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Welcome

It is my pleasure to welcome you to this landmark screening of 

Eisenstein’s October.  

Tonight’s concert performance is the British premiere of both a 

restoration of the film, heavily censored by Stalin in 1927, and of 
the music specially written for its 1928 premiere by the German 
composer Edmund Meisel. Criticised when it was first shown,  
for its radical imagery and juxtapositions of editing, October is 

ready to be re-discovered by modern audiences, who may have 
more enthusiasm for sophisticated film language and Eisenstein’s 
satirical portraits of people in power.  

This film concert is also the culmination of Kino Klassika’s year-
long project A World to Win. This takes its title from Marx’s famous 

proclamation and aims to trace a century of social change on 

screen. We have shown works by generations of great Russian 
film makers and charted their influence across the world by 
screening works of, amongst others, Jean Luc Godard, Andrzej 
Wajda and Ken Loach. 

More than that, this evening is the end of a comprehensive 
programme which spotlights the creative legacy of film maker, 
artist and theorist Sergei Eisenstein. We have hosted exhibitions, 
conferences and screenings. We are proud to offer our first 
publication: a collaboration with Thames & Hudson of previously 
unseen Eisenstein drawings, written by Naum Kleiman with a 
foreword by Martin Scorsese. This is available for purchase in the 
Barbican bookshop. 

I am particularly pleased to launch our new education project 

– the inaugural Young Film Maker Competition, encouraging 
engagement with film as an agent of social change. This year’s 
entries showed real ability to transfer Eisenstein’s editing 

techniques into modern day settings using mobile phones, 
montages and computer editing software.

You will see evidence of exciting growth at Kino Klassika with a 
first European partnership with the Centre Pompidou in France 
in December and our first Russian exhibition in St Petersburg 
next summer.  Working with renowned cultural historian, 
Professor Catriona Kelly of Oxford University, we will trace the 
history of St Petersburg on film, in a multimedia project titled 
Nevaland, with Russian partners Séance magazine and Lenfilm.  

It is an uncomfortable irony that such a divisive and historically 
decisive event as the storming of the Winter Palace on 26 
October 1917 should be marked a century later by bringing 
together friends and colleagues in the Anglo-Russian community 
here in London. I thank everyone who bought a ticket not just to 
witness history but to re-confirm their interest in Russian culture 
and its continuing fascination for English audiences. We look 

forward to achieving much more in the years ahead. 

None of this is possible without the generous support of our 
sponsors, patrons and members, the benefits of which are 
outlined at the back of this programme. We remain very grateful 
to tonight’s major sponsor, Lombard Odier, led by Duncan 
MacIntyre and Oksana Yesina. 

My thanks go to the whole of the Kino Klassika team for their 
tireless dedication and focus, Mario de Sa and the LSO as well as 
my fellow trustees, Prof Ian Christie, Daniel Jowell QC and Roger 
Munnings, CBE. 

Justine Waddell 

Founder Kino Klassika
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Sponsor’s Foreword

Ground breaking and yet traditional, rooted in deep classical 

knowledge yet provocative and contemporary - Sergei 

Eisenstein’s masterpiece October and the Kino Klassika 

curatorial programme strike chords with our own work at 

Lombard Odier.  

 

Our bank’s tradition of innovation and its ‘rethink everything’ 

philosophy have guided us in preserving and growing our clients’ 

wealth since 1796. We take pride in challenging ourselves to 

find these clients the best possible financial solutions, and are 

delighted to support Kino Klassika as it challenges audiences with 

the best of classic Russian cinema. Kino Klassika’s championing 

of excellence and unwavering editorial independence also find 

echoes in our own values: a commitment to truly outstanding ser-

vice, and to an independent ownership model we have preserved 

through multiple generations and over 40 financial crises.

 

This screening of October marks 100 years since the storming of 

the Winter Palace. At Lombard Odier, we will soon be celebrating 

222 years of our own existence, and 45 years’ presence in the 

UK market. Our London office has a long-standing engagement 

with the Russian-speaking community, and a dedicated team 

with decades of experience serving clients across the Russia and 

CIS region. We offer an extensive events programme, including 

financial presentations, wealth planning discussions, cultural and 

sporting events and educational and networking forums targeted 

specifically at Russian-speaking women. 

We were proud to support Kino Klassika’s International Womens’ 

Day Film gala on March 8 this year and with this film concert 

tonight, to once again encourage a broader and deeper 

engagement with the best of Russian culture.

 

Art, ideas and innovation are three of Lombard Odier’s passions, 

and enthusiasms that many of our clients share. We are 

committed to nurturing not only our own cutting-edge ideas, but 

to supporting those of other creative pioneers. It is in this spirit 

that we are proud to sponsor Kino Klassika’s screening of October 

and look forward to an exceptional evening ahead.

Duncan MacIntyre

CEO UK, Lombard Odier 
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Ian Christie is the Anniversary Professor of Film and Media 

History at Birkbeck College, and a leading expert on Sergei 

Eisenstein. He has co-edited ‘Eisenstein Rediscovered’ and 

‘Inside the Film Factory’ as well as monographs on Michael 

Powell, Emeric Pressburger and Martin Scorsese. 

Sergei Eisenstein’s life and career were bisected by an 

extraordinary two and a half-year interlude after October, 

between late 1929 and early 1932, when he was able to visit 

Western Europe before embarking for America and ultimately 

Mexico. This was an extraordinary opportunity for a loyal, if 

intellectually voracious, Soviet citizen, and owed largely to the 

worldwide fame of his The Battleship Potemkin (1926). October 

would also mark a watershed, between Eisenstein as acclaimed 

leader of the new Soviet cinema, and his later decades of 

frustrated veneration.   

Born in 1898 in Riga, then part of the Russian Empire, to 

ill-matched parents, Eisenstein was a child of the ‘Silver Age’ 

of Russian culture. His father Mikhail was an engineer with 

architectural ambitions, whose elaborately decorated buildings 

have become part of Riga’s heritage. His mother was the 

daughter of a wealthy St Petersburg merchant family, and after 

the marriage ended in acrimonious divorce, she would return to 

the capital. Sergei remained unhappily in Riga, until he became 

an engineering student in what was then Petrograd, in 1916, 

following his father’s wishes. The revolutionary events of 1917 

would offer him an unexpected escape route, when he joined the 

Red Army after the October Revolution. 

His army service involved little military action, but enabled him to 

pass from passionate theatre spectatorship to practice. 

Once demobbed, Eisenstein joined the vibrant Moscow theatre 

world, designing and directing a series of daring, innovative 

productions, which culminated in The Wiseman, with filmed 

inserts, and a site-specific work staged in the city gasworks. He 

also studied briefly with his idol Vsevolod Meyerhold, and began 

learning about film by working with Esfir Shub on re-editing 

Western imports to make them ideologically acceptable. In 1924, 

he directed his first full-length film, The Strike, drawing on his 

theatrical and limited filmic experience to produce a dynamic 

debut that won a medal at the 1925 Paris Expo.   

Eisenstein’s first experience of State patronage came with The 

Battleship Potemkin (1925), commissioned to celebrate the 

anniversary of the abortive 1905 revolution. Thanks in part to 

its German distributors, the film became a notorious success, 

Photograph by André Kertész

Sergei Eisenstein (1898-1948)
Notes on the Film Director’s Life by Professor Ian Christie 
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banned from public screening in many countries, while hailed 

by all who saw it as a breakthrough in expressive filmmaking. 

Eisenstein’s early theory of ‘montage’ as the collision of ideas 

through images became one of cinema’s first claims to aesthetic 

independence. Fresh from the acclaim for Potemkin, Eisenstein 

embarked on a wide-ranging film about Soviet rural reform. 

But he was soon diverted from this by the call for a film to 

commemorate the October Revolution.

October would offer him extraordinary freedom to range across 

the history of the Bolshevik revolution, including its key sites in 

the capital, Petrograd. But this freedom would soon be curtailed 

by Stalin’s tightening control of the party machine, and of the his-

tory that had brought him to power. Eisenstein and Alexandrov’s 

scenario was drastically cut, and with Trotsky now banished, no 

reference to his key role in organising the Red Army could be 

allowed. These demands, as well as Eisenstein’s own growing 

interest in ‘intellectual montage’ delayed completion of the film 

until March 1928, and left many of its first audiences bewildered 

(as Oksana Bulgakowa explains in her essay on page 12).

 

After the mixed reception of October, Eisenstein returned to his 

rural epic, The Old and the New, reshaping this to explore further 

the anthropological and mythic themes that now fascinated him. 

However, he would leave for Western Europe before it had its 

Russian premiere in 1929. His hopes of adding sound to this 

abroad were disappointed, although Paris and London welcomed 

him as a Soviet celebrity, and a master of modernist cinema. 

Then, as he and his colleagues were about to return home, an 

invitation came from Paramount to visit America.

Eisenstein’s six months in Hollywood introduced him to all its 

celebrities, and forged strong personal links, especially with 

Chaplin and Disney. But all his film projects were rejected by 

Paramount, leaving only a sketchy plan to make a fresco of 

Mexican history, with private funding from the socialist novelist 

Upton Sinclair. However, the extraordinary footage that the group 

filmed over a year spent travelling around that country did not 

accompany his return to Moscow in 1932, and was never sent for 

him to edit.

 

Plunged into despair, in Stalin’s new climate of ‘socialist realism’, 

Eisenstein once again had his projects rejected, while he took 

refuge in teaching. His attempt to continue exploring themes 

similar to those of The Old and the New in Bezhin Meadow was 

met with hostility and the film banned. Only a rousing appeal 

to patriotic sentiment, Alexander Nevsky, made shortly before 

the short-lived Nazi-Soviet pact, would rehabilitate him. This 

also brought him Sergei Prokofiev as a sympathetic musical 

collaborator, and the two would continue to develop their 

expressionistic new idiom in a brooding study of Ivan the Terrible, 

expressly commissioned by Stalin.

In 1945, the first part of Ivan was awarded a Stalin Prize, but the 

second was rejected as too dark and pessimistic, and remained 

unreleased until 1956. Despite a heart condition, Eisenstein 

continued to teach and to write extensively, despite knowing that 

much of this work, especially his memoirs, could not be published 

in the paranoid atmosphere of the late 1940s. He died, as he had 

long superstitiously believed he would, aged 50, in 1948.  
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Edmund Meisel is widely regarded as one of the most innovative 

cinematic composers of his generation. Through collaborations 

with Sergei Eisenstein on The Battleship Potemkin and October, 

Meisel refined his art of producing music to underscore what 

was unfolding on screen, thus paving the way for sound film to 

come. Eisenstein’s vision was clear: the score was central to the 

plot, it must enhance the audience’s experience and draw them 

in deeper. His work was incomplete without a Meisel or, later, a 

Prokofiev.

Following the success of their initial partnership on The Battleship 

Potemkin, Meisel arrived in Moscow in November 1927 greatly 

excited to view Eisenstein’s widely anticipated October, made 

to commemorate the ten-year anniversary of the Russian 

Revolution. Berlin-based film distribution company ‘Prometheus’ 

had ordered a version to be created in German. Eisenstein 

wanted Meisel to write the music for this film and initially 

demanded that he complete the score within three weeks as 

Meisel had done on Potemkin, irrespective of the fact that the 

October material was three times longer and far more complex. 

Nevertheless, Meisel returned to Germany believing the film 

would become the defining masterpiece of his career.

Work on the new composition began in the new year with the 

pair reunited in Moscow. Eisenstein was immersed in editing at 

the time and together the filmmaker and composer watched over 

40,000 metres of uncut film. Meisel commented how excited 

he felt to be such a valued part of Eisenstein’s creative process. 

However, although the two might have been conceptually on 

the same page, most historians now doubt that Meisel received 

© Russian State Archive of Literature and Art (RGALI)

Edmund Meisel (1894-1930)
About the October Score’s Composer
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a copy of the film in good time, as at this point there was still no 

real logical thread connecting the epic reels Eisenstein had shot.

“If audiences had expected a film 
experience to rival Potemkin, what they 
got was described by critics as an overly 

intellectual flop”

Shortly before the film’s gala premiere on 20th January at the 

Bolshoi Theatre, Meisel was shocked to discover that rehearsals 

had been cancelled and the score he had devised for a full scale 

orchestra would have to be reworked for the Bolshoi’s much 

smaller Experimental Theatre. Meisel and his original composition 

were absent from the premiere, with the task proving impossible 

at such short notice.

When the music was 

finally presented in March 

1928, many of Eisenstein’s 

early edit sequences had 

been scrapped and the 

production had descended 

into chaos. The Prometheus 

Film Company back in 

Berlin had grown impatient, 

providing only a side room 

of the ‘Tauentzienpalast’ 

cinema for the German 

premiere. If German 

audiences had expected 

a thrilling film experience to rival Potemkin, what they got was 

described by critics as an overly intellectual flop. Despite all of his 

best efforts to support Eisenstein’s work and produce another 

celebrated score, Meisel’s involvement meant he too was subject 

to the humiliation which followed.

A final and resounding blow was dealt to the project when the 

first Soviet Party Conference for Cinema ordered a total ban on 

the film’s distribution on 21st March 1928. Eisenstein’s crime - to 

have created a film deemed “incomprehensible to the masses”. 

Few films in history have fallen victim to such censorship. 

Consequently, all the many hours of Eisenstein’s ambitious 

footage spent much of the next century languishing in Soviet and 

German archives. Meisel’s career suffered too, and he died some 

two years later at the premature age of 36. For a career praised 

early on for its sparkling creativity and originality the culmination 

was devastating.

It is difficult now, given renewed interest in October, to 

underestimate the indelible legacy Edmund Meisel left behind. 

Indeed, it is not just his collaboration with Eisenstein which sets 

him apart, but also his work on films such as The Holy Mountain, 

Superfluous People and The Crimson Circle. In short, Meisel saw 

the future of film in sound and worked feverishly to create an 

experience for the audience which would use sound to become 

ever more evocative and multi dimensional.

Rebecca Emerick

Kino Klassika Foundation
© Russian State Archive of Literature 

and Art (RGALI)
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Five Myths about Sergei Eisenstein’s October (1928)

October is about ‘Ten Days that Shook the World’

Ten Days that Shook the World is the usual title with which 

October is promoted to audiences. In fact, it was never called this 
originally. Sergei Eisenstein, the film’s director, always called his 
film October. It was a German distributor who named the work 
Ten Days that Shook the World, suggesting a cinematic parallel 
to the tremendously successful book by John Reed, a famous 
eyewitness account of Russia during the Revolution. That book, 
Ten Days that Shook the World, however, was only one of many 
sources for Eisenstein.

October is about the Truth

October was heavily criticised by both foreign and local critics 

and historians for faking and creating historical events. Take 
for example the very beginning of the film, when the people 
take down the monument of Alexander III in Moscow. It was 
common knowledge that this monument was taken down in 

1921, long after the Revolution. However, for Eisenstein it was 
the metaphorical truth. When faced with all these inaccuracies, 
Eisenstein would respond with a quote from Goethe: 

“For the sake of truthfulness one can 

afford to defy the truth”

October is about Montage

The idea and method of montage indeed were coined by 

Eisenstein in his earlier films, but October was already a step 

beyond this. As Eisenstein himself wrote, he conceived the 
film as “the first embryonic step towards a totally new form of 
film expression”. October was already after-montage, a form 
of ‘intellectual film’, of which montage was only a small part. 

If montage is the collision of two that gives us three, then 
‘intellectual montage’ is about colliding concepts and metaphors, 
not images. You will see it extensively in October. The intellectual 

conflict happens in your mind as a viewer.

October is about October

The first frame of the film actually refers to 1921, then there is 
February 1917, then October 1917, which, after the Soviet Union 
had switched calendars, became November. That is why even 
today in Russia, the Communist party celebrates the October 
Revolution on 7th November. But for Eisenstein, October became a 

mythical term. The word of the Revolution.

October is about the Russian Revolution of 1917

Western critics could never understand the film, they called 
October a kaleidoscope of imaginary newsreels, which were hard 
to follow. In fact, Eisenstein never considered it to be a chronicle 
of 1917. Not only was the film untrue to time, as we have learned, 
it was also not true to space. As the director insisted, his film 
work was an attempt at “liberation of the whole action from the 
definition of time and space’’. Can this create a real account of 
the events? Never. Like Picasso’s Guernica, the film created its 
own idea about the event, which for a long time succeeded in 
replacing the truth. Although some parts of the film seemed 
true, thanks to his new technique of intellectual film, they seem 
unfamiliar. The film introduced a radically new relation among 
parts to and of the whole. The idea of October was to produce an 

emotional and psychological effect on the audience, and not to 
tell the truth about the Revolution.

Maria Korolkova

Senior Lecturer in Media and Film Studies,
 University of Greenwich

Sergei Eisenstein’s October, one of the most iconic films of the 20th century, remains, nearly a century after its creation, one of 
the most controversial and confusing cinematic works to a Western viewer. Here are five popular myths, the discussion of which 
might shed some light on this much misunderstood masterpiece.
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Oksana Bulgakowa is a professor of film history and film analysis at the University of Mainz, Germany. An expert on Sergei Eisenstein 
and Russian film, she is the author of books, ‘Eisenstein, a Biography’, ‘Eisenstein and Disney’, ‘The Different Faces of Sergei Eisenstein’, 
and co-director of Potemkin Press. 

For Sergei Eisenstein, October was not just a film, it 
was a museum. Today, when the celebrations and 

commemorations of the Russian Revolution centenary have 

entered so many museums around the globe, it is fascinating 

to recall that the one of the best ‘exhibitions’ ever on this 

topic was created by this great director. 

October is an epic recreation of the storming of the Winter Palace 
in October 1917. Following The Battleship Potemkin’s success, 
Sergei Eisenstein was commissioned by the Soviet government 
to make a film commemorating the 10th anniversary of the 
Revolution, and given free rein in St Petersburg to do so. He was 
able to lower and raise its famous bridges, and film wherever he 
wanted in the precious Hermitage (former Winter Palace). 

Apart from its visual extravagance, the film occupies a unique 
place in Eisenstein’s work: the highly personal and controversial 
images led to widespread banning, with the first screenings in 
Britain only taking place in 1934.

One can look at October not just as a conventional film about 
the revolution, but as an entire ‘museum’ that combines many 
different ideas and objects in a truly innovative way. Eisenstein’s 
editing technique established relations between images placed 

in an order that forced the viewer to follow his imaginative path 
and find meaning in their presentation, an activity which could be 
considered the work of a curator.

A museum visitor or a window shopper?

No studio sets were built for October. Eisenstein was allowed 
to shoot in all sections of the Winter Palace – the Tsar’s private 

rooms and the exhibition building. This confronted him with a 

multimedia display that included architecture, statues, painting, 
icons, and everyday objects. Outside the Winter Palace, the ob-

jects of the past had all but disappeared by 1927, but the palace 
looked like the prop room of a film studio, like a “museum of the 
past”. The domestication of this museum’s contents, the stripping 
away of imperial symbolism and the transformation of the sub-

lime into the pathetic petty bourgeois was a solution suggested 

by Sergei Tretyakov, whose ideas on the representations of ob-

jects Eisenstein followed. Eisenstein talked about “the execution 
of his Majesty, Nicholas II, by everyday things”.1 

Five years later Eisenstein spoke about his experience of filming 
at the Winter Palace with students at the VGIK film school. He 
described episodes that were not included in the final cut, like a 
visitor (reflecting his own experience) who came into the Palace 
with the insurgent masses: “The palace was not defended and 
during the storming some people just came from the street, 
including a man who was not interested in either the revolution 
or the counter-revolution, but just came to see how the Tsars 
lived. He strolls through the rooms. There was the personal 
library of Nicholas II where Kerensky signed a decree restoring 
the death penalty. I am a bibliophile myself and I studied 
this library. My visitor also began to examine the albums of 
pornographic images, of which there were plenty. The collection 
of things in the bedroom of the Tsarina had a petty bourgeois 
touch. It had also a huge number of dishes. On the one hand the 
palace was a big economic entity, like a kulak farm, and on the 
other we have a museum’s contents and a depository of royal 
treasures. We shot a dairy farm, because one empress suffered 
from tuberculosis and so Rastrelli built a farm for her inside

1  RGALI, 1923- 2-1105, p.75. 

Eisenstein as a Curator
by Oksana Bulgakowa



Eisenstein on the Tsar’s throne during the filming of October (1927) © Eisenstein Centre, Moscow 
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the palace. We presented an ironic display of [Fabergé’s] Easter 
eggs and so on. We destroyed the palace through things.”2

For his famous Gods sequence Eisenstein filmed objects from 
the Museum of Ethnography and Anthropology, formerly Peter 
the Great’s Kunstkamera, the very first museum in Russia.  He 
entered the Winter Palace like a curious museum visitor, but he 
discovered instead an immense department store. He described 
this in his journal on 13 April 1927 with the very first impression: 
“The Winter Palace is exotic. …It is unbelievably rich cinematic 
material. Muir & Merrilees [one of the biggest department stores 

in Moscow]. Wine cellars. Reception rooms. Private rooms. One 
bedroom is filled with 300 icons and 200 porcelain Easter eggs. A 
bedroom that no contemporary psyche could stand.” 3

This presentation of the Palace with a “department store touch” 
was immediately perceived – and criticized – by contemporary 
critics. Viktor Shklovsky quipped: “It seemed that the October 
Revolution was made by statues. There are mythological, 
historical, bronze statues, statues on the roofs, lions on the 
bridges, elephants, idols, and china dolls. The film is a protest 
rally of statues in a crockery shop.” It reminded him of Émile Zola’s 

Ladies’ Delight (Au Bonheur des Dames, 1883) and in his review, 
titled ‘The Reasons for its Failure’, he alleged that Eisenstein had 

not robbed objects of their magic but had become their slave. 
Fifty years later Shklovsky would admit that he understood the 
film only as an old man, after he had been able to travel to the 
West and experience the consumer age, that Eisenstein’s October 

had been ahead of them all, since it was a film about ‘the end 
of things’.  

Eisenstein conceptualized the connection between the museum, 
the department store and film in a totally different way. The 
statues allowed him to go beyond the basic phenomenon of 

film, namely the illusion of movement; he no longer needed 
that illusion since he could create movement in a different 
manner. He used montage of extremely short, static shots of 
statues and things. Montage made these immobile objects 

dynamic. Eisenstein admired shop window displays as they were 

captured by Eugene Atget, the Parisian photographer of things. 
This practice fascinated not only the French Surrealists and 
Eisenstein’s friends, the FEKS directors Grigory Kosintsev and 
Leonid Trauberg, who in 1929 directed a revolutionary version 
of Zola’s novel, now named The New Babylon. Parallels between 
museums and department stores have now been drawn by 
many. Both are storage spaces of objects and ‘machines of 
pleasure’, triggering the delirious gaze of desire. Walter Benjamin 
explored this connection in his Arcades, and for Andy Warhol 
department stores were a kind of museum.4

“Eisenstein conceptualised the connection 

between the museum, the department 

store and film in a totally different way”

Objects on Display

Eisenstein confessed that his first strong filmic impression came 
from window shopping. He devoted three pages of his memoirs 
to a stationer’s shop on Riga’s Kaufstrasse (literally: Shopping 
Street).  The images from the postcards displayed there he 
had seen as a “flawed film” with sections missing and continuity 
errors, a film “only thirty-five per cent of which was suitable for 

Eisenstein as a Curator

(ill. 1) Petersburg Picture Hanging Style in the Hermitage 
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showing.” He described his montage thinking as depending on 
three elements: 1) disconnected but similar items (post cards, 
standardized serialized images), 2) their arrangement in some 
order with 3) the necessary gaps (!) capable to activate a flow of 
associations and form a disintegrated narration. 

With this experience in his mind, Eisenstein entered the 
Hermitage, which had opened as a museum, the so-called New 
Hermitage, in 1851, and had developed its own specific principles 
of display. The collection was so immense that the pictures 

were mounted in many horizontal rows with practically no 
space between the frames, following principles of symmetry and 
proportion (all pictures of the same size), but without any attempt 
to manipulate the viewer’s attention. This principle of display is 
still called Petersburg Hanging (ill. 1). The pictures were different 
but grouped according to size and type (still life, landscape, 
portrait). This grouping was a first step towards serialization as 
the foundation of film, namely the repetition of almost identical 
images projected at a specific speed. This serialization was what 
first struck Eisenstein at the Palace: 300 or more pieces of the 
same item (zinc soldiers, crystal glasses, Easter eggs, medals) like 
those in sale catalogues.

El Lissitzky worked extensively with a similar principle of 
serialization in his exhibition design for Pressa, and his images 
appeared as enlarged film photograms (ill. 2). Later proponents 
include Andy Warhol’s screen prints with shifting colors and 
Andreas Gurski’s photographs of pills, shoes, books, and bodies. 
Eisenstein used serialized ‘thingness’ in October on different 
levels – creating movement out of the same static frames 
and presenting the perversion and absurdity of power in the 
perversion of the captured items. Medals awarded for ‘service 

to the Fatherland’ pile up as mounds of worthless trash. For 

Eisenstein the path towards dominance over things lay in 
repetitive reproduction. Filming at original historical sites with 
advisors who had stormed the palace ten years earlier, 
Eisenstein began thinking in terms of a deeply symbolic film that 
would destroy all symbolism as a form of ridiculous fetishism.  

In the Hermitage, Eisenstein destroyed any fetishistic nostalgia 
before and during shooting. He had to take the objects out of 

their glass boxes, touch them, move their parts, change the 
distance to them – as he did with the God statues in the famous 
Kunstkamera sequence. This was a Dadaist gesture towards a 
museum’s untouchable things, treating them as usable, palpable, 
and material. Ruining their aura, he detached these items from 
their cultural memory. He compared his strategy to the attitude 

of a peasant who refused to “bow down before any wooden road-

side cross, claiming that he remembered when that ol’ cross was 

(ill. 2) ‘Pressa’ Exhibition, Cologne 1928, Soviet Pavilion designed by El Lissitzky

2  Unpublished shorthand notes of a seminar at VGIK, № 14, 25. October 1933. Georgian Archive of Art, Tiflis, personal archive of Konstantin Pipinashvili, 
218-1-9, p.7-10.
3  Viktor Shklovsky. Za 60 let (Moscow: Iskusstvo 1985), p. 115-116.
4  Anne Friedberg. Windows Shopping Cinema and the Postmodern (Berkeley:  University of California Press 1993), p. 77.
5 Eisenstein, The Primal Phenomenon: Art, edited by Oksana Bulgakowa and Dietmar Hochmuth, translated by Dustin Condren (Berlin: PotemkinPress 2017), p.145.
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still just an apple tree”5 This practice implied that the museum’s 

visitor should not contemplate, but act with objects – touch them, 
move them, destroy them (as Duchamp’s Fountain had done in 1917).

The mobile spectator in the dynamized space

But not only were the principles of display important for 

Eisenstein but also a different mode of vision that he staged in 
his film. To stress novelty he juxtaposed two obsolete models of 
vision – that of the revolutionary masses that move and do not 
see, and the detached gaze of a curious flâneur, an “indifferent 
spectator who was poured into the palace together with an 

avalanche of revolutionary masses …A man who is suddenly 

seeing the museum where he had never been before. Everything 
around him rages but the visitor in a fur hat and a pince-nez 
walks through the halls, just curious.”6 

Both models are usually described as cinematic, but for Eisen-

stein they were not cinematic enough. The blind movement 
that became crucial for Alexander Sokurov’s presentation of the 
Hermitage in “Russian Ark” (2002) as an ideological and as a nar-
rative construct and a dispersed curiosity, the fleeting glance of 
the mobile but passive flâneur (Benjamin’s hero without a historic 
consciousness), should be replaced by a new mode of vision 
that could be provided only by a new kind of movement—by 
Eisenstein’s dialectical montage. The blind masses and a museum 

visitor (equipped with an optical support: spectacles!) should 
be transformed into the spectators of Eisenstein’s film, which 
would endow them with a perceptual dynamic and a new way of 

interaction with images. To show how film produced a perceptual 
dynamic of vision and space, Eisenstein prepared the catalogue 
of the Film and Photography (FiFo) exhibition arranged by El Lis-

sitzky in Stuttgart in 1929.7   (ill. 3)

This new dynamic paradigm would revolutionize exhibition 
practice. If the shop window arranged objects in ways that 

produce desire, the new curator (a term that did not yet exist!) is 
somebody who not only places objects and mounts images, but 
creates a form of organized movement using the devices that al-
low acceleration, deceleration or overviews (like Ferris wheels, the 
Eiffel Tower lifts or walkways). These would allow the curator to 
manipulate attention and to offer a panoptic and dynamic vision.8

In El Lissitzky’s Proun this space became an exhibition object 
without any added items. It was staged in a new way – rejecting 

Eisenstein as a Curator

(ill. 3) Image from the Fifo Catalogue recreated by Jay Leyda in ‘Eisenstein at Work’ 

6   Eisenstein, Ob igre predmetov (1925), published by Naum Kleiman, Kinovedcheskie zapiski,  37/38 (1997/1998) p. 34-36. 
7   Eisenstein, The Dramaturgy of Film Form, Selected Works, Volume 1: Writings, 1922– 34, ed. Richard Taylor (London: British Film Institute 1988), p. 161-180.
8   Cf. Olivier Lugon, Dynamic Path of Thought. Exhibition Design, Photography and Circulation in the Work of Herbert Bayer. Cinema Beyond Film, Media 
Epistemology in the Modern Era, edited by François Albera and Maria Tortajada (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press 2010), p. 117-144.
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Renaissance perspective from a single viewpoint, in favour of a 
multi directional model. In Pressa in Cologne (ill. 4) Lissitzky worked 
with big images (4 m x 23.5 m), enlarged photos and collages. 
This monumentality forced the viewer to a distance. The three-
dimensional hanging included the ceiling and the floor into the 
exhibition space and created a 360-degree panorama. Eisenstein’s 
project of The Glass House from 1926-29, where the vision was not 
impeded by ceilings and floors, could be regarded a cinematic 
answer to these exhibition practices. (ill. 5)

Siegfried Kracauer attributed this new mode to film, which has 
taught us to see objects not from a fixed point of view but as 
spectators moving around.9  But such mobilization of perception 
was also being practiced by the advertising technology of Weimar 
Germany in its big department stores.10 Daylight screens were 

developed to take film into the 
department store; a special 
projector designed by Julius 
Pinschewer and Duoskope’s 
Filmkabinett, patented in 1922, 
allowed advertising films to 
be shown in a loop, and the 
Antrax apparatus projecting 
advertisements on the 
pavement outside stores had 
a “magnetic hypnotic quality”.11 

Advertising had expanded 
film culture, as Eisenstein 
saw during his month-long visit to Berlin in April 1926. This praxis 
was embedded in the discussion of longtime memory, of the 
manipulation of spectators’ attraction, and a hypnotic power that 
persists after they see the images – all topics closely related to his 

line of thought at this time. 

Remarkably, just months later after he finished editing October, 
released in March 1928, Eisenstein was invited by El Lissitzky to 
collaborate on preparing the multimedia presentation for the 

exhibition FiFo (Stuttgart, 1929). Lissitzky’s wife, Sophie Lissitzky-
Küppers, described this collaboration in her memoirs, mentioning 
that Eisenstein selected images from his films (The Battleship 

Potemkin, October and The General Line) that could be enlarged for 
mounting in the exhibit and published in the catalogue: He “came 
to our place....and chose the excerpts with infinite patience”.12 

Eisenstein also edited film clips into a loop that could be shown 
continuously. Photos of the Soviet film section of FiFo show a 

Duoskope apparatus prominently displayed (ill. 6), although it is not 
clear whether Eisenstein’s reel was actually used. (ill. 4) The ‘Pressa’ Exhibition in Cologne, recreated in Jay Leyda’s 

‘Eisenstein at Work’ 

(ill. 5) Eisenstein’s story board for 

Glass House, 1927

9  Siegfried Kracauer, Schriften, vol. 5.3, edited by Inka Mülder-Bach ( Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp 1990, S. 169.
10   This practice was recently analyzed in depth by Michael Cowan:  Michael Cowan, Walter Ruttmann and the Cinema of Multiplicity: Avant-Garde – Advertising – 
Modernity (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press 2014).
11   Michael Cowan,’ Taking it to the street’, Screen 54:4 (Winter 2013), p. 466.
12   Sophie Lissitzky-Küppers, El Lissitzky, Maler, Architekt, Typograf, Fotograf; Erinnerungen, Briefe, Schriften (Dresden: VEB Verlag der Kunst 1976), S. 85.
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Eisenstein as a Curator

The ‘movement of thought’ and the “dynamic path of 

thought”: an intellectual film and a narrative of a new exhibit

It was not only a Dadaist tactile relationship to objects on display 

and a dynamized gaze that were important to Eisenstein for 
constituting a new mode of vision. The famous one-minute 
For God and Country sequence in October had 25 shots of 16 
items (ill. 7), some filmed from different angles two or three 
times and intercut with architectural details. Interaction with the 

objects – the first level – was replaced by interaction with the 
photographic images. In film, we deal with images of things; each 
image is a conglomeration of heterogeneous circuits, awakening 
different areas of association which create expression. This chain 
of associations is a base from which Eisenstein’s ‘intellectual film’ 
(a concept he developed during the editing of October) leads the 
‘movement of thought’ – from the object to the idea. 

This would carry the montage principle away from storytelling, to 
build structures that would dismantle the myth of history itself. 

At this time (1927-1928), he also conceived the project of Capital 

(1927-1928), a film to explore the associative chain which builds 
up at the intersections of things shown. The FiFo exhibition had 

similar intentions: it not only offered sensual visual experience, 
but also created an abstraction; the visitor had to read the 

images like a book. The 

strategy was challenging, it 
forced visitors to combine 
different activities: moving, 
perceiving static and moving 
images, reading and thinking. 
The flow of images in the 
exhibition was influenced by 
the filmic model. 

This new cinematic practice 

was not yet conceived when 
Eisenstein was filming and 
editing October, but after its premiere we can see a kind of 
explosion of its principles in exhibition design. The intellectual 

film and the ‘dynamic path of thought’ that organized the itinerary 
of exhibitions reveal structural similarities. Since both tried to 
organize the world’s visual variety. While Eisenstein was testing 
the order of images in his montage, Aby Warburg was considering 
how to structure a row of images in his Mnemosina atlas. Cross-

sectional films such as Walter Ruttmann’ s Berlin: Symphony of 

a Great City (1927), August Sander’s series Faces of Our Time 

(1929), exhibition catalogues and photo montages in magazines 
tried to transform the disorder of  images of the world into a 

graspable order.

Eisenstein entered the Winter Palace as a museum and 
discovered a giant department store, the archive of things that 
he transformed into a modern curatorial project. He benefited 
from this experience. It is not by chance that after completing 

October, he conceived a spherical book, a three dimensional book 
which recognized how thought could not be presented by two 
dimensional printing or images, but only in an imaginative space 
– or as a hypertext with many levels. Exhibitions would always 
be dependent on a body’s interaction with space - and therefore 

contingency. In his imaginable museum Eisenstein thought to 

gain total control. Henceforth he conceived film not as a machine 
of vision, but of imagination, association and memory.

(ill. 6) Soviet Film Section of the FiFo Exhibit, Stuttgart, with the Duoskope 

apparatus, 1929

(ill. 7) Stills, October, 1927
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What was your first impression of Meisel’s music and how 

did your judgement of its quality change during the time you 

worked on it? 

Admittedly, my first impression was of a fairly conventional piece 

of music, but while I was working, I noticed Meisel had integrated 

many details from the film into his music, and finding them was 

a real pleasure. We’ve only got an incomplete version; there are 

some orchestra parts in the Russian State Archives as well as 

in the British Film Institute, mainly strings and percussion, and 

also the piano arrangement with valuable information on the 

synchronisation. The piano arrangement sheds some light on the 

German film distributor’s cut, which had the title Ten Days that 

Shook the World.

There were in fact 20 minutes of music to make up, because 

Meisel wrote his music for the shorter, German version of the 

film. Where in the film are the parts you extended? 

I think it might actually even be 30 minutes. The changes occur 

mostly in the fifth act, the part just before they storm the Winter 

Palace, which Eisenstein staged with a huge amount of suspense. 

Everything is frozen, and then suddenly the action starts. At the 

same time, the Bolshevik committee are debating in Smolny and 

the provisional government is frozen in a state of inaction.

But then that’s a vital part of the film that’s missing...

Yes, but luckily Meisel wrote music that relates to key situations. 

The music for this particular bit in the film is written in such a way 

that you can extend it, almost like adding more Lego bricks to an 

existing construction. I could work with repetition and this helps 

to underline the suspense and the waiting perfectly. Because 

not all the orchestra parts were available, or maybe were never 

even printed, I had to rework the instrumentation completely, 

and this enabled me to integrate particular effects from the film 

into the music. In doing this, I was able to fit the music to the cut 

well. Meisel wanted his music to be performed at the premiere in 

the Bolshoi Theatre in Moscow, so he worked on a concept that 

could be easily adapted to fit a longer version.

What was Meisel thinking? What do you take from his quote that 

he wanted to write a sweeping arc for the advancing plot? 

Meisel adapted his music to Eisenstein’s film language and 

wanted to communicate the tension that preceded the outbreak 

of the Russian revolution. He’s refined in his technique; he writes 

music that can cope with repetition but that also encapsulates 

intensification within it. Understanding the quote about the 

arc is difficult, because the version that we have is only a 

reconstruction. The film was censored and the original rhythms 

were destroyed. But despite the changes, the music can be 

adapted to the film very well and grows with it organically. In this 

way, we can get a good sense of how it originally resonated with 

the audience from the music, as it functions on a very high level.

Contemporary critics could not make out the arc and labelled 

it simply noisy monotony. Did Meisel stretch the arc too far 

wearing out the rhythm?

The accusations of monotony and dull partiality were given to 

the film in equal measure, as historical commentators show. 

This impression was probably created by the German cut, 

which is more a chronicle of events with many crowd scenes 

than Eisenstein’s original, with all its refined montages… The 

controversy over October must be seen in the context of the 

great debate about the ways of expressing class warfare in art. At 

that time you could hear the marching music of the revolution in 

this music and people sought to analyse and judge it according 

About the Reconstruction of Meisel’s Score for October
Bernd Thewes in Conversation with Nina Goslar (ZDF/ARTE Film)
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to middle class values. That could only be counterproductive, as 

although there are many marches in it, Meisel was not writing any 

sort of superficial rebellious pop music.

But rather? 

A piece of music that sought to directly get the pulse of the film 

across. The music does not add any colour, nor does it create any 

extra dimensions. What it does is to act as an energy transformer 

with the image...

What was it then that sparked such fierce controversy against 

Meisel, and the label of amateurism?

I think it’s a consciously sought primitivism, not dissimilar to punk 

music in the 80s. It was relatively courageous and unstuffy, unlike 

the socialist realism which was to follow. Especially as this is film 

music and the film stood in high stead.

Is Meisel interesting in the political context only? 

Meisel always adapted his music to fit the films he was working 

on. Both directors had a different cinematic language to 

Eisenstein, he was not completely subscribed to the left. But 

Meisel had learnt his craft with Eisenstein and came very close 

to what makes a great score in the most advanced sense. 

I would even go so far as to say that he anticipated the sound 

film when he composed for orchestras early on. That is the dry, 

unpretentious sound of the early sound films that we know,

not the rapturous silent film orchestra that has the gloss of 

late romanticism.

The irony of the story is that this late romanticism has become 

standard for film music.

It’s even more revealing to work with Meisel’s music. His materials 

are like little time capsules containing a vision which we can 

bring back onto the stage. With this we can try to resolve a lot of 

misunderstanding, particularly in connection with October.

How would you describe Meisel’s biggest achievement? 

What did he contribute to our modern understanding of 

film music?

Meisel brought film music to its zenith during the transition 

period between silent and talking films. He brought cinematic 

techniques from silent films, like the recourse to compiled genre 

music for specific film situations, into the production process of 

original scores and wrote specific music for each film, in which he 

took all aspects of the film into account.

Last question: What about the emotional response to Meisel’s 

music? He often says that the audience should be swept up 

and carried along by emotion, isn’t this just dubious ‘mickey 

mousing’, where the on screen movement is mimicked by

 the score?

The difference is when Meisel uses his music to imitate the 

motions on screen, he’s not trying to create a parallel world 

directly linked to the picture, but rather he’s trying to establish a 

link with the audience; he wants to facilitate their perception of 

the images. It’s similar to Brecht’s distancing effect, where we also 

see clichés used on purpose, in order to deliberately confront the 

audience with them. Perhaps that’s something that just has to 

smart a little.
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About the London Symphony Orchestra 

The London Symphony Orchestra is bringing the greatest music 

to the greatest number of people. This commitment to serve 

music and the people who love music is borne of a unique ethos 

developed over more than 100 years. Established in 1904 by a 

number of London’s finest musicians, the LSO is a self-governing 

musical collective built on artistic ownership and partnership. 

The Orchestra is still owned by its Members and has a signature 

sound emanating from the combined zeal and virtuosity of these 

95 brilliant musicians who come from around the world. The 

LSO is Resident Orchestra at the Barbican in the City of London, 

where it gives 70 symphonic concerts every year, and performs a 

further 70 concerts worldwide on tour. The Orchestra works with 

a family of artists that includes the world’s greatest conductors 

– Sir Simon Rattle as Music Director, Michael Tilson Thomas as 

Conductor Laureate and André Previn as Conductor Emeritus. 

The LSO reaches out much further with its own recording label 

– LSO Live, the first of its kind which launched in 1999 – and now 

streams its music to millions around the world.

About Conductor Frank Strobel 

With his exceptional musicianship, versatility, technical 

expertise and dedication, Frank Strobel has established 

himself as one of the most multifaceted conductors of his 

generation. Internationally renowned with world premieres 

and reproductions of works of composers such as Sergei 

Prokofiev, Alfred Schnittke, Frank Schreker and Siegfried Wagner, 

from which many debut recordings emerged, he opens up 

new insights into the world of film music. Strobel is strongly 

committed to the works of Alfred Schnittke and is the authorized 

editor of the work of the composer, whom he helped notating 

his works in his final years. As well as editing and conducting the 

original music for silent film classics, Frank Strobel has made a 

specialty of arranging and performing new scores. Frank Strobel 

edited the reconstructed original music by Prokofiev for Alexander 

Nevsky. Robert Wiene’s restored film Der Rosenkavalier with music 

by Richard Strauss has been performed under the direction of 

Frank Strobel with renowned international orchestras. 

Frank Strobel acts as an adviser to ZDF/arte for its silent film 

programming. Since 2000 he has been artistic director of the 

European FilmPhilharmonic Institute, which he co-founded 

and which has a reputation for its expertise in authentic 

performances of film scores. 

www.frankstrobel.de

© Thomas Rabsch
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