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Sergei Eisenstein and the Soviet Models for the Study of Cinema, 1920s-1940s.
The story of how Eisenstein came to write his Notes for a General History of Cinema is wrapped up in a larger story of institution-building in the Soviet Union. That institutional backstory is worth telling for at least three reasons: to understand the peculiar interactions that shaped the State’s relationship to an art that was regarded as a pre-eminent Soviet achievement at the beginning of the post-war period; as an example of the kind of politics that revolved around film education in the age of the film institutes, out of which came many of the most influential directors of the post-war period; and to understand how these two factors affected Eisenstein’s project. The essay further places these developments into a larger international context of the institutionalization of film studies as part of the development of the film cultures in Europe.

 Eisenstein’s Notes were being developed as part of the institutional platform for the Film Sector of The Institute of the History of Arts in 1947-48. The Institute  was established in 1944 as part of the Soviet Academy of Sciences by the renown Soviet art historian  Igor Grabar’, and it initially included departments (or “sectors”) of visual arts, music, and theater. All members of the institute were required to have advanced postgraduate academic degrees. Despite initial resistence from Grabar’, Eisenstein lobbied for cinema’s inclusion, and in June 1947, he succeeded: the  Film Sector was announced. It was to be lead by Eisenstein himself. Teaching and research duties would devolve upon  a handful of official members, and an informal circle of participants (“vneshtatnyj aktiv”), who were expected to receive degrees and then be able to join the Sector formally.
 

Eisenstein had at that point been teaching at the State Institute of Cinematography for decades, beginning as early as 1928, when the institute bore another name and had been accorded  technical college (tekhnikum) status. In 1930 it was upgraded to an  institute (GIK). Eisenstein returned to teaching there after his trip abroad in September 1932, becoming the head of directing workshop. He immediately plunged into implementing his “program of theory and practice of film directing,” a draft of which was published  in 1933, with a second, much more detailed, version appearing in  1936
.  This program in some ways prefigures  The Notes, sharing the same institutional and pedagogical provenance, while  combining, with unmistakable Eisensteinian breadth, elements from logic, anthropology,  psychology, the history of all arts, and the latest discoveries of science. Given this ambitious program, it is no surprise that Eisenstein insisted that the Institute should aim at higher academic standards,—yet he initially opposed Nikolai Lebedev’s project of reorganizing GIK.
 Lebedev was  a journalist, a film critic and an aspiring documentary filmmaker. He started teaching at GIK in 1932 and quickly rose to the director’s position.  Lebedev was  instrumental in turning the Institute into an important locus of film education and research. In 1934, under Boris Shumiatsky’s leadership at the Central Cinematrographic Administration [GUK],  a series of structural changes took place: the Institute obtained a status of “an institute of higher education, academy-type” and was renamed VGIK (Higher State Institute of Cinematography)
. This was a step towards specialization:  only people who had degrees or experience in cinema could be accepted into the film departments, the Department of Directing and the Department of Camerawork, while all other film departments were disbanded.  With these changes, the Institute could pay more attention to its postgraduate program and the research unit (NIS) that it had inherited from NIKFI, Scientific Research Institute in Cinema and Photography. Money was spent to expand the film library and historical archive. These changes were reversed in 1938. However,  the intellectual community created in the early 1930s continued to influence cinema history studies and theory. In 1939, after the success of Alexander Nevsky, VGIK awarded Eisenstein the degree of a Professor of Art History (doctor iskusstvovedcheskikh nauk)
.  Thus, Eisenstein’s lobbying  Grabar’ to  open a Film Sector at the Institute of the History of Arts was preceeded by years of work in the institutional development of not only cinema but also film studies.  He envisioned a  research center for the study of cinema (nauchnyi centr po izucheniyu kinematografii) connected to the state film archive, and a museum of cinema
. 
It was in this situation that  Eisenstein  proposed the compilation and publication of the General History of Cinema. Officially, the Institute of the History of Arts’s role was to oversee the publication of multi-volume editions of academic histories of the arts in Russia and the Soviet Union; to this project, in October, 1947, the  Ministry of Culture appended a plan  to publish the history of Soviet Cinema in 7 volumes. Eisenstein was not only to supervise the production of this massive project, but was also supposed to write the  unit on silent cinema. 

This unit was planned on an epic scale, in 3 volumes, the first of which would  focus on those Russian cultural traditions relevant to Soviet cinema, the second of which was to survey  pre-revolutionary cinema, and the third of which was to focus on the Soviet cinema of silent period. Eisenstein began writing  notes as part of the report on the activities of the Sector. In 1948 he proposed an expansion of the already epic scope of the volumes to include  a “general history of cinema.” The Introductory volume of this proposed history would take into account  “the history of expressive means of cinema” (close-up, temporality, then history of sound in painting, audio-visual synesthesia in painting, problems of space, movement, and color), followed by  a history of montage in all the arts.  At the same time, the first unit of the history of Soviet cinema (on which Eisenstein was working simultaneously with the General History) was going to reconstruct “the genealogy of the species” as “the path towards newsreel” (curiously treated here apparently as an exemplary national – Soviet - cinematic phenomenon)  - in relation to the Eisenstein’s theoretical framework of that period  (explored in detail in Antonio Somaini’s contribution to this volume), such as his elaboration of his concepts of “mummification,” “fixation,” and “reproduction” in cinema and art.
 
Comparative Contexts

As Eisenstein proceeded on the project of a General History of Cinema in the second half of the 1940s, other similar projects were being mounted within other national and international film cultures.  While in its earlier stages, institutional development of film education and theory in the Soviet Union was significantly ahead of the rest of the world,  by the late 1940s this process excellerated in other countries, most importantly in France, Italy, the UK and the US, where this very period can be seen as directy responsible for giving rise to intellectual prominence of film theory and institutional recognition of film studies in the 1960s. A brief look at that earlier Soviet effort, however, can provide us with a larger historical trajectory for this process. 

The State Film School (GIK), founded in  Moscow in 1919, was the world’s  first professional educational institution for cinema, for decades serving as  a model for professional training and research/theoretical activity in film around the world. Although initially the school only trained actors and directors, its curriculum included courses on “Cinema Technique” (Tekhnika Kino) and  “The Basics of Cinema,” taught by the film director Vladimir Gardin who was one of the school’s original organizers.
  Feofan Shipulinskii, one of the pioneer Russian film historians,  taught at GIK from  1919  until the early 1930s.
 1920s Soviet cinema culture gave rise to and in turn fed off of an extensive, institutionally mediated critical apparatus that created forums, in journals and conferences, for  dialogue and polemic.  Here we would reference the example of the  famous but short-lived Film Committee at the “Zubov” Institute in Petrograd/Leningrad (formed in 1925), which included all the authors of the 1927 Poetics of Cinema: a collection unified by a commitment to expanding the expressive means of cinema in conscious relation to the historical evolution of form
. The proposal to  create a museum of cinema attached to the State Academy of Artistic Sciences (GAKhN) in Moscow, was first made by Grigori Boltianskii, who was an important member of the Academy.   To celebrate the 15th anniversary of October Revolution in 1932, the Sector of Film History of the Academy, headed by Feofan Shipulinskii, first announced plans to create a comprehensive history of Soviet cinema. This project  never got beyond the stage of collecting preliminary documents and organizing meetings with film industry veterans.  When the  Academy was transferred to Leningrad in 1931,  its collection was  divided between it and NIKFI, Scientific Research Institute in Cinema and Photography. Part of it disappeared altogether.
  Two years later NIKFI  gave up its cinema history sector to  VGIK.
  These were all moves consistent with the Stalinist mandate of the centralization of cultural apparatuses. In this institutional competition, GIK/VGIK emerged as the sole purveyor of cinematic research in the Soviet Union. The research sector (NIS), which had  inherited materials and personnel from other institutes, including such outstanding filmographers, bibliographers and historians as Veniamin Vishnevskii and Mikhail Iordanskii, prepared, under Nikolai Lebedev, to expand its  research remit.  Plans called for a direct link between theoretical work and practical film production. Areas of focus included educational film, expansion of the network of film theaters, and  “general film studies,”  meaning extensive archival work. Lebedev’s plan called for the unit to collect documents concerning cinema, compile bibliographies and filmographies, organize both a text and film  library, and even eventually produce works on cinema of specific countries, on movements and individual filmmakers.

            This proved impossible, due to the political shifts and pressures of the 1930s.  Nikolai Lebedev was dismissed from his position as the director of VGIK in the fall of 1936. Half a year later the research sector was disbanded, and all theoretical work was transferred to individual departments.
 The  large-scale work in the field of Soviet film studies was put on the backburner. 

Elsewhere, of course, the historical course of events was different.  Thinking through Eisenstein’s grandiose plans for the Film Section in 1947, we should credit him with an awareness of  other similar projects going on elsewhere, to which we now turn.  

The first intellectually ambitious and internationally resonent attempt to capture the history of cinema outside of the Soviet Union is is perhaps Leon Moussinac’s Naissance du cinema, which was published in French in 1925, and immediately translated and published in Russian in 1926
. However, the film institutional context for Moussinac’s work, (and other Europeans writing on cinema in the  1920s), lacked the capacity of the Soviet’s state backed system. 
  Throughout the 1920s and 1930s in Europe, the UK, and the US the divide between the official state-sponsored (or international) institutions, and the more informal venues such as cine-clubs and film societies (which were often cinephile-driven, and linked to the radical political avantgardes and its Soviet pioneers such as Eisenstein) shaped much of film culture. The British Film Institute is a perfect example of this tendency, as it was, in the words of Cristophe Dupin “somewhat removed from the early manifestations of a British film culture which had been emerging in Britain since the late 1920s (in particular through the works of the Film Society, the journals Close-up and Film Art, and the state-funded documentary film movement led by John Grierson.) If the BFI failed to recognize the importance of these cultural practices, in return it was largely excluded from them.”
 In the post-war years, with the Keynesian expansion of the state, the funding and organization of these institutions changed.  It was in 1948, for instance, that the BFI adopted a mandate towards “the development of public appreciation of film as an art form…  through the maintenance of the National Film Library, film criticism, a network of film societies, the compilation of a critical catalogue of films and the collection of information about film,”
 thus in some ways attempting to bring the two forms of film culture together.  A similar dynamic can be observed in post-war France. Again, a dirigiste state exerted its power to integrate film education and appreciation into state academic and cultural institutions.   The Institute of High Cinematographic Studies (L'Institut des hautes études cinématographiques) was founded in 1944 in Paris by the Petain government and “evolved from modest beginnings as one of countless Vichy youth groups”
 under the initial leadership of Marcel l’Herbier, and Leon Moussinac’s directorship (from 1946 to 49), as well as Georges Sadoul’s participation  Their involvement in these institutions underscores their link to the earlier French – and European - avantgarde circles of the 1920s, and through them to the film culture which Eisenstein was an active participant of.  Thus it should be hardly surprising that at the same time that Eisenstein was planning his history of cinema, in 1946, Sadoul came out with one in France, destined to become internationally the most influencial study of film history for decades to come.  In 1947 Institut de Filmologie (The Institute of Filmology) opened under the aegis of the  Sorbonne 
, and is often credited as a fundamental step forward in the history of film studies as a discipline. The postwar skewing of film studies in Europe and America towards French cinema and interpretation of cinema was surely influenced by these  institutionalizing moves in France. Despite its historical precedence and all of Eisenstein’s efforts, Soviet film scholarship  was inevitably stunted by the harsh cultural politics of the Stalinist state. There are a number of notable similarities between Eisenstein’s approach and that of filmology, which we will touch upon in conclusion. 

The rupture brought about in the 40s can be seen in the state of play in film education in Europe in the 1920s and 1930s.  Film schools followed the model of a workshop, and abjured theory and scholarship.  The exception to this overall tendency was the National Film School in Rome (1930) to become Centro Sperimentale di Cinematografia in 1935, directly modeled on GIK in its combination of theory and practice in its curriculum.  The idea for a national Italian film school came from  Anton Giulio Bragaglia, one of the key figures in Italian futurism, who had long-standing ties with Russian and Soviet avant-garde (especially to Meyerhold).  In 1930, when Bragaglia made his proposal to the state agency dealing with mass media in fascist Italy (Corporazione dello spettacolo), he referred specifically to the School of Screen Arts and  Trauberg  and Kozintsev studio in Leningrad and Kuleshov’s experimental studios in Moscow and the work of GIK. Bragaglia couched his  idea in terms of creating a “European example” which would bring together artistic experiment and academic research. The three pillars of Bragaglia’s proposal were centered on actors’ training, teaching, and practice, with the teaching to be based on 1) theoretical culture 2) experimental application of scholarly ideas, and 3) practical artistic work.
  In reply, the Fascist government  extended permission and funding for a National Film School (Scuola Nazionale di Cinematografia), which was opened in Rome in 1932.  In 1934, when the state took more aggressive control over film, the Scuola was re-formed as Centro Sperimentale di Cinematografia.  Luigi Chiarini, a literary and cultural critic, was appointed as its director.  Chiarini brought along Umberto Barbaro, another literary critic who took a particular interest in Soviet art and cinema. Under the influence of the two of them, the  Centro developed an academic program that related practical film work and theory; under the wing of the Centro, a journal was founded in 1937, Bianco e nero, in which were articulated the issues that defined the emergence of neorealism in cinema.  Barbaro could read Russian, and  translated Pudovkin’s writings (under the title Il soggetto cinematografico) even before his work at the Centro. Barbaro and Chiarini also put together anthologies of material for the use of students, which consisted in large part of selections from Pudovkin, Eisenstein, Timoshenko, Balasz, Arnheim, Spottiswoode, and Rotha.
  In the post-war period the Centro  lost its pre-eminent status as a critical site for the production of film discourse (while remaining an important film school) and cinematic discourse  in Italy migrated to  film journals not affiliated with any educational institutions,  such as Guido Aristarco’s Cinema Nuovo,  culminating in Aristarco’s  edited collection on film theory (1959) and his book “The History of Film Theory” (1960).

An alternative to the forming of the national film institutes was L’IICE (L’Instituto Internazionale di Cinema Educativo, The International Institute of Educational Cinematography) under the auspices of the League of Nations. It was founded in 1928 and was based in Rome until 1935.  It aimed mainly at promoting and producing  documentaries for educational purposes. In these terms, it served as the first major forum for international discourse in these areas. 
 During the brief existence of  L’IICE  it organized several film and photography exhibits, including the Venice Film Festival, sponsored a monthly journal published in five languages,  between 1929 and 1934, carried out a series of massive international surveys on film and education, and even attempted to sponsor an Encyclopedia of cinematography. Rudolf Arnheim, a member of L’IICE,  began writing his  seminal Film as Art as part of this project.
 Such figures as  Laszlo Moholy-Nagy and Germaine Dulac were also involved with the League’s institute.
 At the same time, key figures in L’IICE also occupied  governmental positions in Mussolini’s state-run film propaganda units. So although  it has been assumed in scholarship that L’IICE could be seen as  a liberal alternative to communist oriented  cultural cosmopolitanism (i.e. communist internationalism), however tained with its associations with the Fascist government, recent scholarship shows that L’IICE’s plans included exchanges with the Soviet film industry, which occurred  through the Soviet Society for the Cultural Ties Abroad (VOKS), a para-governmental organization, as well as through the Soviet Embassy in Italy, and Luciano De Feo, L’IICE’s director, tirelessly searched for ways to include Soviet organizations in the running of the Institute and its project. Soviet Russia was the inevitable  model during this period because it was the most advanced country in using the state’s power to implement the development of cinema as a tool of  education, and academically, the Soviets had already, in the 1930s, made cinema the object of scholarly study. True, other film schools existed in Germany and France, and isolated film courses were being taught in the US universities, but only Soviet cinematic education was conceived on a truly broad scale,  within a larger humanities framework, integrating it not only with craft training and film appreciation, but taking film into the study of aesthetics at large, while at the same time insisting on the formation of film as a distinct scholarly discipline. 

 Thus, under the surface of an anti-Bolshevik discourse  in the European cinema cultures of both the fascist states and the democracies, the Soviet film institutions were imitated by  those in the film culture concerned with the potential and aesthetics of film. Thus, it is not surprising that IECE repeatedly turned to the Soviet film officials for participation in these initiatives.  A decade of correspondence exists that flowed between De Feo and the Soviet organizations, which  document the extent of De Feo’s relentless intermediary work in trying to transplant  the Soviet model by  creating a modus vivendi between Soviet film institutions and L’ICE. . Thanks to his efforts,  a great deal of printed materials from the Soviet Union was published in the journals associated with the Institute - Revue internationale du cinema educateur (RICE), Intercine (and even Cinema, which at its inception in 1936 was also affiliated to the Institute). Notwithstanding a series of (extremely ambitious but mostly unrealized) plans for cooperative ventures between the  Soviet and Italian film industries, De Feo did manage to  arrange for  Soviet participation in the first two Venice Film Festivals (of which De Feo was a key organizer)
. However,  L’IICE failed, in the end, to involve the Soviet film industry and its film education institutions in its world congress on educational cinema or the  encyclopedia of the history of cinema, because the  political obstacles were insurmountable and , L’IICE found itself unable to complete its initiatives. However, I would argue that its existence had large effect in the diffusion of certain themes and programs on the international film culture, among which was  the use of international film festivals as major site of non-theatrical cinematic exchanges, and the formation of various film archives leading to the establishment in 1938 of the International Federation of Film Archives (which included the MOMA
, Cinémathèque Française, Reichsfilmarchiv, and National Film Library of UK).   

In the light of these developments we can see that  Eisenstein played as important a role in the institutionalization of the practice and study of cinema as his films did in legitimizing film as an art.  Eisenstein was well aware of  developments  in the European and American cinemas through his trips abroad in the late 1920s-early 30s. For the most part, he was only two degrees of separation from the key figures in the art film community, through his friendship with many of its key figures (Montagu, Moussinac, Sadoul, Cavalcanti, Leyda). Yet in the turn away from involvement in European cinema, codified after 1936 (in the twin programs of cinema for the millions in the Soviet Union and the popular front outside the Soviet Union),  the kind of epic project combining  film study and production Eisenstein dreamed of was put on hold, and even considered suspect.  

This brief survey of institutions  shows how important it was to have an institutional framework in order to legitimate  film cultures – production, criticism, professional journals, non-commercial exhibition, film theory and the use of film in pedagogical practices.  In the post-war era,  the insistence on the specificity of film as an art met a more welcoming reception within the space created by European and American in the cultural sphere.  The paradox is that Eisenstein’s Notes are both part of and marginal to that moment of systematization and professionalization of writing on film  (especially institutionally speaking). This is reflected in their form, which, preserving the utopian ambitions of the 20s, differ in many aspects from other such works (whether Sadoul’s or Aristarco’s). As cinema studies elsewhere were beginning to be organized as a discipline, which meant supposing the specificity of cinema as a medium and form of expression with its own distinct methodology, Eisenstein was loosening his own approach – whether we define it here as “history” or as “theory” – to becomes less and less film-specific, engaging more and more explicitly with questions of aesthetics of perception and anthropology, in continuation with film writing from the 1920s and 1930s  by writers like Munsterberg, Arnheim, or Panofsky.  It is striking that Eisenstein’s project on history does not have any visible relationship to film criticism. In fact, there is very little mention of films or directors, and even less historical context of production or reception; film here serves as one of the a loci of historization of the aesthetic domain itself.  However, unlike many of the humanists of the 50s, Eisenstein wants to cut off  any claim to the universality of aesthetics. Like his friends/foes, the Russian formalists, Eisenstein’s is a middle ground approach  between the precepts of  Marxist historical materialism and  and a systematic study of the evolution of form.
 For Eisenstein, this was not just a question of  formal qualities of the object, but also the formal qualities  of perception. And, similarly to the Formalists, this evolution is never understood to be linear but always heterogeneous, a system of shifts backwards and forwards. We will allow ourselves two brief observations on this tendency in Eisenstein’s discourse and institutional program.

First, while insisting on the Film Sector as a separate institutional domain, Eisenstein obviously embraced “interdisciplinarity” -  as reflected  not only in his epistemological approach but also in Eisenstein’s program for the Sector on Cinema: while cinema is privileged as the  object of study,  the sector would invite as well musicologists, art and theater historians.   As Eisenstein asserted: “We will not separate the history of cinema from general history of the arts. We consider cinema as a stage of development of particular arts, a certain highest level of their development, and as the synthesis of other arts… This is the first point, which is very important to me.
”  

Secondly, as we see in these later writings, Eisenstein’s evolving conception of  subjectivity and psychology in relation to  history  stands in contrast to Marxist and proto-structuralist approaches. The latter dominate the field  until well into the introduction of Lacanian psychoanalysis in the 60s.  Eisenstein argued that psychology was  crucial for film scholars, and had long supported the project of incorporating the history and theory of psychology into the teaching of the directing workshop, including  studying  the impact of films on the spectators under experimental conditions
. Throughout the Notes, Eisenstein double conception of the “evolution of form” is articulated in the dialectical movement from the individual to the collective, or individual cognition and perception to social expression. In the section on the “place of cinema in the general system of the history of the arts” –Eisenstein argues that cinema is the most perfect copy of the psychic apparatus of man, correlating psychic and somatic states with expressive means.   Eisenstein posits  an evolutionary ladder in which this function is taken up successively by all the arts until the breakthrough of cinema creates  “the most complete technological automatoscope of the copy of the phenomenon of perception – the refection of reality which is at the basis of the formation and development of human consciousness, ”  picking up the thread of his theoretical preoccupations of the 1930s.  We can imagine that if Eisenstein had succeeded on this basis, he would have been in synch  with such collaborators with  filmology in the fifties as H. Wallon, Edgar Morin and Etienne Souriau, with their  interest in anthropology and social psychology as the basis for the study of cinema as a social phenomenon.   As Peter Bloom has shown,  the  filmology theorists  were highly  indebted to  earlier research in anthropology, in particular Lucien Lévy-Brühl’s concept of “primitive mentality” 
  -- which we know to be formative of the development of Eisenstein’s theories in the 1930s and 40s.
  The non-linearity of Eisenstein’s notion of (artistic and cinematic) evolution can be further linked to his – and filmology’s – use of Lévy-Brühl to implicitly critique the mechanistic ideology of modernity.  Bloom sees a reference to primitive mentality behind the concept of the “filmic fact”, as conceptualized by filmology’s key thinker, Gilbert Cohen-Séat. Here we can see traces of the paths that will lead from both, Eisenstein’s theoretical legacy and from Filmology to the appropriation of structuralism and semiotics into the formation of the film theory discourse, via a figure like Metz;  the pre-history of this junction, hinted at in the Notes, is worth examining in depth. Unfortunately, the  scope of this essay does not permit us to do more than point to these  issues. Still, we  would like to open them as possible topics on some other occasion,  taking advantage of  the newly available Notes, the archival documents and the mass of materials generated by the institutionalization of  film studies and film theory in the Soviet Union and elsewhere.    
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