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Course Description  
 
 
 

Film and the Russian Revolution
 

 

Dates Wednesdays 3, 10, 17 and 24 May 2017 

Times 18.00–20.00 (film screenings from 16.00) 

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre 

Level All levels – some preparatory reading and film viewing required 

Class size Maximum 16 participants 

 
 

Course description  

Having acquired power in 1917, the Bolsheviks invested in the creation of compelling filmic images of 

the Revolution intended to cement its triumph, and ensure its spread. On our four-week course we’ll 

consider a range of post-Revolution films, both as representations and distortions of the events of 

1917 and after – and as projections of the hopes and aspirations of the revolutionary generation.  
 

Develop new perspectives on the Revolution through the work of legendary filmmakers Vertov, 

Eisenstein, Pudovkin, Barnet and other greats. As well as becoming familiar with some of the most 

iconic films to emerge in the first half of the 20th-century, you’ll engage with critical themes such as 

the tension between politics and aesthetics present in the attitudes to documentary and acted film; 

the emergence of a mythology for representation of the Revolution, including the leader cults of 

Lenin and Stalin; and examine the challenges faced by filmmakers of adapting their new cinematic 

direction to the coming of sound. 
 

Includes film screenings. 
 

 

Week 1: Chronicling the Russian Revolution 

The Bolsheviks saw the newspaper as a key means of conveying their interpretation of events, but 

were also keen to connect with a largely illiterate population through plays, posters and crucially, 

newsreel film. In our first session we’ll discuss how, through creating a film version of the Bolshevik 

daily newspaper, Pravda, Dziga Vertov creatively extended the possibilities of ‘non-acted’ cinema, 

pioneering a highly-politicised and propagandist form of documentary that was to have lasting impact 

on Soviet cinema. We’ll also look at the ways Vertov extended the possibilities of film as a medium of 

manipulation and propaganda, playing an important role in the development of the Lenin leader cult. 

 

Films in focus: Kinopravda No. 21 (aka Leninist Kinopravda) (1925)  

Dziga Vertov, Three Songs of Lenin (1934) 
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Week 2: Eisenstein and the Myth of the Russian Revolution 

Sergei Eisenstein created a number of scintillating films, beginning with Battleship Potemkin (1925) 

and October (1927) that caught the imagination of the world. In our second week, we’ll look at 

Eisenstein’s famous films in the context of the creation of an enduring mythology and iconography of 

the revolution. Focusing on the Lenin cult, the Odessa steps sequence and the Storming of the Winter 

Palace, we’ll examine the initial appeal and subsequent quotation of these iconic scenes. 
 

We’ll also enjoy an exclusive out-of-hours tour of Russian Revolution: Hope, Tragedy, Myths, with 

exhibition curator Katya Rogatchevskaia. During the tour, you’ll have the opportunity to see and 

discuss a short compilation of Soviet films about the Russian Revolution among other collection items 

that represent artistic responses to the revolution – as well as exploring the broader context and 

themes of the exhibition with its curator.  
 

Film in focus: October (1927) 
 

 

Week 3: The Non-Russian Revolution  

The Russian Revolution and Civil War was by no means a solely Russian affair: many key events 

happened outside the confines of today’s Russian Federation. In week three, we’ll consider the non-

Russian, multi-ethnic, and internationalist dimensions of the revolution, and their impact on Soviet 

film of the revolutionary period. 
 

Film in focus: Storm over Asia — The Heir to Genghis Khan (1928) 
 

 

Week 4: Looking Back, Talking Back, Thinking Back 

In our final session, we’ll discuss how films of the 1930s reimagined the Revolution, rethinking it for 

new political and stylistic realities with a greater emphasis on dialogue, character and melodrama. 

We’ll examine some of the ways in which the Russian Revolution and Civil War were represented and 

reappraised in Russian film history, and some of the ways in which it was used to legitimise its most 

disturbing aspects. 
 

Film in focus: Boris Barnet, The Outskirts aka Patriots (1933) 
 

 
 

Film screenings  

The ‘film in focus’ for each session are widely available for download or purchase. To aide course 

participants we will also screen each film immediately before the start of each weekly session; the 

screenings begin at 16.00 in the Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre.  

 
 

Tutors 
 

Jeremy Hicks is a Reader in Russian Culture and Film at Queen Mary, University of London. He is the 

author of Dziga Vertov: Defining Documentary Film (London and New York, 2007) and First Films of 

the Holocaust: Soviet Cinema and the Genocide of the Jews, 1938-46 (Pittsburgh, 2012), which won 

the ASEEES Wayne C. Vucinich Prize, for most important contribution to the field of Slavic, East 

European and Eurasian Studies. He is a co-editor of Kinokultura.com, as well as an advisor on the 

editorial board of Vestnik VGIKa, and Studies in Russian and Soviet Cinema. 
 

Katya Rogatchevskaia is Lead Curator of East European Collections at the British Library, and curator 

of Russian Revolution: Hope, Tragedy, Myths.  
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Previous Skills, Knowledge or Experience 

A willingness to participate in group discussion, and to undertake the suggested viewing and required 

reading, will help you get the most from this course. 

 

Required Reading 

The following chapters will be distributed to participants in advance each week:  
 

Week 1: Jeremy Hicks, Dziga Vertov: Defining Documentary Film, I B Tauris, 2007, pages 5-21 

Week 2: Robert A. Rosenstone, History on Film, Film on History, Pearson, 2012, pages 57-77. 

Week 3: Amy Sargeant, Vsevolod Pudovkin: Classic Films of the Soviet Avant-Garde, I B Tauris, 

2000, pages 111-38 

Week 4: Denise J Youngblood, ‘A War Forgotten: The Great War in Russian and Soviet Cinema,’ 

Michael Paris, The First World War and Popular Cinema: 1914 to the Present, Edinburgh University 

Press, 1999, pages 72-91 

 

Further viewing  

Participants may wish to undertake the following suggested further viewing: 
 

Week 1 : Esfir Shub, The Fall of the Romanov Dynasty (1927) 

Week 2: Lenin in October (Mikhail Romm, 1937) 

Week 3: Arsenal (Oleksandr Dovzhenko, 1929) 

Week 4: The Vasiliev Brothers, Chapaev, (1934) 

 

Facilities and Refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated start time. 

Tea, coffee and biscuits will be provided at each session. 

 


