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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

We Were the River: Screenwriters of the Left Front of the Arts, 1923-1931

by

Sasha Razor
Doctor of Philosophy in Slavic Languages and Literatures
University of California, Los Angeles, 2020
Professor Ronald W. Vroon, Co-Chair

Professor David W. MacFadyen, Co-Chair

In 1923, the preeminent Russian poet Vladimir Mayakovsky gathered the main forces of
the Soviet avant-garde under the umbrella of the Left Front of the Arts (LEF) and its two
journals, LEF (1923-1925) and Novyi LEF (1927-1928). This dissertation examines the
contribution of LEF’s screenwriters to the film industry in the 1920s and early 1930s by focusing
on the screenwriting oeuvre of the journals’ editors—Osip Brik, Sergei Tretiakov, and Vladimir
Mayakovsky. Part and parcel of a larger discussion about the role of screenplays in Soviet film
studies, LEF’s screenwriting remains one of the most obscure aspects of the group’s engagement
with cinema. The central argument of this thesis elaborates the view that these authors’ film-
works had a closer connection to the group’s ethos than previously understood. My analyses rely
on the examination of Brik, Tretiakov, and Mayakovsky’s screen ideas alongside relevant
theoretical articles, extant film footage, archival sources, historical cine-press publications, and
personal memoirs. The findings of this study contribute to a deeper understanding of the

relationship between the group’s screenwriting theory and praxis.
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This dissertation is organized into four chapters, an introduction, and a conclusion. The
introduction delineates the research nexus, followed by chapter 1 that discusses the operational
definition of LEF and traces the diachronic development of its engagement with the cine-
medium. Chapter 2 uncovers links between LEF’s project and Osip Brik’s film-works and
analyzes his authorship model through Viktor Shklovsky’s paradigm of literaturnaia
podenshchina (daily literary labor). Chapter 3 demonstrates how Sergei Tretiakov’s idea of
production screenplay was implemented in the corpus of his Georgian films. It also discusses
Tretiakov’s authorship model through the concept of operative author, as theorized by Walter
Benjamin. Chapter 4 evaluates Vladimir Mayakovsky’s screenplays written during the LEF
period by drawing out their auteur features and juxtaposing them against the broader scope of
the group’s film-works. By charting LEF’s contribution to cinema via categories of production
principles, ideology, innovation, and authorship models, this dissertation advances a
comprehensive view of the group’s participation in cinema. It contributes to the interdisciplinary

field of avant-garde studies, as well as to the scholarship on Soviet cinema of the silent era.
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Note on Translation and Transliteration

Unless otherwise indicated, all translations from Russian are my own. When available, |
have used existing translations into English and provided the bibliographic information in the
corresponding footnote. All Russian names, titles, and short quotations have been transliterated
into the Latin alphabet using the simplified Library of Congress system, without the diacritics.
The apostrophe (') indicates a soft sign (b). Personal names have been rendered according to the
Library of Congress transliteration of the Russian spelling, with the exception of popular
Anglophone forms, such as “Vladimir Mayakovsky” or “Viktor Shklovsky.” All Russian
quotations have been preserved in the original Cyrillic script and are accompanied by their
English equivalent in the corresponding footnote. All block quotes include the original Cyrillic
and the accompanying translation in the body text of the chapter. All toponyms have been

transliterated according to their accepted English forms, such as “Svaneti” or “Tbilisi.”

viii



Acknowledgements

This dissertation would not have been possible without the contributions of several
individuals and the generous support of UCLA’s Graduate Division and the Department of
Slavic, East European and Eurasian Languages and Cultures.

I am particularly indebted to my outstanding doctoral committee: Dr. Ronald W. Vroon,
Dr. David W. MacFadyen, Dr. Yuri Tsivian, Dr. Roman Koropeckyj, and Dr. Vadim Shneyder.
My deepest gratitude goes to my advisers, Dr. Ronald W. Vroon and Dr. David W. MacFadyen.
Dr. Vroon made a lasting impact on me as a scholar by generously sharing his passion for
Russian Futurism and educating my academic sensibilities throughout the rigorous advising
process. It was also a privilege to work with Dr. MacFadyen, who gave valuable feedback on
developing this research into a book. My dissertation would not have seen the light of the day
without the support of my mentor, Dr. Roman Koropeckyj, who meticulously read numerous
drafts and revisions of the project. I must also thank Dr. Vadim Shneyder for his scholarly
council and help with polishing the manuscript. Finally, I am profoundly grateful to Dr. Yuri
Tsivian, who joined my committee at a later stage and gave generous feedback on the project
beyond the call of duty.

Two more scholars should be mentioned separately. It was a great honor to work with my
late mentor, Dr. Vyacheslav Vsevolodovich Ivanov, who not only offered a direct link to the
1920s but encouraged my interest in screenwriting with stories about the heroes of my
dissertation. Dr. Igor Pilshchikov, a graduate advisor par excellence, helped me with archival
research and readily shared his knowledge of the field.

Heartfelt thanks go to my network of friends and professionals, many of whom

contributed to this work. Dr. Boris Dralyuk graciously edited my poetry translations. Filmmaker

X



Gala Minasova generously shared her knowledge of early cinema and helped beyond measure at
the finishing stage. Filmmakers Dima Malanitchev and Tatiana Minchenko consulted on the
technical aspects of production and film history. Readers Vladimir Fet, Dr. Dmitrii Sidorov, Dr.
Tetyana Dzyadevych, Dr. Pavel Lion, and Vadim Avrukin all contributed to my dissertation by
revising its fragments. My proofreader, Sarah Bazih, was instrumental throughout all stages of
the project.

I would also like to thank my friend and colleague, Dr. Yelena Severina, for the years of
friendship and support, be it traveling to academic conferences or exchanging late-night text
messages during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Finally, I would like to express gratitude to my family for giving me a metaphorical room
of my own to write. To my children Mia and Max, my husband Mitya, and, above all, my mother
Hanna, who selflessly helped during the last six months of dissertation writing, thank you.

In loving memory of Dr. Vyacheslav Vsevolodovich Ivanov, the teacher who is

remembered and greatly missed.



Vita
Education

Master of Arts in Slavic, East European and Eurasian Languages and Cultures, University of
California, Los Angeles (June 2009)

Bachelor of Arts in French and Minor in Russian with Certificate in East European Studies,
California State University, Long Beach (May 2007)

Publications
Articles

“The Hollywood Kazwup: The Casus of White Emigré Restaurants in Los Angeles.” In Images of
Home Away from Home, edited by Maria Yelenevskaya and Ekaterina Protassova.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2020. (Forthcoming.)

“Domestication of Russian Cuisine in the United States: Wanda L. Frolov’s Katish: Our Russian
Cook (1947).” Food, Childhood, and Migration. COLLeGIUM, Studies Across
Disciplines in the Humanities and Social Sciences 24 (2020). (Forthcoming.)

“Russkii iazyk v mul'tilingval'noi Kalifornii.” Slavica Helsingensia 52 (2019): 100-119. (with
Ekaterina Protassova)

“Belarusian Literature.” In Heim, Michael Henry, et al. 2009. “East-Central European Literatures
Twenty Years After.” East European Politics and Societies and Cultures 23, no. 4: 552—
581.

Encyclopedia Entries

“Klaskaniem majac obrzekte prawice...” The Literary Encyclopedia. First published 15 February
2018. https://www.litencyc.com/php/sworks.php?rec=true&UID=35900. (with Lavery,

Michael, Dane Reighart, and Yelena Severina)

“Tuteishia.” The Literary Encyclopedia. First published 08 January 2018.
https://www.litencyc.com/php/sworks.php?rec=true&UID=35818.

“Pinskaia shliakhta.” The Literary Encyclopedia. First published 17 July 2017.
https://www.litencyc.com/php/sworks.php?rec=true&UID=35816.

“Eneida navyvarat.” The Literary Encyclopedia. First published 20 May 2016.
https://www.litencyc.com/php/sworks.php?rec=true&UID=35751.

“Taras na Parnase.” The Literary Encyclopedia. First published 17 July 2016.
https://www.litencyc.com/php/sworks.php?rec=true&UID=35780.

X1



Book Reviews

Review of The Intellectual as Hero in 1990s Ukrainian Fiction, by Mark Andryczyk. Harvard
Ukrainian Studies. 35, no. 1-4 (2017): 566—568.

“Protest Tea: Victoria Lomasko’s Other Russias,” Los Angeles Review of Books, May 6, 2017.
https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/protest-tea-victoria-lomaskos-other-russias/.

“Book Review: Skhid/Zakhid: Istoriko-Kul'turologichnyi Zbirnyk [East/West: A Scholarly
Journal of History and Culture]. Special Issue: Neo-Anti-Colonialism Vs. Neo-

Imperialism: The Relevance of Post-Colonial Discourse in the Post-Soviet Space.” The
Slavic and East European Journal. 59, no. 1 (2015): 156-158.

Film Entries

“Professor Dowell’s Testament.” In Directory of World Cinema 29: Russia 2, edited by Birgit
Beumers, 163—164. Bristol: Intellect Books, 2015.

“Night Watch.” In World Film Locations: Moscow, edited by Birgit Beumers, Birgit, 112—-113.
Bristol: Intellect Books, 2014.

“Three Poplars on Pliushchikha Street.” In World Film Locations: Moscow, edited by Birgit
Beumers, 62-63. Bristol: Intellect Books, 2014

“A Man from Boulevard des Capucines.” In Directory of World Cinema 4: Russia, edited by
Birgit Beumers. Bristol, UK: Intellect Books, 2011.

Film Reviews

Egor’s Grief [Egorino gore], directed by Mariia Makhan'ko. Kinokultura 33, 2011.
http://www.kinokultura.com/2011/33r-egorinogore.shtml.

Morning [Utro], directed by Sergei Tkachev. Kinokultura 28, 2010.
http://www.kinokultura.com/2010/28r-utro.shtml

“How Much Does a Post-Soviet Love Cost? Between the Material and the Maternal.” Review of
Red Pearl of Love [Krasnyi zhemchug liubvi], directed by Andres Puustuusmaa.
Kinokultura 24, 2009. http://www.kinokultura.com/2009/24r-kraszhem.shtml.

“Bandits, Oligarchs, and Provincial Girls! Oh, My!” Review of Gloss [Glianets], directed by

Andrei Konchalovskii. Kinokultura 20, 2008. http://www.kinokultura.com/2008/20r-
gloss-sr.shtml.

X1l



Introduction: The Paradoxical “Unrecognition”
Left Front of the Arts and Cinema: The Problem Statement

In August of 1913, Boris Pasternak, in a letter to Sergei Bobrov, his friend and fellow
member of the Centrifuge Futurist group,' penned his vision for the development of the
cinematic arts. Discussing the possibility of employment in the motion picture industry,
Pasternak remarked that he would not view this work as a compromise so long as the
development of the film medium diverged from “the nucleus of drama and its lyricism” and,
instead, captured drama’s “circumferential plasma,” its “nebula and halo.” Articulated at the
peak of Russia’s craze for Futurism and cinema,® Pasternak’s statement formulated the dilemma
faced by many writers who pursued jobs in the film industry: Was their work a compromise?
While some authors turned to cinema in order to garner income as gig workers, others earnestly
sought to contribute to the development of this new art.

Pasternak’s query became especially relevant in the decade to come. After the October
Revolution, Russian Futurism gradually ceased to exist as a cohesive literary movement. In

1923, Vladimir Mayakovsky gathered the forces of the Soviet avant-garde under the umbrella of

! Centrifuge was a group of Russian Futurist poets that formed at the end of 1913 and lasted for about four years. Its
core members included Boris Pasternak, Nikolai Aseev, Semen Bobrov, and Ivan Aksenov. For more information on
Centrifuge, see Markov 2006, 228-275.

By Futurism, I understand an avant-garde movement in Russia and the Soviet Union at the beginning of the
twentieth century, as well as an umbrella term for several artistic groups therein, including Hylaea, Cubo-Futurism,
Centrifuge, Egofuturism, and Mezzanine of Poetry. Beginning with Hylaea’s first publication, Sadok sudei, in 1909,
Futurism flourished in Russia throughout the decade preceding the Revolution and gradually disappeared afterward,
except for its select representatives who continued to write in the same vein (Aleksei Kruchenykh, for example).

2 “Kunemarorpad JOJKEH OCTABHTH B CTOPOHE SIPO JPaMBI M JIMPH3Ma—OH M3BpamaeT ux cMbica [...]. Ho Tonbko
KrHemaTorpad crocoOeH OTpa3uTh U 3alevaTeTh OKPYKHYIO CHCTEMY S/pa, €ro MPOUCXOKACHUE U TYMaHHOCTb,

ero opeou [...]” (Pasternak 2005, 151).

3 For more on the correlation between Russian Futurism and cinema in 1913, see Tsivian 1994, 12.



the Left Front of the Arts,* a group first organized around the journal LEF (1923-1925), and
then Novyi LEF (1927-1928). These publications covered numerous cultural issues, ranging
from poetry, literary theory, theater, and design to photography and film. Select members of the
group also worked in the film industry. The list of LEF’s screenwriters includes Futurists
Vladimir Mayakovsky, Sergei Tretiakov, Vasilii Kamenskii, and Nikolai Aseev, as well as the
Formalist critics Osip Brik, Viktor Shklovsky, and Yuri Tynianov.’ The list of LEF’s
collaborators boasts the most celebrated directors of Soviet cinema: Sergei Eisenstein, Dziga
Vertov, Lev Kuleshov, Abram Room, Vsevolod Pudovkin, and Mikhail Kalatozov among others.

LEF’s extensive employment in the motion pictures production poses a question about
the group’s legacy. What did LEF contribute to the cinematic theory and praxis of the 1920s and
early 1930s? This dissertation turns to the field of screenplay studies to examine the work of
LEF’s screenwriters. In particular, it focuses on the film-works of the journals’ editors—Osip
Brik, Sergei Tretiakov, and Vladimir Mayakovsky. The central argument of this thesis elaborates
the view that these authors’ work in cinema had a closer connection to the group’s ethos than
previously understood. My analyses rely on the examination of their screen ideas alongside
relevant theoretical articles, extant film footage, archival sources, historical cine-press
publications, and personal memoirs.

The state of current research on the intersection of LEF and cinema can be best illustrated
by a quote from Galina Antipova:

It is known reasonably well, although it might not have been sufficiently processed, that

almost all progressive cinema of the 1920s was directly connected to the theories and
existence of LEF. [...] A significant part of the Russian theory of cinema was formed

4 Henceforth, I will refer to the Left Front of the Arts as LEF.

5 For in-depth information about the corpus of screenplays produced by these authors, see chapter 1.



either in the texts of LEF’s participants or later by people who experienced LEF’s
influence.®

The existing lacuna can be explained by the history of research on LEF as such. The group’s

critical reception can be subdivided into four consecutive periods:

1.

The years from 1930 through the mid-1960s produced few studies on LEF, which contributed
to the group’s near obscurity.

From the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s, studies dedicated to individual LEF authors
appeared in Czechoslovakia, Poland, Germany, Sweden, and in Anglo-American criticism.’
The 1980s inaugurated a shift in the perception of LEF as a group. Three studies dedicated to
the group include Natasha Kolchevska’s dissertation (Kolchevska 1980), a cornerstone
monograph by Halina Stephan (Stephan 1981), and Boris Groys’ classic study that
considered LEF’s role in the transition to Socialist Realism (Grojs 1988). Of these texts, both
Stephan’s monograph and Kolchevska’s dissertation contain fragments dedicated to cinema.
While Stephan only briefly discusses Eisenstein and Vertov’s publications in LEF (Stephan
1981, 86-89), Kolchevska later expanded on this topic in her article “The Faktoviki at the
Movies: ‘Novyi Lef’s critique of Eisenstein and Vertov’” (Kolchevska 1987). While the
article focuses on the reception of Eisenstein and Vertov’s ideas, it excludes the contributions
of other LEF members.

Further studies dedicated to specific aspects of the group’s work appeared in the post-Soviet

era. Karen McCauley’s dissertation investigated the aesthetics of productionism (McCauley

6 ¢

Z[OCTaTO‘IHO XOpoHIo U3BECTHO, XOTA, MOKET 6BITB, CIIIE HE COBCEM OCO3HAHO, YTO IMOYTHU BCEC MEPEAOBOC

COBETCKOE KMHO 20-X IT. IPSIMO CBSI3aHO C TeOpHsIMHU U >ku3HbI0 JIEDa. [...] 3HaUnTENbHAS YaCTh PYCCKOM TEOpHU
KrHO (opMupoBaiack oo B paborax yyactHukoB JIEDa, 1100 mo3aHee 10 bMH, NCTIBITABIIMMH €T0 BIUSHHAE
(Antipova 2010, 409).

7 For a bibliographic overview, see Stephan 1981, 191-204.



1995) and Nikolai Kirillov’s dissertation focused on the language of the journal (Kirillov
2006).

A modest number of research articles on LEF and Cinema appeared during the last
period. The only in-depth article dedicated to the topic—“LEF 1 kino”—was written by Oksana
Bulgakova (Bulgakova 1993), who provides a comprehensive overview of each LEF member’s
contribution to film and emphasizes the divergences in their creative platforms. Bulgakova’s
otherwise excellent piece suffers from its scope, which presupposes a certain number of fissures,
gaps in knowledge, and generalizations that a lengthier study could have avoided. Bulgakova
revisited this topic in a publication titled “Novyi LEF i kinoveshch’” [New LEF and the Film-
Thing] (Bulgakova 2019) wherein she discusses LEF’s theoretical ideas about objects in film and
their correlation to the group’s cine-praxis. In 2002, Martin Strollery’s article, “Eisenstein, Shub
and the Gender of Author as Producer” (Strollery 2002), elaborated on the gender dimension of
LEF’s cinematic production. In 2011, a posthumously published collection of works by Rashit
langirov included the article “Marginal'nye temy v tvorcheskoi praktike LEFa” [Marginal
Themes in LEF’s Creative Praxis] (Iangirov 2011a), in which langirov examined the group’s
engagement with national cinema. In the absence of a definitive history of LEF, the group’s
legacy remains haphazardly inscribed in the dynamic cinematic landscape of the 1920s.

This dissertation builds on Oksana Bulgakova’s 1993 study (Bulgakova 1993) by
reopening the discussion of LEF’s participation in the film industry and investigating the
screenwriting of three of its journal editors: Osip Brik, Sergei Tretiakov, and Vladimir
Mayakovsky. The inspiration for this research arose from the last phrase of Bulgakova’s article,
which states that LEF’s concept of cinema is “the example of a paradoxical ‘unrecognition’ and

the exact divide in the fluctuations between the gravitation and repulsion of literature and



cinema.”® The primary motivation of this work is to provide a more nuanced view of LEF’s
screenwriting theory and praxis, which, in turn, contributes to a deeper understanding of the
group’s place in the cinematic landscape of its time.
LEF and the Film Criticism of the 1920s

What was LEF’s position in the film criticism of the 1920s? In the first years after the
October Revolution, film criticism, particularly the critical understanding of cinema as an art
form, underwent a rapid transformation—from nuanced descriptions of various schools of
cinematography to what Tamara Selezneva described as “the lack of differentiation of the notion
of cinema,” when “everything melted in a single definition of ‘cinematography.”” Beginning in
the early 1920s, a movement toward cinema’s independence from other genres of art emerged,
stimulating the development of new critical ideas. Throughout the decade, the growth of Soviet
cinematography was associated with the names of leading film directors, including Dziga
Vertov, Sergei Eisenstein, the FEKS group,'® Lev Kuleshov, Vsevolod Pudovkin, Abram Room,
and Olexander Dovzhenko. The creative philosophy and aesthetics of these directors did not
develop in isolation but, instead, via “competition and struggle” among peers (ibid., 139).

One cannot overestimate the role of film criticism in this process. The journal LEF
appeared in 1923 at a time when formative, professional periodicals dedicated to cinema began
popping up. The diverse landscape of the 1920s cine-press consisted of the following print

organs:

8 «[...] npumep mapaoKCaNbHON “HEY3HAHHOCTH U TOYHOTO PA3TPAaHUYEHHS B KOJIEOAHMS MEK/TY TPUTHKEHUSIMH

W OTTAJIKMBaHMIMH JIUTEpaTyphl 1 knHemaTorpada” (Bulgakova 1993, 93).
® “Bce CMBAETCS B €IMHOM TIOHATUH ‘kuHemartorpad’” (Selezneva 1972, 17).
10 FEKS refers to the theater and film group titled Fabrika Ekstsentricheskogo Aktera [Factory of the Eccentric

Actor] which was formed in 1921 by young directors Grigory Kozintsev, Leonid Trauberg, Sergei Yutkevich, and
Grigorii Kryzhitskii.



1. Kino-Gazeta, a weekly illustrated newspaper that began in 1918 (its Leningrad chapter
opened in 1924)

2. Ekran (1921-1922)—a weekly illustrated journal

3. Kino-fot (1922-1923)—the central print organ of the Constructivist movement

4. Foto-kino—a monthly illustrated journal, operating from 1922 to 1923

5. Zritel": zhurnal zhizni i iskusstva—a bi-monthly illustrated journal that started in 1922

6. Kino-zhizn' (1922—-1923)—a weekly journal (renamed Art ekran in 1923)

7. Vestnik fotografii i kinematografii (1923)—a monthly illustrated journal

8. Proletkino (1923)—the journal of the eponymous film studio (Proletarskoe Kino after 1925)

9. A.R.K. Kino-Zhurnal (1925-1926)—a monthly journal of the Association of Revolutionary
Cinematography

10. Sovetskii Ekran (1924—-1929)—an illustrated journal that changed several names and formats
throughout its history!!

Even though film was not LEF’s primary focus, the group frequently discussed this
medium. In particular, it furnished a platform for two important film directors of this period,
Sergei Eisenstein and Dziga Vertov, both of whom published their programmatic articles in the
third issue of LEF: “Kinoki. Perevorot” [Kinoki. The Takeover] (Vertov 1923, 135-143) and
“Montazh attraktsionov” [The Montage of Attractions] (Eizenshtein 1923, 70-75).!? The rivalry

between Eisenstein and Vertov!® brought forth a wave of critical discussions throughout the

1 From 1929 to 1930, Sovetskii ekran continued its publication under the title Kino i zhizn". In 1931, it merged with
another journal—Kino i kul'tura—and changed its title to Proletarskoe kino. Between 1933-1935, it operated under
the title Sovetskoe kino, and from 1936 onwards under the name Iskusstvo kino.

121 discuss these publications in chapter 1.

13 For more on the rivalry between Vertov and Eisenstein, see Tsivian 2004, 5-9.



second half of the 1920s concerning the goals, methods, language, and aesthetics of cinema.
However, it would be a mistake to think that these discussions were limited to the pages of LEF.
On the contrary, the entire spectrum of the cine-press, which was decentralized at the time,
participated in this discourse.

What niche, then, did LEF and Novyi LEF occupy in the film criticism of the 1920s? The
leading critics and theorists of the group—Osip Brik, Sergei Tretiakov, Viktor Shklovsky, and
Viktor Pertsov—published articles on numerous film-related topics both in LEF and other
periodicals, which offered significant contributions to the development of film theory. Both
journals spotlighted the names of leading Soviet film directors by publishing their critical texts
and critical responses to their work, all of which contributed to the formation of LEFist film
theory. The following table shows LEF and Novyi LEF’s interest in specific directors by charting

the number of times their names are mentioned.

LEF and Novyi LEF LEF (1923-1925)  Novyi LEF (1927-1928)

Sergei Eisenstein 33 5 28
Dziga Vertov 31 11 20
Esfir Shub 21 0 21
Lev Kuleshov 15 0 15
Vsevolod Pudovkin 6 0 6
FEKS 2 0 2
Olexander Dovzhenko 1 0 1

Table 1. Soviet film directors mentioned on the pages of LEF and Novyi LEF [Compiled by the author]

In LEF, the topic of cinema is mentioned in nineteen out of one hundred and fifty-five articles,

comprising twelve percent of the journal’s publications. During the first phase of the journal,



only Eisenstein and Vertov enjoyed repeated mention. Novyi LEF discusses cinema in eighty-
two articles out of two hundred and forty-four (thirty-three percent of the journal’s publications).
Its critical discussions extended to Shub, Kuleshov, and Pudovkin, who received a considerable
amount of attention. Novyi LEF commented on FEKS only in passing, while Dovzhenko’s work
earned only one in-depth review from Viktor Pertsov.

Tracing the relationship between leading Soviet directors and LEF helps us to elucidate
the dynamic between the group’s critics and directors. Eisenstein joined LEF in 1923 but did not
renew his membership with the appearance of Novyi LEF. Although he continued to work with
Sergei Tretiakov, who was Novyi LEF”s last editor, Eisenstein severed his ties with the group
and did not attend their 1927 meeting, which was dedicated to cinema. Despite the initial
collaboration between the constructivists and LEF, Vertov’s work became the subject of
strenuous attacks by the journal, including negative reviews of his films.!'* Although Esfir Shub
was not a member of the journal’s editorial board, she was invited to LEF by Vladimir
Mayakovsky in 1927 and attended their meetings. Shub, however, remained skeptical of the
group and quit it in 1928 (Shub 1972, 120). Lev Kuleshov participated in LEF by publishing one
article titled “Ekran segodnia” in the fourth issue of Novyi LEF (Kuleshov 1927). Both Kuleshov
and Vsevolod Pudovkin belong to the LEF circle on account of their collaboration with the
screenwriters of the group.

The second phase of the journal is characterized both by its increased interest in cinema
and by the group’s gradual marginalization in the Soviet cultural sphere. In 1927, Novyi LEF
hosted a series of gatherings dedicated to cinema and cinematic theory. A record of one of its

meetings appeared in the 11/12 issue of the journal (LEF 1927, 50-70). LEF’s leading

14 See “Dziga Vertov Versus Osip Brik: The Eleventh Round” in Tsivian 2004, 310-317.



theorists—Sergei Tretiakov, Osip Brik, and Viktor Shklovsky—explored emerging experimental
cinematic forms and their classifications. The only film directors who participated in this
discussion were Vitalii Zhemchuzhnyi, Esfir Shub, and Leo Esakia. By contrast, on April 25,
1927, Sovkino held a special meeting dedicated to “formalist directions in cinema”; LEF was not
mentioned, but Sergei Eisenstein, Dziga Vertov, and Vsevolod Pudovkin were discussed
individually at great length (“Stenogramma soveshchaniia kommunistov ‘Sovkino’ po voprosu
‘O formal'nykh napravleniiakh v kino’” 1927). Hence, the group occupied a rather marginal
position in the cinematic landscape of the 1920s. Nevertheless, some of the most exciting
developments in the film theory of the era took shape inside the circle of its filmmakers.
LEF and Screenwriting

The primary focus of this dissertation is the study of screenwriters. Screenwriting is an
essential source for film scholarship. It contributes to the knowledge of film textology, especially
in those cases where the footage is lost. It also provides a record of cinema that, for some reason,
did not develop. LEF was founded, populated, and led primarily by authors, more of whom
wrote screenplays than directed films. My investigation into the screenwriting theory and praxis
of LEF’s editors is, therefore, a step toward tracing the group’s overall contribution to this
medium. Such a study is facilitated by the recent advent of the interdisciplinary field of
screenplay studies in the United States, as well as by the existence of a rich Soviet academic
tradition, whose discoveries and methodologies can be brought to bear on the topic.

The forerunner of screenplay studies in the West is Kevin Alexander Boon, whose book
Script Culture and the American Screenplay (2008) ignited a series of responses in American
film studies. A result of this discussion was Analyzing the Screenplay (2010), a collection edited

by Jill Nelmes, and three books published in 2013, each of which charted new territory in this



nascent discipline. Steven Price’s A History of the Screenplay (2013) covers the screenwriting
tradition in the United States and Western Europe from early cinema to the present. Ted
Nannicelli’s A4 Philosophy of the Screenplay (2013) focuses on ongoing definitions and the
ontology of the screenwriting tradition. lan W. Macdonald’s Screenwriting Poetics and the
Screen Idea (2013) suggests a new approach for understanding, studying, and researching the
poetics of screenplay across the numerous drafts and documents that go into the creation of a
film. Another available resource, www.screenplayology.com, is an ongoing digital project by
Andrew Kenneth Gay that outlines the paths and problems in screenplay studies. Because all of
these sources focus mainly on the English-language corpus of American screenplays, their
methods and approaches require correlation with and adjustment to the Russian-language
materials of the 1920s.

In Soviet historiography, screenwriting studies has a rich academic tradition. The most
complete work on this topic is Liudmila Belova’s book Skvoz' vremia. Ocherki istorii sovetskoi
kinodramaturgii (Belova 1978b). Additionally, sections on screenwriting are frequently included
in the surveys of Soviet silent cinema.'®> In Western scholarship, Maria Belodubrovskaya’s
chapter on Soviet screenwriting (from her book Not According to Plan: Filmmaking Under
Stalin, 2017) is one of the best comprehensive accounts of the evolution of the screenplay format
(Belodubrovskaya 2017, 130-165). Her earlier article “The Literary Scenario and the Soviet
Screenwriting Tradition” (2016) explores how the literary scenario became the dominant form of
screenwriting in the Soviet film industry from the late 1930s (Belodubrovskaya 2016). This
research, from the Soviet era to more recent Russian and Western scholarship, provides a solid

foundation for processing LEF’s archival records.

15 For example, see Lebedev 1947.
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What additional sources are important for studying the screenwriting of the 1920s and
1930s? Primary sources on screenwriting of this era include the following publications: Kak
pisat' stsenarii dlia kino-kartin (1925) by A. V. Goldobin (Goldobin 1925); Kinostsenarii:
teoriia i tekhnika (1926) by 1. V. Sokolov (Sokolov 1926); Kak pisat' stsenarii (1931) by Viktor
Shklovsky (Shklovsky 1931); a joint publication edited by I. F. Popov, Kak my rabotaem nad
stenariem? (Popov 1936); Dramaturgia kino: Ocherki po teorii i praktike stsenariia (1938) by
Valentin Turkin (Turkin 1938). Among the secondary sources, it is important to mention work
by Stella Gurevich, the most distinguished authority on the cinematic contributions of Soviet
writers during the 1920s and 1930s. Her monograph Sovetskie pisateli v kinematografe, 20—30-e
gody (Gurevich 1975) remains the best reference book on this topic. The problem with
Gurevich’s monograph is the scope of the corpus; it excludes many writers who have been
rediscovered in the post-Soviet era. New significant contributions to a nuclear study of the
screenwriters of this period include Jerry Heil (Heil 1984, 1986a, 1986b, 1989, 1990), Brian D.
Harvey (Harvey 2001, 2007), Anna Kovalova (Kovalova 2010, 2013, 2017), and, most recently,
Tomi Huttunen (Huttunen 2018). These sources shed light on how this period in film history
gave formative moment to the theoretical formulations that predetermined the role of the

screenplay in Soviet cinema in the decade to come.
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The primary reason for studying LEF’s position in the screenwriting discussions of the
1920s is its lack of cohesion. While Sergei Eisenstein!® and Dziga Vertov!” rejected existing
screenwriting formats, LEF’s theorists and screenwriters—Osip Brik, Sergei Tretiakov, Viktor
Shklovsky, and Yuri Tynianov—advocated for further development of the screenwriting medium
and looked for practical solutions to overcome the deficit of screenplays suitable for production.
Each of these authors had their own vision of what a screenplay should be and its role in the
production process. For example, throughout the 1920s, Osip Brik consistently viewed the
screenplay as a technical document that needed to be written after the production, not before. He
advocated for the screenwriters’ active participation in the production process and their
collaboration with directors (see chapter 2). Both Viktor Shklovsky (Shklovsky 1931) and Sergei
Tretiakov saw the screenplay as a technical document that should be written before production
and be based on the approved thematic submission and the film’s libretto. Additionally,
Tretiakov theorized the production screenplay, a plot-based script that was subservient to facts
(see chapter 3). When it comes to Yuri Tynianov, he drew attention to the changing relationship

between literature and cinema and suggested adhering to cinematic rather than literary principles

16 Sergei Eisenstein openly expressed dissatisfaction with screenwriting. In the article titled “O literature i kino” [On
Literature and Cinema] (1928), he cited Isaac Babel: “To write a screenplay is akin to inviting a midwife to be
present at the wedding night” / “Ilncanmne crieHapus—>TO BCe PaBHO, YTO MPUTIIANIATE aKyIIEPKY B IIEPBYIO
6paunyto Houb.” (Eizenshtein 1971, 529). Babel’s statement echoed Eisenstein’s own sensibilities expressed in “O
forme kinostsenaria” [On the Form of the Screenplay] (1929): “The iron screenplay introduces as much vivacity [to
the filmmaking process] as the toe tags of drowned bodies do to the atmosphere of a morgue” / “HomepHoii
ClIeHapHil BHOCUT B KWHEMATOTPa IO CTOJIBKO 3Ke OXKUBJICHNS, KAK HOMEPA Ha MSTKAaX YTOMICHHMKOB B 0OCTAHOBKY
mopra” (Eizenshtein 1964b, 297). In his later work, Sergei Eisenstein advocated for the development of the
emotional scenario, the format pioneered by Aleksandr Rzheshevskii.

171n 1922, Vertov wrote about his concept of the Cine-Eye in “My. Variant manifesta” [We. A Version of a
Manifesto], noting that the most complete script will not replace the Cine-Eye, “just as a libretto does not replace a
pantomime” (Taylor and Christie 1988, 72). In subsequent articles, he developed the Kinoks’ position on
screenwriting, which regarded screenwriting as an unnecessary cinematic procedure. However, from the mid-1930s
to the 1950s, Vertov wrote film pitches and screenplays, all of which were published by the Eisenstein Center in
2004 (Vertov 2004).
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(Tynianov 1977). When writing screenplays for Soviet film studios, LEF’s screenwriters had to
reconcile their theoretical views with the industry’s constraints. The plethora of theoretical
articles by Osip Brik and Sergei Tretiakov discussed in this dissertation can be viewed as one
part of LEF’s response to the unfolding screenplay crisis of the second half of the 1920s.
Organization and Research Design

The inspiration for the research design of my dissertation comes from the metaphor of the
mammoth reconstruction that Sergei Tretiakov used to describe the cinematic processes of the
1920s. His article “Kino k iubileiu” [Anniversary Films] (1927) used this metaphor to create a
taxonomy of anniversary films commemorating the decennial of the October Revolution.
According to Tretiakov, each filmmaker, including Esfir Shub, Sergei Eisenstein, Vsevolod
Pudovkin, and Boris Barnet, depicted revolutionary events as if they were reconstructing a
mammoth for a museum exhibit. Tretiakov expounded on this idea using the following
examples: in Esfir Shub’s film Velikii put' [The Great Road] (1927), the director displayed only a
few authentic bone fragments in relation to the entire skeleton; Eisenstein studied the mammoth
carefully and presented his own version in Oktiabr' [October] (1927) by assembling it out of the
best modern materials; in Konets Sankt-Peterburga [ The End of St. Petersburg] (1927),
Pudovkin focused on the story of the mammoth hunter; in Moskva v oktiabre [Moscow in
October] (1927), Barnet built a life-size model of the mammoth out of ingredients he found in a
butcher shop (Tretiakov 1927).

Unlike the anniversary films described by Tretiakov via the metaphor of a mammoth,
each screenwriter in this dissertation represents an entirely new species and, therefore, has to be
treated separately. Furthermore, the documents available for these authors pose difficulty in

reconstructing their engagement with the film industry. For example, Osip Brik’s theoretical

13



articles are available in historic film press collections. There are several extant films based on his
screenplays; however, his numerous screen ideas have been published haphazardly. Processing
Brik’s archival records is problematic because he not only worked in co-authorship and often as
a script doctor, but there are countless screenplays in circulation to which Brik did not add his
name. The textology of Brik’s screenwriting oeuvre thus requires a massive editorial effort in the
future. The circumstances surrounding Sergei Tretiakov’s film-works are entirely different: his
major theoretical articles were republished in 2010 alongside one authentic screenplay and
several librettos. However, the screenplay records for his most famous films are missing. Hence,
researchers have to supplement the current gap with the existing film records. Vladimir
Mayakovsky’s case poses a different set of problems altogether. With the absence of any
cohesive theoretical statements about screenwriting on his part, all we have to work with are his
unproduced screenplays and two extant films.

My research methodology, therefore, resembles Shub’s approach of pinning remaining
authentic fragments—film documentation and archival press publications—on a board'® and
situating them within a larger scheme. I reconstructed some of the fragments in my assemblage
by relying on memoirs, correspondence, and extrapolations made by other researchers. In using
this method, my dissertation does not seek to reconstruct one collective monstre sacré of LEF’s
screenwriters by engineering it out of various fragments to make the group whole. Instead, it
approaches each author individually, documenting and delineating his or her position vis-a-vis

other LEF members.

18 «She [Shub] takes these fragmented parts of the skeleton, fixes them by the iron stretches of the titles, while
keeping the scale and proportions imposed by the material that she is working with, displays it and says: ‘These are
the extant fragments that we actually have.”” / “Ona [Llly6] 6epeT 5T HETOJHbIE YacTH CKeJIeTa, CKPEIUIseT NX
JKEJIe3HBIMU pacTsHKKaMH HaJmucel, cobironas MaciuTad 1 IPOIIOPIHH, TUKTYeMble KyCKaMH MaTepHuaia,
BBICTABIISICT U TOBOPUT: ‘BOT 4TO MBI MMeeM AelicTBUTEIRHO foremrero 10 Hac™” (Tret'iakov 1927, 30).
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With this methodology, the three editors of LEF—Mayakovsky, Brik, and Tretiakov—
occupy the central position of “masterminds” behind the group’s participation in the film
industry. Another author touched upon in this dissertation is Lilia Brik, who co-wrote and co-
directed Stekliannyi glaz [The Glass Eye] (1928) with Vitalii Zhemchuzhnyi and wrote Liubov'i
dolg [Love and Duty], one of the most innovative unproduced screen ideas of the era. Outside
the scope of my investigation are the screenwriting oeuvres of Viktor Shklovsky, Yurii
Tynianov, Vasilii Kamenskii, and Nikolai Aseev. Among the filmmakers of the LEF circle,
another relevant screenwriter is Nina Agadzhanova-Shutko, who is primarily known today for
her work with Eisenstein. Finally, the picture of LEF’s screenwriting would not be complete
without an examination of the scripts written by the directors associated with the group: Sergei
Eisenstein, Esfir Shub, Lev Kuleshov, Vitalii Zhemchuzhnyi, and Dziga Vertov.

This dissertation is only the first step toward evaluating LEF’s diverse screenwriting
corpus. By focusing on the case studies of Osip Brik, Sergei Tretiakov, and Vladimir
Mayakovsky, it traces how these authors answered LEF’s programmatic exigencies. As such, it
poses the following questions:

1. What were their theoretical ideas concerning cinema and screenwriting?

2. How did these ideas relate to their cine-praxis?

3. What model of authorship did their screenwriting praxis posit?

4. How does this model enrich our understanding of the Cinema of LEF?

Chapter 1 proposes a framework for the Cinema of LEF and establishes its participants,
parameters, and the corpus. It traces the chronology of the group’s interaction with the film
industry, which took place over four periods. The first period (1923-1925) is characterized by

the formation of LEF’s initial interest in cinema and the appearance of the first programmatic
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articles by Dziga Vertov and Sergei Eisenstein. After the closure of the journal LEF in 1925,
many of its editorial members began working in film. Hence, the second period (1926) can be
conventionally described as the beginning of their cinematic podenshchina, or daily labor (a term
coined by Viktor Shklovsky). During the third period, the years of Novyi LEF (1927—-1928), the
group’s cinematic platform developed to encompass several discussions on the subject of story-
based vs. plotless cinema, fiction, and documentary films. Boris Arvatov’s sociological approach
reconciled dissimilar positions and put forward new criteria for evaluating the cinematic material
based on how, by whom, and under what conditions films were produced and distributed. The
fourth period of the LEF’s work in cinema (1928-1934) occurred after the final closure of the
journal, which corresponds to Vladimir Mayakovsky’s idea about the wide participation of the
LEFists in mass production.

Chapter 2 reassesses the established critical reception of Osip Brik’s writing for cinema.
In particular, it argues that, contrary to previous observations, there is a considerable connection
between Brik’s screenwriting and the ideology of LEF. It begins by reconstructing the
development of Brik’s views on cinema and the role of the screenwriter in this process. Using
the example of Brik’s previously published screen ideas, as well as produced films and archival
sources, it recalibrates their thematic, theoretical, and sociological connections to the group’s
ethos. In particular, it demonstrates the thematic correlation between Brik’s screen ideas and
LEF’s avant-garde experiments, shows how the author loosens the narrative framework from the
inside, and how his work combines the narrative canvas and the structure of the propaganda
pamphlet. The chapter ends with a discussion of Osip Brik’s model of authorship as a
screenwriter and how it corresponds to Viktor Shklovsky’s idea of literaturnaia podenshchina

(daily literary labor).
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Chapter 3 traces the development of one of LEF’s central themes—the struggle between
the Old and the New—through Sergei Tretiakov’s contribution to the development of the
Georgian film industry. In particular, this chapter reviews the relationship between Tretiakov’s
movie scripts and the LEF cine-platform and highlights their correlation to Tretiakov’s theories.
This analysis demonstrates that Tretiakov’s understanding of the Cinema of LEF did not exclude
plot-based films provided they were grounded in thoroughly researched material. Extensive
journalistic publications that followed the author’s two expeditions to the Svaneti region confirm
their factographic orientation. The author’s participation in the development of the Georgian film
industry reinforces Walter Benjamin’s characterization of Tretiakov as an operative author.'

Chapter 4 examines the screenwriting corpus of Vladimir Mayakovsky from 1926 to
1928 in relation to LEF’s praxis. The chapter begins by reconstructing Mayakovsky’s views on
screenwriting from memoirs, publications in the press, and correspondence with film
functionaries. The second part of the chapter is structured around specific modules rather than
individual texts because the standard format of all screenplays allows for such an organization. It
pays special attention to the underlying principles of Mayakovsky’s screenplays as well as the
cinematic devices and techniques used by the author. Finally, it discusses Mayakovsky’s model
of authorship, the screenwriter as an auteur.

The instrumental value of my dissertation lies in creating a blueprint of the connections
between the Left Front of the Arts and Soviet Leftist cinema. By bringing together the fields of
literature and cinema and by linking key figures of film history via LEF’s network, this
dissertation attempts to shift the perspective on the history of Soviet silent cinema from a

director-based approach to one that includes screenwriters. In discussing the emerging models of

19 The term operative author comes from Walter Benjamin’s essay, “The Author as a Producer” (1934).
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authorship in the cinematic context of the 1920s, it opens the door for future studies on
authorship in the cinema of the interwar period. All of these elements contribute to the broader
momentum of reassembling the Soviet 1920s across various disciplines. With the centennial of
the Left Front of the Arts coming up in 2023, the plight of LEF’s radical authors and the stories
they told for mass audiences provide a backdrop for the new radical narratives circulating in our
own politically charged time.

Explanation of Terms

A screen idea is a key concept discussed by Ian Macdonald in his book Screenwriting
Poetics and the Screen Idea (2013), which he defines as the following:

Any notion held by one or more people of a singular concept (however complex), which

may have a conventional shape or not, intended to become a screenwork, whether or not

it is possible to describe it in written form or by other means. (Macdonald 2013, 4-5)
The screen idea is instrumental in investigating and discussing early forms of screenwriting
when documents, technical protocols, or film footage is missing.

Screenplay is a generic term for any document that outlines a proposed screen narrative.
Stsenarii in Russian, the term interchangeably translates into English as screenplay, script,
scenario. In response to the scenario crisis (stsenarnyi krizis) of the mid 1920s (the shortage of
suitable screenplays for production), Soviet film studios introduced a mechanism of splitting
writing for the screen into two primary stages: literary scenario and shooting script. Maria
Belodubrovskaya defines literary scenario as the prose treatment of a film’s story: “In the Soviet
film industry, it developed to serve as the decisive document in the production process,”
becoming a widely accepted screenwriting format toward the end of the 1930s (Belodubrovskaya
2016, 251). Shooting script is known as the director’s scenario [rezhisserskii stsenarii].

Sometimes, an additional pitching stage would also require a libretto—a short, descriptive
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document written either before the screenplay or after the film was finished that outlined the plot.
The format hailed from the pre-Revolutionary practice of cinematic reading, when the cinematic
press published the librettos of foreign films.?°

Additional screenwriting formats include iron, emotional, and production screenplay.

Iron scenario is a concept that originated in the 1920s to denote a “fixed script” that
could not be changed during production. Sometimes referred to as a “steel scenario,” the script
would be fully developed prior to production (Belodubrovskaya 2016, 253). It differed from the
Hollywood continuity script because it did not entail multiple authors. According to Maria
Belodubrovskaya, the iron scenario was, for the majority of commentators, merely a “finalized
director’s scenario. The iron scenario is a preliminary working out of all the production details
and editing in the film” (ibid., 256).

Emotional scenario is a concept that is usually associated with Aleksandr Rzheshevskii,
who was lauded as one of the most talented scriptwriters of his generation. This concept also
goes back to Eisenstein’s 1929 essay, “O forme kinostsenariia” [On Screenplay Form], which
defined the screenplay’s role as “ supplying a general impulse, an ‘emotional requirement,’ a
shape that the director filled with his own means” (Eizenshtein 1964b, 298). Soviet cinema
viewed the emotional scenario seriously because it offered a resolution to the problem of director
authorship; it was an inspired literary work of such high quality that directors had to respect it in
their own treatment (Belodubrovskaya 2016, 256).

Production scenario is a term coined by Sergei Tretiakov in his article
“Proizvodstvennyi stsenarii” [Production Screenplay], which he published in the second issue of

Novyi LEF of 1928. By production scenario, Tretiakov meant a screenplay whose weakened

20 For more on pre-Revolutionary librettos, see Kovalova 2013.
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fabula is subservient to facts (Tret'iakov 1928, 34). Screenplays of this type were supposed to
focus on modes of production and Marxist economic analysis, choosing only the most suitable

plots to organize their documentary material.
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Chapter 1: We Were the River: The Cinema of LEF Revisited

There is no sphere in which LEF is working as productively as in cinema, but...
- Sergei Tretiakov, 1927
Introduction
This chapter delves into the history of engagement of the Left Front of the Arts with the

cinematic arts along with its print organs, the journals LEF (1923—-1925) and Novyi LEF (1927—
1928). Founded as a publishing firm on January 16, 1923 and later as a journal, LEF gave voice
to the avant-garde forces within Soviet culture.?! The 1929 publication of the Literature of Fact
collection by Novyi LEF constituted the end result of the group’s activity, “the last stage of its
production” (Chuzhak and Brik 2000, 5). But is there such a thing as the Cinema of Fact?
Among several articles dedicated to this topic, including those by Natasha Kolchevska
(Kolchevska 1987) and Valérie Pozner (Pozner 2006), the best in-depth study belongs to Oksana
Bulgakova, who points out numerous discrepancies between LEF members’ theoretical ideas and
the group’s cine-praxis (Bulgakova 1993). This chapter builds upon Bulgakova’s survey.
Departing from her article’s structure, which explores the individual contributions of LEF’s
members, | attempt to view LEF’s engagement with cinema—with both discrepancies and
contradictions—as a part of an on-going experiment in search of new cinematic forms. In
particular, I argue that, by the end of 1928, the group articulated a joint theoretical film platform
on the pages Novyi LEF but lacked the determination, time, and resources to finalize and publish
it as a separate collection. Hence, my goal is to define LEF’s engagement with cinema,

reconstruct its chronology, delineate its theoretical premises, identify its corpus of films, and

2! The journal was formally registered on July 17, 1923. Its first publications transpire how the group attempted to
establish Futurism as a major movement in the Soviet state. Its effort ultimately failed in 1925 (Stephan 1981, x).
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suggest future research directions. Establishing the pivotal stages of LEF’s engagement with
cinema will serve as a foundation for the case studies discussed in this dissertation. In doing so, I
have not approached LEF as a monolithic group but, rather, considered the peculiarities of the
individual artistic platforms of its members and contributors.

Tthe relationship between the literature and cinema produced by LEF is not at all
obvious. By factography I understand the technical term coined in Russia in the latter half of the
1920s that designates an aesthetic practice preoccupied with the inscription of facts (Fore 2006,
3). The factographers not only depicted the construction of factories and reorganization of
society, but they also actively participated in these changes by incorporating advanced technical
methods and media into their own practices in literary, photographic, and cinematic mediums. In
other words, factography was a mode of praxis that ran across mediums (ibid., 5). The historic
definition of the Literature of Fact can be summarized as a variety of documentary genres,
including sketches, scientific monographs, newsreels, fakto-montazh, feuilletons, biographies,
memoir literature, essays, diaries, court protocols, travelogues, meeting stenograms, reportages,
and event coverage, among many others that analyze and describe contemporary social processes
(Chuzhak 2000a, 61). The new literature, according to its theorist Nikolai Chuzhak, was
conceived as a call for action [pobuditel’ k deistviiu] (Chuzhak 2000b, 19) and engaged in life-
building [zhiznestroenie] (ibid.). Although LEF’s collection did not provide ready-mades or
“how to” instructions, it specified that the new literature should have precisely expressed the
truth of the living fact [pravda zhivogo fakta] (ibid., 18).

Any attempt to transpose this definition to cinema mechanically, however, inevitably
faces the following challenges. First, the discussion of documentary cinema in the 1920s was not

limited to LEF. Besides directors Vertov and Eisenstein, it also included such participants as
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Aleksei Gan (the editor of Kino-Fot, 1922-1923), %2 Ippolit Sokolov (a critic, screenwriter, and
poet), as well as Vladimir Erofeev (the editor of Kino-gazeta and documentary filmmaker).
Therefore, the idea claiming that LEF somehow had a monopoly on this discussion would be
erroneous. Second, filmmakers still debated whether cinema should draw from literary models or
stay completely independent and guided by its visual logic. The filmmakers’ positions on the
role of a screenplay varied, while screenwriting itself was undergoing a rapid evolution of form.
Third, the theoretical premises of the Cinema of Fact, like the Literature of Fact, were not fully
developed. Its concept of “matter” or life [material] was used impressionistically and required
additional theoretical grounding.?* Finally, it is important to reflect on the innate paradoxical
tension of the cinematic documentary genres. As noted by Siegfried Kracauer, “the desire for
storytelling develops within a genre which repudiates the story as an uncinematic element”
(Kracauer 2012, 116). Thus, in order to include the entire scope of LEF’s cinematic activities, it
would be germane to discuss the more general category of the Cinema of LEF as a totality of the
group’s cinematic output rather than the narrow and still fuzzy concept of the Cinema of Fact.

I understand the Cinema of LEF as the experimental film platform for the avant-garde
forces of the 1920s. Guided by the politics of sotszakaz [socially relevant themes], it paid a
special attention to the innovative form. Additionally, it valued the primacy of the “matter” of
life above literary schemes. Its goal was to “fix the fact” and to “propagandize” via the entire
spectrum of the nascent cinematic genres: from newsreels, documentaries, played plotless
cinema, Kulturfilms, production movies, to fabula-driven feature films. In other words, unlike

the Literature of Fact, the Cinema of LEF (or Cine-LEF) included dramatic plots in its corpus. It

22 For more on Gan, see Romberg 2018.

2 For in-depth discussion of the significance of LEF’s ideas on the life of objects as applied to Soviet cinema, see
Bulgakova 2019, 61-94.
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was not the kind of cinema that LEF aimed to create but rather a practical outcome of LEF’s
work in the film industry. The analysis that follows will serve as a roadmap through the many
paradoxes, discords, overlaps, and dissonances of LEF’s film theory and praxis.
Toward an Operational Definition of LEF

Definitions of LEF vary and can be subdivided into the following three categories: (1) a
united cultural platform of the left-leaning forces in art; (2) a free association of leftist culture
intellectuals; and (3) a family enterprise. The first definition was propagated by Vladimir
Mayakovsky, the journal’s founder, and appears in his articles and speeches from 1923 to 1925.
For example, in his 1923 article “Za chto boretsia LEF?” [What Does LEF Fight For?],
Mayakovsky writes: “LEF has to gather together the forces of the left. [...] LEF has to unite its
front for the destruction of the old, for a fight to embrace the new culture” (Maiakovskii 1959,
43). In his 1925 speech entitled “Vystuplenie na dispute po dokladu Lunacharskogo ‘Pervyie
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kamni novoi kul'tury’” [On the Occasion of Lunacharsky’s Speech “First Foundation-Stones of
the New Culture”], Mayakovsky proclaims that “LEF is not a small group, it is a movement, it is
a perpetual tendency, a perpetual struggle of forms, which, of course, stems from the change in
the entire economic base. It is the perpetual struggle of new forms against forms that are dying
out.”?* However, in the second iteration of the journal (Novyi LEF 1, 1927), despite a joint effort
to delineate a common theoretical platform, Mayakovsky reframes his definition of the group as

a “free association of all workers of the left revolutionary front.”?* This definition is later echoed

by Sergei Tretiakov who, in his introduction to the eleventh issue of Novyi LEF (1928), labeled

24 The original text reads: “Jled He rpynmnka, Tedenue Jle—osTo BeernauHss TEHASHIMSA, BCETAIHAS 60ph0a
¢opM, 00yCIIOBIIEHHBIX, KOHEYHO, TIEPEMEHOM BCeH CBOEH IKOHOMHYECKOH 0a3bl, HOCTOsIHHAS 00pb0a HOBBIX (hopM
¢ opMamMy OTKUBAIOIMMH, ¢ popmamu oTMupatommmu’” (Maiakovskii 19591, 289).

25 “Jle(r—monbHas acconuanus Bcex pabOTHUKOB JIEBOTO PEBOJIFOIIMOHHOTO UcKyccTBa.” Vladimir Mayakovsky,
“Chitatel'!” (Maiakovskii 1927, 2).
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LEF as “a conglomerate of loners with their squads.”?¢ In her article “Lef i kino,” Oksana
Bulgakova names the following categories of LEF participants: Futurists, Productionists,
Constructivists, Formalists, and adjuncts. Among the Futurists, she names members of the
former Hylaea (Vladimir Mayakovsky, Aleksei Kruchenykh, Vasilii Kamenskii, and Velimir
Khlebnikov),?’ the Tvorchestvo group (Sergei Tretiakov, Nikolai Aseev, Nikolai Chuzhak, and
Viktor Pal'mov), and Centrifuge (Boris Pasternak and Boris Kushner). The Productionists were
Boris Arvatov and Osip Brik. The Constructivists consisted of Alexander Rodchenko and Anton
Lavinskii, as well as others who signed the manifesto published in the seventh issue of the
journal. The Formalists were Viktor Shklovsky, Yuri Tynianov, Boris Eikhenbaum,?® and
Grigorii Vinokur. Lastly, Isaac Babel and Artem Veselyi made up the adjuncts (Bulgakova 1993,
165). Bulgakova’s categorization parallels Mayakovsky, who, in a 1925 speech at the First

Workers Congress of Left Front of the Arts, asserted that LEF consisted of twelve distinct

26 «1...] BONIBHBIN KOHTTIOMEPAT OJIMHOYEK, COIIENAIINXCS BMECTE CO CBoMMH ‘npysxkunamu.” Given the fact that the
article was published near the end of LEF’s existence, this definition should be taken with a grain of salt. The same
definition was repeated without attribution by Oksana Bulgakova in her article “LEF i kino” (Tret'iakov 1928a, 1—
2).

27 Although Velimir Khlebnikov died in 1922 and could not have participated in LEF, the journal promoted this
author as the forerunner of LEF movement and published his poetry and memoirs about Khlebnikov on its pages.
For more information on Khlebnikov and LEF, see Stephan 1981, 117-121.

28 The inclusion of Formalists in LEF posits a methodological gray zone and the arguments for and against the
inclusion of its specific members should be made with caution. While both Shklovsky and Vinokur were extensively
published in LEF, Tynianov only published three of his articles in the journal: “Slovar' Lenina—polemista” [The
Vocabulary of Lenin the Polemicist] (Tynianov 1924b, 81-110), “O literaturnom fakte” (Tynianov 1924a, 101—
116), and “Problemy izucheniia literatury i iazyka” [The Problems of Study in Language and Literature] (Tynianov
and lakobson 1928, 35-37). At the same time, Yuri Tynianov was one of the creators of Lenfilm’s Screenwriting
Department and the Film Department of the State Art History Institute in Leningrad. Tynianov's contracts with the
film studios about screenplays and staging of films are kept at the Russian Government Archive of Literature and
Art (Moscow) (henceforth cited as RGALI (fond-opis-edinitsa khranenia, list). The contracts with the film studios
include the following: SevZapkino, Sovkino, Belgoskino, State Cinema Industry of Georgia, and Mosfilm. The
aforementioned documents discuss the following titles: Shinel’ [Overcoat] (based on N. V. Gogol’s story), Poruchik
Kizhe [Lieutenant Kizhe], Smert' Vazir-Mukhtara [ The Death of Vazir-Mukhtar] and Pushkin (RGALL f. 2224
(Tynianov, Yuri Nikolaevich), op. 1, ed. khr. 191). Tynianov’s screenplay Obez'iana i kolokol [Monkey and the
Bell] is considered lost.
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groups, nine of which he named: Zaum poets, Productionsists, Constructivists, Futurists,
Formalists, newspaper workers, dramatists, art theorists, and a special group of pure lyricists
(Maiakovskii 1959h, 280-282). The difference between these two definitions is that the first
represents the movement as informed by avant-garde aesthetics while the second describes the
organization and its members.

Dmitrii Bykov suggests a third, narrower definition insisting that LEF was “a family
enterprise” run by Vladimir Mayakovsky and the Briks. In his biography of Mayakovsky, Bykov
elaborates on LEF’s specific familial bond:

Regardless of anything, LEF was precisely a family journal dedicated to family affairs, a

chronicle of the new everyday practices exhibited for general display. [...] The core of

the problem was the fact that almost all LEF participants were unprepared that the main
content of their journal—and the entire activity of their group—would be centered around
the life of Mayakovsky and the Briks.?
Indeed, the members’ personal histories influenced the group’s professional activity. For
example, Lev Kuleshov was close to the group not only by virtue of his love affair with Lilia

Brik, but also because he directed movies based on screenplays by LEF members*® and had

friendships with Esfir Shub, Sergei Eisenstein, and Nina Agadzhanova-Shutko.*! In other words,

2 “Ho kak 661 TO HU ObUTI0—‘JIEM’ GBI IMEHHO CEMENHBIM KYPHAJIIOM O CEMENHBIX JIENAX, XPOHUKON HOBOTO
ObITa, BEIHECEHHOH Ha BceoOIee o6o3penue. |...] [Ipobmema Obl1a B IpHHIIMITMAIEHON HETOTOBHOCTH MOYTH BCEX
TeOBIIEB K TOMY, UTO IJIABHBIM CO/IEpXKaHUEM JKypHajla—H BCEH JeATeIbHOCTH JIMTEPAaTypHOH IPyIIBI—CTaHET
*u3Hb MasikoBckoro u bpukos” (Bykov 2017, 486).

30 Lev Kuleshov directed Neobychainye prikliucheniia Mistera Vesta v strane bol'shevikov (1924), based on the
screenplay by Nikolai Aseev. Osip Brik wrote the following screenplays for Kuleshov: Kleopatra [Cleopatra]
(1927), Dva-Bul'di-Dva [Two-Buldi-Two] (1929), Dokhunda [Dokhunda] (1936), Sluchai v vulkane [Incident on a
Volcano] (1941), as well as two films for which Brik edited the screenplays—Veselaia kanareika [Merry Canary]|
(1928) and Sibiriaki [The Siberians] (1940). Viktor Shklovsky wrote Po zakonu [By the Law] (1926) and Gorizont
[Horizon] (1932) for Kuleshov. Moreover, Kuleshov had plans to work with Vladimir Mayakovsky and Lilia Brik,
but these plans did not come to fruition.

3! For more information on the friendship and intellectual exchanges between the LEF circle members (Lev
Kuleshov, Alexandra Khokhlova, Esfir Shub, Sergei Eisenstein, and Nina Agadzhanova-Shutko), see Kuleshov and
Khokhlova 1975, 107-108.
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the power of these connections is an essential factor to consider in determining the group’s joint
corpus and aesthetics.

Bengt Jangfeldt, in his biography of Vladimir Mayakovsky, suggests another, more
radical interpretation of LEF. Jangfeldt writes about “LEF aesthetics and mores” and “LEF’s
lifestyle” specifically as a sect:

LEF group practiced a common set of aesthetics and mores and was so united that one

can practically discuss it as a sect. [...] United by common ideas and common enemies,

they communicated with each other almost around the clock.*
Although underscoring the unity of the group, Jangfeldt’s view of LEF as a sectarian enterprise
lacks a proper definition and critical grounding alike.

An even more radical take on LEF emerges in Mikhail Prishvin’s diaries and was
recently discussed by Vladimir Katsis (Katsis 2018, 20). Together with Prishvin, Katsis explores
the parallel between LEF and Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Besy [The Possessed], with Vladimir
Mayakovsky as the incarnation of Nikolai Stavrogin. While Katsis makes a compelling case by
finding intertextual connections between Dostoevsky and Mayakovsky’s works, Prishvin’s
extrapolation of the elements of Dostoevsky’s poetics to the life-building strategy of LEF is
nothing but an artistic hyperbole and, therefore, an unlikely candidate for the operational
definition of the group.

My approach to LEF is closer to the second definition: an organization centered around a
journal. Such an approach requires precision in identifying the periods of the group and the

position of its members vis-a-vis the journal’s editorial board. All in all, it includes the editorial

32 “JlehoBCKast IpyMIIa KCIIOBEIOBAIA OOLIYIO SCTETHKY M MOPAJh U ObLIa HACTOIBKO CINIOYEHHOM, YTO O HEil
MOJKHO TOBOPHTH MPAKTUUIECKHU KaK O CEKTe. [...] OObeIMHEHHbIE OOIIUMU UACAMH U OOIIUMH BparaMu, OHH
00IIaTUCh IPYT C IPYTOM IMouTH KpyriocytouHo™ (Jangfeldt 2009, 405—406).
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board members (Mayakovsky, Osip Brik, Tretiakov, Rodchenko, Aseev, and Arvatov),?? and the
wealth of LEF’s contributors and collaborators, all of whom formed the circle of LEF’s friends.
As discussed by Oksana Bulgakova, the LEF participants in cinema include: Mayakovsky, Brik,
Tretiakov, and Shklovsky, who all wrote screenplays; directors Dziga Vertov and Sergei
Eisenstein, both of whom were members of the editorial board at different times in the journal’s
history;** and collaborating directors Esfir Shub, Lev Kuleshov, Vitalii Zhemchuzhnyi, Leonid
Obolensky, Leo Isakia, and Mikhail Kalatozov (Bulgakova 1993, 169). I also suggest including
the following figures in LEF’s cinematic circle: Lilia Brik, Isaac Babel, Abram Room, Alexander
Kurs, and Alexander Rodchenko. Although not listed as an editorial member of the journal, Lilia
Brik participated in all of LEF’s activities and wrote five screenplays and librettos.*> Isaac Babel

debuted his best short stories in LEF*® and later formed a working relationship with Sergei

33 Nikolai Chuzhak left the editorial board because, according to Mayakovsky, “he was in the minority on all
organizational and ideological issues” (Maiakovskii 19591, 279). Mayakovsky also described Chuzhak’s approach to
art as “modernized Nadsonovism” [modernizirovannaia nadsonovshchina] (Maiakovskii 1961d, 71). Semyon
Yakovlevich Nadson (1862—-1887) was a Russian poet associated with the intonation of gloom and sorrow in
Russian poetry.

34 Sergei Eisenstein participated only in the first stage of the journal and did not renew his membership for Novyi
LEF.

35 Lilia Brik, with Vitalii Zhemchuzhnyi, co-wrote the screenplay and co-directed Stekliannyi glaz [The Glass Eye]
(1929) (RGALL . 2577 [Lilia Iur'evna Brik], op. 1, ed. khr. 39.). Independently, Lilia Brik wrote another screenplay
titled Liubov' i dolg = Sovremennaia Karmen [Love and Duty = Modern Carmen] (RGALL f. 2577 [Lilia Tur'evna
Brik], op. 1, ed. khr. 41.). Another libretto titled Patentovannaia kraska [Patented Paint] (RGALI, f. 2577 [Lilia
lur'ievna Brik], op. 1, ed. khr. 40.) was Lilia Brik’s cine-adaptation of Nikolai Nekrasov’s short story titled
“Novoizobretennaia privilegirovannaia kraska brat'ev Dirling and Ko. Nepravdopodobnyi rasskaz” [The Newly
Invented Patented Paint of Brothers Dirling and Co. A Fantastic Tale.] (1849-1850). Two additional screenplays by
this author include Leila and Sergei (RGALL, £ 2679 [Lev Vladimirovich Kuleshov], op. 1, ed. khr. 929.) and
Kinopovest' o Mayakovskom [Cine-Novella about Mayakovsky] (RGALIL, f. 2577 [Lilia lur'evna Brik], op. 1, ed.
khr. 720.). With the exception of Stekliannyi glaz, none of the screenplays went into production.

36 In 1923, the fourth issue of LEF published eight short stories by Isaac Babel from both Konarmiia [Red Cavalry]
and Odesskie rasskazy [Odessa Tales] (“Pis'mo” [Letter], “Smert' Dolgusheva” [Death of Dolgushev], “D'iakov”
[Dyakov], “Kolesnikov” [Kolesnikov], “Prishchepa’ [Prishchepa], “Sol™ [Salt], “Korol” [The King], “Kak eto
delalos' v Odesse” [How It Was Made in Odessa]). The following year, the fifth issue of LEF published another
short story titled “Moi pervyi gus” [My First Goose] from the Konarmiia collection.
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Eisenstein.?” Abram Room directed the following films based on Viktor Shklovsky’s
screenplays: Ukhaby [Potholes] (1927), Tret'ia Meshchanskaia [Bed and Sofa] (1927), and Evrei
na zemle [Jews on the Land] (1927), co-written by Shklovsky and Mayakovsky. Alexander Kurs
was a friend of LEF who wrote the screenplay for Lev Kuleshov’s Vasha znakomaia [Y our
Acquaitance] (1927). Leo Esakia directed Amerikanka (1930), whose screenplay was written by
Viktor Shklovsky, and participated in LEF’s 1927 colloquium on cinema. Finally, Alexander
Rodchenko, a core member of the group, worked as an art director on the following films:
Moskva v Oktiabre [Moscow in October] (1927), Vasha znakomaia (1927-1928), Kukla s
millionami [ The Doll with Millions] (1928), and Albidum (1928).
From “Yellow Blouse” to Red LEF3®

For many of LEF’s members, their engagement with cinema dates back to the Futurist
movement of the pre-Revolutionary period. The question of the intersection of Futurism and
cinema remains understudied. In Western scholarship, there is a popular consensus that Russian
Futurism influenced Soviet cinema indirectly as a worldview. For example, in the preface to
Sound, Speech, Music in Soviet and Post-Soviet Cinema, Lilya Kaganovsky and Masha
Salazkina write: “We know that Russian Futurism as an artistic movement had almost no formal
or ideological influence on cinema. Relations between Futurism and cinema appear to have been
marked by outward rejection [...] rather than mutual attraction” (Kaganovsky and Salazkina
2014, 29). At the same time, extensive evidence points to Futurist interest in and direct

engagement with cinema. The two Futurist movies of the pre-Revolutionary period include

37 For more on the collaboration between Babel and Eisenstein, see Belova 1978a.

38 This particular phrase comes from Mayakovsky’s 1926 speech thesis titled “Pop ili master?” [Priest or Master?]
(Maiakovskii 1961c, 163).

29



Drama v kabare No. 13 [Drama in Cabaret No. 13] (1914) and Ia khochu byt' futuristom [1 Want
to Be a Futurist] (1914), which featured the famous circus clown, Vitalii Lazarenko (1890—
1939). The Futurist position on film is well documented in David Burliuk and Mayakovsky’s
publications in Kine-zhurnal (1910-1917) under various names.?* Another three films with
Mayakovsky—Baryshnia i khuligan [The Lady and the Hooligan] (1918), Ne dlia deneg
rodivshiisia [Not Born for Money] (1918), and Zakovannaia fil'moi [Chained by Film] (1918)—
were produced immediately after the Revolution. The same year, Georgii Evangulov, a minor
Futurist poet from Georgia, published his tragic poem “Baron v zaplatannykh shtanakh” [The
Baron in Patched Trousers] (1918), in which the lyric hero’s desire to go to the movies functions
as the plot driver.*’ In 1922, Mayakovsky wrote his programmatic article-manifesto “Kino i
kino” [Cinema and Cinema] in which he outlined his view on the building of the new socialist
cinema: “Communism should reclaim cinema from the speculative leaders. Futurism should
evaporate the deadly waters of inertia and morals.”*! In 1928, Aleksei Kruchenykh’s self-
published collection titled Govoriashchee kino. Stsenarii, kadry, libretto [Talkies. Screenplays.
Movie Images, Librettos] (1928) provided poetic reviews of select movies and his thoughts about

cinema. Its last part included a screenplay-sketch titled “The Birth and Death of LEF” in which

39 For a discussion of the problem of attribution of the pre-Revolutionary articles on cinema written by Burliuk and
Mayakovsky, see Pronin 2019, 21-29.

40 “I could not control my desire / I was driven to hit the bottom ... / So one day / I went to the movies ... /I saw
something there / That I was not able to understand ... / colonnades of wondrous villas / the golden wrists of flexible
hands / I do not have my peace of mind since then, / Oh, Cinema! / You have poisoned me / With the desire for
happiness!”

“He coBiaman s ¢ xaxaoi: / [loTsHyno B3MISIHYTh Ha JHO ... / U BOT omHax el / [Tomen st B kuHO ... / UTo-TO
YBUJIEN TAaKOE, / YETO MHE ITOHSTH HE JaHO ... / ... KoloHHa bl CKa304HBIX BHIUT / THOKUX PYK 30JIOTHIE 3aIsCThsL. /
Ho c tex mop s ve 3Hat0 nokost / O, kuHo! / Ho ¢ Tex mop Tkl MEHs OTpaBHII Xax1oi cuactes ... (Evangulov 1918,
3).

41 “KoMMyHM3M JIOJDKEH OTOOPATL KMHO Y CHEKYJISTUBHBIX OBOABIPEN. / DYyTypH3M JIOJKEH BBINAPUTE MEPTBYHO
BOJIUIy—MeETUTENBHOCTh U Mopaiip” (Maiakovskii 1959b, 29).
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the poet extended the periodization of LEF from 1909 (the year of the very first Futurist
publications) to LEF’s victory and death in 1937 (Kruchenykh 1928, 51-62). Moreover,
throughout the 1920s and 1930s, many figures previously affiliated with Futurism turned to
writing screenplays: Vladimir Mayakovsky, Vasilii Kamenskii, Vadim Shershenevich, Sergei
Tretiakov, Boris Lavrenev, and Nikolai Aseev. The abundance of aforementioned examples
demonstrates that the Futurists had extensive contact with cinema prior to the 1920s. LEF’s
engagement with this medium, however, differed in quality. The summary that follows
elucidates the nature of this difference.

The history of LEF and cinema can be subdivided into the following four periods: (1)
1923-1925; (2) 1926-1927; (3) 1927-1928; and (4) 1928-1934. Let us examine each of these in
turns. The formative period begins in 1923 when the third issue of the journal LEF published two
programmatic texts by Sergei Eisenstein and Dziga Vertov. In his article “Montazh
attraktsionov” [The Montage of Attractions], dedicated to the staging of a play by Ostrovsky,
Eisenstein formulated his principles of montage, which he would later apply to his film-works,
for the first time:

The new device is a free montage of arbitrarily selected effects (attractions) which are

independent (and also exist outside of the given composition and the plot), but with the

precise goal of achieving a specific final thematic effect, i.e., montage of attractions.*?
Prior to 1923, the Kinoks group, led by Vertov, was already known for its manifestos (“WE:

Variant of a Manifesto,” 1919) and a number of newsreels.** In his LEF publication “Kinoki.

42 «[...] HOBBIH MPUEM—CBOOOIHBIN MOHTAX MPOU3BOJILHO BHIOPAHHBIX, CAMOCTOSTENBHEIX (TAKKE U BHE JAHHOH

KOMITO3HMIINH 1 CIO’KETHOH CIIEHKH JICHCTBYIONINX) BO3AEHCTBUI (aTTPaKI[MOHOB), HO C TOYHOH YCTAaHOBKOW Ha
OTIpe/IeNICHHBII KOHEUHBIH TeMaTHYecKui 3 pekT—MoHTax arTpakinoHoB” (Eizenshtein 1923, 71).

43 Godovshchina Revoliutsii [The Anniversary of October Revolution] (1918); Mozg Sovetskoi Rossii [The Brain of
Soviet Russia] (1919); Boi pod Tsaritsynom [The Battle of Tsaritsyn] (1919); Protsess Mironova [The Trial of
Mironov] (1919); Vskrytie moshchei Sergiia Radonezhskogo [The Unveiling of the Remains of Sergii of
Radonezh]—the authorship for this film is contested by Dziga Vertov, Lev Kuleshov, and Eduard Tisse (Tsivian
2004, 400); Literaturno-instruktorskii agit-parokhod VTsIK “Krasnaia Zvezda” [The Red Star Literary Instructional
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Perevorot” [Kinoki. The Takeover], Vertov compiled fragments of his earlier writings with
transcriptions of the group’s meetings and postulated the following principles:
1. The use of the film camera as the cine-eye, which is more perfect than the human eye**
2. A new understanding of the newsreel*
3. A system of montage based on the work of a mechanical cine-eye, which “contests the
visual conception of the world produced by the human eye”*

Whereas Eisenstein theorized his montage of attractions as a tool to achieve an emotional
impact on the viewer, Vertov’s principles aimed for profound changes, both in cine-language and
in the evolution of man, “the electric youth”:

“I am the cine-eye, I am creating a man more perfect than Adam who was created. I

create thousands of various humans by using various blueprints and outlines” (Vertov

1923, 140).

These two positions would inform LEF’s cine-polemics for the next five years. In a separate
publication titled Reviziia Levogo Fronta v sovremennom russkom iskusstve [The Revision of
Left Front in Contemporary Russian Art] (1925), Viktor Pertsov summed up the intersection of
LEF and cinema by underscoring the position of the Kinoks, emphasizing its importance in
“scientific and pedagogical cinema” (Pertsov 1925, 54), and remarking that “screenplay-based

cinema is only starting to develop” (ibid., 55). He further formulated the general task for

contemporary cinema as “the problem of fixing historical experience in its visual representation”
y

Agit-Steamer of the All-Russia Central Executive Committee] (1919); Agitpoezd VTsIK [The Agit-Train of the All-
Russia Central Executive Committee] (1921); Istoriia grazhdanskoi voiny [The History of the Civil War] (1921);
Protsess pravykh esserov / protsess esserov [The Trial of the Right S.R.s./ The Trial of the S.R.s.] (1922).

44 «[...] ucmonp30BaHKEe KUHO-AMIIApaTa, Kak KMHO-TIIa3a, 60Jiee COBEPIICHHOTO, YEM TJIa3 YeIOBeYecKuii [ ...]”
(Vertov 1923, 138).

45 «[...] HoBOe moHMManue kuHO-xponukn™ (ibid., 143).

46 «“[...] ocriapuBaroNIMii 3pUTENBHOE TIPE/CTABIEHUE O MUPE Y YenoBedeckoro rasa’ (ibid.).
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(ibid.). In its next iteration, the journal Novyi LEF would address the scope of these tasks
delineated by Pertsov.

Another curious publication dedicated to cinema took place on pages of Krysodav, a
satirical journal the three issues of which were published in July—October of 1923. To a certain
extent, it is possible to describe Krysodav as LEF’s side project in that it featured contributions
by the LEF’s founders and closest associates: Vladimir Mayakovsky, Osip Brik, Sergei
Tretiakov, Nikolai Aseev, Nikolai Chuzhak, Igor' Terent'iev, and Aleksei Kruchenykh. The third
issue of Krysodav published a two-page graphic satire under the pen name Ver-nef with
drawings by Boris Zemenkov. The article represents a satire on the mores of bourgeois society—
gambling and dancing—in which Charlie Chaplin assumes the role of the moral police.
Disappointed with Western society, he joins the Soviet Dinamo sports club and engages in its
health promotion policies (Ver-nef 1923: 9—10). This Krysodav publication is significant for
understanding the extent of LEF’s film criticism in 1923. In other words, when the journal was
launched, the medium of cinema was only important to the group as an agitational and didactic
tool, while a more nuanced discussion of the film theory was the prerogative of the filmmakers
themselves.

During LEF’s two-year existence, the joint cinematic output of its contributors and
collaborators included the following titles:

1. Sergei Eisenstein directed Dnevnik Glumova [Glumov’s Diary] (1923), Stachka [Strike]

(1925), and Bronenosets Potemkin [Battleship Potemkin] (1925).
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2. Dziga Vertov made a number of newsreels: Kino-pravda (1925),*” Goskinokalendar' [State
Kino-Calendar];*® the three special issues of Daesh’ vozdukh! [You Give Us the Air!] (1923);
Segodnia [Today]; Avtomobil' (GUM) [Automobile (GUM)]; Pervoe maia v Moskve /
Prazdnik pervogo maia v Moskve [The 1% of May in Moscow / The 1st of May Celebration in
Moscow] (1923); Kino-Glaz na pervoi razvedke: pervaia seriia tsikla “Zhizn' vrasplokh™
[Kino-Eye on its First Reconaissance Mission: First Episode of the Cycle “A Life Caught
Unawares”] (1924); Pervyi Oktiabr' bez Il'icha [The First October Without Ilyich] (1925).
Vertov also directed the graphic animation of Sovetskie igrushki [Soviet Toys] (1924) and
Iumoreski [Humoresques] (1924).

3. Vasilii Kamenskii wrote the screenplay for Sem'ia Gribushinykh [The Gribushin Family]
(1923).

4. Nikolai Aseev wrote the screenplay for Neobychainye prikliucheniia Mistera Vesta v strane
bol'shevikov [The Extraordinary Adventures of Mr. West in the Land of the Bolsheviks]
(1924).

5. Isaac Babel wrote the intertitles for Evreiskoe schast'ie [Jewish Luck] (1925).%

During this first period, LEFists did not view cinema as the group’s direction or activity.

Vladimir Mayakovsky’s notebooks from 1925 include such categories as “LEF in poetry, LEF in

prose, LEF in advertisement, and LEF in theater” (Maiakovskii 1961c, 157), while “LEF and

cinema” is missing from his agenda. It would be another year before Mayakovsky decided in

47 Kino-Pravda was a newsreel film journal. Its twenty-three reels have appeared from June 5, 1922 to March 1925.
For in-depth information, see Tsivian 2004, 403-405.

48 Fifty-seven issues of Goskinokalendar' came out from April 1923 to May 5, 1925.
49 This and the following lists of films and screenplays constitute the joint output by the filmmakers and

collaborators associated with LEF as a group. These lists do not represent the the Cinema of LEF as a separate
category, which requires in-depth critical discussion and theoretical grounding.
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favor of LEF’s engagement with cinema, and another two years for the category to appear in his
notebooks.>® His eventual interest in cinema was conditioned by two events: the closure of the
journal and LEF’s need for international representation, which he thought could be grounded in
the internationally understood language of cinema. In a note titled “O kinorabote” [ About
Cinema-Work] (1926), Mayakovsky writes:

I like film work mainly because it does not require translation. For ten years, I have had

enough of explaining the beauty of the “Left March” to foreigners. The word “Left,”

when applied to art, even if you translate it, does not mean anything to them. Frequent

travels have forced me to think about engaging with international art of some sort.>!
Ironically, a year would pass before the release of the first feature-length talkie film in the West
(The Jazz Singer, 1927) and another five years before the demonstration of fragments of the first
Soviet sound film, Putevka v Zhizn' [Road to Life] (1931).

The Beginning of the Kino-Podenshchina Y ears>*

The year 1926 was a turning point for LEF, which had lost its journal earlier in the year
when Gosizdat ended its publication. During the years 1926—1927, the group’s critics turned to
filmmaking. The increase in film production (from 58 films in 1925 to 89 films in 1926 and 104

in 1927) (Taylor and Christie 1988, 424) caused a deficit of good professional screenplays,

which, in turn, prompted the Soviet film studios to attract professional writers to work for

S0 “LEF and cinema” as a separate category appears in Mayakovsky’s notes only in 1927 (Maiakovskii 1961a, 166).

51 “KunopaboTa MHE HPaBUTCSI TJIABHBIM 00PAa30M TEM, YTO €€ He HaJI0 MePEBOIUTh. 51 HAMYyUHJICS, ACCATHIH roJ
00BsICHSIS1 HTHOCTPaHI[aM KpacoTs! ‘JIeBoro Mapima’ a y HUX CJIOBO ‘JIEBBIH B IPUMEHEHHH K UCKYCCTBY, Ja)e €CIIH
€ro NMepeBecTH, HUYero He 3HauMuT. (...) HacTas e3/1a 3acTaBisieT MeHs {yMaTh O CEphE3HOM 3aHITHH KaKUM-HHOY b
WHTEpHAIMOHAIBHBIM nckyccTBoM™ (Maiakovskii 1959c¢, 125).

52 Viktor Shklovsky’s concept of literaturnaia podenshchina was theorized in the eponymous collection published
in 1930. Erroneously translated in Shklovsky’s reader as a potboiler work (an inferior work produced chiefly for
profit), podenshchina actually denotes the idea of work-journey, literary daily labor, or temp labor. It signifies a new
regime of freelance writing in journalism and cinema that emerged in the 1920s as a response to the political and
social exigencies of the time. Podenshchina reflected not so much the material needs of the writer but rather his or
her professional ethos and social obligation. For more on the topic, see Kalinin 2014.
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cinema. Thus, the so-called “second literary wave of cinema” began. Theorized by Sergei
Eisenstein (Eisenstein 1964, 274-279) and later by Viktor Shklovsky (Shklovsky 1930, 100—
104), this period was marked by the following transitions: the rise of the screenplay’s role for the
entire process of film production, and a change in screenwriting format from an iron to a literary
scenario.’® The film press of the time described the screenplay situation in terms of scarcity,
famine, crisis, and frenzy®* and ran extensive coverage of writers in cinema ranging from articles
and poems to feuilletons and caricature drawings. For example, in a satirical poem published in
Kino (Moscow) on February 23, 1926, the famous parodist Alexander Arkhangel'skii uses the
metaphor of “field work™ for authors in cinema. He points out the lack of artistic freedom and
predicts that writers will return to literature. Out of five names mentioned in the poem, four were

members of LEF: Babel, Tretiakov, Shklovsky, and Aseev (Arkhangel'skii 1926, 2).

Kpyrosopot Rotation
... TIMCaTeNIM YU B KUHO. ... the writers turned to working in film as if
OHu, KaK B MOpe KaHYJIH. They have sunk into the sea.
Ho Mope ux He mpuHUMaeT. But the sea does not accept them.
B. lIxioBckwmii V. Shklovsky
0O3a604eHBI U XMYPBI Anxious and gloomy
(Pa3BepHyThCs HE qaHO!) (No room to breathe!)
Ot noseit muTeparypsl Writers flee from literature
[IpyT nucaTenu B KMHO. To the movies in droves.
Cpenpb OyJIeHOBOK 1 cabelb Amid Red Army hats and sabers
OcrenuTenbHO BEIUK Dazzling in all his glory
Heckazannebiii ckauer babenb The ineffable Babel gallops
C opnunapuem beneit Kpuk. With Benya Krik, his orderly.
3epHa pudm Be3ze paccesis, Scattering the rhyme-grains all over,
30JI0THIM TICHSICh PYHOM, Captivated by the golden rune,

33 Scholars who worked on this problem are Natalia Gornitskaia, Stella Gurevich, Alla Kovalova, Maria
Belodubrovskaya, Anka Henning, and Rashit Iangirov.

54 For more on the topic of the screenwriting famine, see Gornitskaia 11-28.
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MuuTcs k puanTy AceeB—
CosioBbEM 3ameTh B KMHO.

I[Tpopsruatens u3 Kuras®>
(ITpopsryan u 661 TakoB!)
OxuHouusCs, BpocTast

B KaJphbl IUICHKHU, TPEThIKOB.

CkyueH nmpuku repoapuii,
I1yTp 1 1enp B ApyroM KOHIIE.
WNubep nenaet cueHapuit

0 BECHYIIIKaX Ha JIUIIE.

Yto nucaTen, Io3ThI!
Heinue IkioBckoMy JaHo
HaBopauuBats CroxeTbl

B pa3Bopo4eHHOM KHHO.

Ho, kiokouer rueB, kKak reusep,
OT KMHO HEBAXKHBIN MPOK.
Cuenapucros 'onbaenseiizep®
Pexer Bionb u nonepex.

CreHapHCThI 37161 U XMYPbI
(Pa3BepHyThCs HE HaHO!)
Ha nons nureparypst
[TpyT 06paTHO U3 KHHO.

Aseev rushes toward the finish line—
To sing like a nightingale on screen.

The Proarphet from China
(Made a roar, then made off!)
Tretiakov is encinemaed,

in filmstock head-to-toe.

The lyrical herbarium is boring—
Her path and goal lie in another place:
Inber is writing a screenplay

about a freckled face.

It’s not just writers and poets!
Shklovsky, too, is engaged

In convoluting the plots

Of films unfurled and made strange.

Anger bubbles like a geyser—
What good are movies, pray tell?
Right now, Goldenweiser

Is slashing screenwriters to hell.

The writers are mad and gloomy
(No room to breathe!)

They flee back to literature
From the movies in droves.

Al. Arkhangel'skii®’

A caricature drawing by E. Klein (Figure 1.1), accompanied by a short satirical poetic
text signed under the pen name Iamaika, shows the duplicity of the critics-turned-screenwriters’

position: they are depicted as the two-faced Roman god Janus. Similarly, in 1930, Kukryniksy

55 The author alludes to the popular play by Sergei Tretiakov titled Rychi, Kitai! [Roar, China!] (1926), which
described the revolutionary struggle of Chinese port workers against the American colonizers.

56 A playwright, theater director, screenwriter, and literary translator, Lev Goldenveizer was the head of literary
department of Goskino USSR from 1927 to 1937.

57 All poetry translations in this dissertation were edited by Boris Dralyuk, unless otherwise noted.
poctry Yy yu
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depicted Viktor Shklovsky as a two-faced Janus in their 1930 collaboration with Alexander

Arkhangel'skii (Figure 1.2).

oy g ‘o

v P, EoKnelin,

IBYJIUKHVI SIHYC.

«H passeaoch e KHHO-AEHT!
.OTKyna croapko nper Ge3mapu?»
Tak XMypo IISNYEeT peneHIeHT,
VIKHYBIUKM HOC B "yXoii cueHapuii.

Yywoe Hac Gpocaer B Apokbl
Bpatuts qywoe—He obuaro.
‘Ho . cpoil . cueaapuii®—0u - Xopou!
B gem paxe n-Gpesua we BaiHo!

' s L SIMAFIKA.

Figure 1.1. Two-Faced Janus, caricature by E. Klein (1927)°®

«U pa3Benoch ke KHHO-JICHT! “Far too many films these days!

OTKyJIa cToIbKO mpet 6e3mapu?» Where did these hacks all come from?”
Tak XMypo IIem4eT peLeH3eHT, Nose buried in somebody’s screenplay,
VYKTHYBIIN HOC B 4y»KOH CIIEHApUH. The critic grumbles and harrumphs.
Yy:xoe Hac OpocaeTt B IPOKb! What others do can make you shiver!
Bpauuts gyxoe—ne 00uaHO! Easy to trash what others write.

Ho cBoii crienapuii?—OH xopori! But your own screenplay—it’s a wonder!
B Hewm naxe u OpeBHA HE BUHO! Can’t even see the beam in it!

(Iamaika 1926, 2).

58 Jamaika is the nom de plume of the Soviet satirist who published in the cine-press of the 1920s, mainly Kino and
Sovetskii ekran. lamaika worked in collaboration with various comic artists, with Getmanskii being his most
consistent collaborator.
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Figure 1.2. Viktor Shklovsky, caricature by Kukryniksy (1930)

During this time period, Mayakovsky signed several contracts with VUFKU (All-
Ukrainian Photo Cinema Administration) for writing screenplays. Shklovsky began working for
Sovkino (All-Russian Photo Cinematographic Shareholding Company) where he headed the
screenplay department of its Leningrad branch. Brik started a new job at Mezhrabprom-Rus
(Workers International Relief Shareholding Company) where he became an adjunct consultant
and directed its screenplay department from the end of 1926 to the beginning of 1927. Tretiakov
served as a literary consultant for Goskinprom Gruzii (State Cinematographic Industry of
Georgia). Yuri Tynianov became one of the creators of Screenwriting Department of Lenfilm

(Leningrad Film Studio) and the Film Department of the State Art History Institute in Leningrad.
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LEF’s circle of friends took shape during this time and included Sergei Eisenstein, Dziga Vertov,
Esfir Shub, Lev Kuleshov, Vitalii Zhemchuzhnyi, Leonid Obolenskii, Mikhail Kalatozov, and
Isaac Babel among others (Bulgakova 1993, 169).

Additionally, authors associated with LEF started writing for Sovetskii ekran [Soviet
Screen]. In 1926, Alexander Kurs became its editor-in-chief, and the magazine started to feature
cover and graphic art aesthetically similar to the style of Alexander Rodchenko, albeit the artist’s
name is missing from its pages. About a third of Sovetskii ekran staff were associated with LEF,
including Nikolai Aseev, Isaac Babel, Osip Brik, Semyon Kirsanov, Lev Kuleshov, Mikhail
Levidov, Piotr Neznamov, Viktor Pertsov, Abram Room, Sergei Tretiakov, Viktor Shklovsky,
and Sergei Eisenstein. Other contributors included a member of OPOJAZ Boris Eichenbaum, as
well as poets Anatoli Marienhof, Vadim Shershenevich, Tikhon Churilin, Osip Mandelshtam,
and a constructivist Alexei Gan.

LEF’s work of this period was commemorated in a poem by Varvara Stepanova, the wife

of Aleksandr Rodchenko, who had worked at Mezhrabpom for some time as a production

designer.
...JIE® Ham ene nepxxurcs, ...Our LEF is barely holding on,
BHUJIUMOCTb OJIHA: it’s just a facade:
B MexpaOnome BCTpEeTHMCH, we’ll meet at Mezhrabpom,
IIOKA Ke but for now,
KTO Kyna. [...] everyone goes their own
Canyiaiics npukasy, way. [...]
neBast Oparsa: Listen to the order,
MeXpabIioMpb HE cpazy— lads of the Left:
10 OJIHOMY, 110 JBa. |...] go Mezhrabpoming not right away—
JIE®b1 ObLTH— one at a time, two at a time. [...]
OoJIbIIIE HET: There used to be LEFs
(GUIBMBI JIeNIaTh y4aTcs. but no more:

they are learning to make films.>

59 This poem was translated by Natalie Ryabchikova. For in-depth discussion, see Ryabchikova 2019.
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Stepanova penned this poem in October of 1927 and then recorded in her diary a comment made
by Lilia Brik: “T don’t like jokes that look like the truth” (Stepanova 1994, 215; also cited in
Ryabchikova 2019, 74).
Members of LEF circle produced the following films in 1926-1927:
1. Sergei Eisenstein directed Oktiabr' [October] (1927).
2. Isaac Babel wrote screenplays for Kar'era Beni Krika [Career of Benia Krik] (1926), which
was originally intended for Sergei Eisenstein.
3. Dziga Vertov directed two newsreels: Shestaia chast' mira [ The Sixth Part of the World]
(1926) and Shagai, Sovet! [Stride, Soviet!] (1926).
4. Viktor Shklovsky wrote the screenplays for Prostitutka [ The Prostitute] (1926) (in co-
authorship; the film was edited by Esfir Shub), Predatel’ [The Traitor] (1926), Po zakonu [By
the Law] (1926), and Kryl'ia kholopa [The Wings of a Serf] (1926).
5. Yuri Tynianov wrote the screenplay for Shinel’ [Overcoat] (1926).
The Cine-Platform
In 1927, the journal reopened under the title of Novyi LEF and proclaimed its goal to be
the “technology of Soviet culture.” Vladimir Mayakovsky explained the journal’s purpose in the
following way:
What is LEF? It is a group of people working on the technology of our culture inasmuch
as this technology is dictated by the proletariat and the revolution, and because the

proletariat and the revolution demand a change of old forms and their replacement by
new, socialist forms. This is the central premise of our journal.®

60 “Yro taxoe ‘Jle’? DTo—rpymnma rosei, paboTarOIMX Ha/l TEXHOJIOTHEN HANIEN KyJIBTYpPBI, TOCKOJIBKY OHa
JMKTYETCS MPOJIETAPUATOM, PEBOJIIONUEN 1 MOCKOJIBKY IIPOJIETAPHAT U PEBOJIOLMS TPEOYIOT U3MEHEHHUS BCEX
cTapbiX ()OPM M 3aMEHBI HOBBIMH, COIMATTMCTHYECKUMH. DTO—OCHOBHAS YCTaHOBKA HAILIETO XypHaia”
(Maiakovskii 1959g, 501-502).
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The third period lasted from 1927 to 1928 and can be characterized by its movement toward a
united cine-platform. Although not finalized and articulated in a single text, this platform is
reconstructed from the select articles published on the pages of Novyi LEF. While the group
lacked a single prescriptive concept of the new cinema, its aesthetic unity was articulated
through a binary opposition between “ours and theirs.”! One good example of this rhetoric is the
article “Nashe kino” [Our Cinema], which Tretiakov wrote for the international cinematographic
exhibition in the Hague in 1928. All the directors mentioned by Tretiakov—Estfir Shub, Dziga
Vertov, Lev Kuleshov, Abram Room, Vsevolod Pudovkin, and Sergei Eisenstein—were either
close to LEF or worked in collaboration with one of LEF’s contributors. The article became part
of a brochure titled Kino—mezhdunarodnyi iazyk dlia vzaimoponimaniia narodov [Cinema as the
International Language of People’s Mutual Understanding], which was translated into English,
German, and French (Treti'akov and Ratiani 2010, 38). The beginning of Tretiakov’s article was
published in the fifth issue of Novyi LEF under the title “What Sustains Cinema” [Chem zhivo
kino].
Soviet cinematography of the left, unlike that of the right wing, carries out, in more or
less a clear manner, the two main social functions of our time: demonstration of the fact,
i.e., its informational function, and activation of the viewer, that is, its agitational
function. [...] Cinema as the intellectualizer and emotionalizer—these are the two sides
from which cinema serves the active construction of our new reality.®?

The following survey of these articles published by LEF will explore the group’s views on

cinema and help to speculate on the factors its joint platform could have entailed.

8! For detailed analysis of the language of LEF criticism, see Kirillov 2006.

62 «Jlepast coBeTCKas KWHeMATOrpadus, B MPOTUBOIOJIOKHOCTE TPABOMY KPBUTY €€, ¢ OONbIIEH Wi MEHBIIE
SICHOCTBIO OCYIIIECTBIISIET B CBOEH paboTe /IBE IIIaBHBIE COIMAIbHBIC (QYHKIMHU HAIIETO BPEMEHH: 1okKa3 (akra, To
ecTb (DyHKIHIO MH(OPMAIIMOHHYIO, ¥ aKTHBU3ALMIO 3PUTEIIS, TO €CTh (PYHKIHMIO arnTannoHHy’o. [...| Kuno kak
WHTEJUIEKTYaJIM3aToOp U KMHO KaK 3MOIMOHAIIN3aTOP—BOT JIBE CTOPOHBI, KOTOPBIMU KHHO CITY>KHT aKTHBHOMY
CTPOUTENBCTBY Halel HoBoi nerictButensHocT (Tret'iakov 1928b, 27-28).
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In 1927, the first issue of Novyi LEF featured an article by Viktor Pertsov titled “Grafik
sovremennogo Lefa” [Schedule of Contemporary LEF] in which the author conceptualized
LEF’s contribution to cinema in terms of the creation of an experimental filmmaking platform:

When the newest technology brought cinema to the fore as a means of impact, LEF has

immediately set the highest records of Soviet (and international) filmmaking. This did not

happen by accident. LEF has brought up such figures of cinematic high culture as

Eisenstein, Vertov, Shklovsky, Tretiakov, and Brik—the avant-garde of the Soviet film

directors and filmmakers. The very selection of these people who set off to build the

young cinema illustrates LEF’s spirit of innovation.®
The proceeding theoretical conversation included the following publications: the article “My
ischem” [We Are Seeking] (“My ishchem™ 1927, 1-2) and the round table discussion, “Lef i
kino” [LEF and Cinema] (“Lef i kino” 1927, 50—70), both published in the 11/12 issue of Novyi
LEF; Boris Arvatov’s afterword to this discussion (Arvatov 1928, 34-37); film reviews of Dziga
Vertov’s Odinnadtsatyi [The Eleventh Year] and Sergei Eisenstein’s Oktiabr’ (Brik et al. 1928,
1-4); as well as Tretiakov’s final remarks published in two articles: “Bol'shaia oshibka” [Big
Mistake] (Tret'iakov 1928a, 1-2) and “Prodolzhenie sleduet” [To Be Continued] (Tret'iakov
1928c, 1-4). These texts lay the foundation of LEF’s collective views on cinema from which its
position can be crystallized.

The preface to the 11/12 issue of Novyi LEF titled “My ischem” reconfirms LEF’s
orientation toward both cinematography of fact and agitational function (“My ishchem” 1927, 2).

It rightly assesses the group’s development as a stage at which they are only learning to make

films and are taking the first steps toward developing its film theory (ibid.). LEF’s immediate

63 “Korna HoBeiias TeXHUKa BBIIBHHYJIA B TIEPBBIN Pasps/l CPEJICTB BO3AEHCTBUA KUHO, Jled mocTaBun ¢ Mecta
camble BBICOKHE PEKOPJIbI COBETCKOH (M MUPOBOI) KMHeMaTorpaduy. DTo IPOU30IUIO He cirydaiiHo. Jled Bocnuran
JUTSl KHHO-PaOOTHUKOB BBICOKOM KyNbTYphI: Dif3eniureiiH, Bepros, llIknoBckuii, TpeTssikos, bpuk—asanrapn
COBETCKOH KHHO-PEXUCCYPHI M KWHO 001ecTBeHHOCTH. CaMBblii 3TOT 0TOOD JIf0iel, KOTOpbIe ABUHYIUCH B
CTPOUTENILCTBO MOJIOZOTO KHHO-JIeJa, MoKa3aTelieH s JedoBckoro HoBatopckoro Hioxa” (Pertsov 1927, 17).
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goal, according to the article, is to analyze the social function of various genres and determine
which of those they will support in the future (ibid.).

It is not surprising that the colloquium “LEF i kino,” the transcript of which was
published in the same issue, featured a variety of opinions and approaches. Its participants (Brik,
Zhemchuzhnyi, Lavinskii, Mchavariani, Neznamov, Pertsov, Tretiakov, Shub, Shklovsky, and
Esakia) discussed the principles of the classification of material between the documentary and
drama. Tretiakov suggested separating films into three categories: flagrantnyi (or documentary,
meaning non-distorted),% igrovoi (played), and instsenirovannyi (drama) (“Lef i kino” 1927, 51).
Viktor Shklovsky proposed to differentiate between fabul'nye (fabula-driven) films vs.
nefabul'nye (plotless cinema) (ibid., 57). Eisenstein’s films, according to Shklovsky, were
classified as plotless cinema. Regarding LEF’s de-facto work in cinema, Osip Brik
acknowledged the difference between the group’s declared goal to create more leftist newsreels
and his individual (together with Shklovsky) cine-praxis by stating that they had to do what they
could under the circumstances.®> The same statement can be equally extrapolated to the rest of
the group members.

The third issue of Novyi LEF published in 1928 features an article “Kinoplatforma” in

which Boris Arvatov, who was absent from the colloquium, gives his response to the discussion

% The word flagrantnyi is a historic term from the 1920s used by LEFs and the formalists. By flagrantnyi material,
they meant unmodified historic footage, but they distinguished the gradations of changes that specific footage
underwent.

65 “Why is it that the LEF group would like to assume the responsibility for everything that is happening in
cinematography? I personally work at Mezhrabrom ‘Rus',” and I do not assume any responsibility. Both Shklovsky
and I are working in a certain department, the screenwriting department. We influence [the cinema] inasmuch as we
can.” / “MBsl, 1edoBIBL, XOTUM OpaTh Ha ce0s1 OTBETCTBEHHOCTH 3a BCE, UTO JOJDKHO JAENaThcs B KuHemMarorpaduu. S
aHo pabotato B Mexxpadnom ‘Pycu’ u He Gepy Ha ce0s HuKakoii orBetcTBeHHOCTH. U 1 1 LlIki10BCKMit paboTaem
TaM TOJIKO B OIIPEJIENICHHOM II€XY, B CIIEHAPHOM IIeXy. [TockoIbKy MBI MOKeM BiusiTh, MBI BiusteM” (“Lef i kino”
1927, 69).
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and summarizes LEF’s position on cinema. As a theorist of productionism, Arvatov removed the
opposition between the newsreel and played cinema by showing their potential (Arvatov 1928,
34). Additionally, he warned against the aestheticization of the movie frame (ibid., 35-36), and
underscored the social function of art by identifying its main criteria, that is, the way art is
produced and consumed (ibid., 36-37). Arvatov saw the end goal of LEF’s cine-platform as
abolishing movie theaters and the creation of cinema departments in factories and research
institutions with the purpose of educating new generations of filmmakers and carrying out
cinematic research (ibid., 37). Arvatov’s emphasis on aggressive future-leftist ideology as the
primary unifying factor of leftist cinema allowed the existence of a variety of transitional forms
(the primary topic of LEF’s debate). According to him, “one has to search for the social and class
distinctions of artworks not inside the immanent artistic production, but on the outside—in the
ways it is produced and consumed.”*® Arvatov’s sociological approach removed the tensions and
disagreements between various LEF members (discussed at length by Bulgakova) and provided a
theoretical basis for the phenomenon of the Cinema of LEF under the umbrella of
productionism:®’

The productionist movement in art (Novyi LEF being one of its main participants), is

socially oriented through and through. Its program is built not on the properties of the

product, but on the properties of the social process of artistic production: the criteria of

“productionism” or “non-productionism” relies on who, how, with what practical goal is
making the film.®

86 “CornmansHoe, KIIacCOBOE OTIIMYME XY/I0KECTBEHHBIX TIPOM3BEIEHUH CIIEyET NCKATh HE BHYTPH HX, HE B
MMMaHEHTHO-XY/I0)KECTBEHHOH MPOIYKIIMH, a BHE eée—B CII0c00ax ee MpOon3BOICTBA M oTpedneHus” (Arvatov
1927, 36).

7 By productionism [proizvodstvennichestvo], I understand a theoretical model developed by Boris Arvatov (1896-
1940) that manifested in the avant-garde orientation toward an industrial approach aimed at producing socially
useful objects. Arvatov’s theoretical ideas contributed to shaping art, literature, cinema, and aesthetics in the 1920s
and informed the transition from avant-garde to socialist realism. For a detailed analysis of the evolution of
productionism, see McCauley 1995.

68 “IIpor3BOACTBEHHOE JBUKEHHUE B UCKYCCTBE, OJJHUM U3 TJIABHEUIIMX YYaCTHUKOB KOTOPOTO siBisieTcs ‘HoBbiit
Jled,” HACKBO3H CONMATBHO, U €T0 MPOTPaMMa CTPOUTCS HE Ha CBOMCTBAX MPOIYKTa, a HA CBOMCTBAaX
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In practical terms, this means that any film produced by the members of the LEF group and its
distant circle, which used a specific approach associated with the ideology of the group, even if
packaged in a narrative-base form, belongs to the Cinema of LEF.

The next issue of the journal put the group’s theories to the test. In the article “Ring Lefa”
[LEF’s Ring], Osip Brik, Viktor Pertsov, and Viktor Shklovsky responded to two new films,
Dziga Vertov’s Odinnadtsatyi (1928) and Oktiabr' (1927) by Sergei Eisenstein and Gregory
Aleksandrov. Both films were made to commemorate the decennial anniversary of the October
Revolution. In his introduction, Osip Brik criticized Vertov for the absence of a screenplay and
plot motivation (Brik et al. 1928, 27-28) and incriminated that “the movement toward
documentary films is being halted by the filmmakers’ general disregard for scripts.”®’
Contemporary documentary cinema, according to Brik, suffered from the absence of screenplays
and plots. Brik further articulated LEF’s position on cinema in his critique of Oktiabr'. The main
point of criticism was the excessive freedom the directors took in portraying historical events:

LEF’s position that facts should be the basis of cinematic art seems too narrow [to

Eisenstein], his artistic freedom is way too limited by empirical reality. Eisenstein does

not want to understand cinema as a way of depicting reality, he claims to create

philosophical cine-essays. We believe that this is a mistake [...]”7°

Shklovsky and Pertsov joined the discussion of Oktiabr'. Pertsov criticized Eisenstein’s

departure from historical veracity but acknowledged his own inability to estimate the artistic

00IIIECTBEHHOTO TPOIIecca Xy J0KECTBEHHOTO ITPOM3BOICTBA: KEM, KaK, C KaKOH MPaKTHUECKOH [eJTbI0
MIPOU3BOANTCS (PHIIBMa—BOT KPUTEPUI ‘TIPON3BOICTBEHHOCTH WJIM ‘Herpon3BoacTBeHHocTH ~ (Arvatov 1927, 36).

69 «T...] nBUXeHME BIIEPE HEMTPOBOM (PUIIEMBI TOPMO3UTCS Ceiuac MpeHeOpekeHreM pabOTHUKOB K CLIEHAPUIO”
(ibid., 28).

70 “JlehoBCKast TOUKA 3PEHHS, YTO OCHOBHBIM B KHHOUCKYCCTBE SBJIETCSA MATEPUAN, KAYKETCS €My CIMIIKOM y3KOIi,
CITUIIKOM MPUKOBBIBAIOIIEH TBOPUECKUH B3JIET K peabHON IMIMPUKE. DU3CHIUTEHH HE XOUET MOHUMAaTh
KHHEMaTOTrpaHIio KaK CIoco0 MmoKas3a peaqbHON NeHCTBUTEIILHOCTH, OH MPeTeHIyeT Ha (uiocodcekue
KHHOTpaKTaThl. MBI MoJaraeM, 94to 3To ommoka [...]” (ibid., 33).
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innovation of the film (ibid., 34). Shklovsky underscored Eisenstein’s formal innovation in
Oktiabr' and offered a sophisticated analysis of the film’s montage sequences.

All in all, in the third period of LEF’s existence, the crystallization of the group’s
theoretical position on cinema revolved around the development of socialist cine-genres and the
codification of reality effects. Much of this discussion can be read as a reaction to the strong
positions represented by Eisenstein and Vertov, wherein each of the participants aimed to
formulate and articulate his own vision of the dilemma. The further development of individual
creative platforms increased the theoretical gap between LEF’s members. Arvatov’s sociological
approach to cinema production united all of these divergent theoretical directions. At the same
time, LEF’s cine-praxis could not meet the expectations set by the theoretical premise of the
group due to the collective nature of authorship in cinema and strict government control.

The End of LEF

From 1927 onwards, Novyi LEF was tormented by conflicts. The journal was attacked by
Viacheslav Polonskii, the editor of Novyi mir. In two articles—“Zametki zhurnalista: Lef ili
blef?” [The Journalist’s Notes: LEF or Bluff?] and “Blef prodolzhaietsia” [The Bluff
Continues],—Polonskii accused LEF of “hypertrophied individualism” and “a continuation of
the pre-Revolutionary ‘bohemian’ habits of Futurism” (Polonskii 1927). As a result, LEF’s
contributor Boris Pasternak left the group in the summer of 1927.7! Another conflict between
Viktor Shklovsky and Lilia Brik’? prompted Mayakovsky and Osip Brik to leave the group on
September 26, 1928, together with Nikolai Aseev, Semen Kirsanov, Alexander Rodchenko, and

Vitalii Zhemchuzhnyi. Vladimir Mayakovsky explained his departure at his lecture titled “Levee

"I For in-depth analysis of Boris Pasternak’s reasons for leaving LEF, see Shcherbin 1983, 684-702.

72 For details on the conflict between Shklovsky and Lilia Brik, see Gratchev and Evdokimova 2019, 30.
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Lefa” [More Left Than LEF], which took place on September 26, 1928 (and later on Septermber
29) by stating that LEF’s work was acquiring the air of a group eccentricity of sorts,” that the
time of small groups in art was over,’* and that although LEF in its previous format no longer
existed, it did not mean that their “struggle for a left art will, even for a minute, become lesser.”’>
In October of 1929, Mayakovsky declared the opening of a new literary group, REF
[Revolutionary Front of the Arts], but this intention was short-lived. On January 3, 1930,
Mayakovsky wrote a letter asking to join RAPP (the Russian Association of Proletarian Writers)
(Maiakovskii 1961a, 162). Without a leader, REF fell apart and failed to publish its first journal

issue. Cinema was never on REF’s agenda.

Figure 1.3. Mayakovsky and the critic, caricature by Kukryniksy (1928-1930)
[Holding of the State Museum of the History of Russian Literature named after V. 1. Dal']

3 “Hoparopckas paboTa, KOTOPYIO MBI Besu B KypHaie ‘Hosbiit Jle’ npuobperana xapakTep Kakoro-To
rpymmoBoro uynadectBa’ (Maiakovskii 1959a, 503).

74 “B nopsiake JHA ceuac CTOUT BOMPOC HE 0OPa30BaHMs HOBBIX TPYIIIMPOBOK, a 60ps0bI ¢ HUMK” (ibid.).

75 “Jled) B TOM BHJIE, B KAKOM OH OB, ISl MEHS OOJIBILE HE CYIIECTBYET, HO 3TO HE 3HAYMT, UTO GOPBOA 3a JIeBOE
HCKYCCTBO, KOTOPYIO MBI BEJIeM, ociabeeT XxoTs Ob1 Ha MuHyTy!” (ibid., 504).
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After the secession, Sergei Tretiakov, the managing editor of LEF, commented on the group’s
failure in the next issue of Novyi LEF"
In the middle of last year, LEF took up the question of turning this conglomerate into an
organization commited to common social and artistic principles and organizational
discipline. But a platform of the resistance to such an idea was developing
simultaneously, [a platform] that not only rejected the subjugation of LEF to a separate
set of rules but also denied it the role of a separate literary-aesthetic group.”®
Tretiakov arrives at another self-definition, based on the need to defend a united resistance front
against the dominance of aesthetically outdated and vile art (ibid.). In the last issue of Novyi
LEF, Tretiakov published another article “To be continued” in which he sums up the history of
the movement through the metaphor of a river:
On the map of literature, we were the river that broke off before emptying into the sea.
Thus, the Art of the Commune ended in 1919, the old LEF dried up in 1924, the New
LEF was sabotaged in 1928. We would be worthless if we did not empty ourselves into
the sea—the sea of mass culture.”’
At the same time, LEF’s cine-work proves that the group more or less succeeded in joining “the
sea of mass culture.” The third period of LEF (1927-1928) can be characterized as a

continuation of the earlier podenshchina years and resulted in a wealth of films that would enter

the history of cinema. These included the following items:

76 “B cepeauHe IponuIoro roaa B Jlede BeTam BOIPOC O IPEBpalIEHHAN STOr0 KOHIIIOMEPATa B OPTaHU3aIMIO,
CBSI3aHHYIO €IMTHCTBOM OOIIECTBEHHBIX M XY/I0KECTBEHHBIX TPUHITUIIOB M OPTaHU3AIMOHHON JUCIUILTIHBL, HO
OJTHOBPEMEHHO BBI3pelia U (hopMysia COMPOTHBIICHUS, OTPHUIIABINAS yKe HEe TOJBKO mepeBo Jleda Ha ycras, HO maxe
OTKAa3bIBaBIIAsCS OT HETO B KAUECTBE OTACTHHON IUTepaTypHOo-3cTeTHdeckoi rpymmbl” (Tret'iakov 1928a, 1-2).

77 “Hameii Bcermanineii nedoBcKkoit Ge0i OBUIO TO, YTO Ha KApTe JIMTEPATYPBI MBI IBJIUIA COBOIO PEKY,
oOprIBatoIIyroCcs, He 00exas 10 Mops. O6opanock B 1919 romy "HckycctBo Kommynsr", ycox B 1924 roy
crapsiii ‘Jled’ copsan B 1928 roxy ‘Hosbrif JIed’. A rpoin HaMm 1eHa, eciiy MBI HE BITaZieM B MOpe—B MOpe
maccoBoctn” (Tret'iakov 1928c, 4).
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10.

11.

. Esfir Shub’s directed Velikii put' [The Great Road] (1927), Padenie dinastii Romanovykh

[The Fall of the Romanov Dynasty] (1927), and Rossia Nikolaia II i L'va Tolstogo [Russia of
Nicholas IT and Leo Tolstoy] (1928).

Dziga Vertov directed Odinnadtsatyi [The Eleventh Year] (1928).

Sergei Eisenstein and Grigori Aleksandrov directed Oktiabr' [October] (1927).

Lilia Brik and Vitalii Zhemchuznyi wrote Stekliannyi glaz [The Glass Eye] (1928).

Yuri Tynianov wrote the screenplay for SVD (Soiuz Velikogo Dela) [Union of a Great Cause]
(1927) in co-authorship with Tulian Oksman.

Vladimir Mayakovsky wrote the screenplay for Oktyabriukhov i Dekabriukhov (1928).
Abram Room directed Evrei na zemle [Jews on the Land] (1927), the screenplay co-written
by Viktor Shklovsky and Vladimir Mayakovsky.

Viktor Shklovsky wrote screenplays for the following films: Tret'ia Meshchanskaia [Bed and
Sofa] (1927), Ukhaby [Potholes] (1927), Ledianoi dom [The House of Ice] (1927), Dva
bronevika [Two Armored Cars] (1928), Dom na Trubnoi [The House on Trubnaya] (together
with Nikolai Erdman) (1928), Kazaki [The Cossacks] (1928), Ovod [The Gadfly] (1928),
Kapitanskaia dochka [The Captain’s Daughter] (1928), and Molodost' pobezhdaet [ Y outh is
Winning] (1928).

Sergei Tretiakov wrote screenplays for Nikoloz Shengelaia’s Eliso (1928).

Osip Brik wrote the screenplay for Vsevolod Pudovkin’s Potomok Chingiskhana [Storm
Over Asia] (1928).

Alexander Rodchenko worked as the art director on Leonid Obolenskii’s Albidum (1928) and

Alexander Kurs’ Vasha znakomaia [Your Acquaitance] (1927).
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Despite the variety of approaches and genres, as well as the collective nature of these
productions, the listed films do not contradict LEF’s conception of the left cine-praxis, which
continued well after the formal closure of the journal. In his speech “O Lefe” [About LEF],
Vladimir Mayakovsky declared:

There is no such thing as LEF’s schisms. Simply the most active LEF members—Brik,

Aseev, Rodchenko, Zhemchuzhnyi and others—are widening the scope of LEF’s ever-

changing and developing work. This is yet another transition in a series of transitions that

we already underwent: from Futurists to “Art of the Commune,” from “Art of the

Commune” to LEF, and so on.”®
Osip Brik also promoted this viewpoint. In his lecture on March 31, 1933, he explained that
Mayakovsky joined RAPP to engage this organization in debate, but he never denounced his
association with LEF (Brik 1993, 119).

To Be Continued”

After the dissolution of the journal, the former members of LEF continued their work.
There are several events that can be taken as LEF’s finale: (1) Vladimir Mayakovsky’s suicide in
1930; (2) the declaration of Socialist Realism at the First Congress of Soviet Writers Union in
1934; and (3) the arrest and execution of Sergei Tretiakov in 1937, at the height of the Stalinist
purges. Ironically, Alexei Kruchenykh also predicted that the year 1937 would mark the death of
LEF in his cine-pamphlet titled “The Birth and Death of LEF”:

6. Intertitle: “The year 1937.” The LEFs are walking down the street in a tight squad. We

see thick journals shrouded in moss on both sides. Various old men jump out of them,
dash aside from LEF, making menacing gestures. Intertitle: “LEF has died. It became the

8 “Hukakux nedoBckux packosio HeT. [IpocTo uannmaTuBHeimme u3 nedpos—bpuk, Acees, Pomuenko,
KemuyKHBII U Ip.—BHOBb PACLIMPSIOT, €IIE U €lIe Pa3ABUTal0T NOCTOSHHO MEHSIOILYIOCS U Pa3BUBAOLIYIOCS
7eOBCKYI0 paboTy. DTO—O/AMH U3 TE€X NEePEX0JI0B, KOTOPHIE U paHbllle ObUTH y Hac: OT GyTypHCTOB—K
‘UckycctBy KOMMYHBI” OT ‘MckyccTBa kKoMMyHbl'—K Jledy u 1. 1.” (Maiakovskii 1959d, 183).

b

7 “Prodolzhenie sleduet” [To Be Continued] is the title of Sergei Tretiakov’s preface article published in the last

issue of New LEF in which Tretiakov argued that, despite the end of the journal publication, LEF would continue to
exist through factographic work (Tret'iakov 1928c, 1-4).
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domain of history. We needed it back in 1927, and now it is all dust and khlestakovism.®°
We will not allo-ow....” They run out of steam.

7. Intertitle: “Apotheosis.”
LEFs and writers who joined the group: Babel, Artem Veselyi, Sel'vinskii, and others are
carrying the books and journal editions of LEF, flags, and floats. Young LEF members
are crowding around them. Then we see journalists, university students, and other
revolutionary youth. The LEF’s books are falling from above. The crowd lifts them up.
The enemies get out of the way with forced respect while holding stones behind their
backs.?!
Throughout the end of the 1920s and the beginning of the 1930s, LEF’s former members
continued to make movies:
1. Osip Brik wrote screenplays for Vitalii Zhemchuzhnyi’s Opium [Opium] (1929), Kem byt'?
[Whom to Be?] (1931), and Lev Kuleshov’s Dva-Bul'di-dva [Two-Buldi-Two] (1929).
2. Sergei Eisenstein directed Staroe i novoe / General'naia linia [Old and New / General Line]
(1929) and the unfinished Que Viva Mexico (1930-1931).
3. Dziga Vertov directed his most famous documentaries—Chelovek s kinoapparatom [The
Man with the Movie Camera] (1929), Simfoniia Donbassa [Enthusiasm] (1930), and Tri
pesni o Lenine [Three Songs About Lenin] (1934).%2

4. Yuri Tynianov wrote the screenplay for Poruchik Kizhe [Lieutenant Kizhe] (1934).

80 Ivan Aleksandrovich Khlestakov is the main protagonist of Revizor (1835), a comedy by Nikolai Gogol.
Khlestakovism became a separate category in Russian culture, denoting the unmoderated braggadocio.

81 6. Hammucs: ‘B 1937 roay’. Jle(bl Apy>KHBIM OTPSAIOM HPOXOAT 1o yimie. [1o cTopoHaM—0OpOCIIIE MOXOM
TOJICTBIC )KypHAITEL. M3 HUX BBICKAKUBAIOT pa3HOOOpa3HbIE CTAPUUKH, IapaxatoTcs oT Jleda, rpossar emy. Haamwcs:
‘Jlep ymep. OH ctan nqocrostaHueM uctopud. Bor B 1927-0oM romy oH ObUT XOpOII U HYKEH, a Teepb—IIbUTb 1
XJIECTAaKOBIIMHA. MBI HE T03BO-0-JIUM . BhibIXat0TCS.

7. Hagmucs: ‘Anodeos’. Jledst u nmpomemmue B Jled nucarenn: babens, Aprem Becensiit, CensBUHCKHI 1 11p.
HECYT KHWKKY XypHasa u u3anuii Jledos, 3HaMeHa KOHCTPYKIIMH. BOKpyT HUX TONIATCS MOJIO/IBIE JIeOBIBL. 32
HUMH—DpPAOKOPBI, BY30BIIEI M BCSKasi PEBOJIIOLMOHHAS MOJIOAEKb. CBepXy chlutioTest KHkkH Jledos. Tomma
MIO/IXBATHIBAET UX. Bparu CTOPOHATCS ¢ MPUHYXKACHHON IOYTUTEIBHOCTBIO, @ 3a CIIMHON B UX pyKaX KaMHHU
(Kruchenykh 1928, 61-62).

82 Vertov’s situation was quite different. Falling out of favor with LEF and harshly criticized for Odinnadsatyi,

Vertov continued to work throughout the 1940s but had to change his position on many principal issues, including
the role of the screenplay.
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5. Sergei Tretiakov wrote the screenplays for Michael Kalatozov’s Sol’ Svanetii [Salt for
Svaneti] (1930) and Micheil Chaureli’s Khabarda (1931).

6. Viktor Shklovsky wrote the screenplays for Poslednii attraktsion [The Last Attraction]
(1929), Turksib (1929), Amerikanka (1930), Otchim [ The Step-Father] (1930), and co-wrote
the screenplays for Mertvyi dom [The House of the Dead] (1932), Gorizont [Horizon] (1932),
and a documentary titled Belomorsko-Baltiiskii vodnyi put' [ The White Sea—Baltic Canal]
(1933).

7. Abram Room directed three documentaries: Plan velikikh rabot [ The Plan for Great Works]
(1930), Manometer I (1930), and Manometer II (1931).

If LEF’s contribution to literature materialized in the collection of articles titled The
Literature of Fact (1929), a collection titled The Cinema of Fact remained outside the realm of
possibility. If one were to assemble a book from a variety of LEF’s texts, it would not be called
The Cinema of Fact but rather The Cinema of LEF and would include a plethora of critical
discussions situated at the crossroads of cine-genres, from drama, newsreels, montage
experiments, played and non-played films to Kulturfilms and Komsomol films.

The following three chapters will examine the screenwriting practices of LEF. Born at the
intersection of film and literature, or demi-literature in Rashit langirov’s terms, screenplays
serve as a viable link between the Literature of Fact and cinema, while the extant versions of
these screenplays sometimes serve as the only reliable source of cinematic textology of the time.
A detailed analysis of the screenplays by the group’s founding members—Osip Brik, Sergei
Tretiakov, and Vladimir Mayakovsky—will elucidate the divergent and competing approaches to
screenwriting that characterize LEF’s cinematic practices in their comparative diachronic

development. Such a study, in turn, contributes to the formation of a more complete history of
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LEF, a project for future generations of researchers. Regardless of its definition, as a family, a
platform, and eventually a free association of culture workers, LEF became that intermittent
river, inventing and reinventing itself as an avant-garde impulse in several iterations, until its
suppression in the 1930s. Yet, it was LEF’s work in film that directly reached “the sea of mass

production,” as Vladimir Mayakovsky had sought.
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Chapter 2: Kino-podenshchina: Osip Brik and Screenwriting

We influence [cinema] inasmuch as we can.
- Osip Brik, 1927
Introduction
Osip Maksimovich Brik (1888—1945) was the founder and co-editor of LEF and Novyi
LEF. Like Vladimir Mayakovsky and Sergei Tretiakov, he made a profound editorial
contribution to both journals. He is well known as a theorist, film critic, educator, and organizer
of Soviet cinematography in the 1920-1930s. Alongside Viktor Shklovsky, Osip Brik was the
most influential screenwriter of his cohort.
Brik’s screenwriting career spanned more than two decades: from 1923 to his death in
1945. His extensive work record at the screenwriting departments of Mezhraprom-Rus (1926—
1928), Vostok-kino (1928-1935), Mezhrabprom-film (1928-1936), and Soiuzdetfilm (1926—
1941) distinguishes him from other LEF members. All in all, Brik authored screenplays for seven
known films: Potomok Chingiskhana [Storm Over Asia] (1928), Dva-Bul'di-dva [Two-Buldi-
Two] (1929), Dokhunda [Dokhunda] (1935), Opium (1929), Kem byt'? [Whom to Be?] (1932);
and two films for which Brik acted as a script doctor: Sibiriaki [The Siberians] (1940) and
Sluchai v vulkane [Incident on a Volcano] (1941). Additional published materials include the
unproduced screenplay for Prikliucheniia El'vista [The Adventures of Elvist] (1923) and
librettos for Kleopatra [Cleopatra] (1927) and Prem'era [Opening Night] (1929).
Evaluating Osip Brik’s screenwriting oeuvre is hindered by the lack of systematized
textological work. Most of his screenplays are located at RGALI and remain unpublished. Even
though Anatoly Valiuzhenich’s list of Brik’s unrealized screenplays and librettos includes more

than fifty items (Valiuzhenich 1993, 363—364), the exact number of all documents written for the
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screen and worked on by Brik is difficult to estimate. An accurate count is obfuscated because
Brik extensively advised other screenwriters, edited their scripts, and often refused to put his
name on texts he helped develop. Additional difficulty lies in the great variety of formats
championed by Brik (iron scripts, librettos, screenplays, sound cinema, animation, stereo films,
and diafilms). Moreover, his screenwriting corpus needs to be evaluated within an extensive
system of texts written for the broader entertainment industry, including plays for the theater,
ballet, opera, and estrada programs.

Research on Brik and his screenwriting gathered steam only after the dissolution of the
Soviet Union. Oksana Bulgakova first described Brik as a “connoisseur of belletristic
ornaments” and claimed that his work was little different from the story [fabula] production®® of
this period (Bulgakova 1993, 175). Since her list of sources did not include archival materials,
Bulgakova made her assessment on the basis of the produced films authored by Brik. Anatolii
Valiuzhenich included the literary screenplay of Potomok Chingiskhana in his book on Osip
Brik; this was the first publication of a Brik screenplay (Valiuzhenich 1993, 63—73). Ten years
later, Valiuzhenich printed another, previously unknown screenplay, Prikliucheniia El'vista, as
well as the librettos of Kleopatra and Prem'era (Valiuzhenich 2003, 81-110). The same issue
featured an article by Rashit Iangirov dedicated to Brik’s work at Vostok-film (Iangirov 2003,
111-114). The first collection of Brik’s memorial conference proceedings appeared in 2010 and
included two articles on cinema: Valérie Pozner’s comparative investigation of Brik and
Shklovsky’s theoretical approaches (Pozner 2010, 394-401) and Anke Hennig’s study of Brik’s

screenwriting theory and praxis in the 1930s (Henning 2010, 402—406). Finally, Alastair

8 By “fabula production” [fabulnaia produktsia], Oksana Bulgakova implies the basic formalist distinction between
story [fabula] and plot introduced by Viktor Shklovsky. The story is what happens in a text; “the plot is a
construction which uses events, people, and landscapes, which shrinks time, extends time or shifts time, and thus
creates a phenomenon which is felt, experienced, the way the author wants it” (Berlina and Shklovsky 2017, 24).
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Renfrew’s seminal survey article “Facts and Life, Osip Brik and the Soviet Film Industry”
(2013) offered a summary of Brik’s work in cinema (Renfrew 2013, 62-90) that included Brik’s
produced film-works but expulsed the corpus of his unproduced screen ideas. The
aforementioned contradictions between Brik’s theoretical views on cinema and the demands of
the film industry persist throughout Renfrew’s reading (ibid., 62).

This chapter contributes to the existing research on Brik by re-evaluating his screenplays
in terms of their connection to LEF’s theories and praxis. Building on my definition of the
Cinema of LEF as a joint corpus of the group’s cinematic output rather than the ill-defined
concept of the Cinema of Fact, I use the film-works by Brik as a sounding board to explore the
links between the group’s general platform and his individual contribution. In particular, I argue
that Brik’s screenwriting corpus of the 1920s and early 1930s is more closely connected to
LEF’s ongoing cinematic experimentation than previously acknowledged. To develop my
argument, | investigate and answer the following questions: (1) What were Brik’s theoretical
ideas about screenwriting, and how did they dovetail with the question of the group’s
participation in cinema, explored in the previous chapter?; (2) How do his writings for the screen
correlate with LEF’s predicament?; (3) How does his model of authorship relate to those
practiced by other members of the group?; (4) How do these findings contribute to my ongoing
quest to understand the Cinema of LEF?

To tease out the relationship between Brik’s screenwriting and LEF, I begin by
summarizing his views on cinema and highlight the specificity of his theory by tracing its
diachronic development. My analysis of Brik’s praxis is based on select unproduced screen ideas
(Prikliucheniia El'vista, Prem'era, Kleopatra), his most famous film-works (Potomok

Chingiskhana, Dva-Bul'di-dva, Opium), as well as the lesser-known screenplay Liubov'i dolg, ili
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Karmen, which was written by Lilia Brik and worked on by Osip Brik. The aforementioned
status quo of his screenwriting oeuvre justifies this selection of texts. While working with the
published texts and produced screen ideas, I supplement my analysis with a variety of lesser-
known archival sources.

My research design merits a separate explanation. Because Osip Brik subscribed to a
specific view that the finite version of a screenplay could be written only after the completion of
the film, I separate his cine-texts into two broad groups: extant unproduced screen ideas and
produced films. I analyze the items in each group in terms of their structures and search for links
to LEF’s agenda via three analytical categories: production modalities, ideology, and
innovation.®* Finally, I discuss Brik’s model of authorship in cinema in relation to Shklovsky’s
theoretical concept of literaturnaia podenshchina, or literary daily labor. The similarities
between their approaches to screenwriting, as well as their professional status in the film
industry, warrants the use of this theoretical model. The conclusion will highlight previously
overlooked connections between Brik’s screenwriting and the Cinema of LEF and explain his
contribution to this concept.

Osip Brik’s Views on Screenwriting

“My ishchem” [We Are Seeking], the opening article of the 11/12 issue of Novyi LEF’,

described the group’s two main functions: “to fix fact and to propagandize.”®® According to

LEF’s agenda, while a factographic approach was desirable, agitational work justified the use of

8 My definition of production modalities includes the categories of collectivism, documentarism, and life-building,
which I consider to be the markers of the Cinema of LEF. Other markers correspond to the LEFist call to create
innovative experimental work and to propagandize the viewer. Hence, I pay close attention to the ideological
dimension of Brik’s screenplays and their structural and technical innovations.

85 “Puxcaums pakra u arut—B.oT JBe 0CHOBHBIE QyHKIMK” (“My ishchem” 1927, 1).
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fictional schemes for popular consumption. Osip Brik’s theoretical views on cinema highlight
this twofold goal.

In her article, “Osip Brik i Viktor Shklovskii v kinematografe 1920-kh: kritika, praktika,
teoriia,” Valérie Pozner reconstructs Brik’s views on cinema based on the articles the author
published in LEF and Novyi LEF, as well as in the newspapers Sovetskii ekran, Kino, and
Sovetskoe kino. In her analysis of these publications, Pozner distinguishes the following critical
positions articulated by Brik: (1) general support for non-played cinema, newsreels, and
documentaries; (2) support for leftist cinema; and (3) interest in eccentric comedy, burlesque,
and satire (Pozner 2010, 394). As this list indicates, Brik’s interests ranged from documentary
cinema to dramatic genres. All of Brik’s commentators, including Bulgakova, Pozner, Antipova,
and Renfrew, frame his interest in documentary material as inconsistent with the plot-based films
that he made. I suggest an alternative approach to evaluating Brik’s theoretical and polemical
statements. While discussions on the production of newsreels acquired mainstream status in the
1927,% a lack of resources put these conversations on hold.?” In the 1927 colloquium on “LEF
and Cinema,” Brik summarized his ideas about the role of facts in film. According to him, the
goal of the cinema was to teach people “to appreciate the fact, the document, and not the artistic
interpretation of these documents” (“Lef 1 kino” 1927, 63). In screenwriting, this sensibility
manifested itself in Brik’s systematic refusal to turn facts into symbols (Antipova 2010, 409),

which posed limits on how he understood the function of the cine-language (Pozner 2010, 399).

8 In her memoirs about LEF’s discussions of cinema, Varvara Stepanova described how LEF’s general support for
newsreel production became a collective obsession in 1927: “The newsreels have really roused a form of mass cine-
psychosis. All of a sudden, the only thing that directors of drama films are dreaming of is to shoot newsreels.” /
“JIeHCTBUTENIBHO, ‘XpPOHHMKA' MPUHUMAET XapaKTep MacCOBOr0 KMHOMCHUX03a. BApyr Bce pexxuccepbl
XYZ0KECTBEHHOH KHHEMaTOTrpa(uy TOINBKO U MEUTAIOT O TOM, YTOOBI CHUMATh XpOHHKY ™ (Stepanova 1994, 210).

87 As a film critic, Brik did not think that Soviet viewers of the 1920s were ready to appreciate LEF’s sophisticated

experiment in creating the Cinema of Fact. In his 1927 article “Ostaius' veren” [I remain faithful], he points out that
ninety-nine percent of the Soviet film industry’s production in the 1920s consisted of feature films (Brik 1927b, 4).
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That said, his factographic sensibility did not occlude his creation of plot-based screenplays as
long as the latter were well researched and grounded in facts. The goal of his work was to
prepare his audience and refine the taste of the Soviet people so that they could appreciate
watching newsreels in the future. Brik described his work in the film industry with the following
motto: “We are impacting [cinema] as much as we can (“Lef i kino” 1927, 69).

The combination of his factographic sensibility and LEF’s goal to propagandize with the
help of engaging dramatic plots caused Brik to reevaluate his views on the boundaries of the
documentary and dramatic genres. During the 1920s, Brik consistently supported the creation of
newsreels (Brik 1927b, 4), and pointed out the necessity of a written screenplay for all emerging
cinematic forms, including plotless films (Brik 1928a, 27-33). In the 1930s, Brik suggested that
documentary cinema finds its stories in real life (ibid.). He continued to advocate for developing
screenwriting for documentary films and defended the proliferation of the new format—the so-
called trekhminutki (three-minute documentary reels) (Brik 1936a, 4; Brik 1937, 2).88 If in the
1920s he was adamant about the complete incompatibility of drama and documentary cinema
(Brik 1927d, 3), by the 1930s, his views on the possibility of combining the two mediums
became more complex. He contended that, while the cine-drama could contain elements of
newsreel, it was unacceptable for a newsreel or a documentary to contain played elements (Brik
1934b, 18-21).

The particularities of Brik’s views on screenwriting in the 1920s can be reconstructed

from his articles published in Kino, Kinofront, Sovetskoe Kino, Sovetskii ekran, and Novyi LEF.

88 “The three-minute reel is a kind of a short, popular screen conversation on a topic that interests or preoccupies the
viewer at a given moment [...] The purpose of the three-munute reel is, in its actuality, its operativeness—in its
response to a topical issue that people are interested in at a given moment [...]” / “TpexMuHyTKa—3TO KaK OBI
KOPOTKasl HAy9IHO-TIOMYJIIpHast Oece/ia ¢ KpaHa Ha HHTEPECYIONIYIO 3putTeneii TeMy [...] CMBICT TPEXMUHYTKH B €€
AKTyaJTbHOCTH, B ONICPATUBHOCTH, B TOM, YTO OHA OTBEYACT HA HHTECPECYIONIYIO, BOJTHYIOIIYIO MyOJIMKY B JaHHBINA
MOMeHT TeMy [...]” (Brik 1936a, 4).
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Brik generally believed that the film script was a means by which to organize already existing
footage and which was supposed to be written after the filming was over.* In responding to the
screenplay crisis of 1926-1927, he suggested two solutions: to educate the new generation of
writers and to shift the responsibility from the screenwriting departments to the production in
general (Brik 1927¢, 11-12). In the 1930s, he changed his views on the role of the screenplay,
arguing that the skhema [draft] of a script should be written before, not after, the production.
This allowed the writer and the director to collaborate on creating the screenplay. It also made
the script subservient to the production process. In his article “Iz teorii 1 praktiki stsenarista”
(1936),”° Brik refused to see the screenplay as a separate literary document:
The screenplay is written in words, but this does not mean that a screenplay is a separate
work of literature or that it is independent. A screenplay is a system of cinematic images
and devices, which have to realize on-screen the author, or the authors’ creative vision in
the form of cinematic art.”!

All in all, during the 1930s, Brik developed a more sophisticated approach to the intersections of

documentary and drama, crystallized his views on the supplementary role of the screenplay in

8 “You should write a screenplay not before the filming, but afterwards. A screenplay is not an imperative to film
something but a method of organization of already filmed material. This is why you should inquire not about ‘how
the screenplay should look,” but ‘what should be captured on film.” The treatment of material in a screenplay is the
next stage of the work process.” / “Cruenapuii Haj0 rcaTh He 10 CheMKH, a mocie. CiieHapuil He IprUKa3 CHATb, a
METOJI OpPTaHu3aIMH yKe 3acHsAToro. [loaToMy Hasmo cripammBaTh He ‘KaKHM JOJDKEH OBITh CIIEHapHii’, a “9To
JIOJIDKHO OBITH 3acHsTO . ClieHapHast 00padoTKa MaTepranta—yke rmocieayromas cramust padotsr” (Brik 1926b, 12).

Another article by Brik, titled “100% Braka” [100% of Production Defects] (Sovetskii ekran 25, 1926), gives a
supporting definition of the screenplay: “The screenplay is a string on which the film’s pearls are threaded. You
cannot thread without pearls in your hands, even if you are a genius. You cannot, with an air of self-importance,
discuss the merits of the string without knowing exactly what you are going to tread on it.” / “Crenapuii—sto
HUTKa, Ha KOTOPYIO HAaHNW3BIBAIOTCS KNHO-Oychl. Henb3s HaHM3BIBaTh, HE NMesl B pyKax Oyc, XOTs Obl HAaHN3BIBATEIh
u OBbII ceMH Tsiei Bo J10y. Helnb3st ¢ BaKHBIM BUIIOM PacCy/JIaTh O JOCTOMHCTBAX HUTKH, HE 3HasI, 4TO OyJeT Ha
Hee HaHu3bBaThea (Brik 19264, 3).

%0 This article was a part of the collection by 1. F. Popov Kak my rabotaem nad kinostsenariem. Alastair Renfrew
noted that Brik’s article focuses on the practical side of screenwriting rather than its theory (Renfrew 2013, 71).

ol “CHeHapI/II\/'I NIUIICTCA CJIOBAMHU, HO 3TO HUKAK HC 3HAYUT, YTO cueHapnﬁ—nHTepaTypHoe MMPOU3BCACHUC, Jia CIIIC

camocrosrensHoe. CrieHapuii—-aTo cucTeMa KHHOOOpa3oB, KWHOIIPHEMOB, TOJDKEHCTBYIOIINX B (hopMax
KMHOWCKYCCTBa PAaCKPBITh C 3KpaHa TBOPUECKUI 3aMbICeJI aBTOpa Win aBTopos |...]” (Brik 1936b).
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the production process, and began raising professional awareness of the rights of screenwriters
and their claim to authorship over the final product. In the next decade, and until his death in
1945, his position remained unchanged.”?
Cine-Praxis, Part I: Unproduced Screen Ideas

Osip Brik’s unproduced screen ideas include the following texts: (1) the iron scenario,
Prikliucheniia El'vista (1923); (2) the librettos of Kleopatra (1927); (3) Prem'era (1929); (4) and
the screenplay of Liubov'i dolg, ili Karmen. All four screen ideas belong to plot-based played
cinema, which I read as a direct response to LEF’s call for “the destruction of the old, and a fight
to embrace new culture” (Maiakovskii 1959h, 43). If the first three documents—Prikliucheniia
Elvista, Kleopatra, and Prem'era—belong to the aforementioned traditional category of
cinematic narratives, Liubov'i dolg rightfully stands in the experimental category, as it remixes
four different versions of the same story. The following analysis discusses how additional
factors, such as themes, ideology, the collectivist approach to production, and narrative
innovation, position these screen ideas under the umbrella of the Cinema of LEF.

Prikliucheniia El'vista (1923)

The script for Prikliucheniia El'vista reflects LEF’s interest in comedy and relates to its
group project through two of its themes—soccer and scientific management—and its formal
innovation of the cine-language. Co-written with Sergei Iutkevich, the screenplay adapts

eccentric comedy to the realities of the young Soviet State. Tutkevich (who was nineteen at the

92 In the 1940s, Brik’s lectures on cine-dramaturgy solidified previous developments. From January to March of
1941, Brik gave a series of lectures at VGIK to young Soviet directors on the elements of critical analysis of
screenplays. For Brik, the screenplay continued to be a supporting document, raw material out of which the director
crafted the story. He taught his students to look for dramatic conflicts and stories and to foresee and eliminate
potential mistakes. In doing so, Brik’s ideological positions remained unaltered. According to him, the goal of
cinema was didactic; it needed to change the viewer’s mentality and educate future generations. The transcripts of
these lectures consistently underscore the role of the film director in interpreting and reworking the screenplay. Osip
Brik, “Kritika literaturnogo stsenariia,” Kurs lektsii, prochitannyi na rezhisserskom fakul'tete VGIKa. RGALI. f.
2825 (Osip Maksimovich Brik), op.1, ed. khr.128-130).
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time) was already a member of another Leftist group known as the Eccentrics, an early Soviet
avant-garde movement of the 1920s associated with the Leningrad-based Factory of the
Eccentric Actor (FEKS) (1921-1926) and its founders, Grigorii Kozintsev and Leonid Trauberg.
Similar to LEF, FEKS rejected the old forms of cultural production. Instead, they postulated the
primacy of popular entertainment, such as the circus, cabaret, music-hall, and carnival. Tutkevich
stayed close to the left avant-garde throughout his career; he wrote books, made tribute films,
and made animations dedicated to Vladimir Mayakovsky (see chapter 4).

Because Brik and Iutkevich wrote Prikliucheniia El'vista at the very beginning of LEF’s
existence, even before the group’s members began participating in the film industry en masse,
my analysis focuses on the elements that link this text to the first phase of the journal LEF. The
first connection is the themes of soccer and scientific management. The script narrates the
peripeteia of Semka Gollov, a village youth who comes to Moscow to purchase a soccer ball.”
Before his departure, Semka enlists himself as an Elvist, a member of The League of Time.**
Drafted on a piece of paper, Gollov’s schedule drives the plot, allowing for rapid-fire action to
develop. Gollov’s Moscow ordeals satirize daily life during the NEP era, which included
shortages of consumer goods and the poor quality of Soviet sports equipment. The screenplay
was written specifically for theater director Pavel Ilyin and was supposed to be published in LEF,

but both initiatives fell through. In Brik’s own words, Goskino rejected the film under the

%3 The theme of villagers coming to the “big city” continued in Brik’s screenwriting oeuvre. In fact, Brik’s RGALI
fond features several scripts on this topic, including 1) Kul'turnye dostizheniia Moskvy [Cultural Achievements of
Moscow] (1929); 2) Kuzen iz Volyni [Cousin from Volyn'] (1940); 3) Kuzen iz Zaporozh'ia [Cousin from
Zaporozh'e] (1940); and 4) Paren' iz Usol'ia [Fellow from Usol'e] (1941). [RGALL f. 2852 (Osip Maskimovich
Brik), op.1, ed. khr. 2852.] Co-authored with Leonid Elbert, all three screenplays represent variations on a plot that
aimed to reverse stereotypes about villagers. The plot revolves around a group of friends (two men and two women)
who are initially annoyed by the idea of entertaining a village cousin who comes to town. The friends eventually
change their minds when they learn about the villager’s depth of knowledge and good character.

%4 The League of Time was an early Soviet organization that implemented principles of time management for the
purposes of building communism.
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premise that “Komsomol members should not travel to Moscow to purchase sports equipment
but keep themselves busy at home reading Karl Marx™ (Valiuzhenich 2003, 84).

If there is any truth to this statement, it should be taken with a grain of salt. An
enormously popular game, soccer captured the attention of modernist Russian culture years
before the Revolution. For example, Osip Mandelshtam wrote two poems, “Futbol” [Soccer]
(1913) and “Vtoroi futbol” [Second Soccer] (1913); the Hylaea group was erroneously
advertised as soccer players during their 1914 performance in Kishinev (Kamenskii 1974, 102);
and Kazimir Malevich painted Suprematizm. Zhivopisnyi realizm futbolista. Krasochnye massy v
chetvertom izmerenii [ Suprematism. Painterly Realism of a Soccer Player—Color Masses in the
4th Dimension] in 1915. After the Revolution and throughout the 1920s, sports (soccer, in
particular) continued to be a source of inspiration for artists such as El Lissitzky (Figure 2.1),
Alexander Rodchenko, Varvara Stepanova, Yurii Pimenov, and Alexander Deineka. In 1923, the
second issue of LEF published Varvara Stepanova’s design for a soccer uniform (Figure 2.2)
(Stepanova 1923, 65-68); Alexander Rodchenko’s photograph captures Osip Brik’s second wife,
Evgenia Sokolova-Zhemchuzhnaia, posing in this uniform (Figure 2.3). The figure of the soccer
player also appeared in Zavist' [Envy] (1927), a novel by another experimental author, Yurii
Olesha. By the end of the decade, three ballets dedicated to soccer were staged in Kharkiv,
Moscow, and Leningrad.’® Despite the massive popularity of the soccer theme across several art
mediums, it was not until the mid-1930s that the very first Soviet film about soccer appeared:

Vratar' [The Goalkeeper] (1936) by Semyon Timoshenko. Therefore, in writing this screenplay,

% In 1929, the Kharkiv State Opera staged a ballet titled Futbolist [Soccer Player] with sketches designed by
Ukrainian graphic artist Anatol' Petrytskyi (Figure 2.4). A year later, this ballet enjoyed mass popularity in Moscow
and was staged by Igor Moiseyev. Simultaneously, the Leningrad State Opera Theater staged their famous “soccer”
ballet Zolotoi vek [Golden Age] to the music of Dmitry Shostakovich.
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Brik and Tutkevich continued the experimental searches of the early avant-garde and
foreshadowed the mainstream cultural developments of the 1930s.

The screenplay’s second theme is the Elvist movement. Elvists were members of a group
called the League of Time [Liga “Vremia™], an offshoot of the section of scientific management
[nauchnaia organizatsiia truda or NOT] operated by the Rabkrin, or the Workers and Peasants
Inspectorate (1920-1934), from 1923-1925.7° Dedicated to popularizing the idea of scientific
management, its members fought against the waste of working time. LEF made frequent mention
of the Elvists; the group appears in Sergei Tretiakov’s travelogue, “Moscow—Beijing” [Moskva—
Pekin] (Tret'iakov 1923, 32), and in Vladimir Mayakovsky’s poem “Rabochim Kurska” [To the
Workers of Kursk] (Maiakovskii 1923, 53). Furthermore, in 1925, Alexander Rodchenko created
his famous book cover (Figure 2.5) for the Russian translation of Frederick Winslow Taylor’s
The Principles of Scientific Management (1911), which was the foundational text of the
movement. Prikliucheniia El'vista is the core manifestation of LEF’s interest in scientific
management, while the works of Rodchenko, Mayakovsky, and Tretiakov attest to LEF’s
fascination with the topic.

In addition to the screenplay’s themes (soccer and scientific management), the second
factor qualifying Prikliucheniia El'vista as an avant-garde screenplay is its innovative cine-
language, which is best demonstrated by the following fragment:

31. Full shot. A soccer player, who climbed out of the well, marches solemnly in front of

a row of soccer players. He is carrying a pitchfork with the remnants of a soccer ball in

his hands. The players fall on the ground in desperation, one after another.

32. The soccer players have sat down to think. On their shoe soles, we see the letters:

SEEKING A WAY OUT.

33. Close-up. The lips of the team captain, whispering.
34. Close-up. Dreamy eyes.

% For a detailed descripti