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Neither “Worthless” nor “Vicious:” 

Sergei Eisenstein’s Final Batles Beyond the Ice 

Andrew J. Gregg 

 

Prologue: A Prodigal Returns 

Sergei Eisenstein returned from his unprecedented three-year sojourn in Western Europe, The 

¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ aŜȄƛŎƻ ǘƻ ŬƴŘ Ƙƛǎ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ƘƻƳŜƭŀƴŘ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ WƻǎŜŦ 

{ǘŀƭƛƴ ƘŀŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǘŀƭŜƴǘŜŘ Ƴƻǝƻƴ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ŀǊǝǎǘΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŘƛǝƻƴ ǘƻ 

/ŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘ ƴŀǝƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΣ 

ŜƴǾƛƻǳǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎ ƛƴ aƻǎŎƻǿ Ŏŀǎǘ ǳƴƧǳǎǘ ŀǎǇŜǊǎƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ {ƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ 

wŜǇǳōƭƛŎǎΦ {ƻƳŜ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ŬƭƳƳŀƪŜǊǎ ƎƻǎǎƛǇŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ {ŜǊƎŜƛ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŜŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ bƻǊǘƘ 

!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ǎǘǳŘƛƻ ƳƻƎǳƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƪŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ƻũŜǊŜŘ ŀǘ 

home. ¢ƘŜ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΣ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƧŜŀƭƻǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀǝƻƴΩǎ ŎŜƭŜōǊƛǝŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƴŘŦǳƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ǊǳƳƻǊ ƳƛƭƭΣ ǿŜǊŜ ƳƻƭƭƛŬŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǳƴƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ŬŘŜƭƛǘȅΦ ¦Ǉǘƻƴ {ƛƴŎƭŀƛǊΣ 

ƴƻǘƻǊƛƻǳǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΣ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǝŎŀƭ ƎŀŘƅȅ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜƴ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ 

ƎǳōŜǊƴŀǘƻǊƛŀƭ ǊŀŎŜ ƘŀŘ ŬƴŀƴŎŜŘ Que Viva MexicoΣ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǝƻƴŀǊȅ ǎŀƎŀΦ Lƴ ŀ ƭŜǧŜǊ ǘƻ 

WƻǎŜŦ {ǘŀƭƛƴΣ {ƛƴŎƭŀƛǊ ǾƻǳŎƘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƛƻǝǎƳΣ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ hŎǘƻōŜǊ 

wŜǾƻƭǳǝƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ indicated 
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wƻōŜǎƻƴ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ {ŜǊƎŜƛ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴ ǘƻ ǇǳǊǎǳŜ Ƙƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŜƭŜǾŀǝƴƎ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŀǝƻƴǎ ƛn 

ƳǳǎƛŎŀƭ ǎŎƻǊƛƴƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜ ŀƴ ŀƳōƛǝƻǳǎ ƴŜǿ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǝƻƴ and end 

ŀ ƭŜƴƎǘƘȅ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ǳƴŬƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΣ ǇƻƭƛǝŎŀƭ ƛƴŬƎƘǝƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀƎƴŀǝƻƴ όƛōƛŘΦύ. 

During мфоуΣ ƛƴ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǝƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƳǇƻǎŜǊ {ŜǊƎŜƛ tǊƻƪƻŬŜǾΣ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ Alexander Nevsky 

ǿƻƴ ŀƴ hǊŘŜǊ ƻŦ [Ŝƴƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎǝƎƛƻǳǎ {ǘŀƭƛƴ tǊƛȊŜ (Bergan, p. 300). 

 

Part II. 

Legendary ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ CǊŀƴƪ /ŀǇǊŀ ǿŀǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘΩǎ ŎǊŀƊǎǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƻƳ {ŜǊƎŜƛ 
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ƳŜŘŀƭΦ DƻƻŘΗ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ƘŜǊƻΗ L ƳŀƪŜ tŀǊǘ LLΤ ōƛƎ ǎƘƻǘǎ ǎŜŜ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǘŀƪŜ ōŀŎƪ Ƴȅ ƳŜŘŀƭΣ ǎŀȅ L ƳŀƪŜ 

ōƛƎ ǇƻƭƛǝŎŀƭ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜΗ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ōǳƳΗΩέ 

/ŀǇǊŀ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŜŘ ƛŦ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ǘƻ .ƻǊƛǎ {ƘǳƳƛŀǘǎƪȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜ ŦŀŎǘƻ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǝƻƴŀƭ ŬƭƳ 

industry ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ƻŦ ŀ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ŘŜƭŜƎŀǝƻƴ ǘƻ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ƘŜƭǇΦ 

ά‘bƻ ƭƻƻƪΣΩ ǎŀƛŘ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴΣ ΨƘŜΩǎ ƛƴ ŘƻƎƘƻǳǎŜΣ ǘƻƻΩέ όƛōƛŘΦύ. 

WƻǎŜŦ {ǘŀƭƛƴ ōƭŀƳŜŘ .ƻǊƛǎ {ƘǳƳƛŀǘǎƪȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ŬƭƳ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŬǊǎǘ 

ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ƻŦ мфоуΣ {ƘǳƳƛŀǘǎƪȅ ǿŀǎ ŘŜƴƻǳƴŎŜŘΣ ŀǊǊŜǎǘŜŘΣ ǘǊƛŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘǊŜŀǎƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŜŎǳǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ 

traitor ό.ŜǊƎŀƴΣ ǇΦ нффύ. 

CǊŀƴƪ /ŀǇǊŀΩǎ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǊŜƅŜŎǘ ŀ ǝƳƛƴƎ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŜƳōŜƭƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ a ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǝƻƴ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀǎ ǊŜŎŀƭƭŜŘ. SŜǊƎŜƛ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻŶŎƛŀƭ ŘƻƎƘƻǳǎŜΣ ōǳǘ 

not for Ivan the Terrible, Part II, which ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǝŎƛǎƳ in мфпрΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ /ŀǇǊŀ ŀƴŘ 

wƛǎƪƛƴΩǎ мфоу ǾƛǎƛǘΣ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ǿƻŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǊŜƭŜŀǎŜŘ Bezhin Meadow ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ 

ŀǎ ƭƛƴƎŜǊƛƴƎ ŘƛǎǎŀǝǎŦŀŎǝƻƴ ƻǾŜǊ vue Viva Mexico ŀƴŘ ǎǳǎǇƛŎƛƻƴǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ 

ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘǊƛǇ ǘƻ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ŀƴŘ bƻǊǘƘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΦ 

CƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΣ for Sergei Eisenstein, ǘƘŜ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŀ ǎƻƊ ǎǇƻǘ ŦƻǊ the 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ǿƘƻƳ ƘŜ ƘƻǇŜŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭŜŀŘ Ƙƛǎ ōƛƻǇƛŎΦ 
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ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ƳƻǝǾŀǝƻƴŀƭ ǘƻƻƭΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ shared ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƴƻǝƻn as the hero of aƛƭŀƴ YǳƴŘŜǊŀΩǎ 

ƴƻǾŜƭΣ The Joke: ǘƘŀǘ άoǇǝƳƛǎƳ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǇƛǳƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ (Bergan, p. 275). 

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ŀǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǝǾŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊ or ǘƻ ōŜ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ 

under arrest fƻǊ ǾŀƎǳŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƻũŜƴǎŜǎΣ {ŜǊƎŜƛ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ƻǇŜǊŀǝƴƎ ŀǊǝǎǝŎŀƭƭȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾŀƛƭƛƴƎ ƻŶŎƛŀƭ 

ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊ ǎǘǳƭǝŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜŜƳŜŘΦ hŶŎƛŀƭǎ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǾƛǘŀƭƛȊŜ ŀ 

ƳƻǊƛōǳƴŘ ŬƭƳ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΣ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ǾƛŀōƭŜ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǝƻƴ ǘŜŀƳǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ 

new features that ǊŜƅŜŎǘŜŘ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǝƻƴǎ ƻŦ ά{ƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ wŜŀƭƛǎƳΦέ 

LǊƻƴƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Boris {ƘǳƳƛŀǘǎƪȅ ǿƘƻ ƻũŜǊŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ-ǝƳŜ ƴŜƳŜǎƛǎ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ 

ǊŜǎǳǊǊŜŎǘ Ƙƛǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊƛŀƭ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΦ {ƘǳƳƛŀǘǎƪȅ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘǿƻ 

ǇǊƻǇŜǊǝŜǎ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ƴŜȄǘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ. hƴŜ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ LǾŀƴ {ǳǎŀƴƛƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻ ƻŦ aƛƪƘŀƛƭ DƭƛƴƪŀΩǎ 

opera A Life for the 
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ǇǊƻŘǳŎǝƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǇƻǎǘǇƻƴŜŘ ǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ Part II’s ǊŜŎǳǩƴƎΦ A curious footnote to 

9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ǇŜǊƛƭ considering he must endure ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǊƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ŀǳǘƻŎǊƛǝŎƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘ with 

ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ŎŀǊŘƛŀŎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ, ƻƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ WƻǎŜŦ {ǘŀƭƛƴ showed a ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ a 

ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǇŀǘƘ ǘƻ ƎƻƻŘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴŘƛǝƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ 

ŎƻƴǝƴǳŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ Ƴƻǝƻƴ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎΦ CŜǿΣ ƛŦ ŀƴȅ, ƻŦ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ǇŜŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŎŎƻǊŘ ǎǳŎƘ 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǝƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǊŎǳǊƛŀƭ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ ǇŀǊǘ (Riha, p. 715). 

 

The “Ribbon” Unspooled 

άwƛōōƻƴέ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ wǳǎǎƛŀƴ ǎƭŀƴƎ ǘŜǊƳ ŦƻǊ Ƴƻǝƻƴ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ŬƭƳ, which ƭƛƪŜ ŀ Ǌƻƭƭ ƻŦ ƎƛƊǿǊŀǇΣ ǳƴǎǇƻƻƭs 

ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǊŜŜƭ ƻǊ ŎŀǊŘōƻŀǊŘ ŎƻǊŜ and into a projector. 

Sergei EisensteinΩǎ ŦŀƳŜ ŀǎ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŦŜǿŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘŜƴ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ 

ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǇŀƴ ƻŦ ǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ-ŬǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ǳƴǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘ Ƴƻǝƻƴ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƻǳǘƴǳƳōŜǊ 

Ƙƛǎ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜǎΦ !ƴŘΣ ȅŜǘΣ ǎƻ ƛƴƅǳŜƴǝŀƭ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ŬƭƳƳŀƪŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǝƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘŀǊ in the 

ŎƛƴŜƳŀǝŎ ŬǊƳŀƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƳŀƎƴƛǘǳŘŜ ōǊƛƎƘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀn ŦŀǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊƻƭƛŬŎ ǇŜŜǊǎΦ  

IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǊŜƅŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ivan the Terrible, Part II ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜ-edited, ōǳǘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ǳƴŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ƻǾƛŜǘ ¦ƴƛƻƴ ǳƴǝƭ мфруΣ ŀ ŘŜŎŀŘŜ ŀƊŜǊ {ŜǊƎŜƛ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ Part IIIΣ ƭƛƪŜ Que Viva 

Mexico and Bezhin Meadow ǿŀǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ (Eisenstein, p. xiii). 

{ŜǊƎŜƛ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǊŜƎŀƛƴŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΤ ŀ ƘŜŀǊǘ ŀǧŀŎƪ ǊŜŎǳǊǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀ 

ŦŜǿ ǿŜŜƪǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ŬƊƛŜǘƘ ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅ ƛƴ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ мфпуΦ 

9ǾŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘΣ {ŜǊƎŜƛ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴ ǾƛǎǳŀƭƛȊŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎΦ Drawing 
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remained ōŜƘƛƴŘ on the ŎǳǩƴƎ ǊƻƻƳ ƅƻƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ŀǎ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀƭƭ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜȅŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŬȄŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎ 

screen. 
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