IMAGES OF POWER AND THE POWER OF IMAGES:
EISENSTEIN'S ALEXANDER NEVSKY

"Sights and sounds pointed the way to God, nd
philosophicd speaulation a literary subtlety.”

Billi ngton, The lcon and the Axe

Embedded in the titl e of this conference, "imagining Russa," are two vantage
points from which the gaze, and the imagination, poceel. Oneis Russa & imagined by
those outside her borders; the other is Russa aimagined by Russans. The anstructs
differ, a times sgnificantly, and perhaps osme of the confusion to which Mark Von
Hagen aluded when he spoke of our often frustrated desire to believe that Rusgaislike
us and will , when it changes, change toward us, derives from the our failure to understand
Rusga & Russans imagine her.

Unlike many of the spe&kers at this conference, who construed its titl e broadly, |
chose to confine myself to a narrower focus, and to consider images, spedficdly the
images Sergei Eisenstein creaed in Alexander Nevsky, and hov he used the caabiliti es
of cinemato patray power. In the Soviet Union d the 19305, asindeel before andlong
after, cinema’s unique combination d massmedium, art form, propaganda mechanism
and entertainment industry made it a continuing battlefield for conflicts of major
ideologicd and artistic significance. Nevsky hdds particular interest becaise of its
accesshility and genuine popuarity: it alone, of al Eisenstein’sfilms, acieved
widespread success To be sure, much o the reasonfor its popuarity was circumstantial:
if the Nazi-Soviet Pad took it off screens shortly after it first appeaed, the Nazi invasion
guarantead na only itsdistribution bu aso its aaute relevance

| would suggest, howvever, that an additional reason for its apped to amass

audiencerests onthe impad of Eisenstein’simages, espedally in combination with



Prokofiev’ smusic. Moviesinfluenceviewers on severa levels, na all of them rational
or intelledual. The angles from which charaders arelit and shat, the dothing they wea,
what adorslooklike andtheir body language, the spaces they inhabit, and the
composition d frames all i nfluence aidiences as much as, if not more than, dalogue. In
the cae of Alexander Nevsky Eisenstein relied na only on pditi cdl y-mapped
ideologicd narrative patterns, the dominant Stalinist myths of the 19305, but more
significantly on multiple visual traditions to patray his heroesand hsvillains. Asa
result, he spoke to massaudiencesin afilm language that - perhaps for the first time -
they understood, and to which they responcded with enthusiasm. [David Brandenburger
has data on audienceresporse to the film, which | will append]

Eisenstein came to the making of Nevsky reluctantly, after his disastrous failure
with Bezhin Meadow, the film abou Pavlik Morozov that was banned and then
destroyed. On offer in 1938were two hiographicad subjeds, the 13th century prince
Nevsky or the 17th century peasant Ivan Susanin, who gave hislife for tsar Mikhail
Romanov. Eisenstein preferred Nevsky: the lessdocumentation, the more freedom he
would haveto crede his own Nevsky, his own Tatars, hisown Teutonic knights, and h's
own "narod." Fully aliveto the growing threa of Nazi Germany, Eisenstein’sintention
was explicitly pdliti cd: "We want our film not only to mobili ze . . .thosewho arein the
very thick of the world-wide struggle against Fascism, bu to bring spirit, courage and
confidenceto those parts of the world where Fascism seans as indestructible & the Order
of Knights appeaed in the 13th century.” [Cited by Taylor 86]

History suited his purposes, and whereit did nd, heignored or revised it.
Certainly by the time Eisenstein shot Alexander Nevsky, in the summer of 1938,the
Stalinist restoration d Russan retional heritage and paverful autocrats had been going
onfor several yeas, rescuing them from the obscurity post-revolutionary historiography
reserved for individual |eaders and restoring them to cdebrity and pasitions of hona.

Stalin, in arrogating Nevsky as patriot and military leader, emulated along tsarist



tradition d appropriating Russan history. Peter the Grea himself extended the ault of
Nevsky by planting wooden crosss nea the Nevato commemorate Nevsky's defed of
the Swedes, by foundng the Alexander Nevsky monastery in 1710, ly transporting
Nevsky’srelics from Vladimir to Petersburg in a ceemony attended by the royal family,
one thousand monks, priests and @l grims, and six thousand spedators. Peter’s chief
ideologist Feofan Prokopovch cdled Peter a"living mirror of Alexander. . . .Where
Alexander planted a small seed, Peter has cultivated a grea meadow." [Cited by Hughes
274 Catherine the Grea foll owed suit. And so dd Stalin. In many ways Eisenstein’s
"devotional treament of the past" [Goodwin 157 conformed to that tradition.

Although the heroes of 193G films were relatively diverse compared with those
of the post-war yeas, when every cinematic historica protagonist, whatever hisvocaion,
signified an idedized Stalin, Eisenstein’s Nevsky beas aresemblanceto ather historicd
heroes of the late 1930s. The nolde hero of Pudovkin’s 1939Minin and Pozharsky , for
instance, is aprogressve and petriotic prince who makes common cause with a
commoner to fight the Poles in the 17th century; he ads on kehalf of the masss. Like
Nevsky, Petrov's 1937Peter the First and Dovzhenko's 1939Shchors feaure powerful,
charismatic protagonists.

Nor was Alexander Nevsky the only Soviet film spedficdly concerned with
fascism: five in addition to Nevsky appeaed between September 1938and March 1939.
The others, howvever, dedt with the strugge against Nazii sm within Germany itself; they
were intended for export, and either made no mention d the posshility of a German
invasion d the USSR or dismissed it as an ad of aggresson Soviet forces could easily
repel.

Eisenstein concaved Alexander Nevsky within the context of what Kate Clark
cdled the "pseuddolk" forms charaderistic of the 19305, when folklore was incorporated
in the myths of the "grea family" in order to legitimize the Stalinist leadership. He

situated Nevsky within the "two daminant analogies’ of Soviet culture of the decale, the



family - Stakhanowites asloyal scions - and tribe - Russan unty based onlong
established bond. As David Bordwell notes, Nevsky functions as both father-figure and
tribal chieftain. [Bordwell 211]

Y et Eisenstein’s Nevsky is distinct from the other film heroes of the day, asheis
distinct from any of Eisenstein’s other cinematic protagonists. And his distinction stems
from Eisenstein’s cooptation d Russan orthodox iconography into the princdy portrait.
Whil e the Orthodox church began to olserve Nevsky’s deah-day as asaint’s day in the
late 14th century, and canonized Nevsky in 1547 the autocratic tradition from Peter the
Gred to Stalin had minimized Nevsky’s piety in favor of emphasizing his military
dynamism and pawer. (Peter, for example, shifted Alexander’ s feast-day from the date of
his buria to the date of the Treay of Nystad.)

Eisenstein’s Nevsky is as much Christ as Cesar. He is ascetic and stern, shown
within a democratic brotherhood d fishermen against a badkground d natural elements:
water, land and skies. (The Mongol warlord whotries to entice him into alli ance stands
against ble, feaureless badkgrounds.) He rules a aommunity of young and dd men, yet
heis, as Goodwin writes, "above canality,” which isreserved for the footsoldiers who
laugh at the story of the hare who traps and deflowers the fox. He is above romance,
which isreserved for the two bagatyr/soldiers, Buslai and Oleksich.

"If the icon gave divine sanctionto human authority,” Billi ngton writes, "it aso
served to humanize divine authority.” (31) In the film as completed, Nevsky has no
biologicd family. (Eisenstein originally planned to end with Nevsky dying, surrounced
by wife and dfspring; after Stalin’s reproving comment, "Such agood gince must not
die," Eisenstein scrapped his plan.) But as he rides, triumphant, into Novgorod, keis
happil y encumbered by three dinging children, scions of his national family, reapients of
the same paternal concern and affedion so often projed in the pictures of Stalin, friend o

Soviet children.



Thisisnot meant to suggest that Eisenstein lost his dislike of clericdism, and d
theingtitutions of religion. The traitor monk Ananiasis as loathsome and as dyly
self-protedive & the tsarist priest aboard the battleship Potemkin, and Eisenstein fiercdy
mocks bath the rituals and the personnel of Teutonic Catholicism. But the visualization o
the film’s protagonists - the wounded citizen of Pskov, the women seeking their men on
the battlefield, and above dl Nevsky - overwhelmingly refersto and refleds the
dematerialized, styli zed, flattened imagery of the Russan Orthodox Church, with its
"controll ed emotional intensity.” (Billi ngton 30. James Goodwin writes that Nevsky's
"saintli nessrepresented no olstade for Soviet audiences, since aloration toward Stalin
was beocming common in the media’ (159). Rather, Eisenstein taps into the spedfic
Orthodox traditi ons of worship and veneration that the ault of persondlity itself exploited
andrelied upon.

Certainly Eisenstein chose hisimage-patterns consciously. In his 1939essay on
Alexander Nevsky, "The Structure of the Film," he replacel the vocabulary of ealier
theoreticd writings, discarding concepts of conflict, discontinuity and coll edive pathas,
with an emphasis on aganic structure, unty and ecstasy. Gone was the adive dialedic
that shaped structure and compositionin Strike, Potemkin and October, that exploited
abowe dl dramatic montage to produce an ideologicd effed of shock at the aognitive
level. In Nevsky, Eisenstein’s goal had beame "ecstasy at alevel of depth psychoogy."
Writing abou El Grea and the Mexican murali sts, Eisenstein identified ecstasy with
frontality, "aburning look' and "hystericd" bodly consolutions (cited by Bordwell 215);
shoaing Nevsky, he repeds again and again that same @nfiguration d stance and gaze,
of stable frame compasition, d static solidity of pose.

Thus the dasscorflict so prominent in Eisenstein’s ealier films here plays third
or fourth fiddle, emboded orly in the merchants who think they can buy off the Teutonic

knights and ensure trade cntinuity. They are out of step with their environment, as much



visually as iritually, dwarfed by the cahedral that "broods over" the proceelings
(Taylor 90).

Alexander Nevsky sustains the premise that only a strong leader can defend the
nation against enemies, enemies from withou and - worse - from within. The Teutons
wea fea'some masks but their bared faces are we&k, dislute and cowardly. The
domestic traitors - Tverdil o, Pskov's mayor, and the monk Ananias - are much more
dangerous and contemptible, in kegoing with the mythoogy of the 193Gs.

Eisenstein himself explained the successof Nevsky as "a matter of shamanism,”
by which he meant the hypndic impad produced by its unity of adion, with ead part of
the film concerned with "the enemy and the nead to bea him." | would argue, however,
that its hypnaic &fed derives more from its visual images and its music than from its
script, dialogue and structure. The script, coauthored by Eisenstein and Petr Pavlenko, a
literary apparatchik who later wrote the script for The Fall of Berlin, suppressesthe
adual historic bond letween Rusdan arthodoky and Rusgan retionalism. But the
two-dimensionfigures, shat frontall y, reenforceit, confirming Billi ngton' s explanation
that "ead icon dfered na amessage for thought but an ill ustration for reassurance of
God spower in and ower history, for men who might otherwise have been completely
mired in adversity and despair.” (35)

Theredistic mold of socidlist redism, which determined the aathetics of most
19305 cinema and within which mythoogy disguised itself asfad, hardly fit Eisenstein’s
cinematic style. In Bezhin Meadow, afilm deding with contemporary Soviet life,
Eisenstein’s Pavlik Morozov looks like asaint, his hair floating nimbus-like aound hs
head. The state reacted immediately and viciousto Eisenstein’s darp tilt away from
socialist redist byt toward what Maia Turovskaia cdls "saaa subjed:" it prohibited
release of afilm that exposed the mythologicd bases of Soviet power. But threeyeas
later the system required historicd legend, and gladly accepted Eisenstein’s mythology of

that merging of saint and caesar, Alexander Nevsky.



Conference post-scripts: David B. raised the question d how much accessto
iconic imagery Soviet citizens had by the mid 193®': i.e., given the strenuous attempts
to keep people, yourg ones espedally, out of churches, would these images (and aso the
bell s, closely associated with church tradition) still resonate anong them as Eisenstein
clealy hoped they would. He mentioned that in the viewer resporses to the film which he
read, no ore mentioned this dimension a aspea of the film - though that scarcdy
surprises me, it would be much more startling if they did articulate such readions. There
isalso the cmmplex question d the degreeto which Stalin himself coopted that tradition
of imagery; certainly the shot of Nevsky with the kids looks like many of the phaographs
of Stalin with kidson Hsknee



