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In what ways did Soviet filmmakers use cinema as a means of embodying the ideology of the Russian Revolution? Refer to specific examples when answering.

After the October Revolution, what would later come to be defined as Marxism-Leninism would permeate all facets of society. A key part in spreading Bolshevik ideology to the masses in Russia was through media. Arguably the most prominent medium of spreading information at this time being film. Film was incredibly important for two key reasons; firstly, the majority of the peasantry at this time were illiterate and so ideas being expressed visually were often more impactful, and infinitely more accessible to the public; and secondly, the core of the Bolshevik party and the primary support for the Bolsheviks prior to the revolution came from student intelligentsia who were often aspiring artists more open to new techniques than their forbears. Many of these techniques used in Soviet cinema in this era not only went on to inspire filmmakers of today, but were also used to present Marxism-Leninism, the ideology of the Russian Revolution to the masses and to the world at large.   
Ultimately, the goal of cinema is to convey an idea to the viewer. In the case of early era Soviet cinema such as that created by Eisenstein, this message was often one that mirrored the Bolshevik ideology, whether that be overt, such as in the case of October and Battleship Potemkin, or less blatant, like in the case of Ivan the Terrible.  Marxism-Leninism is deeply rooted in the idea of Proletarian revolution. In his 1902 magnum opus What Is to Be Done, Vladimir Ulyanov Lenin outlines his opinion in regards to strikes of the 1890's. 'The workers were losing their age-long faith in the permanence of the system which oppressed them … Revolts were simply the resistance of the oppressed, whereas the systematic strikes represented the class struggle[footnoteRef:13217]'. Central to Lenin's beliefs were the liberation of the proletariat – arguably one of the ideas most central to the ideology of communism. Other ideas associated with Marxism-Leninism and Communism as an ideology are anti-capitalism, anti-imperialism, pro-workers' rights, and anti-revisionist and the rejection of classes in society. Through numerous techniques Soviet film directors were successful in portraying these motives and themes. Perhaps the most prominent figure in Soviet cinema is Soviet director and film theorist Sergei Eisenstein. Eisenstein is most notorious for works including silent films Battleship Potemkin (1925), Strike (1925), and October (1928).  [13217:  V. I. Lenin, What Is To Be Done, (1902; Marxists.org) Page 25.
https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/download/what-itd.pdf ] 

A primary example of how Eisenstein managed to imbue his work with Marxist-Leninist ideology was in the recount of the October revolution in his 1928 work October. The entirety of this film is meant to be both a recount of the Russian Revolution and an embodiment of the values of said revolution. On many occasions throughout this film, Eisenstein uses both subtle and more noticeable techniques to convey the film's underlying message- that being the Russian Revolution was just, the enemies of the Bolshevik Party are enemies of the people, and that only through the immortal science of dialectical materialism coupled with Lenin's theory of democratic centralism can Russia prevail as a forward-thinking and progressive socialist state. The Russian Revolution is portrayed as a positive event throughout this film in a variety of ways. Firstly, the film opens on the events of the February Revolution where we see the workers rise up to overthrow the Tsar. However, shortly after this, Alexander Kerensky is introduced. It is explained that he will become the new president of the new Russian Republic[footnoteRef:21424]. This is shown alongside images of the statue of Tsar Nicholas II reforming after having been torn down. This is used to symbolise Kerensky being no better than the old Tsar. This is also shown more obviously when Kerensky has striking Russian troops fired upon after having promised those same troops peace when he came to power.[footnoteRef:9647] The way this film displays Kerensky is entirely in line with the Bolshevik view of him. Lenin himself cemented this opinion when addressing the Central Committee of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party '...we do not support Kerensky. On the contrary, we expose his weakness...[footnoteRef:14996]'. The Bolshevik view of Kerensky is as a revisionist traitor at best, and as a weak Tsarist stooge at worst. The latter position is taken in this film. Often, throughout the revolution scenes in the film, Kerensky is shown hiding literally beneath his bed covers. Yet the negative portrayal of Kerensky is not a solitary incident in this film. Trotsky had fallen out of favour in the lead up to the film's production for his criticism of 'socialism in one country'. In The Revolution Betrayed Trotsky writes 'The idea that the historic mission of the soviet bureaucracy was to build socialism in a single country … reflected the insipient degeneration of the third international.[footnoteRef:22966]' This idea was seen as revisionist by the Soviet establishment who felt that Trotsky was attempting to usurp power from the democratically elected Stalin. For this betrayal of the Soviet government Trotsky's role is shown in the film to be minor, unimportant and in many ways stalling the progress of the revolution. In one scene Trotsky is seen calling for diplomacy as the revolution takes place, figuratively playing the harp as Rome burns. However not every enemy of the Bolsheviks are portrayed so overtly negatively in the film. In far-left movements religion has always been viewed suspiciously as it was often used by repressive bourgeois governments to hold back the revolting proletariat even being described by Marx as 'the opium of the people'[footnoteRef:15024]. At the time of the Russian revolution, the church was viewed by many on the left as yet another bastion of conservative feudalist values exerting their power over the proletariat by instilling the fear of god in them. Lenin himself said in Classes and Parties in Their Attitude to Religion and the Church 'militant clericalism in Russia not only exists, but is clearly gaining ground and becoming more organised[footnoteRef:31002]' In October this is portrayed using less obvious symbolism than other examples in the film. In one scene Eisenstein uses his pioneering montage technique to compare the Russian orthodox priests to Tsarist soldiers. He does this by cutting quickly between the priests and the soldiers causing the viewer to naturally draw a comparison between both parties. Finally, Eisenstein shows in October that to adopt Marxism-Leninism is to progress as a nation. Firstly, in the scene in which the Marxist-Leninists through speaking to the Cossacks in their own language encouraged them to rally behind the Bolshevik cause. Secondly in the scene wherein people from all across Russia vote for revolution. These scenes show Marxism-Leninism's interculturally convincing arguments, bringing people together from all across Russia for what they see as a better, more progressive state for all races and cultures alike. From this evidence it is possible to draw the conclusion that October as a film embodies all the key qualities of Marxist-Leninist ideology. While primarily a historical piece, the film also serves as a propaganda piece. Showing many of the key ideas present within Bolshevik ideology, such as the justification of violent revolution, and the demonisation of those who opposed the Bolsheviks. October serves two key purposes; to educate the Russian populous, and to convince those who did not already support the Bolshevik agenda.  [21424:  S. Eisenstein, October: Ten Days That Shook the World (Sovkino; USSR, 1928).]  [9647:  Ibid. 'Peace, Bread, Land' Placard. ]  [14996:  V. I. Lenin, To the Cental Committee of the R.S.D.L.P.  (Pravda, 1920).
https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1917/aug/30.htm ]  [22966:  L. Trotsky, The Revolution Betrayed (Labor Publications; Detroit, 1991). ]  [15024:  K. Marx, Introduction to A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right. (Collected Works, New York, 1976). ]  [31002:  V. I. Lenin, Classes and Parties in Their Attitude to Religion and the Church (Progress Publishers; Moscow, 1937).
 https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1909/jun/04.htm
] 

The second film in Eisenstein's work that is a useful case study for the representation of Marxism-Leninism in Soviet cinema is Alexander Nevsky. Nevsky was created in 1938 at a time when tensions were building between the socialist Soviet Union and the reactionary fascist Germany. Here it is possible to see why the story of Alexander Nevsky was chosen by Eisenstein for this project. The threat of fascism was an ever-looming one for the primarily Slavic communist Soviet Union which also contained a large Jewish population, to which Eisenstein claimed to belong. The census of 1926 identified 2.67 million[footnoteRef:14961] Jewish people in the Soviet Union, all of whom were at risk if the expected invasion by Germany were to take place. Both the government of the Soviet Union (as evidenced by the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact) and Eisenstein himself were aware of the German imperialist and anti-Semitic ambitions. One of the founding principles of the Soviet Union stated even before its inception was a complete and total condemnation of anti-Semitism. Lenin states 'Shame on those who foment hatred towards the Jews' in one of his 1919 speeches for gramophone. The film Alexander Nevsky was therefore chosen by Eisenstein himself and passed the Soviet censor not only to entertain, but to rally Russian patriotism against the antagonists of the film (The Germans). In The Cinema of Eisenstein Bordwell states 'Nevsky unified the masses – a clear message for Russians fearing German invasion.[footnoteRef:2627]' As a film, Alexander Nevsky does not have the same overt political overtones as October. However, as was typical of late era Eisenstein, it presents its political slant in a more subdued way. In this case, rallying the Russian people to war against a deeply anti-Semitic nation and upholding the Bolshevik view on said discrimination. Specifically, this film was used more subtly to prepare the Russian populous to defend their rights as people and defend the freedoms their nation offered to the Jewish populous. It could be argued that Eisenstein's choice of film was more to do with his own personal anger at a country that persecuted a race he himself was part of, however, whatever his reasons Alexander Nevsky still served a valuable purpose to the Bolshevik government - rallying the people of the USSR to a cause on which it was founded.  [14961:  H. J. Dubester, National Censuses and Vital Statistics in Europe, 1918-1939: An Annotated Bibliography (Gale Research Company; Detroit, 1967). 

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=zoiZAAAAIAAJ&pg=PA197&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false
]  [2627:  D. Bordwell, The Cinema of Eisenstein, (Harvard University Press; London, 1993).] 

However, even after the government of the Soviet Union abandoned the ideals of the Russian Revolution, the artists and filmmakers still used their work to critisise the status quo and argue for a return to the original ideals of the October Revolution. The film that embodies this the most is the 1979 science-fiction art film Stalker, directed by Andrei Tarkovsky. This film, written by the Strugatsky Brothers was loosely based on their novel Roadside Picnic. The plot, while on the surface a science-fiction film about a zone in which the laws of reality do not apply, conveys a deeper meaning. What Tarkovsky attempts to do with this film is to convey the sense of confusion of living in the Soviet Union having long since turned to revisionism while everyone involved in government insists the country still holds true to the Marxist-Leninist principles of its founding. 'The 20th Congress in 1956 … is regarded as the point of turning away from Socialism towards revisionism.' In the film, an artist and a professor attempt to gain access to an area known as "The Zone". "The Zone" is said to be sentient and it is claimed that if one were to gain access to it they would be granted whatever it is they wanted. The artist wants to gain back his artistic inspiration, while the professor claimed that he wishes to win a Nobel Prize. However, the professor's true intention is to use a nuclear weapon to destroy "The Zone". "The Zone" however, is not what it is presented to be, it manipulates reality surrounding the men causing them to squabble and fight, preventing them from achieving their aims[footnoteRef:23994]. This can be read as an allegory for the Soviet Union's failure to continue progressing as a Marxist-Leninist state. The leaders and government of the Soviet Union continued claiming that their ultimate goal was to achieve a communist state. Even Gorbachev, the architect of the dismantling of the Soviet Union claimed 'I am a Communist, a convinced Communist … for me it is my main goal.[footnoteRef:2669]'. This is obviously contradictory with the Communist Party line since 1956. During the Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, that year Krushchev claimed Stalin had distorted the basic principles of Marxism-Leninism, criticised Stalin's leadership and took the Soviet Union in such a radically revisionist direction that it is often cited as a catalyst for the 1956 Hungarian Revolution. Despite decades of revisionism by the time of Stalker's release, subsequent Soviet Leaders still insisted that they in fact were Socialist and stood true to the principles of the October Revolution. In Tarkovsky's film, this blatant hypocrisy is alluded to. The later we progress in the study of Soviet Cinema the less we find films that openly and overtly support the ideals of the Russian Revolution. In rare circumstances where a political statement true to the original ideals of Marxism-Leninism can be found it is masked as more of an undertone as opposed to an overt declaration of support for the ideology of the October Revolution. Stalker is less of a film that supports the ideology of the Russian Revolution, but instead is a film which rails against, however subtly, the deviations from the original values of the USSR.  [23994:  A. Tarvosky, Stalker (Mosfilm; USSR, 1979).]  [2669:  F. X. Clines, UPHEAVAL IN THE EAST: GORBACHEV; 'Enough' for Glasnost?: Though He Set Liberalization in Motion, Soviet President Chafes at Hard Criticism, (New York Times Archives, 1989).
https://www.nytimes.com/1989/12/26/world/upheaval-east-gorbachev-enough-for-glasnost-though-he-set-liberalization-motion.html ] 

From October to Stalker, the ideals of the Russian Revolution have permeated both Soviet cinema and society alike. Although its representation has ranged from an optimistic fanfare to anything but. In October one of the first major films of the Soviet era we see the representation of Marxism-Leninism is a positive glorification of its ideals and achievements. Contrasted against this, it is possible to see Alexander Nevsky as a rallying cry to those already convinced by Soviet Socialism and its successes to war against an enemy whose beliefs were entirely antithetical to that of the Soviet Union. It is then possible to see Stalker as a comment on the deviation from the original ideology of the October Revolution. At different points in the history of the USSR cinema has been used to embody the ideology of the Russian Revolution in ways that are adapted to the times in which they were made. Much like Marxism-Leninism itself Soviet cinema adapts to the material conditions of its surroundings; supporting the revolution wholly and fully as in October; rallying the Russian people to defend their revolution from a fascist regime as in Alexander Nevsky; and mourning the loss of a true Marxist-Leninist government and bemoaning the contradictions of the hypocritical revisionist regime that replaced it, as in Stalker. Soviet cinema has proven to be ever-adaptable in embodying the ideology of the Russian Revolution in any context. This can be seen as not only a product of visionary filmmakers, wholeheartedly devoted to their cause, but also evidence of the value of the artistic freedom that Marxism-Leninism offered to the citizens of the USSR. Soviet filmmakers used many different methods and styles with which to embody the ideology of the Russian Revolution but the one certainty within the visionary filmmakers of the Soviet Union would be that their films would embody the core values of Marxism-Leninism. 
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