an original score to accompany a new print of The General Line – a film which had never had music specially written for it. Kleiman was following the tradition set by Eisenstein when he got the Austrian-born Edmund Meisel to write the pulsating scores for The Battleship Potemkin and October. In fact, Eisenstein had hoped that Meisel would write the music for The General Line, and had outlined his ideas in detail. ‘See you in Moscow,’ Kleiman said to me, rushing across Friedrichstrasse near the cinema where Potemkin was first shown in Berlin.

*

Like Chekhov’s three sisters, I had been trying to get to Moscow for some time, but was prevented from doing so by a variety of obstacles. Eventually, I arrived in the capital where, but for three years spent abroad, Eisenstein had lived for almost three decades from 1920 until his death in 1948. Now I could get even closer to my subject by meeting the few people still alive who knew him, by chatting to Naum Kleiman while sitting among the books Eisenstein so loved – ‘large and small, fat and slender, rare editions and cheap paperbacks, they cry out through their dustcovers or are perhaps sunk in contemplation in a solid, leather skin as if wearing soft slippers’11 – and by steeping myself in the atmosphere of this somewhat overpowering city, where whatever I saw carried resonances of Eisenstein.

At the top of Arbat Street, where they were selling T-shirts marked MacLenin – Lenin’s profile against the famous hamburger joint’s logo – there remained the cinema that first showed The Battleship Potemkin, when the facade was decorated like a battleship, and the usherettes were dressed in sailor suits. Now, needing a new paint job, it was showing a porn movie. Opposite was the old building that once housed the Proletkult Theatre where Eisenstein began his professional career.

A visit to the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts allowed me to see the many paintings that had impinged themselves on Eisenstein’s mind. Hogarth and Goya, two of his favourite artists, are well represented, and there are Japanese and Chinese prints, Géricault’s Revolt, and Sano di Pietro’s The Beheading of John the Baptist, a subject Eisenstein returned to again and again in the drawings he made in Mexico.

At the Bolshoi, where Eisenstein directed a production of Wagner’s Die Walküre, I saw a performance of Rimsky-Korsakov’s The Tsar’s Bride, the intrigues of which echo those in Ivan the Terrible. In the resplendent Armory Palace, I saw Ivan the Terrible’s opulent regalia; in the Assumption Cathedral, where Ivan was crowned Tsar, his carved throne, and in the Cathedral of the Archangel, his tomb, all within the walls of the Kremlin, all of which were redolent of the atmosphere of Eisenstein’s final film. Looking at these extraordinary relics, one could see that Eisenstein’s invention made them even more extraordinary on the screen. In the magnificent Tretyakov Museum of Russian Art, I sat in front of Ilya Repin’s Ivan the Terrible Murdering His Child. Ivan, staring wildly, holds in his arms his dead son, the child’s head soaked in blood. In his film, Eisenstein recreated a similar posture, but substituted the dying Tsarina for the child.

Today, in the garden of the New Tretyakov Art Gallery lie the remains of monuments of Lenin and Michael Kalinin (a Stalin henchman), reminding me of the opening scene of October when the statue of Tsar Alexander III is toppled by the people. Like the reverse shot in October, history was repeated in reverse when, after perestroika, statues of discredited leaders, including Stalin himself, were treated in the same way. Felix Dzerzhinsky, the founder of the infamous CHEKA (Extraordinary Commission for Struggle with Counterrevolution and Sabotage) once stood proudly outside his former office on Lubyanka Square, opposite KGB headquarters. Now he lies on his side. Only one poem, Shelley’s ‘Ozymandias’, could come to mind at such a sight: ‘Two vast and trunkless legs of stone, stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand, half-sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown, and wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command, Tell that its sculptor well those passions read …’

At the Revolution Museum, among the vibrant posters proclaiming the Bolshevik cause, stands Repin’s portrait of Alexander Kerensky, the villain in October. On the posters, healthy, happy, good-looking farm workers beckon the observer to join them. It is clear that the tenebrous Bezhin Meadow, and even the sunnier The General Line, both films concerning agricultural collectivisation, would not have sat well with those who produced these posters. Dominating one room is a picture of ‘Uncle’ Joe Stalin surrounded by adoring children, and one which has a couple of them clinging to him, reminiscent of the kids being carried on horseback by the victorious hero in Alexander Nevsky.

I joined a line of people filing dutifully past Lenin’s tomb, and then along the Kremlin wall where are buried the dead Soviet leaders (all except Nikita Kruschev, who can be found in the cemetery where Eisenstein’s grave lies). Stalin’s sepulchre was the only one honoured with fresh floral tributes, the others having to make do with plastic flowers.

There was only one place left to visit, a place where I would literally get as close to Eisenstein as it is possible to get. His grave in the Novodevichy cemetery. Paradoxically, though this is where Eisenstein’s journey ended, it was the beginning of mine. I now had to start writing the postscript to his life. P.S ….



PART I

ENTHUSIASM




1

The Childhood of Sergei Mikhailovich Eisenstein


I had no experience of poverty or deprivation in childhood, nor any of the horrors of struggling for existence. Further on you will encounter descriptions of my childhood – for the time being, take it on faith!



An orchestra was playing at the summer resort of Majorenhof, on the coast just outside Riga. Yulia Ivanovna Eisenstein was seven month’s pregnant. The guests at the dacha had had far too much to drink that evening. A fight broke out and someone was killed. Yulia’s husband, Mikhail Osipovich Eisenstein, grabbed his revolver in an attempt to restore order. Yulia Ivanovna was terrified and almost gave birth prematurely. As it was, back in Riga, Sergei Mikhailovich Eisenstein arrived three weeks early, on January 23, 1898, having absorbed, in the womb, a love of gunshots and orchestras.

A couple of years later, the family was again holidaying at Majorenhof. The child Sergei was lying in a small, white bed. A bough of white lilac spilled through the window of the room, its flowers and green foliage cutting across a ray of sunshine above his head. ‘My first childhood impression was … a close-up,’ he wrote towards the end of his life.1

It is easy to pass by 6 Valdemara Street in Riga without a second glance. Although large, it is an undistinguished, rectangular, off-white, four-storey building, the paint peeling off the facade. It contains the offices of an established printing firm. On the wall beside a rather pretentiously tall doorway, a discreet, unpolished plaque is visible. It reads: ‘Sergets Eisenstein, film artist, was born and lived here between 1898–1916.’ Virtually no other evidence exists that Sergei Mikhailovich Eisenstein was born and brought up in this Baltic seaport, the capital of Latvia. There is an Eisenstein Street, but that is named after Sergei’s father, the architect and civil engineer Mikhail Osipovich. It is true to say, that among the general population of Riga, Eisenstein Senior is better known than his film director son.

Now, as at the turn of the century, the house on Valdemara Street (Nicholas Street in Tsarist times) is in an expensive and fashionable part of town. A splendidly spacious and verdant park, a golden church dome and a meandering blue canal can be seen from the windows of the house. Apart from some modern high-rise buildings in the background, this would have been approximately the view that greeted the young Eisenstein through his bedroom window in Flat 7, on the third floor.

The picture of a privileged middle-class child, with his long, fair, shoulder-length hair and his sailor suit, Sergei would go for walks with his beloved nanny, Maria Elksne, in the parks off the pleasant boulevards. In a photograph taken in 1904, the six-year-old Eisenstein is standing in his sailor suit and laced-up boots, holding his large hat in his small right hand. His left hand seems even tinier because it is almost lost in the grip of his father, a portly, officious-looking man, with a trimmed handle-bar moustache. Mikhail Osipovich Eisenstein is proudly wearing the uniform of the senior city engineer in the roads department of the Livonian provincial government. (In most of the surviving photographs he is bedecked in some uniform or other.) The little Sergei, plainly ill at ease, stares tentatively out at the camera. He resembles the description he once gave of himself as an adult: ‘When I look at myself in complete privacy, the image that most readily springs to mind is that of … David Copperfield. Delicate, thin, short, defenceless, and very timid.’2

Erwin Mednis, a former school classmate, recalled that ‘physically he was slightly built and rather frail. There was something rather feminine about his appearance, so that he often looked more like a girl than a boy.’3

Much to his father’s disgust, Eisenstein’s mother kept her son’s hair in a kind of medieval bob, rather like that of the effeminate Vladimir’s in Ivan the Terrible. Eisenstein saw himself as a ‘well-brought up boy from Riga with the Lord Fauntleroy ringlets and lace collar … Since my earliest years it was the shackles of cuffs and starched collar instead of torn trousers and ink blots …’4 Eventually, when his mother left her husband and went to live in St Petersburg, his father had Sergei’s head shaved bare.

Eisenstein was certainly a victim of incompatible parents, bullied and ignored by his father, flattered and pampered by his mother. Yulia Ivanovna was a snobbish woman who regarded her husband as vulgar and was determined that Sergei should grow up to be a man of culture. ‘She was eccentric. I was eccentric. She was ridiculous. I was ridiculous,’ her son remarked.5 To him, his father represented philistinism and bourgeois values, his mother the arts and refinement. She provided him with a wide culture, while his father incited his rebellion.

Given this situation, it is all too easy for commentators to fall back on psychological commonplaces such as the Oedipus complex when explaining Eisenstein’s actions, personality and sexuality – his antipathy towards his father, his ambivalent love for his mother – yet in his oblique writings about his emotional life, the self-perceptive Eisenstein encourages this view.

Mikhail Osipovich was a powerful, stocky man with a Kaiser Wilhelm moustache, who came from a family of German-Jewish origin which had been baptised and assimilated into Russian society. Not much is known about them. Although Mikhail Osipovich’s grave in Berlin is marked ‘Born St Petersburg’, no record of his birth there has been found. It is possible that he was born somewhere close to the city or that he had no wish, for some political or social reason, to divulge his real birthplace. (The name of Eisenstein was quite common in Czechoslovakia and Austria.) Among Sergei Eisenstein’s possessions was a souvenir glass on which there is a picture of a church in the town of Eisenstein, somewhere in Europe. Almost nothing is known of his paternal grandparents, though the wife of his cousin once remarked that her husband mentioned that the grandmother was thought to be Swedish.

For Eisenstein, his father exemplified all that was reprehensible in the bourgeois mentality and, it could be argued, that his father’s persona informs the bourgeois characters he depicted in his films, such as the fat bosses in The Strike and the heartless double-chinned kulak in The General Line. With this in mind, it is difficult not to see Eisenstein’s treatment of Alexander Kerensky in October as not only a political gesture, but a private one. In one visual metaphor, the caricatured Alexander Kerensky is compared, through montage, to a mechanical peacock spreading its metal feathers. The satirical effect is increased in the sequence where the ‘dictator’ Kerensky is made to ascend the same flight of steps several times with the inter-cutting titles denoting ever higher rank. In the same film, a uniformed general is meticulously presented button by button from his oiled-flat hair to his shiny boots. From Eisenstein’s own, albeit subjective, testimony of his father, a grotesque Gogolian picture of a pompous, pedantic, rather preposterous man emerges.

‘Father had 40 pairs of patent leather shoes … His valet Ozols, in his greatcoat, would give him the pair he requested with the aid of the list, taking them from what looked like a multi-tiered rabbit hutch which hung in the corridor … Papa would only wear shiny, black boots with square toes. He did not acknowledge any other sort. And he had a huge collection of them “for every occasion.” He even listed them in a register, with any distinguishing feature indicated: “new”, “old”; “a scratch”. From time to time he held an inspection and roll-call. Then Ozols would slide up and down, opening wide the gates of this boot garage. Vainglorious, petty, too stout, industrious, unlucky, broken – but still he wore his white gloves (on weekdays!) and his collars were perfectly starched.’6

Writing in the last decade of his life, Eisenstein’s aversion to his ‘tyrannical’ father was as strong as ever. However, many of his caustic reflections on a man who had died in 1920, could be seen as a transference of his unexpressed and inexpressible private views on ‘Papa’ Stalin. During the most repressive period of Stalin’s ‘paternalistic’ rule, it was extremely dangerous to write down one’s negative thoughts on the regime, even in one’s personal diary, especially for Eisenstein who was always closely watched for any ‘deviations’. Yet, in 1928, after the leader’s interference with October, Eisenstein did confide to his diary his disgust at ‘the barbarism of Stalin’. It was one of the very few pages destroyed by Eisenstein’s widow, Pera Attasheva, out of fear for him, and she collected almost everything of his.

Eisenstein’s mother, Yulia Ivanovna (née Konyetskaya), who had the simian features, big head and stocky body of her son, resembled Sergei in drag. The resemblance was so striking that the reminiscence of the pain Eisenstein recalled feeling as a child when his mother denied, during an angry exchange, that he was her son, seems hardly credible. If there had been any dispute as to his parentage, it would have been far more likely, given his mother’s ‘oversexed’ nature – she had several affairs before, during and after her marriage – that his father was not his natural one, a far-fetched notion that Eisenstein enjoyed contemplating.

Yulia Ivanovna was independent-minded, and had travelled to Egypt alone, an unusual undertaking for a middle-class woman in the late 19th century. She was the daughter of a self-made merchant, Ivan Ivanovich Konyetsky, who established a flourishing barge-hauling firm in St Petersburg, which carried freight on the Marinsky canal system which linked the Baltic Sea and the River Neva to the River Volga. Her mother, Iraida Matveyevna Konyetskaya, ran the company after her husband died. Eisenstein, always fond of finding analogies in literature, saw his grandmother as the eponymous character in Maxim Gorky’s 1910 play Vassa Zheleznova, a woman who rules her bourgeois family and its shipping empire with a rod of iron. Iraida died of a brain haemorrhage while praying vigorously in the Alexander Nevsky church in Riga. Perhaps she was in the throes of religious ecstasy, a state of mind that theoretically fascinated Eisenstein most of his life, linking it as he did with sexual ecstasy.

In addition, in keeping with a certain pattern of correspondences (some accidental, others predetermined) between Eisenstein’s life and work, the ‘family saint’ of the Konyetskies happened to be Alexander Nevsky, the hero of the director’s most acceptable film in the Soviet Union. As a child, he would often take walks in the Alexander Nevsky monastery, ‘the silver shrine of the saint whom I was destined to glorify in film after his country had made him a national hero.’7

If one is searching for further associations, the only mother who has a substantial role in his films is Euphrosinia, the monstrous mother in Ivan the Terrible. She smothers (almost literally at times) her weak, epicene son Vladimir, and is prepared to commit any crime to see him become Tsar, despite his reluctance. The mother of Vassili Bouslay, the axe-wielding blond warrior in Alexander Nevsky, tells him, ‘I thought to see you wedded. You have brought disgrace,’ when he gives up Olga to his friend Gavrilo.

At his parents’ separation, after staying a short period with an aunt, Eisenstein remained with his father and only saw his mother on infrequent visits to St Petersburg, although he lived with her for two years at No. 9 Tauride Street while he was a student at the Engineering School. When he had embarked on his career as a director, after his father had become an exile in Germany, he was in constant touch, allowing her to share in his triumphs, and sending her cards from wherever he was travelling, later getting her to come to Moscow to be near him.

It was Yulia Ivanovna, who had written a number of unfinished and unpublished novels herself, who first indulged her son’s love of books. Her great-uncle, General Botovsky, who was the president of the Russian Olympic Games committee, and had been responsible for Russia joining the Olympic movement, wrote stories for magazines. According to Eisenstein, ‘He was extremely miserly. He was no less mean in his literary craft. He wasted no time, for example, describing nature. “It was one of those dawns that Turgenev describes so inimitably well …” This was but one of the literary pearls to roll off the General’s pen.’8

‘Books are attracted to me,’ Eisenstein wrote. ‘They make a bee-line for me, and stick to me. I have been so fond of them that at last they have begun to reciprocate. In my hands books burst like ripe fruit. Like magic flowers they unfold their petals to show me the vital thought, the suggestive word, the confirming quotation, the decisive illustration.’9

Director Mikhail Romm, visiting Eisenstein’s apartment in the early 1930s, remarked, ‘There were books everywhere. A huge table was covered in books. An entire wall was filled with bookshelves, and Eisenstein used to sit among the books, on the books, under the books.’10

His English friend Ivor Montagu had a similar impression when he visited him in 1933. ‘The one-big-room flat he inhabited was everywhere knee-deep in books. He could, of course, never find a wanted one and, if something had to be looked up, he had each time to buy another copy.’11

By his early teens, Eisenstein had read most of the works of Alexander Dumas, Jean Racine, Pierre Corneille, Emile Zola and Stéphane Mallarmé in French, Edgar Allan Poe in English, and Leo Tolstoy and Fyodor Dostoevsky in Russian, making copious notes as he did so.

It was from books that Eisenstein derived his ‘first impressions of sadism … the first situations to suggest themselves to me came not from live or personal experience but were “reflected” and “refracted.”’12 As if to contradict this, Eisenstein relates his earliest memories of thrashings he had received as a small boy. The first was from Ozols, his father’s servant.

‘My second thrashing came a little later, but before my schooldays began and with much less ceremony. I remember here being half-naked – only my trousers were down. I remember the “weapon” – a strap folded three times … Mama was the executioner. And it had absolutely no effect whatsoever, I laughed cheekily the whole time, although my cheekiness alone deserved punishment. I had been thoroughly obnoxious to my French (or English?) governess on a walk in Strelkovy Park. It was worse for Eton schoolboys.’13

Eisenstein then goes on to describe, in some detail and with relish, the punishments at Eton. ‘In the schoolroom … stands a small wooden step-ladder with three rungs. The victim kneels on it, bending over obediently. And as he does so, the ancient rule dictates, “there shall be nothing between the birch and the body.”’14

The sado-masochistic streak in S. M. Eisenstein’s character, and a morbid fascination with martyrdom, especially that of St Sebastian, so prevalent in gay iconography, dates back to his childhood reading, later revealing itself in his drawings, films and in his memoirs, particularly in a chapter headed To the Illustrious Memory of the Marquis.

He remembered an article he read as a child in a copy of his father’s Petersburg Gazette, which described how a group of drunken butchers took an apprentice into a back room, stripped him, and hung him by his legs from a hook in the ceiling. ‘They then began to flay him with a double hook, the sort used for hanging carcasses up. Skin came off in chunks … I expect it was this image that gave rise to my predilection for St Sebastian … In my Mexican film, I named the peon who was martyred in the fields of agave, Sebastian; he died in excruciating agony, after suffering all manner of torture, being buried up to his shoulders and trampled beneath the hooves of the haciendado’s horses.’15

At the age of twelve, while visiting his mother in St Petersburg, he came across a number of books which she had hidden under the seats of chairs and sofas. One of them, which he surreptitiously read and took delight in, was the Marquis de Sade’s Histoire de Juliette ou Les Prospérités du Vice (The Story of Juliette or Vice Amply Rewarded), which Eisenstein mistakenly remembered in his memoirs as being called The Stages of Vice. Other representatives of his mother’s rather exotic taste were The Torture Garden by Octave Mirbeau and Venus in Furs by Léopold Sacher-Masoch, the latter being illustrated with ‘the first pictures of “unhealthy sensuality” that I found.’16 He also felt that these books aroused ‘an alarming streak of brutality’ within him, and influenced ‘the ocean of brutalities in which my pictures are steeped.’

The thirteen-year-old schoolboy Eisenstein would stare through the windows of a bookshop in Riga, where the lurid covers of penny dreadfuls were displayed. ‘The covers had a terrifying, magnetic force. And I remember being unable to take my eyes off those horrors behind the glass, but standing there for ages.’17 A cover that made a vivid impression was one which depicted detective Nick Carter, his hands and feet tied up, suspended above a sarcophagus filled with molten metal. ‘On one side was a lady, her dress in disarray, wearing a short skirt, her bodice undone. She had one arm stretched out as she took aim. The caption read: “If Nick doesn’t tell her what she wants to know, she’ll shoot through the rope.” The metal bubbled with hospitality, ready for the doomed Nick.’18

Without elaborating, Eisenstein admits that his first erotic dream came from a Nick Carter-inspired fantasy. One summer, at a dacha in Bullen, on the Riga coast, Eisenstein ‘reconstructed’ a Nick Carter cover, getting the young Baron Tusenhausen, the son of a friend of his parents, to strip to the waist and wear a cap, as the captive of a villain who was forcing him to print counterfeit notes.

Another book cover that attracted him was one which displayed various implements of torture, with the neck of a young man, who was stripped to the waist, gripped tightly by an iron collar. These, and other images of torture, were to find their way into some of his produced (and unproduced) screenplays and films. ‘In fact, people in my films are gunned down in their hundreds; farm labourers have their skulls shattered by hoofs, or they are lassoed and buried in the ground up to their necks (Qué Viva México!); children are crushed on the Odessa steps (The Battleship Potemkin); thrown from rooftops (The Strike); are surrendered to their own parents who murder them (Bezhin Meadow); thrown onto flaming pyres (Alexander Nevsky); they stream with actual bulls’ blood (The Strike) or with stage blood (Potemkin); in some films bulls are poisoned (The Old and the New); in others, tsars (Ivan the Terrible); a shot horse hangs from a raised bridge (October); and arrows pierce men lying spread-eagled on the ramparts outside a besieged Kazan (Ivan the Terrible). And it seems no coincidence that it was none other than Tsar Ivan Vasilyevich the Terrible who ruled my mind and was my hero for very many years.’19

He could have added the tower of Timur, in the unrealised Ferghana Canal, constructed from tortured human bodies, and the hundreds of sketches of the beheading of John the Baptist, the murder of King Duncan from Macbeth, and martyred bulls dying at the hands of a matador, that he drew in Mexico.

There is a particular homoerotic image in The Battleship Potemkin that appealed to Eisenstein. After the killing of the leader of the mutiny, ‘a young lad tears his shirt in a paroxysm of fury’ revealing his bare chest. (Actually, it could also be read as the ancient Jewish tradition of tearing one’s clothing in mourning). This derived from Eisenstein’s reading of reports about a young man who, during the 1917 revolution in St Petersburg, had his shirt torn off his back before being executed – his ‘perforated body lay on the granite steps, half submerged in the Neva … the two halves of the boy’s shirt lying on the granite steps near the sphinxes of the Egyptian Bridge.’20 Revealingly, Eisenstein admits that he was more interested in the section with the boy tearing his shirt than in the hoisting of the red flag in The Battleship Potemkin. The motif reoccurs in Ivan the Terrible, when the Tsar’s would-be assassin, a young monk, has his shirt torn off him.

Apart from literature and the forbidden delights of serie noire, Eisenstein found both his imagination and rebellion fuelled by history books, particularly Auguste Mignet’s History of the French Revolution.

‘The history of France was one of the first things to make an impression on me … By some miracle, “the impressionable little boy” stumbled upon more historical works in his father’s bookcases. They seemed out of place there, in the library of this upright citizen who had successfully worked his way up the ranks. But I found 1871 and the Paris Commune there, in a handsomely illustrated French edition. It was kept next to albums about Napoleon Bonaparte, who was my father’s ideal – as he was of any self-made man. (In October, the ‘democrat’ Kerensky, obsessed with power, gazes at a bust of Napoleon).

‘My fascination with revolutions, especially French ones, dates from that tender age. First of all it was because of their romance. Their colour. Their rarity. I greedily devoured book after book. The guillotine enthralled my imagination … I was excited by figures like Marat and Robespierre. I could hear the crack of rifles – the Versailles firing squads – and the peal of the Paris tocsin … Living in Riga I spoke German better than Russian. But in my thoughts I lived French history.’21

After the uprising of February 1917, when Tsar Nicholas II had abdicated, Eisenstein expressed a regret, albeit ironically, that a guillotine had not been set up in Znamenskaya Square in St Petersburg, where stood the Alexander III memorial. ‘I used to imagine that Doctor Guillotine’s “widow” stood on top of the granite pedestal … I wanted so much to be part of history … but what sort of history was it, if there was no guillotine?’22

This romanticising of a bloody revolution imbues much of October, particularly in the storming of the Winter Palace sequence. The film, designed to glorify the Bolsheviks and the revolution of 1917, owes a great deal to Eisenstein’s childhood visions of French revolutions, derived as much from his reading of Les Misérables as from history books.

‘The romance of the fighting on the barricades was informed with elements of the ideas being fought for. Naive though it may be as far as the profundity of its social programme is concerned, Hugo’s sermon on social injustice is nevertheless expressed with passion and pitched at just the right level to inspire anyone young and just beginning to think about life, with similar ideas …’23

It must not be forgotten that Eisenstein spent his childhood in Riga ‘during the heat of the events of 1905.’ Eisenstein was only seven years old when the revolution broke out in St Petersburg, but he was steeped in the stories of the uprising. On January 9, a workers’ group moved in a peaceful procession on the Winter Palace in order to claim redress of grievances from the Tsar himself, using revolutionary language. The procession was fired upon by order of one of the grand dukes (Nicholas II was absent from the Palace). The event was termed “Bloody Sunday” and may be considered the beginning of the Revolution of 1905.

Eisenstein remembered a detail of Bloody Sunday that a witness recounted to him. Little boys had sat in the trees of Alexandrovsky Park ‘just like sparrows’, and when the first volley was fired upon the crowd, they jumped. In February 1905, for the first time in the history of modern Russia, millions of people in the cities as well as the villages took part in a genuine mass movement. In late September and early October the movement swelled toward a dramatic climax. Strikes spread everywhere. The result of the struggle was paralysis throughout the economy and panic among the leaders of the government, including Baron Alexander Meller-Zakomelsky, known for his cruel suppression of mutinies during the Revolution of 1905.

‘There are as many terrible and brutal impressions as you could wish from all around; the wild outburst of reaction and repression from men like Meller-Zakomelsky and his accomplices. Even more important, the brutality in my pictures is indissolubly tied up with the theme of social injustice, and revolt against it …’24

Yet, Eisenstein, an artist who claimed to be a Marxist all his life, makes an astonishing admission. ‘The reason why I came to support social protest had little to do with the real miseries of social injustice, or material privations, or the zigzags of the struggle for life, but directly and completely from what is surely the prototype of every social tyranny – the father’s despotism in a family, which is also a survival of the basic despotism of the head of the “tribe” in every primitive society.’25

Again, elsewhere, Eisenstein puts the origins of his rebellious or ‘revolutionary’ nature in art as much down to his father as to politics and philosophy. ‘Father was a pillar of the church and the autocracy … Father who instilled in me the whole melting-pot of petit-bourgeois, petty passions for self improvement at the expense of others, but was not able to see that an Oedipal [author’s italics] protest would make me hate them even though they were part of my baggage. And instead of being invisibly intoxicated by them, the cold eye of the analyst and tally clerk would break down whatever charm they might have held … I do not represent my late father – a typical bully about the house, and slave to Tolstoy’s ideas of comme il faut – with a list of grievances. But it is interesting that my protest against what was “acceptable” in behaviour and in art, and my contempt of authority, was certainly linked to him.’26

In the second version of the aborted Bezhin Meadow, there is a reversal of the patricidal Oedipus story – the origin of the Freudian ‘Kill the father’. It is the kulak father who kills his young son after declaring, ‘If a son betray his own father, let him be slaughtered like a dog.’

Two months before his mother’s death in 1946, and over two decades after his father’s death, Eisenstein wrote: ‘Perhaps to tell the truth, I never felt a particular love for Mikhail Osipovich according to the Biblical code. But one of the fundamental commands in the Bible is that we “honour” our parents: “Honour thy mother and thy father and thou shalt dwell long on the earth.” A reward that was of dubious value. And anyway, why should one be grateful to one’s parents.’27

Eisenstein’s ‘protest’ against his father extended to Mikhail Osipovich’s work as an architect. (Sergei also lived to see, but not comment on, the heavy post-war Stalin Gothic skyscrapers.) ‘Father was one of the most flowery representatives of that architectural decadence – style moderne. Father was a reckless follower de l’art pompier. Pompier in his behaviour.’28

Eisenstein Senior built over fifty houses in Riga in the first decade of the century, three of which have become tourist attractions. These are numbers 2, 4 and 6 Albert Street designed in what Sergei called ‘the crazy art nouveau style, which so transported my dear parent.’ They show a surprising side to Eisenstein’s father. The Jugendstil (as art nouveau is called in German) dominates much of the old city centre, most of it unremarkable, but those in Albert Street built by Mikhail Eisenstein have genuine style and imagination, especially the sinuous lines and phallic motifs of the interiors. The facades are encrusted with rather antic statuary – two nude women who seem to be making the Roman (fascist) ‘heil’ gesture, while two others hold up laurel wreaths. On another corner is the head of a bearded man who bears a resemblance to Nikolai Cherkassov as Ivan the Terrible, being harangued on either side by two shrews. A couple of sphinxes guard the entrance of number 2. Although Jugendstil was becoming fashionable, if not respectable, when these buildings were erected around the turn of the century, they were certainly not the work of the arch-conservative, shoe-obsessed, domineering, uniformed philistine and petty ‘government inspector’ described by his son. Sergei dismissed his father as ‘a maker of cakes’ urging all his friends to ‘look at the cream on that house’s face.’

‘Father, who placed statues of human beings one and a half storeys high, stretched out as a decoration, on the corners of the houses. Father, who deployed women’s arms, made from iron drainpipes and with gold rings in their hands, beneath the angle of the roof. In bad weather, it was fun watching the rain stream down between their tin legs. Father, who triumphantly entwined in the sky the tails of the plaster lions – lions de plâtre – which were piled up on the rooftops. Father himself was a lion de plâtre. And he bequeathed to me an unhealthy passion for winding layer upon layer – which I tried to sublimate into a fascination for Catholic baroque and the over-elaborate work of the Aztecs.’29

His father’s (bad?) taste certainly imbues much of the aesthetics of Eisenstein’s films, whether it is ‘sublimated’ or treated with mock reverence: the statues of lions (‘lions de plâtre’!) leaping up in anger in The Battleship Potemkin; the succession of gods descending from a baroque Christ through a number of divine images down to a wooden idol in October; the death masks in Qué Viva México!, and the grotesque murals in Ivan the Terrible.

Eisenstein muses that his memory of his father’s statues led him to dismember ‘the giant statue of Alexander III which such mouthwatering excitement, in the opening episode of October.’30 He also felt that if the ‘dismembered and overturned hollow figure of the Tsar served as an image for the overthrow of Tsarism in February, then it is clear that this start to the film … was about my personal liberty from Papa’s authority … A tyrannical Papa was commonplace in the 19th century. But mine dragged on into the 20th! … How many times did little Sergei, the exemplary little boy, answer his Papa’s questions – weren’t his buildings marvellous? – in a studied formula of delight like a learned parrot, even though it ran deeply counter to his ideas and convictions!’31

Until the October Revolution, which ignited his personal revolt, there was in Eisenstein what he called ‘my irrational submissiveness and obedience.’ Eisenstein’s father was in the habit of asking his son to praise him when they had visitors and the boy duly obliged. Years later, when he discovered that Stalin liked to be praised, he repeated this technique, ritualistically rendering unto Caesar what was Caesar’s ‘even though it ran deeply counter to my ideas and convictions!’ In both cases, though the penalty for silence ranged from mere disapproval to possible death, silence would have been a sign that he was being contrary.

One enthusiasm which Eisenstein did share with his father was a love of the circus, but with an important difference: ‘I have adored clowns since I was in my cradle. My father also adored the circus, but what attracted him most of all was what he used to call “high class equestrianship”. So I carefully concealed my passion for clowns and pretended to be wildly interested in horses.’32 For Eisenstein, clowns represented freedom from official life. Later, when he no longer had to hide his fascination with circus clowns, they (or versions of them, such as Pierrot) would make their appearances throughout a variety of his work, from his early stage productions to the clowns acting out the ‘fiery furnace’ parable in Ivan the Terrible: Part II, his final film.

Apart from the great 19th-century French pantomimist Jean-Gaspard Deburau, whose picture he kept on his wall, he considered his friend Charlie Chaplin the finest clown of all. ‘Reality is like the serious white clown. It seems earnest and logical. Circumspect and prudent. But in the final analysis it is reality that looks the fool, the object of derision. Its partner, Chaplin, guileless and childlike, comes out on top. He laughs carelessly without even noticing that his laugh slays reality,’33 Eisenstein wrote in 1943, wishfully hoping to destroy the ‘earnest and logical’ reality with his own laughter.

The ‘earnest and logical’ side to Eisenstein was one of the few positive traits that he inherited from his father – the engineer’s quality of preparedness, the belief in the need for pre-planning, and the merits of construction. He developed intricate, detailed blueprints for each project, as his scripts and sketches testify. As a teacher, he also liked to take a plot apart like a machine to see how it worked.

Erwin Mednis recalled, ‘If things usually seemed easier for him than for the rest of us, it was largely because of this quality of preparedness. If few things went wrong it was because so few things were left to chance, and if genius is really, or at least partly, “the infinite capacity for taking pains,” then Eisenstein was a genius indeed.’34

Aside from the combined influence, both positive and negative, of his parents, there were other components in Eisenstein’s background that doubtless contributed to his ‘difference’ from many of his contemporaries.

Although he considered himself to have only an eighth of Jewish blood he has always been perceived as being of German-Jewish descent. Riga had a fairly large Jewish community, although there was (and is) only one synagogue. Both in Latvia and Lithuania, the Jews were treated as equals under the law. (It was only under the Nazi occupation that the persecution and killing of the Jews began.) In Odessa, however, whose population was 30% Jewish, countless Jews were slaughtered in the streets in 1905 in one of the most terrible pogroms in Russian history, the sort of pogrom that must have driven Eisenstein’s paternal grandparents to give up their Jewish heritage. ‘Down with Jews,’ says the sneering bourgeois in Odessa in The Battleship Potemkin, suggesting that he was typical of the attitude held by his class during the Tsarist regime. Of course, the proletarian population react violently to this remark and attack the man. This sequence was obviously influenced by Eisenstein’s friend, the Jewish writer Isaac Babel.

While Eisenstein was writing the script of The Battleship Potemkin, he was simultaneously working with Babel on a script of The Career of Benya Krik based on the latter’s story in Tales of Odessa. In Babel’s story How It Was Done in Odessa (1924), one character asks rhetorically, ‘Wasn’t it a mistake on God’s part to settle Jews in Russia so they suffer in Hell?’. There is a further link with Babel (who also co-wrote the second version of Bezhin Meadow with Eisenstein). Babel wrote the intertitles for a Yiddish film called Jewish Luck, made the year before Potemkin, which has a dream sequence shot on the Odessa steps.

Eisenstein learned to use Yiddish slang and Yiddish humour. A Jewish student of his at the G.I.K. (State Cinema Institute) had an elementary English grammar book open on a page on kitchen utensils. As a joke, Eisenstein ringed the word ‘pots’ (putz) meaning penis in Yiddish.

There was also a risky and risqué Jewish joke that Eisenstein liked to tell. Stalin, who was receiving important visitors from Poland, decided to present them with a large painting entitled Lenin in Poland, which he wanted done in a few days by a Jewish artist he particularly admired. When he was informed that the artist had been deported to a labour camp in Siberia, Stalin demanded his immediate release. The poor emaciated man was flown to Moscow, given a good meal and accommodation, and instructed to paint the picture. Stalin and his Polish guests gathered on the great day of the unveiling of Lenin in Poland, but when the painting was uncovered, it revealed a man and a woman having sex. Even worse, the man was recognisable as Trotsky and the woman as Lenin’s wife. A shocked Stalin turned on the little Jewish artist, demanding, ‘But where is Lenin?’ ‘In Poland,’ replied the man shrugging.

Eisenstein’s semi-Jewishness is rarely mentioned in his own writings, nor in much that has been written about him. Nor did he ever seem a victim of overt anti-semitism in the Soviet Union – suspect comrades were often referred to pejoratively as ‘cosmopolitans’. According to Herbert Marshall, the English film historian, ‘All the Soviet Jewish directors had to keep silent in order to survive and this included all the leading directors – Roshal, Kozintsev, Trauberg, Zarkhi, Heifitz, Vertov, Room and Romm.’35 It is doubtful whether Eisenstein’s Jewish ancestry had anything to do with his detachment from the mainstream of Soviet artists, though his ‘cosmopolitanism’ in the objective sense, did cause him problems.

In July 1941, with the Soviet Union at war with Germany, Eisenstein was wheeled out as a Soviet Jew to speak on a radio programme to America, ‘To Brother Jews of All the World.’ But, as a child, it was because he was German-speaking that he was never wholly accepted as Russian, nor was (or is) he considered a Latvian by natives of the country of his birth. Almost half the population of Riga, at the time of his birth, was German, and Eisenstein spoke German better than he did Russian as a child.

‘At school,’ Eisenstein wrote, ‘there was a blatant nationalist hatred amongst the different sections of the population to which the pupils’ parents belonged. I belonged to the ‘“Colonists”, the Russian civil-servant class, detested equally by the native Latvian population and by the descendants of the first German colonists who had enslaved them.’36

In addition, Eisenstein’s name would forever make him sound foreign. His almost exact contemporary, Dziga Vertov, born Denis Kaufman in Bialystok in Poland, then annexed by Russia, changed his name both to assimilate more, and to give it a revolutionary ring; Dziga Vertov are Ukrainian words that evoke spinning and turning. In contrast, Eisenstein’s father rejoiced in his surname.
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