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Broad reconsiderations of Rusdan history encourage us to examine our comfortable, but
fraying caegories of analysis, to resolve the mntradictions that have surfacead with new research,
new questions, new conceptuali zations. | want to recommend preserving the cntradictions, the
half-truths, and the mmpromises on the grounds that Russan culture is best understoodin terms
of itsunresolvable anflicts andimpossble mora positions. This perspediveisnaot (or not
entirely) an artifad of post-modern theory, bu rather emerges from a document at the heart of
the Stalinist era: Sergel Eisenstein's misunderstood and undrappredated masterpiece his film
Ivan the Terrible (Parts| and Il, completed 1944, 1946respedively). Through a combination o
extensive historicd research and ruthlessautobiographicad self-interrogation, unar the influence
of theories bath Freudian and anthropdogicd, Eisenstein constructed a view of Russan history
that foregrounded irony, compromise, and contradiction. His Ivan -- with intentional and obvous
analogs in the twentieth century -- is goodand evil, progressve and destructive, naive and
manipulative, poverful and vulnerable and the revolution he set in motion was roated equally in
paliti cs and personal vengeance motivated by abstrad ideds and petty greed, by a hurnger for
power and afea of powerlessess This portrait of power-- simultaneously repell ent and
attradive--is mirrored by Eisenstein's portraits of the Russan people and argues, in broader
perspedive, for an understanding of the Russa peopl€e's attitudes towards powerful rulers as

degly and enduringly ambivalent.



None of thiswould matter much if Ivan the Terrible were no more than Stali nist agitprop
or theredization d an dficial Kremlin commisson. But Eisenstein (contrary to his various
reputations) was an unwsualy thoughtful observer of Russan history and pditi cs. His portrait of
Ivan the Terrible drew on hs own dverse experiences of Soviet power -- his ealy revolutionary
idedism, histiesto the international film community, hisown careaist ambitionsand hs
vulnerability during the tumultuous and dangerous 193G and 4Gs -- and he was determined to
make Ivan the Terrible a serious gudy of pdlitica power. We know this now, na becaise we
choacse to reinterpret the film in some post-soviet light, but becaise Eisenstein fill ed more than
50 mtebooks whil e he was preparing the screenplay and the production with his thoughts onthe
film's pdliticd and historicd meanings, and because those notes make explicit both his
conceptuali zation d Russan history and his determination to bring his paradoxicd portrait of
power to the screen.

Asaresult, Ivan the Terrible, howvever orthodox it might have gpeaed to some viewers,
constitutes arare contemporary portrait of Rusgan autocracy and d the gycles of Russan history
that all owed the hypertrophy of centralized power to repea itself, if one can paraphrase Marx yet
oncemore, thefirst time & tragedy and the secondtime &s tragedy. The projed becane an
oppatunity for him to examine the will to power, popuar suppat for deeply anti-popuist
leaders, and the degradation d revolutionary idedism. Throughou the foll owing very brief
survey of some extraordinarily rich and complex ideas, one shoud keep in mind that Ivan was
always expeded to contain a metaphar for Stalin and at times for Eisenstein hmself, bu the film
maker at times made caeful distinctions between the 16" and the 20" centuries, and at times
allowed images to owerlap; the relationships here ae sli ppery, and the images change shape

frequently.



Eisenstein began the project with a clear but still undevel oped notion of Ivan as deeply
divided. "Everything he sees from two angles," Eisenstein noted in English as early as February
1941. "Essentia, by the way, in the ironic attitude,"* But he rejeded a number of well -known
dualistic and aher models for understanding Ivan's charader foundin the historicd sources and
secondary works he read, such as those by Vipper, Platonov,and Kli uchevsky (retaining bits and
pieces as he went) -- until he foundwhat he was looking for in an obscure review by literary
critic Vissarion Belinsky, who captured Eisenstein's conception d lvan as a man whaose divided,
dual nature was fused into a single "organic unity":

We understand this madness this bestial bloodhirstiness these unhead-of

crimes, this pride, and along with all this, these scdding teas, this tormenting

despair, and this humiliationin which al of lvan'slife manifested itself; we dso

understand that only angels can turn from spirit of light into the spirit of

darkness..Ilvanisdidadic in his madness thiswas afallen angel who,in hs

falli ng, reveds.. the strength of an iron charader, and the strength of ahigh

mind?

This “entirely diff erent pattern of thought,” the starting point for Eisenstein's conception
of his charader, was atormented Dostoevskian dualism, the fusion d oppasitesinto asingle, if
warring, personaity. Rerealing The Brothers Karamazov and The Idiot whil e shoding the film
in AlmaAta, Eisenstein's Dostoevskian conception d lIvan was redfirmed: "the combination d
asimilar duality in the unity of one and the same nature of an extraordinary person fascinated me
persondly...| have in mind theimage of Tsar Ivan the Terrible, contad with whom brought me
so much joy and so much sorrow, as if the work on him was fated to carry the imprint of his
unique disposition”®°
The dualism rending Ivan's ©ul had, o course, apdliticd comporent. Here the historians

were more useful. Eisenstein believed that Ivan was a genuinely progressve leaer, primarily for

destroying the power of the "readionary,” or "feudal" boyar elite and for hisrole in establi shing



the Gred Russan State. This asped of the film has amost always been seen as suppat for the
concentration d soviet power in Stalin's hands, but Eisenstein makes clea distinctions here
between Ivan and Stalin and between means and ends. He dealy tookto heat the liberal
historian Kavelin’s characterization of lvan as the “poet of the state idea,”®” but Eisenstein’s
support for lvan’s state building can be seen as wartime patriotism or nineteenth-century
romantic imperialism. It can also be seen as amedieval history lesson well-learned from the
works of the most respected nineteenth-century historians, al of whom applauded the building of
astrong central state as a worthy medieval goal and many of which are still read as standard
sources today.” After all, acentralized state and a centrally controlled army were the
prerequisite for international power in medieval and early modern Europe and the foundation for
the modern European state. For Russiato join the European state system, it was necessary first to
form a state. It isworth pointing out at this point, though, that despite Ivan’s insistent references
to his Great Cause, the building of the Great Russian State throughout the film, Eisenstein’s Ivan,
like the historical tsar, left Russiafar more divided than he found it. However worthy the
purpose, in Eisenstein’s account Ivan destroyed much more than he accomplished, a fact that we
see enacted rather than discussed. It is also worth noting that while Eisenstein approved the
unification of the state his references to autocracy (edinoder zhaviia) and to absolute power
(edinoviastie), are always associated with negatives (demagoguery, deception, trickery,
vengeance, murder, to name afew). In approving the state but repudiating the autocracy,
Eisenstein followed conceptions of Ivan’'s reign promoted by the classics of pre-revolutionary
liberal historiography. He aso left himself some room for approving revolutionary ideals and

deploring revolutionary outcomes.



Eisenstein explores the crruption d revolutionary ideas in two ways: first
psychalogicdly. During the threeyeas that passed between starting the projed in January 1941
and shoding in 1943 Eisenstein continued a lifelong habit of voradous reading and nde taking.
Ashereal historicd documents, nowels, ethnography and international film journals, as he
observed the bloody war from his Moscow bomb shelter and from evaauationin AlmaAta, he
recorded an astonishing range of new asciations. He moved beyondthe screenplay, which had
recaeved the Stalinist stamp of approval and began to explore the links between his own life and
Ivan’s. Eisenstein’swork onlvan stirred upmemories of his own childhoodand he began
writi ng the sketches that would become his autobiography whilein production onthe Ivan. The
film’s“self-portrait” as he cdled it, depicts Ivan’slifein away that closely foll ows the story
Eisenstein compased abou himself. When his autobiography was pullished in the 196Gs and
70s, it reveded an Eisenstein who identified with Ivan as an ambitious, divided man, --as aman
with apotential for greanesswho becane mired in a paliti cd tragedy at least partly of his own
making. The mnredions can be hard to follow, though, because & times Eisenstein identifies
with lvan the powerlesschild, at times with Ivan the tyrannica adult, bu he dso identifies Ivan
the despat with his own father.

The autobiography showed that the grea dramain Eisenstein’s life was his difficult
relationship with hisfather -- asuccessul archited in Riga and a @ld, danineaing man, -- and
the eésence of his mother, wholeft the two for the brighter lights of St. Petersburg when
Eisenstein was ten. He experienced his father as adistant and urremitting tyrant “a typicd bully
abou the house.” **? He repeaedly identified his father with Ivan, twice caching himself writing
“father" in placeof "tsar,"**3in his production ndebooks and he spedficaly linked his father’s

tyranny with Ivan's: “my father was abeast, as Tsar Ivan is abeast.***



Asthe diild of apowerful father, Eisenstein was excessvely obedient, as an adolescent
he rebell ed, and as an adult, he ironicdly viewed the experiences of defying histyrannicd father
astheorigin of his participationin the padliti cd and artistic revolutions of histime:

It was not socia injustice nor material deprivation, na the ups and davns of my

strugge for existencethat prepared the groundfor my social protest, bu, puely

and simply, the prototype of all socia tyranny, like the tyranny of afather in his

family: arelic from primiti ve society when the heal of atribe was a tyrant.

The processof overthrowing the tyrant was a liberating one initially, but atragic one
ultimately as the dild in ead case repli caed the tyranny of their fathers. Both Eisenstein and his
Ivan reinvented themselves as the same kind d powerful adults that they had worked so hard to
overthrow. And they both dd this, because they had felt powerless “defenseless and very
timid,” as boys.**? Ivan the Terrible, Part I, which takes us up to the foundng of the oprichnina
and lvan's retrea from Moscow, shows the tsar to be aman who deadesto trick his people into
submissonif they won't choase him to rule over them and a man who creaes his own army of
inhuman sons withou mothers or fathersto terrorize his pdliticd enemies. And he does ©, nd
for some Madhiavelli an “justifiable end,” or solely becaise his boyar enemies are obstructionist,
but because of his vulnerability and humiliationas a dild. Powerlessasa dild to proted his
mother, his own body, and his courtry from its ravishing enemies, lvan becomes aman hurgry
for power and revenge. The child becane the father; the rebel became atyrant.**3

Oncein pawer, the new father/tsar beames even more terrible than the tyrant he
displacal. Explaining this historicd cycle, which seamed fundamental to understanding Russan
history in bah the 16" and the 20" centuries was central to Eisenstein's projed.” He found

confirmation d these ideas abou revenge and the crruption d revolutionary ideds and he

foundaway to expand them beyondthe individual hunger for power in hisreading of ancient



mythology, cultural evolutionary theory, and studies of "primitive" cultures. Thereisnotime
here for alengthy discusson d thisliterature and Eisenstein's reading of it. Briefly, he was
fascinated by the resonance he foundin myths abou fathers devouring their children foll owed by
the terrible vengeance of subsequent generations. These included well-known Greek myths
(Saturn, Oedipus, Dionysus, figure heavily here and drawings of Saturn eding his children
appea repeaedly in hiswork sincethe 1920s), stories abou the sins of the fathers visited upon
their children (in 193637 he had reconstituted the Pavlik Morozov legend as an Abraham/Isaac
story and realy perished as aresult), and finally in speaulation abou the habits of "primitive
cultures’ and ealy stages of human development. All of these explore in ore form or ancther the
relationship between the powerful and the powerless the hurter and the hurted, and the
dangerous transition that occurs when the prey aayuires the power to become apredator. In the
film, we see éements of this dynamic in lvan's evolution from powerlesschild to boodhirsty
tyrant, we seeit among the boyars and the priests, reduced to chil dlike dependenceon Ivan, bu
we most of al seeit played ou in representations of the Russan people.

The "people” appea in several guisesin Ivan the Terrible: as the masses (rebels, soldiers,
the popuation as awhole coming to beg Ivan to rule over them) and as the vanguard of the
people: the oprichniki. In Eisenstein's notes the people gpea as the most important puzzle to be
solved rext to the dharader of lvan himself. Whil e writi ng the screenplay and reading the
historicd sources, Eisenstein repeaedly scrawled hisown bewil derment — “why do the people
love lvan?’ His answer ultimately had littl e to dowith love and much to dowith hisown
growing disappantment in the popuar will to resist tyranny. “Despite dl the “idedism,”

[despite] the divine judgment of the people, Ivanis... ademagogue,” Eisenstein wrote, and he



uses everything at this disposal to achieve his goals even if he needsto “trick” the people “to win
[them] over to his sde.”® The “trick” hewrote, “growsinto tragic pathos.”

Ultimately Eisenstein cameto believe that the people loved the tsar when he was
devouring their enemies, the boyar elite, bu when he turned onthem with deception and
demagoguery, when he reduced them to powerlesschildren, he becane both their father and a
predator who reeded to be outgrown and owerthrown. The people as awhale, as the masses,
were incgpable of subversion having been progressvely demorali zed --defanged and cedawed --
during the @murse of Ivan the Terrible, Part I. Only the vanguard, the oprichniki, would have that
kind d power, but they too had been corrupted by power and manipulated by the tsar's cunning
efforts to play them off against eat ather. The oprichniki, in fad, were noimprovement over the
old elite. They proved equally greedy and violent and instead of selflesdy and loyally suppating
the new state they becane anew feudal elite, hurgry for their own pation o power.

Eisenstein's oprichniki originated in the film with a scene known as "the Oath," that was
so deeply derogatory to the ruler and so obviously referring to the aurrent Stalinist regime, that it
was cut from all released versions of the film and subsequently lost. The surviving production
still sand dramatic storyboard drawings and even the (tamer) screenplay show it to be adesolate,
terrifying sequence With “the dark oath” as Eisenstein cdled it, the oprichniki pledged absolute
obedienceto the tsar, promising their loyalty to Ivan andto the Grea Russan State éowve dl
other bonds --above even their own fathers and mothers. Eisenstein described the oath as the
origin o al the"sins of the oprichniki.” Andin his notes he described the oprichniki as a gang
with no bond of loyal friendship, where “man iswolf to man." But the oprichniki were much
more than evil ladkeys of the tsar. They are the revolutionary army, formed to carry out the Gred

Cause. Their descent into violence and krutality isthe historica equivaent of lvan’'s (and



Eisenstein’s) path from child to man as their revolution also turns to “tragic pathos.” Eisenstein
makes it clea in his notes that oprichnik violencewas never justified by their cause--the glorious
foundng of the Russan State --but that onthe contrary, it diverted progressve paliticd aims
onto a path of degeneration and krutality. In the winter of 1942,whil e Eisenstein was waiti ng
impatiently in Alma Atafor productionto begin, he redized that the history of his oprichniki ran
paral e to the tumultuous events of the twentieth century that E had witnessed. Oncein power,
the oprichniki were incgpable of creaing anew and ketter world. In fad the they becane exadly
“what [they] were cdl ed forth to destroy—the rebirth of an €lite....the aedion d anew feudal
class” fragmented and self-interested, undermining the origina revolutionary ided -- aunified
Grea Rusgan State.

It is hard to imagine abetter metaphar for the Bolsheviks failed revolution, its inability
to destroy classdistinctions in the Soviet Union and its creaion o anew bureaucratic dite, more
violent and authoritarian than its tsarist predecesor. Here we read the larger palitica meaning
of Eisenstein’s twentieth-century metaphar. Ivan the Terrible is more than asimple aiti que of
Stalinist dictatorship—it offers a historica explanation for the fail ure of the Russan revolution
to fulfill it sill ustrious promise Neither Ivan na the oprichniki were essentially evil nor were the
Rusdan revol utionaries of the 20" century including Eisenstein himself, inherently evil. But the
hurger for power and revenge that arose from their powerlessness their denia of their bonds to
the past, and their elevation d an abstradion -- the State -- above the human bond between
father and son, dsformed them. When authority proved to be dusive and could only be
sustained by trickery and demagoguery, the original justice of their goals becane empty

abstradions and doaned them to reproducethe evil they sought to destroy.



Inafina contradiction, while Ivan is the predatory mastermind kehind al this, he
manages to remain detached and aloof from the blood Fe caisesto spill; he has other people do
his dirty work, which all ows him to retain akind d purity, even innacence, though of course a
faseinnacence Yet it isjust thiswhiff of innacence this conredionwith his childhood
memories of powerlessiessand with the boy who had yet to order aboyar's exeaution, that gives
Ivan hisenduring, inescgpable gped. It isaso thislingering hope for a mnredionwith his
people that paints Ivan towards the doulis and despair that Stalin personally foundso troulding
in the film and led him to ban Part I1.*

Does Ivan the Terrible make Eisenstein a dissdent hero? No, it manifestly does not. The
film did no karm to Stalin duing hislifetime andit certainly did na help bring down the
Stalinist regime. It was framed in away that made it sufficiently acceptable to be released
(athough it nealy wasn’t) and to be praised by Stalinist arbiters of culture (half-heated though
that praise was). But asawork of art, Ivan offers us agenuinely complex vision d history as
interplay between national and individual possbiliti es and a multi-layered and moving
interpretation d the tragedies of Rusdan history. Even more remarkable, Ivan the Terrible stands
as abequest that no aher Soviet artist -- hero, victim, or vill ain - has managed to leave us. It
survives as a moving and unforgettable indictment of tyranny in every form, and as areminder of
the harm we do when we allow utopian ideas to distract us from their everyday consequences.
Most important, Eisenstein’s personal investment in Ivan draws usinto his own moral universe.
It is easy to blame Stalin for the debasement of the Russian revolution, but Eisenstein forces us
to walk the tightrope that separates victim from villain, predator from prey; to confront the
contradictions that were inescapable in what cultural historian Nela Zorkaia called, "aworld of

permanent moral compromise.”
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