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Sergei Eisenstein: Daozpraovstveer Miksikal (1g30)

t the turn of the twentieth century, several artistic movements in Russia
proclaimed that reason had betrayed humans and lauded irrationa-
lisms of many sorts. Against modernity's faith in rational intelligibility,
many thinkers of this period posited that the intuitive urge was
the true path to reality. This is true of the artists aligned with Symbolism,
Futurism, Neo-Primitivism, and Hylea. Kazimir Malevich, for example, developed
a programme for the arts he called Fevralism, the primary goal of which was
the total destruction of the dominant rational world-view.' Painters like Mikhail
Larionov, Natalia Goncharova, and Pavel Filonov strived to incorporate more
organic and intuitive forms in their work as well as influences from primitive
or ‘infantile’ art. Filonov promoted ‘organic aesthetics', which approached
art-making as a cosmic process (a sort of flowering) that lies outside indi-
vidual control (and in this respect resembles the surrealist method of ‘free
association’).? The projectionists-to-be Kliment Red'ko and Sergei Luchish-
kin strived to channel scientific and technological discoveries toward a more A\bram Room: STROGIY vUNGsIL (136)
primal, unmediated connection to psycho-physical reality. Red'ko's notion of
‘electroorganism’ pushed against the idea that art-making was the production
of tangible goods, arguing instead that art was the invention of new methods
for organising the world’s electro-organic energy, which is treated almost as a
‘sur-réalité’ (higher reality).”

This widespread commitment to the destruction of rationality in favour of in-
tuitive artistic process anticipated aspects of the surrealist credo. It might
have established conditions under which Surrealism could flourish in Soviet
cinema. Several painters (Kazimir Malevich)
| ; . 1 This litle-known dimension of Malevich's work and thought has been
and theatre artists (N|ko|a| FDI’EQQE.‘F) AW brilliantly elucidated by Aleksandra Shatskikh: Black Sguare. Malevich
the possibility of cinema becoming the ulti- and the Origin of Suprematism. New Haven and London 2012,
2 On Filonov's organic aesthetics, see his Deklaratsiya ‘Mirovogo Rasts-
veta' In: Zhizn Iskusstva (Petrograd), no. 20, 1923, pp. 13-15.
ers Andrei BEly and Vladimir MEI}I’EI}(DVSK}-' 3 On the Projectionism movement and ‘electroorganism’, see Irena Le-
bedeva's excellent catalogoe essay The Poetry of Science. Frojectio-
_ nism and Electroorganism. In: The Great topra. The Russian and Soviet
tional and film (whose images can seem Avant-Garde, 1915-1932. New York 1992, pp. 441-449,

. 4 Kazimir Malevich went on 1o collaborate on a film with international
to flit b}r almost unapprEhendEd' as dream Constructivist/ Dadaist Hans Richter, though the film (1227) was never

images do).® However, during the decades completed,

mate art of superrational energy.” The writ-

noted the connection between the irra-

5 Both Bely and Mayakovsky even experimented with screenwriting, An-
drei Bely attempted 1o adapt his novel Pefersburg, while Viadimir Maya-
the USSR, these ideas were increasingly kovsky wrote eleven scripts, three of which were produced,

immediately following the formation of
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Sergei Eisenstein

Le dernier sommeil de Duncan roi
(1g31). series of 1o drawings,
Filmmuseum Moscow,

S M. Eistenstein Memorial

driven underground by an ideology that called
for calculated, rational, and programmatic
approaches to the arts. Among all of the Eu-
ropean avant-garde movements, Surrealism
was the least openly embraced by Soviet art-
ists and film-makers. There were no surreal-
ist circles in the early decades of the USSR,
no journal issues or manifestos that aligned
with the movement'’s ideals. On the contrary,
leading Soviet literary critic llya Ehrenburg
described the surrealists as ‘pederasts’, who
worshipped dreams, squandered other peo-
ple's money, and refused to work.® The central
themes appearing in surrealist manifestos in
Europe — the strong emphasis on unmooring
the individual psyche and the open embrace
of the irrational dream — were deemed in-
compatible with new Soviet aesthetics, which
were preoccupied with the collective and the
concrete. Moreover, Surrealism’s resistance
to techniques of conscious creative control
offered little for film-makers charged with the

3, e IR o task of actively forging a new Marxist con-

sciousness. Soviet cinema experiments of the
1920s developed under the banner of pro-

ductive labour and political change, so any interest in exploring the individual
unconscious or undermining reality seemed like a frivolous indulgence. By the
1930s, after Andrei Zhadanov's address to the First Congress of Soviet Writ-
ers (1934), Joseph Stalin's regime suppressed formal experimentation in film
under a call for Socialist Realism. To even speak of irrational and erotic forces
became dangerous (effectively illegal) for any Soviet artist. As such, any re-
maining connections between Soviet cinema and Surrealism are tenuous and
difficult to trace.

he critical stance developed by Soviet art circles toward Surrealism

was reciprocated. Initially, the French surrealists viewed the Russian
Revolution as promising of a more humane social order. Like their Russian
counterparts, the surrealists decried the violence of Western rationalism and
expressed disgust with the complacency of bourgeois capitalism. One of the
early texts published by the surrealists was even titled Revolution First and
Always (1925). " However, neither André Breton nor most of his fellow surreal-
ists accepted the programmatic and patriotic tone that was taking over Soviet
art. To European communist circles, in turn, the surrealists seemed too libertar-
ian, even too anarchistic in their unwavering resistance to political rationalism

6 Ehrenburg characterised the surrealists as preaching “a completely and regulatinn. In June 1935, Breton and the

different program: onanism, pederasty, fetishism, exhibitionism, and
even sodomy". |lya Ehrenburg: Surréalité. In: Tvorba 8, no. 41, 12

Czech surrealist Vitézslav Nezval (among oth-

October 1933, p. 645. Published in France in the collection Vus par ers) were prevented from speaking at the first

un écrivain de I'U.R.S.5. Paris 1934,
7 André Breton: La Révolution d'abord et toujours. In: La Révolution
Surréaliste, no. 4, 15 October 1925,

International Congress of Writers for the De-

I fence of Culture in Paris and, following upon
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this incident, Breton’s ire with Ehrenburg boiled over, resulting in an
altercation that led to the surrealists’ being expelled from the gathering.
This prompted Breton to issue a scathing criticism of the state of Soviet
art, On the Time When the Surrealists Were Right (1935).2 Thereafter,
one's scepticism for Soviet art and politics was a major deciding point
for one’s inclusion or exclusion from Breton's circle.’ This partly led to
Breton's falling out with René Crevel, Paul Eluard, and eventually even
Louis Aragon. Aragon, along with fellow surrealist Georges Sadoul, re-
mained the two surrealists most closely connected to communist cir-
cles, even working to save Soviet film-makers from state persecution.'®

Despite Surrealism’s and the USSR's mutualy

critical polemics, it is clear that some Soviet film-makers admired
surrealist writings and artworks, even if they could not express this
admiration openly. This seems especially true for Sergei Eisenstein,
who publicly promoted programmatic approaches to film-making but

privately wrote about the importance of the irrational and the uncon-
trolled in aesthetic practice. Only Eisenstein’'s numerous private draw-
ings and sketches reveal these carefully self-censored interests. The
drawings, frequently made by allowing a pencil to wander around the
paper, overflow with erotic images that disregard distinctions between
male and female, human and animal, sacred and profane. Eisenstein
facetiously described his drawings as mere automatic scribbles and
immature doodles, but they clearly reflect his ongoing fascination
with the unconscious. The drawings he made in Mexico, between
December 1930 and February 1932, are essentially surrealist works;
Eisenstein developed them in parallel to his work on DA zZDRAVSTVUET
Meksika! (iQué viva México!, filmed in 1931, but completed and re-
leased posthumously by Grigori Aleksandrov in 1979) — a film which
evinces a fascination with the archaic, with the persistence of the past

in the present, with violence’s potential to dismantle reason and with
uncanny landscapes characteristic of Surrealism.

Other Russian film-makers would skirt past the
bounds of Socialist Realism to create works that
echoed the surrealist films of Luis Bufiuel or Marcel

Mikhail Tsekhanovski: Pocuta (1929)

(published by Editions Surréalistes, as a pamphiet in Au-

8 Breton et. al: Du temps que les surréalisies avaient raison
gust 1935}—the tract was signed by Breton, Dali, Eluard,

Ernst, Magritte, Nougé, Oppenheim, Parisot, Péret, Man
Ray, Souris, Tanguy, and others. Ehrenburg's comments
{and Breton's bellicose response) are recorded in Frank-
lin Rosemont's introduction to his edition of Breton's
writings: André Breton: What is Surrealism? Selected
Writings. London 1978, p. 77.

9 In addition to the French surrealisis, the surrealists

in Czechoslovakia were also intensely critical of the
USSR, for which they incurred criticism from other lef-
tist groups in the country, For commentary, see Derek
Sayer: Prague, Capital of the Twentieth Century. A Sur-
realist History. Princeton 2013. For a documenitary his-
tary see Michael Richardson and Krzystof Fijatkowski:
Surrealism Against the Current. Tracts and Declarations.
London 2001,

Duchamp. Abram Room's StroGIY YuNOSHA (A Strict
Youth, completed in 1936 but banned until Stalin's
death) includes meaningless dialogue, arresting
(sometimes erotic) imagery, and startling juxtapo-
sitions, and it deliberately blurs the line between
fantasy and reality. Mikhail Tsekhanovski's animated
film PocHta (The Post, 1929) likens the mechani-
cal rhythmic motions of transportation technology
(rocking trains and boats) to swinging pendulums
and hypnotic circles.

If we think of Surrealism as a series of art-making
practices directed at a metaphysic, then its central
interest in artistic ‘automatisme’ opens up striking
affinities with Soviet avant-garde cinema. Soviet

10 Louis Aragon’s letter of support helped secure the li-
berty of imprisoned Soviet-Armenian film-maker Sergei
Parajanov. Georges Sadoul wrote the first French mo-
nograph on Dziga Vertov, which was largely responsible
for Vertov's influence on postwar French cinema.




artists and film-makers were enthusiastic about what the labour scientist and
poet Aleksei Gastev called “the mechanisation of man himself".!" Such artists’
interest in motor automatism and more generally in applying mechanisation
in the arts did not always result from a desire to extend rational thought into
creative areas — indeed, some valourised automatic production as a means of
loosening wilful control and releasing the hidden, the plasmatic, the metamor-
phic qualities of reality.
Surrealism’s hidden appeal for Soviet artists became apparent in later times
of political overhaul, when government rules were temporarily loosened. Fol-
lowing the Khrushchev Thaw in the late 1950s, direct references to surrealist
paintings and dream-like erotic landscapes appeared in several animated films
produced for adult audiences, for example, in the films of Andrei Khrzhanovski.
The poetic films of Georgian-Armenian director Sergei Parajanov incorporated
erotic symbols, rendered gender fluid, and employed other devices to evoke an
alternative reality.'> Decades later, references to Surrealism also emerged on
the cusp of the USSR's collapse, during the glasnost period. Film-makers like
Igor Aleinikov, Yuri Mamin, and Tengiz Abuladze delved into the nation’s col-
lective unconscious and found an absurd world, in which dream easily turned
to nightmare.

Serget Parajanov: Savar N \(1968)

Andrei Khrzhanovska:
STERLYANNAYA GARMONIRA (1968)

11 Alekse| Gastev: Kak nado rabotat. Frakticheskoe wedenie v
naukly organizatsi truda, (How One Must Work. A Practical
Intreduction to the Science of Labour Organisation). Mos-
cow 1924,

12 Despite the international acclaim of their wark, hoth Khrz-
hanovski and Parajanov experienced severe censorship and
mistreatment by the USSR state,
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